
Patterns of intergenerational child protective services 
involvement

Sarah Fonta,*, Maria Cancianb, Lawrence M. Bergerc, Anna DiGiovannid

aDepartment of Sociology and Criminology/Child Maltreatment Solutions Network, Pennsylvania 
State University, United States

bSchool of Public Policy, Georgetown University, United States

cSchool of Social Work and Institute for Research on Poverty,, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
United States

dDepartment of Sociology and Criminology and Child Maltreatment Solutions Network, 
Pennsylvania State University, United States

Abstract

Background: Prior research on Child Protective Services (CPS) involvement among at-risk 

youth focuses on their roles as parents perpetrating maltreatment against biological offspring. 

Given family complexity and assortative partnering, measuring all CPS involvement – as 

perpetrators and non-offending parents of victims – provides new insight into intergenerational 

maltreatment patterns.

Objectives: Our objective was to investigate the risk of multiple forms of parent or perpetrator 

CPS involvement (PP-CPS) by age 25, among those exposed to three forms of adversity in their 

late teens (at ages 14–17): alleged victim on a CPS investigation, out-of-home care (OHC), and 

poverty.

Participants and setting: We used a sample of 36,475 individuals born in 1990–1991 from the 

Wisconsin Data Core longitudinal administrative database, and tracked their involvement in CPS, 

OHC, and the food assistance program (SNAP) over time. Our sample consisted of individuals 

who, at ages 14–17, met one of the following criteria: were in OHC; had CPS involvement as a 

victim but no OHC (CPSV group), or received food assistance without CPSV or OHC (SNAP 

group).

Methods: Using logistic regression, we modeled four forms of PP-CPS involvement: parent-

perpetrator, resident parent non-perpetrator, nonresident parent non-perpetrator, and non-biological 

parent-perpetrator.

Results: Predicted risks of any PP-CPS involvement by age 25 were 10 % (SNAP group), 17–

22 % (CPSV group), and 26–33 % (OHC group); among OHC youth known to have a biological 
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child, rates exceeded 40 %. The proportion of CPS involvement that involved parent-perpetration 

varied substantially by sex and adversity type.

Conclusions: Focusing only on intergenerational maltreatment in which the parents are the 

perpetrators may substantially understate the risk of maltreatment recurring across generations.
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1. Introduction

Exposure to child abuse or neglect during childhood is associated with an elevated risk of 

maltreatment victimization for one’s own children, a process referred to as intergenerational 

transmission of child maltreatment (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2016). Yet, prior 

research in this area is characterized by methodological shortcomings with respect to 

sampling, measurement, and causal identification (Thornberry, Knight, & Lovegrove, 2012). 

In this study, we employ extensive administrative data to examine intergenerational patterns 

of child protective services (CPS) involvement in Wisconsin from 2004 to 2016. Our data 

include the full population of CPS-involved individuals and the full population of low-

income individuals receiving Food Stamps/Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) benefits over this time period. This allows us to examine patterns of CPS 

involvement among young adults, some of whom were involved in the child welfare system 

(as alleged victims or foster care youth) during their adolescence, and others who were not, 

but were in economically disadvantaged families. We analyze alleged maltreatment of these 

young adults’ biological children by both the adults themselves and by other adults, as well 

as these individuals’ risk of alleged maltreatment perpetration against either their biological 

children or children who are not their biological offspring.

We extend prior research in three key ways. First, whereas most prior studies have either 

focused exclusively on women (Avery, Hutchinson, & Whitaker, 2002; Bartelink, van 

Yperen, & Ingrid, 2015; Bartlett & Easterbrooks, 2012, 2015; Bartlett, Kotake, Fauth, & 

Easterbrooks, 2017; Berlin, Appleyard, & Dodge, 2011; Egeland, Jacobvitz, & Sroufe, 1988; 

McCloskey & Bailey, 2000; Narayan et al., 2017; Valentino, Nuttall, Comas, Borkowski, & 

Akai, 2012; Yang, Font, Ketchum, & Kim, 2018; Zuravin, McMillen, DePanfilis, & Risley-

Curtiss, 1996) or have not provided separate estimates by sex (Dixon, Browne, & Hamilton-

Giachritsis, 2009; Ben-David, Jonson-Reid, Drake, & Kohl, 2015; Dixon, Browne, & 

Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2005; Hellmann, Stiller, Glaubitz, & Kliem, 2018), we estimated 

intergenerational transmission of CPS involvement for both females and males. Second, 

most previous studies have focused on only biological parents and children (Ball, 2009; 

