
Child Maltreatment in Mecklenburg County 

Risk Factors that predict reports 

 Maternal drug use 

 4 or more children in the home 

 Maternal depressive symptoms 

 Child’s low performance on 

standardized developmental 

assessments 

 Maternal education at or less 

than high school  

 

Strategies for Prevention  

 Strengthen economic supports 

for families 

 Change social norms to support 

parents and positive parenting 

 Increase access to quality child-

care and early education 

 Intervene to lessen harms and 

prevent future risk 

See page 7 for additional details. 

 

Policy Considerations 
 Universal prevention policies 

can identify risk early and pro-

vide serves to children who 

experience trauma even when a 

maltreatment is not substantiat-

ed. 

 In 2017, the NCGA passed 

Rylan’s Law to address of series 

of child welfare issues and re-

quires additional observation of 
parent and child interaction 

before a child can return home 

following a substantiation.  

 Because the number of children 

reported to YFS multiple times 

in a single year continues to 

increase, we need to examine 

whether that is a result of 

screening out reports with mer-

it, returning children to the 

home without appropriate ser-

vice, or some other factor.  

 

  

Increase in investigated reports, decrease in substantiations 
Child maltreatment is one of the most significant issues impacting child welfare nationally. The UNC 

Jordan Institute for Families collects and reports child welfare data for North Carolina. This report 

distills that data on the fiscal year running from July 1st to June 30th. In 2016-17, 13,968 children, or 

4.6% of all children under 18, were reported maltreated. The number of potential victims reported 

decreased 3.9%, or 568 children, from the previous fiscal year. Of those 13,968 reports, 7,463 were 

investigated; 62.4% of which involved more than one child.  Since 2007-08, the num-

ber of investigated reports increased 30.4%, from 5,722 in 2007-08. However, the number of sub-

stantiated reports decreased 17.2%, from 1,437 in 2007-08 to 1,190 in 2016-17.  

Because the act of filing 

a report does not con-

stitute a definitive case 

of abuse or neglect, it 

is critical to distin-

guish between re-

ports that are sub-

stantiated and those 

that are not. A re-

port is substantiated if 

a claim of abuse, ne-

glect, or dependency is 

verified by the Depart-

ment of Social Services 

Division of Youth & Family Services (YFS). A report of maltreatment may only be substantiated 

when it involves a parent, guardian, custodian, caregiver, or child care provider. The statutory defi-

nitions do not extend to non-caregivers.  

North Carolina’s differentiated response system involves two assessment tracks, Investigative and 

Family Assessments, which are selected based on the type of allegations in the report.  Investigative 

Assessments have four possible case findings: abuse, abuse & neglect, neglect, and dependency. Fam-

ily Assessments have four additional case findings: services needed, services not recommended, 

services provided-no longer needed, and services recommended.  Substantiation equals the sum of 

six categories: abuse, neglect, abuse & neglect, dependency, services needed, and services provided-

no longer needed.   
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In case you missed it; the hotline number changed in 2017!   

Figure 2 graphs complaint findings 

trends for individual children 



   
 

  

Increased findings of Services Needed and Services Recommended 
The sharp increase in “services recommended” findings (shown in figure 2) reflects the enactment of Fostering Connec-

tions legislation in 2008 which requires YFS to prioritize placement with relatives and to increase supports for families. It 

is unclear why substantiations decreased slightly while reports increased at a high rate. Experience of our advocates indi-

cates that it may reflect a practice of placing children with kin and providing services prior to substantiation, but there are 

limitations on the availability of data in this area. 

Figure 3 graphs the complaint finding distribution at key points over the past ten years. Because a report may involve 

multiple children, each with their own finding, complaint analysis reflects the most severe finding for each report where 

each report is counted only once. 

In 2016-17, Family Assessments found that 6,471 children cited in 3,522 reports (47.2% of all reports) were recommend-

ed for services, 1,310 reports (17.6% of total reports) about 2,393 children were deemed unsubstantiated, 2,704 children 

cited in 1,441 reports (19.3% of total reports) were not recommended for services, 570 children cited in 288 reports 

(3.9% of all reports) were provided services but services are no longer needed, and 1,217 children cited in 596 reports 

(8.0% of all reports) were in need of services.  Investigative Assessments found that 503 children cited in 222 reports 

(3.0% of all reports) were victims of neglect, 37 children cited in 34 reports (0.5% of total reports) involved victims of 

abuse, 64 children cited in 42 reports (0.6% of total reports) were victims of abuse and neglect, and 9 children cited in 8 

reports (0.1% of all reports) were victims of dependency.  

