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Introduction
There are two decisions required when a report of child abuse or neglect is received by the CPS agency: (1) whether to accept the report for assignment and (2) how quickly to respond. This article is concerned with the second decision – judging the response time designation. 
Response time standards have existed for decades. The purpose for response time standards is to assure, based on what has been reported, that a CPS worker makes a timely face-to-face contact with the identified child and caregivers. In a way, you can think of this as similar to the medical concept of triaging. The idea is that you consider information described about particular cases and you address the report(s) that are most concerning first and quickest. The concepts used in this analysis of reports when CPS employs a safety intervention approach are present danger and impending danger.
  In this article, we will demonstrate how the priority response decisions are reached using present danger. Next month we’ll consider the use of impending danger to determine the priority responses. You will be provided three examples of reports that may involve present danger.  Criteria will be provided for analyzing reported information which supports a priority response judgment. The idea in this article is to for you to apply the criteria to the reported information to confirm the priority decision to respond because of present danger (if it exists). We are providing you the criteria analysis for Report #1.
Present Danger: Definition and Analysis Criteria
Definition
Present danger is an immediate, significant and clearly observable threat to a child occurring in the present which, if allowed to continue without intervention, could result in severe harm. Present danger is primarily concerned with a caregiver’s behavior. The caregiver may be directly a danger to a child or may be non-protective of other existing danger. This could involve physical aggression; failure to protect a child from aggression or a dangerous situation; or neglectful behavior which deprives a child of essential, immediate safeguards and/or life necessities. Present danger is concerned with the circumstances a vulnerable child is in which includes his location, his condition, his proximity to dangerous events or people and social or physical conditions happening or in existence which endanger him. When the report is received, present danger exists or is occurring which means (if the report is accurate) that the child is in peril. The report contains information which describes the dangerous circumstance the child is in at the time of the report. This means information within the report indicates that a child is in jeopardy which is consistent with immediate exposure to extreme danger (i.e., may cause injury, pain or damage if not responded to promptly).  
Criteria
There are several qualifiers for judging present danger/exigent circumstances of which you should be mindful: 
· Imminent danger
This means the report contains information that a child is in jeopardy. The child is exposed to extreme danger.  The peril is recognizable. The emphasis here is a child who is or may experience immediate and potentially extreme outcomes. Based on what is reported – if true
 – could result in severe injury, pain or suffering.  Imminent means there is no time to waste to ascertain exactly what is happening and whether protective action is required. (Think - certainty and immediately.)
· Uncontrollable 
This means at the time of the report the information – if true – indicates that the situation is uncontrolled. The report would indicate that no responsible adult or family member is available to manage the circumstance that endangers the child. The judgment about present danger, based on the report – if true, is about whether the family situation is out of control when the report is received. (Next month, we’ll consider “out of control” from a different perspective - impending danger and the priority response decision.)
· Clear evidence of probable cause
This refers to the basis for concluding the need to respond immediately because of present danger circumstances. The issue is concerned with whether reported information indicates probable cause to believe that a child is in present danger. The reported circumstance – if true – could be observed and specific. What is happening – if true – could be judged based on fact, a reality that one can testify to.  So, what is reported that would lead you to conclude that a child was in present danger must be transparent. This is not your interpretation of what might exist. It is only what is reported and your analysis of it as being credible. A test of that would be whether your supervisor or a judge or even a lay person would agree with you about danger and the probability of serious physical injury, pain or suffering if the reported situation is true. 
· Reasonable person
This qualifier is related to clear evidence of probable cause since the standard being applied is that a reasonable person would be responsible for observing and drawing conclusions about reported information that represented present danger.  A “reasonable person” is a regular person off the streets with no special wisdom or expertise in judging child abuse and neglect reports. The question is: Given what has been reported, would the average lay person believe that the child is in danger? So this criterion reinforces that this judgment results from the transparency of danger contained within the report. 
· Seriousness 
The information in the report – if true - describing what is going on will cause you to believe that it can result in severe harm (i.e., bodily harm, physical injury, terror, pain). This in tandem with the first criterion – imminent danger – forms the basis and rationale for assigning an immediate response. In some instances, serious results are already described within a report. In other reports, circumstances are described which causes a reasonable person (remember the average everyday citizen) to recognize how serious this could be for a child.
· Urgency
The intake priority response decision is fundamentally about urgency. Does the reported information create a sense of urgency? In simple terms – if what is reported is true – we really need to act in a hurry. Here are some analysis questions to help in judging urgency. We’ll underline key words that represent what you are judging from the reported information. 
· What within the report leads you to believe that immediate confirmation of the information is indicated?  (Confirmation refers to validating the reported information through personal contact.)
· Does the report contain information that is consistent with emergency? 
· Based on your perceptions of the reported information – if true - could some horrible thing happen to a child?   
· Does the reported information lead you to believe that circumstances are such that personal contact with the child and family would wait for a few to several hours without the child being in jeopardy of bodily harm?  
· Clear indications of emergency
There are two things you should consider with respect to this criterion. 
· The reported information (i.e., situation, incident, child’s condition, etc.) is extremely serious and obvious in relationship to posing a danger to a child.
· The reported information must describe an emergency requiring immediate response. 
Present danger circumstances require a prompt personal response to verify what has been reported – to be true or not. This criterion requires in your prioritization judgment to conclude that there is reasonable cause (the reported information – if true) to believe that a child is in imminent danger of serious bodily injury and that a face-to-face intervention is reasonably necessary to confirm what is happening and take appropriate action.
· What is known and what remains unknown
This is a tricky criterion so let’s be careful to understand it clearly. We will place this within the “prudent person context.” In other words, given what is reported that is concerning and what remains unknown, would a prudent person believe that what is unknown could be so serious that a prompt response is reasonable? Perhaps the best example of this criterion is the reported serious non accidental physical injury with no reasonable explanation about how the injury occurred. The cause of the injury is unknown. The prudent person understands that the absence of an explanation (unknown) allows for the possibility of assault as the answer. The prudent person proceeds to consider whether what caused the injury (e.g., circumstances, events, influences, behaviors) could reoccur. The reason this is a tricky criterion is because, if you are not careful, it can lead to interpretation of what is being reported in broad ways. What you must consider in your analysis is:
· The seriousness with what is known (e.g., injuries, dangerous situations, vulnerable children, access to dangerous people, etc.) in conjunction with 
· What is not known (e.g., something as simple as what has been occurring since the report came in) in relationship to 
· Hypothetical scenarios that might be possible.
In the example of a physical injury with no plausible explanation, hypothetical scenarios might include someone injured this child and the parent could not protect; the parent might have injured the child; the parent might have been debilitated in some fashion and may not be consciously aware or remember how the child was hurt; the injury may have occurred when the parent was not supervising the child; the parent may have allowed the child to be with dangerous people; and so on. Any of those possible situations coupled with the serious injury and perhaps other known information (e.g., the child’s vulnerability, no other adults in the home besides parents, child in parents’ care, previous health history, previous CPS reports, etc.) could support a judgment of present danger and the need for a priority response.
Judging Reports for Present Danger and Priority Response Time
	Following you will find information from three real reports (redacted but not edited) which may or may not contain present danger and the need for a prompt response. Report #1 is followed by a chart where we provide you with our analysis of the reported information and our conclusion about the response time. Reports #2 and #3 are available for you to apply the present danger criteria for judging priority response. It will be up to you to decide whether the report contains indication of present danger and what response time is reasonable. Report Information Analysis charts are available for you to use if you wish to use them. If you are interested in our analysis of Reports #2 and #3, we will provide those for you at the conclusion of next month’s article.