Bartlett & Easterbrooks, 2012, 2015; Bartlett et al., 2017; Dixon et al., 2005a; 2009; 

Egeland et al., 1988; Kim, 2009; Yang et al., 2018) and have been silent with respect to both 

maltreatment by adults other than biological parents and maltreatment of non-biological 

children. In the context of contemporary family complexity, understanding all instances of 

alleged maltreatment, irrespective of biological relationship between the alleged perpetrator 

and child is important. Third, prior work has largely used small, potentially non-

representative samples, and struggled to identify relevant comparison groups. In contrast, we 
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follow a cohort of disadvantaged youth born in 1990 and 1991, some of whom experienced 

CPS involvement as children, and examine patterns of adult CPS involvement through 2016, 

when they were approximately age 25. Although most children in disadvantaged families are 

not maltreated, such children comprise the majority of the CPS population, making this an 

informative sample for considering intergenerational transmission of maltreatment.

Experiencing maltreatment in childhood could increase risk of maltreatment victimization 

for one’s own children, in part because of limited intergenerational mobility and the 

consequent intergenerational transmission of economic disadvantage, combined with a 

higher risk of maltreatment among economically-disadvantaged children (Corcoran, 1995; 

Dixon, Browne, & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2005; Drake & Pandey, 1996; Solon, 2002). In 

considering this and other explanations, we identify four specific contexts of adulthood/non-

victim CPS involvement. First, abused or neglected children could, as adults, maltreat their 

biological offspring. Two perspectives shed particular light on such parent-perpetrator 
transmission: social learning (and the related “cycle of violence” theory), wherein a child 

might have incorporated abusive and neglectful elements into their working model of parent-

child relationships, and compromised functioning such that experiencing childhood abuse 

and neglect might have adversely influenced one’s psychological health and attachment 

orientation in ways that might have inhibited safe parenting (Bartlett & Easterbrooks, 2012; 

Dixon et al., 2009; Egeland et al., 1988; Hellmann et al., 2018; Lamela & Figueiredo, 2013; 

Milner et al., 2010; Narayan et al., 2017). In other words, a child might have interpreted 

abusive and neglectful behavior as an appropriate or normative model for a parent-child 

relationship, and thus imitated similar abusive and neglectful behavior toward their children. 

Past evidence indicates that the vast majority of parents with a history of being maltreated do 

not maltreat their offspring (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2016). Nonetheless, 

children of formerly maltreated parents are at elevated risk of experiencing parental 

maltreatment.

Second, resident parent non-perpetrator transmission might occur if a child who resided with 

a parent who was maltreated in childhood was abused or neglected by someone else, 

including the other parent, a paramour, family members, or other caregivers. Prior research 

has addressed why persons with a maltreatment history might have relationships that pose 

maltreatment risk to their children. For example, experiencing childhood maltreatment could 

predispose one towards partners who may display abusive, neglectful, or unstable behaviors. 

Indeed, child maltreatment victims are far more likely to experience domestic violence in 

adulthood than persons without maltreatment histories (Richards, Tillyer, & Wright, 2017; 

Widom, Czaja, & Dutton, 2014). “Learned helplessness”, could compromise a victim’s 

ability to protect themselves (Renner & Slack, 2006), and to protect their children by 

detecting or acting on maltreatment threats. In addition, children whose parents were 

maltreated could be at elevated risk through exposure to their parents’ own abusers (e.g., 

grandparents). The best evidence to date on resident parent, non-perpetrator transmission is 

for sexual abuse. Studies have found that sexually-abused children commonly have a non-

offending mother who also experienced sexual abuse as a child (Avery et al., 2002; 

McCloskey & Bailey, 2000). However, there is little evidence for other forms of 

maltreatment, as the few studies that have included both parent-perpetrator and resident 
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parent, non-perpetrator transmission have not provided separate estimates by perpetrator 

type (Bartlett et al., 2017; Berlin et al., 2011).

Third, non-resident parent non-perpetrator transmission might occur when a formerly 

maltreated parent does not reside (full time) with their child and the child is maltreated by 

someone else, including the other parent. To our knowledge, this potential phenomenon has 

never been studied. However, both intergenerational transmission of social and economic 

disadvantage and assortative mating imply that it could occur for similar reasons that 

resident parent, non-perpetrator transmission could occur—due to economically stressed 

environments, family disruption, and an elevated likelihood of partnering with individuals 

who are at risk of maltreating their child. Given that most children, and especially those 

from disadvantaged families, will not live with both of their biological parents for their full 

childhood, investigating this form of transmission is increasingly warranted (National Center 

for Family & Marriage Research, 2012).