The increase in reported maltreatment in Mecklenburg County is contrasted by a 0.8% decrease in reports at the state 

level over same time period. North Carolina State reports peaked at 134,545 in 2011-12 before hovering around 130,000 

and decreasing to 126,960 in the 2016-17.  

Term definitions can be found on page 9 of this report. 

Policy Consideration:  

In 2017, the North Carolina General Assembly passed Rylan’s law, otherwise known as the Family/Child Protection and 

Accountability Act. This law includes provisions that allow counties to merge their Departments of Social Services to 

form regional departments; create a Child Well-being Transformation Council to ensure North Carolina serves children 

in the best possible way; shorten the time period a parent can appeal termination of their parental rights; and, require 

observation of a parent and their child by the Department of Social Services before reunification can occur.   
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https://www.ncleg.net/Sessions/2017/Bills/House/PDF/H630v6.pdf
https://www.ncleg.net/Sessions/2017/Bills/House/PDF/H630v6.pdf


Does Biological Sex Make a Difference?  

 

  

Due to notable increases in re-reports, the gap between first time reports and re-reports has gradually closed over the 

past ten years. This means that children are being investigated as a result of a second, third, or fourth report to YFS. Over 

the past ten years, re-reports increased 65.6% (2,750 reports), while first time reports increased only 12.5% (783 reports). 

Prior to 2013-14, initial reports far outpaced re-reports; by 2016-17 49.7% of investigations resulted from re-reports, indi-

cating a difference of 0.6 % or 82 reports. In 2007-08 the difference was 19.6% (59.8% in initial reports, 40.2% in re-

reports), or 2,047 reports.  

Statewide the number of first time reports has consistently exceeded the number of re-reports; however the difference has 

significantly decreased over the past 10 years. In 2007-08, 54.5% of investigations resulted from first time reports and 45.5% 

resulted from re-reports, indicating a difference of 8.9%. In 2016-17, the difference declined to 2.2% where 51.1% of investi-

gations resulted from initial reports and 48.9% resulted from re-reports.  

Policy Consideration:  

These data do not include reports that were screened out. Because the number of children reported to YFS multiple 

times in a single year continues to increase, we must examine whether that is a result of screening out reports with 

merit, returning children to the home without appropriate service, or some other factor. The higher standards outlined 

in Rylan’s Law may impact these numbers going forward.   

Increase in children reported multiple times 
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Children of color are reported at higher rates  
Racial disparities exist in the rates at which maltreatment reports are made. Children of color are consistently reported at 

higher rates. However, this finding does not indicate that children of color are abused more frequently than White children. 

It likely indicates that reports are made at disproportionate rates for families of color.  

Research has shown that, when accounting for income, poverty drives disparities within the child welfare system at higher 

rates than race. Unfortunately, complaint findings by race, gender, or socioeconomic status are not reported, but neighbor-

hood-level poverty data is a predictor for child maltreatment reporting which can be used as a proxy for individual-level in-

come data. Findings related to income disparities within the child welfare system point to the importance of collecting and 

tracking socioeconomic data for families with reports of child maltreatment in order to truly understand what is happening 

in the system and where disparities exist.           (Continued on next page) 



 

  

Since 2007-08, Black children consistently accounted for more than half of all children reported abused or neglected in 

Mecklenburg County. In 2016-17, 57.4% (8,013) of children reported maltreated in Mecklenburg County were identified 

as Black, 28.1% (3,923) were identified as an “other” race, and 14.5% (2,032) identified as White. The percentage of chil-

dren reported maltreated who were identified as White increased by 23.2% (382) over the past ten years. The percent-

age of reported victims who were identified as Black increased by 29.2% (1,813) and the percentage of reported victims 

who were identified as an “other” race increased by 51.6% (1,335).  

These findings are particularly noteworthy considering the racial makeup of Mecklenburg County as a whole. While Black 

children comprised 57.4% of maltreatment reports, they represented only 28.8% of the county population.  White chil-

dren, on the other hand, accounted for only 14.5% of reports but represented 39.0% of the population.  

In terms of ethnicity, which is collected separately, 18.9% of children reported maltreated identified as Hispanic in 2016-

17.    

In 2016-17, 62.0% (554) of children in custody in Mecklenburg County were identified as Black, 13.3% (119) were identi-

fied as White, and 24.7% (221) were identified as an “other” race.  In terms of ethnicity, 11.5% (103) of children in custo-

dy were identified as Hispanic and 88.5% (791) were identified as non-Hispanic.  Along lines of sex, females accounted for 

51.6% (461) of children in custody and males accounted for 48.4% (433).  

 

Policy Consideration:  

There is a complex relationship between race, income, and caseworkers’ assessment of risk. To reduce disparities in the 

child welfare system, training should focus on this relationship and include strategies for assessing the strengths of families 

in addition to theri risks. Evaluation should also be utilized to reduce disparities by assessing whether family risk is deter-

mined differently based on family race or income.  