Report #1 @ 1:30 pm
The reporter and his wife are friends with Nancy Cordova. Nancy has a 6 year old child named Randi.  Nancy was laid off several days ago from her administrative assistant position. Only a week before that she was arrested for DUI and that case is pending. Nancy has a history of alcohol use associated primarily socializing. However, she has low tolerance for alcohol which results in unpleasant, sometimes aggressive behavior and passing out. Today the reporter received a call from Nancy asking if the reporter would purchase a plane ticket for her because it was imperative that she fly to San Diego today. She indicated that her credit card was maxed out which prevented her from buying the ticket. The reporter agreed to come and discuss the matter with her. The reporter indicated that during the call Nancy sounded drunk or disoriented. That call occurred at 10:30 this morning. The reporter and his wife arrived at Nancy’s house at 12:30. Nancy appeared to be drunk; was acting frantic – moving around the house constantly but without much purpose; calling on the phone incessantly; complaining about the need for someone to take care of Randi while she was away; saying her mother had promised to take care of Randi but she could not reach her which makes her angry; (the reporter explained that Nancy’s parents left for vacation two days ago which Nancy should know.) The reporter says that Nancy believes that she has enlisted in the Navy and has received her orders to ship out from San Diego tomorrow. Nancy told the reporter that she had been in California and flew back yesterday in order to make arrangements for Randi, but had to return to San Diego today or lose out on this fantastic career opportunity. The career opportunity, according to Nancy, is to become a lawyer in the Adjutant General’s Office.  The reporter says none of this is true. Randi is reported to be healthy and fine although upset with her mother and not understanding how it is that her mother is saying she is leaving today. There are two suitcases partially packed by the front door but they contain all sorts of odd things for a trip (e.g., miss matched shoes and clothing; a heavy winter coat; can goods; two leather purses; a box of dish washer shop; etc.)  At the time of this call Nancy continues to act in this weird way and insists that she must report for duty. There are no other adults living in the home. The reporter indicates that he has never seen this kind of behavior before.
Report Information Analysis
	Present Danger Criteria
	Application