Finally, we considered intergenerational transmission in the form of maltreatment of a non-
biological child, in which adults who were abused or neglected in childhood go on to 

maltreat children who are not their biological offspring. Such transmission may be 

particularly important to interrogate given that blended and complex families are now 

common. Moreover, it would likely reflect similar mechanisms as parent-perpetrator 

transmission. However, we are aware of no prior studies to focus on this potential form of 

intergenerational transmission of child maltreatment.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

Our sample was drawn from the Wisconsin Data Core, a longitudinal administrative 

database of all persons who interact with State public programs including public assistance 

(cash, food, or medical assistance, supplemental security income), state prisons, child 

welfare (CPS, foster care, related services), and child support. Because child welfare records 

were not completely electronic in Wisconsin until mid-2004, we focused on observations 

from 2004 to 2016.

Our potential sample included all persons in Wisconsin who met the following criteria: (1) 

were born in 1990 or 1991; (2) received Food Stamps/SNAP, were an alleged victim on a 

CPS investigation, or were in the state foster care system between the ages of 14 and 17; and 

(3) were not known to have died or moved out of state during the observation period. From 

that sample (N = 36,907), individuals were excluded if they had missing information on sex 

(n = 9) or race (n = 425). This resulted in a sample of 36,475 individuals observed from 

roughly age 14 to age 25. Fig. 1 depicts our data linking, sample selection, and outcome 

identification processes.

Our data include the full population of individuals who fall within the parameters identified 

above and could therefore be characterized as a population rather than a sample (Gibbs, 

Shafer, & Miles, 2017). However, we characterize the observations as a sample due to the 

limited time frame and geographic area, and our interest in generalizing beyond Wisconsin 
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in these select years. Thus, we use inferential statistics in our analyses and consider 

statistical significance, in addition to magnitude and direction of coefficients, in interpreting 

our findings.

2.2. Measures

We use CPS investigation as a proxy for child maltreatment, both to identify those subject to 

maltreatment as children and to identify our primary outcome. Consistent with recent 

research on intergenerational maltreatment (Bartlett et al., 2017; Berlin et al., 2011; Yang et 

al., 2018) and longstanding concerns about whether case substantiation accurately identifies 

maltreatment (Drake, 1996; Hussey et al., 2005; Kohl, Jonson-Reid, & Drake, 2009), we 

include both unsubstantiated and substantiated investigations. We excluded investigations in 

which the alleged victim was an “unborn child” because such cases are narrowly focused on 

the behavior of the expectant mother and are categorized separately by the state (Wisconsin 

Department of Children & Families, 2017). We further excluded investigations where the 

perpetrator was under age 14 or within 5 years of the victim’s age to exclude cases where 

the perpetrator was a child themselves, specifically a sibling or a paramour of the alleged 

victim, rather than a caregiver or person responsible for the child’s welfare. We recognize 

that many instances of maltreatment are never reported, or are screened out without 

investigation. This is likely to downwardly bias our estimates. We further caution that CPS 

records were only available from July 2004 onward, and therefore our observation of CPS 

involvement is time limited: we measure CPS involvement as perpetrators or parents through 

age 25 only, at which point many sample members have yet to become parents.

For our outcome measure of CPS involvement as a parent or as a perpetrator (PP-CPS) We 

focus on five indicators of maltreatment allegedly perpetrated by sample members or against 

sample members’ children: (1) parent-perpetrator: sample member is the parent and an 

alleged perpetrator on a CPS investigation; (2) resident parent non-perpetrator: sample 

member is the resident parent but not an alleged perpetrator on a CPS investigation; (3) 

nonresident parent non-perpetrator: sample member is the nonresident parent and is neither 

an alleged perpetrator nor named as the case reference person (primary caregiver); (4) non-

biological parent-perpetrator: sample member is as an alleged perpetrator, but not a parent to 

the alleged victim; and (5) any young adult PP-CPS-involvement of types (1) through (4).

