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According to the National CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates) Association, there were 984,327 children in the United States who were substantiated (confirmed) victims of abuse and/or neglect in the year 1997 (the latest year for which these statistics are available).  And this represents only those cases which are reported and found to have substance. Many experts believe that for every single case that is found, several more go completely unreported. Most abuse victims were between the ages of 4 and 7 years. Of these, about 55% were neglected, 12% were sexually abused, and the rest were abused physically, psychologically, or in some combination of these abuse categories. 

Child abuse and neglect is a national ongoing tragedy that demands to be stopped. It is compounded by the fact that in addition to the cases that go unreported, many false abuse allegations have to be investigated. This wastes the time of busy investigators and traumatizes the

accused.


False abuse allegation is something many people associate with bitter divorces, when one parent lies about the abusive nature of the other parent in order to gain child custody or some financial advantage. Some experts believe that as many as 9 out 10 of all abuse allegations filed in divorce cases are unsubstantiated (false).

But the scourge of false abuse allegation is much more than a phenomenon of our divorce rate. Foster parents and adoptive parents have struggled with this issue for decades. Depending on which study you read, the percentage of child abuse allegations reported to human services departments which are eventually found to be unsubstantiated ranges from half to two-thirds of all reports, or 56 to 66 per cent. 

The National CASA Association published a statistical analysis of child abuse allegation reports for the year 1997. The numbers were similar to figures compiled in the seven years previous to 1997. They found that out of almost three million reports of child abuse and

neglect (2,980,000), only about one million (984,327) were eventually substantiated or confirmed. That means that almost two million of these allegations, or two-thirds, were unsubstantiated.


This rash of lies not only devastates parents, marriages, families and communities, it discourages the thorough investigation of genuine child abuse reports. Child abuse is very real but false allegations are a reality, too.

When Children Lie

When the person lying about abuse is the child himself or herself, the first question is why. Why would a child do that? Some children who have survived sexual or physical abuse will make false abuse allegations against their foster or adoptive parents. The accusations may sound

convincing because the child is describing actual abuse suffered prior to leaving their birth families. Children may make such accusations to seek revenge, to test new parents, as a manipulative ploy, or to sabotage the placement. 

Children should be protected from the crime of child abuse, and every American has a clear obligation to report suspected abuse whenever and wherever it is encountered. But when the allegation is false, the victim of such an accusation often describes it as "the worst thing that

ever happened to me." Some adoptive parents have spent their life’s savings fighting false abuse charges, and a few have even spent time in jail before being vindicated.

Foster and special needs adoptive parents are more likely to be charged with child abuse than other parents. Trans-racial or large special needs adoptive families attract more attention and scrutiny and often encounter this, too. 

Ironically, foster parents are statistically less likely to actually be abusers than other parents, probably because of the stringent process of scrutinizing them which is designed to screen out those unqualified for parenting. This is not to suggest, however, that foster and adoptive parents cannot be or are never abusive.

Much Worse than Sibling Rivalry

Sibling abuse is not a well-known problem, but it is all too common among emotionally disturbed siblings placed together into the same adoptive home. Sometimes foster parents are accused of abusing a child when, in fact, one child has been abused by another child in the

family.


In recent years, child psychologists have begun to study the causes of physical, sexual, and psychological sibling abuse, and to develop more effective treatments. There are several good books available.

Protecting Parents from False Abuse Allegation


There are several things adoptive and foster parents can do to protect themselves from false abuse allegations:

· Before an older child is placed into your family, write the placing agency and specifically ask that any history of physical or sexual abuse of the child be documented in writing. If the child has had several placements since protective removal from an abusive     situation, also ask whether the child has ever made false abuse allegations. Insist on a written response. 

· If a child has a history of false abuse allegations, ask the child's worker to write a letter stating the allegations, circumstances, and how the allegations proved to be unfounded. Keep this letter in a safe place in case you ever have to show that the child has a pattern     of disrupting placements through such allegations. Keep a copy in your car and give one to the school counselor or pre-school director, and one to the child’s therapist. If the child’s previous false abuse allegations involved dialing 911 or the police, take a copy             of the letter to the local police department. This will make any future abuse investigations less stressful for you. 