	Imminent danger

	Randi is in jeopardy because: (1) she is a vulnerable 6-year-old who cannot protect herself; (2) her mother’s bizarre behavior prevents her from protecting and caring for Randi; (3) there are no other responsible adults living in the home at this time; and (4) it is conceivable that Randi could be left alone or unsupervised today or tonight which could result in her being injured, wandering away, being subject to home hazards (e.g., fire).

	Uncontrollable 

	While it is true that the caller and his wife have things under control, there is nothing else within the information that indicates someone can and will be there to control Nancy’s behavior, to assure that Randi is cared for and protected. Nancy is described in vivid ways as being out of control.

	Clear evidence of probable cause

	The caller describes very specific behavior that can be verified through a personal encounter. If Nancy is behaving this way, it can be judged as a fact. The caller “testifies” in some detail to the unusual and unrealistic perceptions and behaviors that Nancy is demonstrating. The information – if true – is certainly transparent. Nancy appears to be delusional, incoherent, disoriented for some reason (alcohol, drugs, mental disturbance)? Nancy is described as out of touch with reality – the reality which requires her to care for and protect Randi. This kind of information can be verified by CPS and can be testified to by the caller. 

	Reasonable person

	An average person off the streets would believe this situation to be extreme (i.e., a mother who has been an administrative assistant and within a week receives her report papers for a call to duty in the Navy which includes being shipped out immediately).

	Seriousness 

	What might happen if Randi is left at home tonight with Nancy? What might happen if Nancy remains in her current condition? It is possible that nothing will happen. It is possible that morning could come and Nancy would be okay. Alternatively it is possible that Nancy will leave. It is possible that Nancy will pass out. It is possible that Randi will wander away from the house seeking help. It is possible that Randi will attempt to care for herself (e.g., use the stove for instance). The child’s dependence on an irrational mother confirms the seriousness of the reported situation.  

	Urgency

	The seriousness and apparent unusualness of the mother’s behavior indicates the need to be vigilant. Nothing the caller reported suggested that the mother’s behavior was calming or becoming more realistic. It appears the behavior may be influenced by more than alcohol. It is not clear to what extent the mother believes in what appears to be a delusion which could have a bearing on actions that she takes. 
What within the report leads us to believe that immediate confirmation of the information is indicated? The seriousness and unusualness of the mother’s behavior and the vulnerability of the child. 
Does the report contain information that is consistent with emergency? The information indicates that the mother has “checked out” with respect to her responsibilities for Randi. Even her frantic attempts to find someone to take care of Randi (so she can leave) do not represent responsible actions but appear to exist as part of the delusion.
Based on our perceptions of the reported information – if true - could some horrible thing happen to a child? It is reasonable to conclude that injury, suffering and pain could happen to Randi. It is possible that Nancy could take Randi with her while in this irrational state subjecting Randi to additional danger.
Does the reported information lead us to believe that circumstances are such that personal contact with the child and family could wait for a few to several hours without the child being in jeopardy of bodily harm? No. The information suggests that personal contact must occur before the caller and his wife depart from the home. 

	Clear indications of emergency

	This is an emergency because the reported information (i.e., mother’s behavior, the nature of what appears to be a delusion; whatever is influencing mother’s behavior; child vulnerability and dependence on the mother) is extremely serious and obvious in relationship to posing a danger to a child.
This mother is in the process of attempting to arrange a flight to California today. The caller has prevented that from happening for now. Should this continue to play out the circumstance described by the caller (i.e., bags partially packed, seeking child care, etc.) could change or be acted upon. Confirmation of the reported information is highly likely considering the detail provided by the caller and his first-hand experience at the time of the call.