Children of color are reported at higher rates continued... 
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Local decline in children in foster care 
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Foster care is a temporary living arrangement for abused, neglected, or dependent children in need of a safe place to reside 

while their parents or relatives are unable to care or provide for them. When YFS believes a child is not safe and a judge 

agrees, YFS takes custody of the child and places him or her in a temporary foster home.   

In 2016-17, 894 children were placed into foster care, the lowest number in 10 years.   

Despite a slight increase be-

tween FY13 and FY15, the num-

ber of children taken into cus-

tody has decreased 40.9% since 

2007-08. This decline reflects a 

2008 federal law requiring YFS 

to invest in families in two main 

ways to address abuse, neglect, 

and dependency: a) utilize com-

munity-based services and inter-

ventions prior to removal and 

b) make efforts to place chil-

dren into kinship care, guardian-

ship, or adoption as opposed to 

foster care. In the past year, 

there was a decrease of 10.1% 

or 100 children in custody.   

 

 

 

At the state level, the trend for 

children in foster care is quite 

different. From 2007-08 to 2012-

13, the number of children in 

custody decreased 17.4% (2,902 

children) before a steady in-

crease resulted in 21.2% more 

children in care in 2016-17. 

 

 

 

 

Policy Consideration:  

While other North Carolina counties have seen an increase in foster care placements, Mecklenburg County has seen a decrease. One 

potential explanation for the statewide increase in the number of children in foster care is the opioid crisis, which has disproportionately 

impacted counties such as New Hanover and Cumberland.  

 



   

Who reports abuse? 
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In Mecklenburg County, reports of maltreatment primarily come from the court system or educational personnel; fol-

lowed by medical personnel and human service employees. Over the past 10 years, reports referred by the court system 

increased 88.4% increase (1,237 reports) and reports by educational personnel increased 46.9% (418 reports). Reports 

referred anonymously decreased 21.8% (94 reports), and care provider referrals decreased 60.0% (27 reports). In 2016-

17, care providers and victims themselves made only 0.2% of all reports.  

 

Our youngest are our most vulnerable 
Consistently, the largest age group of children reported abused or neglected were under age 6. In 2016-17, 39.2% 

(5,479) of children reported  in 

Mecklenburg County were under age 

6, 39.6% (5,536) of children were 6 

to 12 years old, and 20.8% (2,902) of 

children were 13 to 17 years old at 

the time of their first report.  

In 2016, children under 5 accounted 

for 33.9% of all children living in 

households.  

These percentages are similar to 

those found at the state level, where 

39.9% (50,615) of children reported 

abused or neglected were under age 

6, 39.3% (49,910) were 6 to 12 years 

old, and 20.6% (26,038) were 13 to 

17 years old at the time of their first 

report.  In a small number of cases 

(397) no date of birth was available.  

In 2016, children under age 5 accounted for 29% of the youth population in households of North Carolina.    



 

  Page 7                  Everyone is a mandatory reporter: 980 -314-3577 

What can our community do? 
Prevention Strategies  

Strategies for preventing child maltreatment span across several domains. Specifically, services and policies that can reduce these inci-

dents include: strengthening household financial security (e.g., affordable housing); encouraging family-friendly workplaces; implement-

ing public education campaigns to change social norms to support positive parenting practices; increasing access to high quality early 

child education that includes a family engagement component; implementing programs focused on early childhood home visitation and 

nurturing parenting skills; and, intervening to prevent future harm through enhanced primary care, behavioral parent training pro-

grams, treatment for children exposed to abuse and/or neglect, and treatment to prevent problem behavior and future violence.   

Risk Prevention Services  

Several services may be implemented to reduce the risk of involvement with the child welfare system. In particular, universal preven-

tion policies and programs, such as anti-poverty programs and family support services, can identify these risk early and provide ser-

vices to children who experience trauma even when maltreatment is not substantiated  In addition, families who are at an elevated 

risk for child maltreatment should receive services tailored to their specific needs, such as:  

 High quality early education programs, early intervention programs, and services that identify and address psychosocial needs for 

families with children who perform low on standardized developmental assessments.   

 Maternal education programs may also help reduce the risk of child maltreatment by providing mothers with greater access to 

financial and community resources. 

 Adequate and appropriate mental health services are needed to address issues related to both maternal drug use and depression. 

In addition, low education, drug use, and depression often co-occur and, therefore, services should overlap and be tailored to 

individual family needs.  

 Education programming and family planning services are potential solutions for reducing risk as family issues can be compounded 

with more children in a home.    

Education 

A child’s low performance on a standardized developmental assessment puts them at a higher risk for experiencing maltreatment. 