We compare patterns of PP-CPS involvement among three mutually exclusive groups of 

young adults. The SNAP group consisted of individuals who received Food Stamps/SNAP 

but were not alleged CPS victims (CPSV) and did not experience out-of-home care (OHC) 

at ages 14–17. The CPSV group contained alleged victims on a CPS investigation between 

the ages of 14 and 17 who did not experience OHC. The OHC group consisted of those who 

experienced OHC between ages 14 and 17.

The SNAP group includes only those who had no CPSV or OHC involvement at ages 14–17, 

but individuals in both the CPSV and OHC group may also have received SNAP. The CPSV 

group includes only those who had no OHC experience at ages 14–17, whereas most youth 

in OHC have experienced a CPSV investigation. That is, although some youth enter OHC 

without prior CPS-investigated maltreatment, the vast majority have been exposed to 

parental maltreatment, violence, or related traumas (Greeson et al., 2011; Turney & 
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Wildeman, 2017). Ages 14–17 reflect the period for which we have consistent data. By 

focusing on late-adolescent exposure to poverty (SNAP), investigated maltreatment (CPSV), 

or OHC, we are capturing the association between proximal adversity and parent or 

perpetrator CPS involvement (PP-CPS).

Our regression models control for the sample member’s race/ethnicity (white [reference 

category], black non-Hispanic, Hispanic [any race], Asian, American Indian, multiracial), 

SSI (supplemental security income) receipt as a child (a proxy for disability), months from 

birth through age 13 the sample member’s family received SNAP, and birth year of 1991 

(versus 1990). For regression models limited to parents, we also control for age at first birth 

(younger than 18 [reference category], 18–19, 20–24).

2.3. Analytic approach

We examined males and females separately in all analyses both because women are more 

likely than men to be the alleged perpetrator of maltreatment and because mothers are more 

likely than fathers to live with their biological children (Cancian, Meyer, Brown, & Cook, 

2014; Risley-Curtiss & Heffernan, 2003). For each sex, we first produced descriptive 

statistics by CPS-involvement status. We then estimated logistic regressions predicting the 

likelihood of each CPS-involvement category, for all, and then for the sample known to be 

parents. These final estimates are informative given that non-parents cannot be parent-

perpetrators; however, we caution that they may overestimate risk of PP-CPS involvement 

among parents (especially fathers) because our data likely under-identify parentage among 

those who are not involved in the child welfare system. For both sets of models, we plot the 

predicted probabilities of each type of PP-CPS by sample group (SNAP, CPSV, OHC), net of 

the covariates. Standard errors from the regression models are clustered by the individuals’ 

primary county of residence prior to adulthood.

3. Results

We provide a description of our sample by sex and parent or perpetrator CPS involvement in 

Table 1. These simple descriptive results are not easily interpreted, and should not be given a 

causal interpretation, given that many are related in complex ways. Overall, 16 % of females 

(3032 of 18,912) and 13 % of males (2288 of 17,563) experienced PP-CPS involvement 

during young adulthood; PP-CPS was more common among the CPSV and OHC groups 

than the SNAP group. Males were particularly likely to be nonparent perpetrators and non-

biological child perpetrators, whereas females were particularly likely to be parent 

perpetrators and resident parent non-perpetrators.

Characteristics differed substantially by PP-CPS involvement during young adulthood, with 

similar patterns for females and males. Those with PP-CPS were disproportionately Black, 

American Indian, and multiracial, had children at a younger age, were more likely to receive 

SSI as a child, and their families received SNAP for a longer period of their childhood, as 

compared with individuals who had no PP-CPS by age 25.

Full sample results from logistic regressions predicting each of the five types of PP-CPS 

involvement by age 25 are shown in Table 2 for all males (Panel 1) and all females (Panel 2). 
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Net of controls, males with CPSV history were twice as likely (AOR = 1.95), and those with 

a history of OHC were more than three times as likely (AOR = 3.30) as males in the SNAP 

group to experience PP-CPS involvement by age 25 (Model 1). Moreover, males in the 

CPSV and OHC groups had significantly higher odds of all types of PP-CPS involvement 

(Models 2–5). In addition, OHC males were more likely than CPSV males to have 

nonresident parent non-perpetrator involvement as well as non-biological child perpetrator 

CPS involvement.

