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This paper is about Present Danger, which can happen at any time in our involvement 
with families. As you explore this technical paper, do so with the following things in 
mind. This paper serves as the beginning of the assessment process and the expectation 
is that you will attend Safety in Child Protective Services Present Danger Training, which 
will provide for you the analytic process and teach you how to choose the threats within 
the context of the definition Present Danger. This paper is simply an introduction to our 
23 Present Danger Threats. It provides for you information about the threats, what they 
mean, how to consider them as the people responsible for ensuring child safety and 
some brief examples of family conditions consistent with each threat.  

Please note that one of the first considerations of Present Danger is who the family is 
that we are assessing. This includes the concept of parent/caregiver. We want to be sure 
the assessment considers the right adults and the conditions/situations in the 
family/household that are likely to pose a threat to a child. We also consider all the 
children in the home as well and, child vulnerability is an automatic consideration 
because we would not be concerned about danger if we did not believe that the child was 
vulnerable. When choosing Present Danger, we choose all threats that apply in 
correlation to all family conditions we identify. Throughout this paper, you will read the 
term ‘companion threat’ this means that there are some threats that will always have 
other threats chosen with them. This will be discussed in class when we see you. This 
concept also aligns with the process of choosing all that apply, this helps us identify all 
of the danger. 

 

Before you read this paper and attend the training, we need to be clear about a couple of 
things. Present Danger is the only time in our Safety Intervention System when we 
specifically focus on child maltreatment in conjunction with child safety. You will see 
that there is an entire section about maltreatment because child maltreatment 
information may be all we know when we are assessing for Present Danger. In a new 
case or when something new presents, maltreatment and injury information might be the 
only information we know. Therefore, here in Present Danger Assessment, maltreatment 
and safety decision making will walk hand in hand because we have very little 
information. Though we might be uncomfortable with how little we know, we must act on 
it despite wanting more information.  

The close connection between Present Danger and child maltreatment sometimes 
muddies the waters for us and makes us feel compelled to attach our substantiation 
findings to this beginning work with families. Substantiation determination is not the 
work of Present Danger Assessment. These concepts are not dependent on one another. 
Substantiation of maltreatment is about what happened to a child; the assessment of 
child safety is about what, based on our assessment is likely to happen to a child and 
therefore what we focus our efforts on protecting the child from in the future. It might be 
helpful to think of substantiation as the documentation of historical artifacts of the actor 
and action of the case that cannot be changed; that we are required to document in the 
case file. Think of Present Danger Assessment as the process of identification of what is 
dangerous to the child and where external intervention is necessary. Think of planning 
as the intervention work of the agency and the family to ensure that child is shielded 
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from danger. This sets the stage for our collective work together as family, agency and 
providers through engagement, trust, respect, accountability, trauma informed practice, 
culturally responsible interactions and family centered practice to shield the child from 
future harm. 

Maltreatment 

Maltreatment Present Danger Threats are specific to conditions that meet the criteria of our 
Present Danger Definition and our categories of maltreatment, physical abuse, neglect, sexual 
abuse, and emotional abuse. The Maltreatment Present Danger Threats section, consequently, 
is the only place in our Safety Intervention System where maltreatment is included and holds 
our safety focus. This is because at this point in our work with families, maltreatment information 
may be all we know. We accept this and need to recognize the need to act and intervene even 
though we likely only have face value and limited information. 

The child is currently being maltreated at the time of the report or contact  

This means that the child is being maltreated at the time the report is being made, maltreatment 
has occurred the same day as the contact, or maltreatment is in process at the time of contact. 

This threat is about the timeframe when the threat that is identified is playing out. When chosen 
this threat speaks to the timeframe in which the other identified Present Danger Threats are 
playing out. This threat can mean that danger is either happening now (in front of us) or in 
process of occurring and it means that the danger is ripe to occur, we think of them as being in 
motion and recognize that the danger is active but the impact on the child may be suspended at 
the moment. 