	What is known and what remains unknown

	This is a highly volatile situation with respect to stability and predictability. Therefore present danger can be concluded to exist and a prompt response to confirm what is going on is indicated. What is known is well depicted in terms of Nancy’s behavior; the contrast of how she is doing today versus usually; how bizarre her behavior is; the nature of her irrational thinking and actions and the motivation to live within it; activity and behavior referred to as frantic, agitated, unsettled, obsessive even (as per the constant phone calling). Additionally some difficulty with alcohol is reported. The loss of a job is known. A recent DUI is known. 
A lot is not known about the current situation. The source or influence of her behavior. The stimulation for this kind of irrationality. The influences and stress that might exist at large. Anything that might have set off this situation today. It is prudent, however, to conclude that what is unknown must be equally serious as what is known and must have a determining affect on what has transpired. 
Hypothetically, the unknown could be associated with drugs and/or alcohol, with emotional disturbance, stress, deteriorating life circumstances, etc. It could be isolated as an event occurring today or it could be an example of the onset of very serious disturbance. It could be progressive in relationship to alcohol use and other kinds of functioning. 


Call #2 @ 10:00 am
This report is made by a probation officer – Ted Scanlan. It involves Maxine Peters and her 5 year old daughter Sonja. The reporter says as part of a field test Maxine tested positive last night for meth and had the appearance of being really high (i.e., dilated pupils and red eyes.) The reporter has been told that Maxine uses meth at least weekly and is also drinking heavily every Saturday night at the local bars. The reporter did not have information on Sonja except to say he knew she went to school this morning. Maxine has completed meth treatment and is in aftercare with random UA’s. She has a lot of resistance to Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous and any kind of treatment. The reporter does not know how much the alcohol plays into the situation. The absent father, Mitch Ransom, knew about Maxine’s meth use and Maxine was able to tell the reporter that Mitch was aware of it as well.  Maxine is doctoring her UA’s by inserting a pill box of clean urine into the vaginal area and then it is poked with a fingernail to release the urine specimen for testing.  Mitch told the reporter that Sonja’s paternal grandmother may be living with Sonja and Maxine. Mitch has sporadic visitation. The reporter indicated that Mitch is as unstable as Maxine. The reporter is wondering how involved the two of them are in the situation. Maxine is on 2 years probation for possession of meth with the reporter. Maxine has worked with CPS in the past. Maxine wasn’t arrested last night. The reporter/probation officer waiting until today to have her picked up. She is at home now. Maxine will not have an initial appearance before the court until next week.
Report Information Analysis
	Present Danger Criteria
	Application

	Imminent danger
	     

	Uncontrollable
	     

	Clear evidence of probable cause
	     

	Reasonable person
	     

	Seriousness
	     

	Urgency
	     

	Clear indications of emergency
	     

	What is known and what remains unknown
	     


Call #3 @ 9:30 am
This report involves Brenda Higgins. She has two daughters: Lisa 8 and Kendra 6.  A neighbor of the girls’ grandmother Ethel Higgins is the reporter – Theresa Bentley. The reporter says that Brenda is intoxicated and the children are with her at home. The children keep calling their grandmother and asking her to come and pick them up. The reporter says that Ethel does not want to pick the children up nor does she want them at her home. Brenda lives at the Big Creek apartments. The children are crying and wanting out of their mother’s home. The reporter describes Brenda as very intoxicated. The reporter who is familiar with the family says that Brenda starts drinking at any time during the day and then continues to drink.  When the girls are home from school and this kind of behavior from the other begins, the girls call their grandmother to come and get them.  Normally she has responded but for her own personal reasons (not explained) she refuses to do so today. The reporter indicated that she is in no position to keep the girls today or even check on them. She is worried what will happen if Brenda continues to drink and have her friends over (who are described as partiers.) The reporter is not acquainted with Brenda’s friends who include men and women.  The reporter indicated that she and a number of Brenda’s relatives attempt to keep an eye on her but really have no influence or effect on Brenda’s behavior. Brenda has been to treatment centers with no success.  When she is not drinking, Brenda is described as a very good mother. There may be family members who live in nearby towns who can be a resource to Brenda and the girls. 
Report Information Analysis
	Present Danger Criteria
	Application

	Imminent danger
	     

	Uncontrollable
	     

	Clear evidence of probable cause
	     

	Reasonable person
	     

	Seriousness
	     

	Urgency
	     

	Clear indications of emergency
	     

	What is known and what remains unknown
	     


Note:  This article is published in Microsoft Word Software to enable you to more easily access the charts for your completion.[image: image1.png]



� Agencies normally provide for two or three response times: immediate and/or same day which is typical for a present danger response, same day to within 24 hours which is typical for impending danger, and a third choice which may involve a number of days which is considered for all other reports.


� “If true” provides context for intake decision making.  A believability test is needed since verification of reported information does not occur until CPS has had personal contact with the family. But in order to judge and make decisions, good faith occurs in terms of analyzing information and drawing conclusion based on if it were true – not that it is true until confirmed by personal CPS contact. Reliability of the reporter is a significant part of the believability test.
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