
The decision to report suspected abuse or neglect 
to child protective services (CPS) has high stakes. A 
call to CPS can have profound effects on a family. 
On a larger scale, the quality of reporting decisions 
can support or compromise the well-being of entire 
communities. As an example, families of color are 
disproportionally reported for neglect, leading to 
increased inequities and disruption of communities of 
color.

Because a CPS report is a family’s initial point of entry 
into the system, improving reporting practices can 
have lasting, transformative effects on CPS systems 
and the communities they serve, increasing equity, 
minimizing unnecessary interventions, and helping 
families thrive.

EVERYONE CAN PROTECT KIDS 
AND SUPPORT FAMILIES
Evident Change’s Community Response Guide helps 
communities collaboratively develop accurate, 
equitable CPS reporting practices tailored to their 
needs. The public, online guide includes decision trees 
for neglect or abuse concerns, linked to a regularly 
updated roster of local prevention agencies. The 
result is a real-time decision aid that helps reporters 
and concerned community members understand and 
consider the range of local options to help families.

The guide benefits everyone:

•	 Reporters have clear support for their decisions.

•	 Prevention providers and the community at large 
understand their responsibility for supporting 
children and families.

•	 CPS agencies receive the most appropriate 
reports.

•	 Families are more likely to receive the support 
they need without unnecessary intervention.

•	 Communities can better support their members 
without unnecessary entries into the CPS system 
when appropriate to do so.

DEVELOPING A COMMUNITY 
RESPONSE GUIDE
Community Response Guide development is a 
collaboration involving participants from child welfare, 
prevention service providers, and the community. The 
average timeframe for development is 18–24 months. 
The work includes the following activities.
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IMPLEMENT
Design web-based system,  
create training and coaching  
for users 

DESIGN

DISCOVER

PLAN

Conduct workgroup, draft and 
test tool, develop policy and 
practice guidance for reporters

Review mandated reporter 
statutes, policies, practices, and 
data through surveys, focus 
groups, and data analysis 

Identify and recruit community 
core team, develop logic model, 
determine discovery plan

EVALUATE
Measure changes: Were the 
initial problems addressed? 
Enact CQI

LEARN MORE
Evident Change has created community response guides in multiple Australian 
states and Singapore and is now building its first guides of this kind in the 
United States. We can help your community develop and implement a 
customized guide to support reporting responsibilities. 

To discuss a guide for your community, contact Phil Decter, Director of Child 
Welfare, at (800) 306-6223 or pdecter@evidentchange.org.
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COMMUNITY RESPONSE GUIDE THEORY OF CHANGE 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Some families: 

• Cannot easily identify and access support to 
address their needs in their community; 

• Are inappropriately reported to child protective 
services (CPS) when community-based services 
could better serve them;  

• Experience trauma from unnecessary reports to 
child protection agencies; and 

• Are impacted disproportionately by the child 
protection system based on oppression and bias 
related to factors such as poverty, race, 
geographic location, family structure, disability, 
sexual orientation, and gender identity or 
expression.  

 

 

 

 

 
Some reporters: 
• Do not fully understand reporting thresholds or 

requirements and agency response protocols;  

• Report to CPS only because they are not aware of 
meaningful alternatives; 

• Struggle to refer families to community supports 
because reporters lack knowledge of available 
community services and confidence in offering 
supports;  

• Are uncertain, hesitant, or lack confidence about 
when to report concerns to CPS; and 

• Make reporting decisions based on biases, which 
means those decisions can be inaccurate and 
inconsistent. 

FAMILIES REPORTERS 

• Understand that alternative services exist for the 
families they are concerned about; 

• Have clarity and confidence about when to report 
and when to use the available alternatives; 

• More easily connect families to prevention 
services; and  

• Make accurate, equitable, and consistent 
reporting decisions. 

• Are connected to needed resources and culturally 
relevant services in their community;  

• Experience CPS involvement only when it is 
needed; and 

• Experience support and feel more at ease with 
seeking support from professionals in their 
community.  

• Will receive fewer calls that do not require a CPS 
response or are not about child abuse/neglect; 

• Will have more time for CPS staff to engage with 
families who truly require a response related to 
abuse and neglect concerns; and 

• Will have more time for screeners to engage with 
reporters. 

What Will Be Different? What Is the Vision? 

 
Child protection systems: 

• Have limited options to respond to families called 
in for issues that are not appropriate for a CPS 
response, which may result in inaccurate, 
inconsistent, or inequitable screening decisions; 

• Divert limited resources to processing and 
responding to referrals that do not warrant a CPS 
response; 

• Investigate and interact with families who would 
have benefitted from prevention services earlier; 
and 

• Cannot devote the time they wish to reported 
families who require a CPS response due to abuse 
and neglect concerns.  

 

CPS 
What Problems Are We Trying to Solve for Whom? 
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TOWARD THE VISION: DEVELOPING A COMMUNITY RESPONSE GUIDE TO ENSURE CHILDREN AND FAMILIES ARE SAFER AND 
ABLE TO GET THE SUPPORT THEY NEED 

The challenges that reporters face may result in reporting that: 

• Is not aligned with state legal thresholds for a child protection response; 
• Is biased by factors such as poverty, race, geographic location, family structure, disability, sexual orientation, and gender identity or expression; 
• Is inconsistent; and  
• Leads to child protection investigations for families who could or should be served outside of the system. 

Evident Change’s community response guide aims to address these challenges by helping communities collaboratively develop accurate, equitable, and consistent CPS 
reporting practices tailored to their needs. The public, online guide includes questions for professionals and concerned citizens about the children and families they are 
seeing to help them find the best help for the child. Sometimes this might be to call CPS; sometimes this might be to connect to a community response navigator or a 
local community provider. The result is a real-time decision aid that helps professionals and concerned community members understand and consider the range of local 
options to help families. 

The guide’s development process is critical. Community response guides are created collaboratively by a community team of CPS staff and leadership and community 
stakeholders, including educators; medical and mental health practitioners; law enforcement; children’s advocates; and parents, caregivers, and others with lived 
experience of the child welfare system. The participatory nature of guide development becomes an intervention in itself, helping this diverse array of stakeholders to 
imagine new ways of improving child and family safety and well-being. 

 
Communities that develop a community response guide will . . . 

• Bring critical community stakeholders together across CPS, community-based service providers, people with lived experience, and other professionals in the 
community to build trust and develop partnerships.  

• Achieve better understanding of: 
» The existing community-based services network and improvement strategies; 
» Reporters, their decision-making process, and their understanding of available community-based services;  
» Who gets reported to CPS (including by race and socioeconomic status) by whom; and whether they are best served by CPS, their community, or not at all; and 
» Statutes, policies, and practices that shape reporting behaviors.  

• Work toward developing a shared vision for a meaningful continuum of responses for their local community that includes the roles of both CPS and community-
based services to support children and families. 

• Make recommended changes to reporting policy, practice, and statute where needed. 
• Design and implement a web-based guide that professionals and community members can use when concerns about family safety or well-being arise. 
• Help ensure children and families are safer and are able to get the support they need. 
•  
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SUPPORTING FAMILIES BY IMPROVING DECISIONS 

SDM® THEORY OF CHANGE  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Fidelity to SDM assessments—combined with quality practice and appropriate, accessible, culturally relevant services—can lead to 

positive outcomes for children and families.  
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