Among females, those with a CPSV history were 2.6 times more likely, and those with an 

OHC history were 4.6 times more likely, to experience PP-CPS involvement by age 25 than 

those in the SNAP group (Model 1). Moreover, females who experienced CPSV or OHC 

during childhood were at increased risk of each type of PP-CPS involvement (Models 2–5), 

and females with an OHC history were at significantly higher risk for each type of PP-CPS 

involvement than those with CPSV but no OHC experience. Finally, results from Wald tests 

of the equality of the coefficients for males and females indicated that CPSV and OHC were 

stronger risk factors for females than males for four of the five types of PP-CPS involvement

—all except non-biological child perpetrator.

Fig. 2 depicts the estimated rates (expressed as percentages) of PP-CPS involvement by 

sample group and sex. On the whole, the OHC group had the highest rates of PP-CPS 

involvement (25 % for men and 33 % for women), followed by the CPSV group (17 % and 

23 %), with the SNAP group having the lowest rates (10 % for both sexes). Women had 

higher rates of PP-CPS involvement than men, in general, and of parent perpetrator and 

resident parent non-perpetrator CPS involvement, in particular. Men had higher rates of non-

biological parent perpetrator and nonresident parent non-perpetrator involvement. This 

highlights the importance of considering all four types of involvement. For example, 

comparing the first (any PP-CPS involvement) and second (perpetrator-parent) point 

estimates in each panel shows that, especially for males, considering only perpetrator-parent 

maltreatment substantially understates risk of CPS involvement, particularly among those 

with a history of CPSV or OHC.

Individuals in the CPSV and OHC groups entered parenthood earlier (on average) than those 

in the SNAP group: 41 % of the SNAP sample were parents by age 25, versus 52 % and 

53 % of CPSV and OHC groups, respectively. As such, it is not surprising that a higher 

proportion of the CPSV and OHC samples were CPS-involved in young adulthood—they 

had children younger and were observed as parents longer. To assess whether the CPSV and 

OHC samples were at higher risk of PP-CPS involvement conditional on parenthood, we 

repeated our analyses for only the subsample of youth who had become parents by age 25. 

Results are shown in Table 3, with predicted values (expressed as percentages) shown in Fig. 

3. On the whole, the magnitudes of difference in PP-CPS involvement between groups is 

smaller in these models than in the full sample models; however, the general pattern remains 

the same. Likewise, the overall pattern of results is consistent with that presented in Fig. 2, 

although with generally higher rates of all types of PP-CPS involvement and slightly smaller 

differences in rates among the SNAP, CPSV, and OHC groups.
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4. Discussion

We followed youth with SNAP, CPSV, and OHC involvement at ages 14–17 until their 25th 

birthdays to assess their involvement with CPS as alleged perpetrators or as parents of 

alleged victims (PP-CPS). We found that CPSV youth were about twice as likely, and OHC 

youth about three times as likely, as SNAP youth who had no adolescent CPSV or OHC 

involvement to have PP-CPS involvement. Overall rates of PP-CPS involvement among 

sample individuals were quite high, affecting about 1 in 10 SNAP youth, 1 in 5 CPSV youth, 

and 1 in 3 OHC youth. Had we measured only incidents in which a parent maltreated their 

biological offspring, as has been the focus of most prior work, our estimated rates would be 

much lower (3 %, 4 %, and 6 % for males; 7 %, 16 %, and 27 % for females). Of particular 

note, by including perpetration against children who are not one’s biological offspring, we 

account for considerably more PP-CPS involvement among men: 3 % of SNAP males, 7 % 

of CPSV males, and 12 % of OHC males were accused of maltreating someone else’s 

children by age 25. This likely reflects that disadvantaged young men often live with other 

family members or nonmarital partners (Berger & Bzostek, 2014) and that contemporary 

families commonly involve parents residing with partners who are not the parent of all of 

their children (Manning, Brown, & Stykes, 2014). More broadly, our findings indicate that 

limiting analyses only to alleged parent perpetrators excludes a non-negligible proportion of 

alleged maltreatment and, in particular, sexual abuse, which is least likely to be parent-child 

perpetrated.