Research has found that low performance is not necessarily related to a developmental disability; therefore, access to high quality 

early childhood education can reduce this risk., In addition, students with a history of maltreatment are more likely to have academic 

difficulties (i.e., lower math and reading test scores, being held back a grade). To help address this issue, universal trauma services 

should be implemented in schools where maltreatment investigations are common. 

Deterring and Delaying Delinquency  

Research has shown that Black boys who have a history of maltreatment are more likely to be involved in the juvenile justice system. 

These findings point to the need for additional support services for Black boys who have experienced maltreatment to deter or delay 

delinquency.   

What keeps people from reporting their suspicions? 
Several factors deter people from making a report to YFS, including a lack of understanding about the signs and symptoms 

of abuse or neglect, apprehension about how to report abuse, and fear about what will happen once the report is made. 

That fear often relates to parental reaction and concern that parents will unenroll their children from programing if they 

learn that program staff reported their suspicions. Finally, people do not understand that they can report anonymously.  

To protect the youth of our community, reporting abuse or neglect is not only essential, it is mandatory for all adults. 

Policy Consideration:  
Electronic reporting of child maltreatment through an online portal has been suggested as a way to reduce the burden of 

reporting on both the reporter and system. In the US, there are 13 states with electronic reporting systems, including 

Florida, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee in the southeast. In order to successfully implement an electronic 

reporting system, there must be thoughtful consideration of how reports will be organized and managed. In a pilot of an 

electronic reporting mechanism in Australia, reporters said the system was easy to use and saved time compared to 

phone or fax reports; however, electronic reports were not as detailed as those received via fax and were similar to 

those received via phone  
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About 

The purpose of this document is to compile publicly-available data on child maltreatment to inform concerned stakeholders. It is pro-

duced annually for Child Abuse Prevention and Awareness Month. Council for Children’s Rights will continue its endeavor to include 

additional data points, to diversify data sources, and to interrogate the data more critically. Further, it is committed to using the infor-

mation to leverage policy considerations and action in our community.  

Beginning in 1983, April was nationally designated as Child Abuse Prevention Month. Council for Children’s Rights chairs the Mecklen-

burg County Child Abuse Prevention Team. This collaborative committee spearheads a public awareness campaign to educate the com-

munity about mandatory reporting and implements a school-based initiative to protect the physical and mental health of our children. 

Part of this campaign involves planting “Pinwheels for Prevention” gardens around the community to ensure that people notice and 

stand-up for children. As the numbers throughout indicate, the majority of child abuse reports come from individuals working directly 

with children. However, those numbers fail to reflect the true prevalence of abuse and neglect, as they are largely underreported. Our 

organization and the committee understand that, to ensure every child’s safety, the community must be educated on the definitions of 

child abuse, the signs exhibited by a child who is abused, and the ways in which individuals can intervene to potentially save the life of an 

abused child.  

Protecting children is the responsibility of every adult.  

If there is a concern, it needs to be reported to Youth & Family Services at 980-31-HELPS (980.314. 3577). 

Please note that the reporting  number changed in 2017. 

Definitions and Data Notes: 

 Reports are “investigated reports” and do not include reports that are screened out   

 Reports vs. Children: a report may contain multiple children  

 Caregiver: Parent (biological or adoptive), guardian (appointed by the court), custodian (legal custody granted by court order), care-

taker (foster parent/cottage parent, step parent, adult relative or other adult living in the home) 

 Abused: inflicting physical harm on a child; allowing someone else to inflict physical harm on a child; creating an environment with 

substantial risk of physical injury; creating or allowing serious emotional damage on a child; encouraging/directing child to commit 

delinquent acts; commits or allows to be committed an offense against the child related to human trafficking, sexual servitude, or 

involuntary servitude. N.C.G.S. § 7B-101 

 Neglected: guardian has failed to provide proper care, discipline, supervision, medical attention, or is abandoned.  N.C.G.S. § 7B-101 

 Dependent: child needs placement because s/he either has no guardian or the current guardian is unable to provide adequate care/

supervision. N.C.G.S. § 7B-101 

 Services needed: similar to what used to be called substantiation, requiring involuntary child protective services.  

 Services provided-no longer needed: indicates that risk was high enough, at one time, to require involuntary services.  

 Substantiation equals the sum of six categories: abuse, neglect, abuse & neglect, dependency, services needed, and services provided-

no longer needed.  

 Services recommended: when the future risk of harm to the child is found to be low and the recommendations are voluntary 

 Age data for Mecklenburg County and North Carolina are presented in categories that do not correspond directly to the UNC Jordan 

Institute for Families data, precluding further direct comparisons on age variables.   
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