· Talk with the child openly about his or her history of being abused, and of making false allegations. Tell the child that you plan to protect him or her and yourself. 

· Immediately enlist the help of a competent professional experienced with abuse survivors and foster or adoptive family therapy. You and the child will need ongoing therapeutic support from a person who knows you well. 

· If a child is sexually reactive, acts out sexually, or has provocative behavior, the adults and older children in the household should be sure to have another adult nearby or in the same room for the protection of the parent and the child. 

· Children who have been sexually abused can be more likely to become victims again. Even if a child has a history of making false allegations, always take new allegations seriously! The child may truly become a victim of sexual abuse again. It is the duty of the     foster or adoptive parent, working with professionals, to protect the child and give her or him functional boundaries and self-protective strategies. 

· Never use physical punishment. There are always alternatives to spanking. 

· If an out-of-control child needs to be restrained or held, get help as soon as you can and only restrain a child until he or she regains some control. And never restrain a child if you haven't been trained in proper restraint techniques. At least one adopted child has been killed while his much larger and stronger adoptive parent restrained him. 

· If you are accused, tape-record or have a credible witness to every single conversation with abuse investigators. Keep a detailed journal of everything that happens from the moment the allegation is made to its resolution. This is essential because it is important     that parents not be misunderstood, misquoted, or have their words confused with those made by another accused person. If an abuse investigator asks to speak to a parent, that person should immediately reach for a tape recorder, or inform the investigator that it will be necessary first for a neighbor, friend, or some other witness to be present. This protects everyone and fosters accuracy in the investigation. The recorded tapes should be kept by the parent in a safe place, or the witness should be asked to take live notes, or to later write down what he or she remembers from the conversation. 

· It can be especially helpful for parents to have a professional, such as their attorney or family therapist, to accompany them to the interview with officials. If parents are accused of child abuse or neglect in court, being able to produce credible witnesses of the     parents’ responsible behavior will go a long way to supporting the parents and disabling the adopted child’s attempt to undermine the adoption.

After The Allegation: Keeping the Family Together

Once a false abuse allegation is labeled unsubstantiated and the file is closed, a wound remains. The ordeal can be extremely traumatic for parents. And they worry if it will happen again, or to some other member of the family. Not surprisingly, foster children are often moved and adoption disruptions often follow a false abuse allegation. But they don’t have to.

Foster parents who have prepared for the possibility of this situation, using the suggestions in the section above, may have a much easier time dealing with false abuse accusations if they happen. Understanding why children lie about such things also promotes healing. Few children can understand how devastating their stories are or how they can impact everything from their parents’ marriage to their parents’ careers. Usually, they are angry or are "testing" the parental commitment, and not trying to devastate their parents’ lives.

If the placement is to be saved, it usually needs "intensive intervention services" from a trained family counselor or social worker. This means support services for the parents such as respite care, and in-home or residential therapeutic intervention for the child. Such services are expensive, however, so the foster parent will have to ask, and maybe ask again.


If you are adopting this foster child, you may be able to negotiate these services as part of the adoption assistance contract. Some states recognize that adoption disruption is far more expensive in terms of child trauma and dollar expense than intensive intervention services.

Accordingly, some states make these services available to the family free of charge as part of the adoption assistance contract. 


To find out if your state offers this, call NACAC (North American Council on Adoptable Children) at 651-644-3036 or visit their web site at www.nacac.org.  Ask for a copy of the "State Subsidy Profile" from the state your child came from at adoption (not necessarily the state where you live now.) The profiles detail the types of services available to adoptive parents and contact information. Contrary to popular belief, adoption assistance contracts can be re-negotiated ANY TIME and do not have to wait until any optional or arbitrary annual re-evaluation period.
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