Non-perpetrator CPS involvement of resident and non-resident parents also constituted a 

large proportion of PP-CPS involvement in each of our samples, but was significantly higher 

for the CPSV and OHC groups than for the SNAP group. Prior work has shown that 

offspring of female sexual abuse victims are at increased risk of sexual abuse by other 

persons (McCloskey & Bailey, 2000), but patterns have not been examined for other forms 

of maltreatment or for fathers. Research further demonstrates that children exposed to 

maltreatment are both more likely to perpetrate violence and to be victimized by romantic 

partners (Fang & Corso, 2007; Richards et al., 2017) as adults. Perpetration of violence in 

intimate relationships is, in turn, strongly correlated with child maltreatment (McGuigan & 

Pratt, 2001). These factors provide potential insight into why the offspring of maltreatment 

victims are at increased risk of maltreatment by non-parents. Indeed, approximately 73 % of 

the resident parent non-perpetrator cases in our sample listed the other biological parent or a 

paramour of the resident parent as the alleged perpetrator. Although evidence-based 

treatments (e.g., trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy; parent-child interaction 

therapy) for CPSV and OHC youth focus on relationship and attachment issues, many such 

youth receive no specialized mental health care (Burns et al., 2004) and fewer yet receive 

evidence-based interventions. Our findings suggest the potential to reduce intergenerational 

transmission of maltreatment by assisting youth to choose safe relationships and form 

healthy romantic attachments, in addition to focusing on their parenting skills and behavior. 

Given that young maternal age is an independent risk factor for child victimization (Goerge, 

Harden, & Lee, 2008; Lee & Goerge, 1999) and CPSV and OHC youth have particularly 

high rates of early childbearing (Font, Cancian, & Berger, 2019), ensuring adequate 
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education and access regarding family planning for both male and female youth who 

encounter the CPS and OHC systems is critical.

Notably, there may be additional pathways through which the offspring of youth with CPSV 

and OHC histories are at increased risk of non-parental victimization. Our sample includes 

only young adults, who are particularly likely to live in the same households and 

communities where they lived during childhood. Thus, they may face the same social, 

economic, and residential circumstances that contributed to their own CPSV involvement. It 

is common for children of young or unmarried parents to live in families that include 

grandparents or other relatives (Aquilino, 1996). Although coresidence with extended family 

may provide support or resources, it may also expose offspring to persons with histories of 

perpetrating abuse or neglect. Persons other than co-parents or paramours accounted for 

about 27 % of perpetrators of resident parent non-perpetrator CPS involvement in our 

sample.

Importantly, we cannot ascertain whether the nonresident non-perpetrators were involved in 

their children’s lives. Uninvolved parents may have no influence on their child’s 

circumstances; the nexus between the parents’ history of CPSV or OHC and their children’s 

victimization may be related to macro socioeconomic circumstances. It is also possible that 

assortative mating or deprivation of resources attributable to parental absence explains this 

association – in 75 % of nonresident parent non-perpetrator sample cases, the alleged 

perpetrator was the child’s other parent. Further research should seek to further understand 

these patterns.

There were also significant differences in PP-CPS involvement among those with a history 

of alleged victimization (CPSV group) and those with OHC histories. Compared with 

females in the CPSV sample, females in the OHC sample had higher rates of all forms of 

PP-CPS involvement. Males in the OHC sample had higher overall rates and rates of 

nonresident parent non-perpetrator and non-biological parent perpetrator involvement, 

specifically, when compared with males in the CPSV sample. Some of the differences 

between the CPSV and OHC groups were reduced when focusing only on the sample of 

known parents, suggesting that higher rates of earlier parenthood explains part of the 

difference. Other factors, such as more severe histories of victimization among the OHC 

sample, or lower levels of familial support for parenting, may also play a role. Future 

research on mechanisms and moderators of the association between OHC and increased risk 

of PP-CPS involvement is needed.

Several limitations should be noted about the conclusions of this study. First, because our 

data are only from Wisconsin our findings may not generalize more broadly. Second, our 

sample included only young adults who were low-income, CPSV-involved, or experienced 

OHC in late adolescence. Notwithstanding that early childhood adversity is important for 

development, numerous studies indicate that social-behavioral outcomes are more strongly 

influenced by proximal adversity (Guo, 1998; Najman et al., 2010; Spano, Rivera, & 

Bolland, 2006), and intergenerational maltreatment, in particular, may be concentrated 

among those maltreated in adolescence (solely or in addition to during early childhood) 

(Thornberry & Henry, 2013). Thus, our sample is likely to identify a greater incidence of 
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PP-CPS involvement than low-income, CPSV, or OHC samples that include observation 

during early childhood. Third, our data may under-identify parenthood, particularly for men. 

Most births to young adults are covered by Medicaid such that the mother and child are 

identified in our data (Font et al., 2019). About 3 % of mothers but 10 % of fathers were 

identified only in CPS or OHC records and not in Medicaid records. As such, our estimated 

rates of PP-CPS involvement for those with a known child should be interpreted with 

caution. Lastly, this study relies on CPS involvement (investigation or substantiation) as a 

proxy for child maltreatment risk. Not all maltreatment is reported to CPS and some reports 

are false. In addition, state and county practices affect investigation rates. In 2017, slightly 

more than one-third of Wisconsin’s CPS reports were assigned for investigation; this rate 

has decreased over time and is lower than the national rate (U.S. Department of Health & 

Human Services, 2010, 2019).

Despite these caveats, this study incorporates a more comprehensive approach to measuring 

intergenerational transmission of CPS involvement than has been possible in prior work, and 

provides new evidence that children born to parents who were CPSV-involved or in OHC as 

adolescents are far more likely to be maltreated than children born to parents with low-

income backgrounds, but no CPSV involvement, reflecting both risk of perpetration from 

their parents and from other adults. Thus, interventions that target only parental behaviors, 

without consideration of the socioeconomic environment and social network, may be limited 

in protecting children from maltreatment.
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Fig. 1. 
Explanation of Data Elements and Linkages.
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Fig. 2. Estimated rates of each type of parent or perpetrator CPS involvement (PP-CPS) by sex 
and sample group (full sample).
Graph depicts predicted proportions (expressed as percentages) and 95 % confidence 

intervals produced from sex subgroup logistic regression models that included group, race, 

year of birth, childhood Supplemental Security Income receipt, and percent of childhood 

(ages 0–16) receiving SNAP benefits.
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Fig. 3. Estimated rates of parent and perpetrator CPS involvement (PP-CPS) by sex and sample 
group among individuals with biological children.
Graph depicts predicted proportions (expressed as percentages) and 95 % confidence 

intervals produced from sex-subgroup logistic regression models that included the following 

predictors: group, age at first child, race, year of birth, childhood Supplemental Security 

Income receipt, and percent of childhood (ages 0–16) receiving SNAP benefits. Predicted 

probabilities hold all controls constant except group. Sample is limited to individuals known 

to have one or more biological children.
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Table 1

Sample Description by Sex and Parent or Perpetrator CPS Involvement (PP-CPS).

Male Significance of 
group 
differences

Female Significance of 
group 
differencesNo PP-CPS Any PP-

CPS
No PP-CPS Any PP-

CPS

Sample Group

 SNAP 77.54 58.39 *** 66.73 40.93 ***

 CPSV 14.21 20.98 *** 27.32 41.72 ***

 OHC 8.25 20.63 *** 5.95 17.35 ***

PP-CPS involvement

 Parent perpetrator 24.96 73.88

 Resident parent, non-perpetrator 8.96 35.92

 Nonresident parent, non-perpetrator 47.29 7.49

 Non-biological parent perpetrator 38.99 11.15

Demographics

 White, non-Hispanie 50.34 42.18 *** 50.57 45.75 ***

 Black, non-Hispanic 27.75 37.11 *** 27.30 32.32 ***

 Hispanic (any race) 9.70 8.92 10.26 9.99

 Asian 6.16 1.62 *** 6.11 1.35 ***

 American Indian 2.17 3.41 *** 2.25 4.19 ***

 Multiracial 3.88 6.77 *** 3.49 6.40 ***

 Received SSI as child 10.09 16.70 *** 4.91 9.20 ***

 Born 1991 (vs. 1990) 52.16 50.92 51.44 49.80

 First child by age 18 2.78 18.66 *** 9.11 38.72 ***

 First child at age 18–19 6.25 26.79 *** 12.66 34.14 ***

 First child at age 20–24 17.73 33.13 *** 23.57 24.14

 No child by age 25 73.24 21.42 *** 54.67 3.00 ***

 Proportion of months on SNAP, age 
0–13

.30 (.29) .36 (.28) *** .28(.29) .34 (.28) ***

Observations 15,275 2288 15,880 3032

Percent of Sample 87.0 13.0 84.0 16.0

Note: SNAP = Group receiving food assistance but not involved with child protective services (CPS) as a victim or in out-of-home (OHC) at ages 
14–17. CPSV = Group investigated by CPS as an alleged maltreatment victim at ages 14–17 and did not spend time in OHC. OHC = Group in out-
of-home care at any point between ages 14–17.

SSI = supplemental security income.

Statistical significance based on tests of equal proportions or means;

***
p < .001.
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