This threat will not be used as an individual Present Danger Threat. It is a companion threat, 
meaning that you will most often choose this threat with other Present Danger Threats. One 
exception to this threat being a companion is when the alleged maltreatment is occurring and 
the parent/caregivers are not the identified alleged maltreaters or threatening persons and 
information suggests that they are unaware of the maltreatment circumstances. In this instance, 
this threat may be the only one that applies to that situation. 

Example: Sibling sexual abuse is alleged to be occurring in the home and all information known 
indicates that the parents/caregivers are unaware of the circumstances of maltreatment and 
they are not complicit. 

Example: The parent drinks in the evenings and information supports this occurs most nights 
and when the parent drinks they pass out and are unable to provide the young child with basic 
care. Or the parent is passed out at the time of the report and emergency responders are on 
scene. Both would be circumstances where this threat applies. 

 

Severe to extreme maltreatment of the child is suspected, observed, or confirmed 

This includes severe or extreme forms of maltreatment and can include severe injuries, serious 
unmet health needs, cruel treatment, and psychological torture. 

This threat is about injuries the child sustained, injuries that were observed by the reporter or by 
you as the worker at any time during contacts about the child at access or with the child and 
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family at initial assessment, ongoing services, and after hours. Injuries may be confirmed by 
another professional such as medical personnel or law enforcement. This threat includes all 
types of maltreatment that is consistent with severe harm from our definition of severe harm in 
our practice standards. 

Example: Out of frustration, a parent shakes an infant, confirmation of abusive head trauma is 
not required for this threat to apply. it would apply as it is reasonably likely that a vulnerable 
infant would suffer severe injury given this situation. Based on the child’s age and development, 
this threat applies because we know that severe injury is likely. 

Example: A child has diabetes and is hospitalized due to unmanaged sugars that are 
suspected to be due to inadequate nutrition and minimal parental oversight. 

Example: The step parent puts the child in the dark basement when the child upsets them, the 
child’s biggest fear is being alone in the dark and it terrorizes the child and the parents believe 
that this will help the child behave better.  

 

The child has multiple or different kinds of injuries 

This generally refers to different kinds of injuries, such as bruising and burns, but it is 
acceptable to consider one type of injury on different parts of the body. 

This threat accounts for many injuries such as fresh injuries from one incident of maltreatment, 
or injuries from different incidents of maltreatment, where the injuries might be in different states 
of healing. As the child safety experts, we need to think not just about the injuries, we also 
consider parent/caregiver behavior and assess what it means in the context of maltreatment. 

The behavior of an adult who is burning a child, hitting a child, and causing multiple broken 
bones, may give us information about intent, lack of control and what this means for the 
child(ren). In our assessment, we consider the pervasiveness of the adult behavior in relation to 
multiple injuries. 

Example: A child has injuries on their feet and hands that are alleged to be from parental 
discipline and the child also has old bruises on their arms and thighs.  

Example: A child has burns and a skeletal survey identifies untreated healed fractures. 

 

The child has injuries to the face or head 

This includes physical injury to the face or head of the child alleged to be the result of 
maltreatment. 

This threat is about injuries to a child’s head, face and neck that are alleged to be the result of 
maltreatment. This does not mean that the injury has to be an intentional injury or a severe 
injury. It simply means that the injury is consistent with maltreatment and it is an injury to the 
child’s head, face, or neck. Seemingly minor injuries on an infant’s face alleged to have been 
due to maltreatment or suspected to inflicted by another person is indicative of danger. 
Regarding the severity of the injuries, we have another Present Danger Threat, which helps us 
with address the severity of injuries. While assessing this threat, we consider the 
parent’s/caregiver’s behavior including the nature and intensity of the situations when 
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dangerous behavior plays out. It does not matter if the parental behavior is intentional or 
accidental. An accidental injury to a child’s head or face should not be ruled out as Present 
Danger simply because it is described as accidental. 

Example: A child has a black eye and known information suggests that the injury is the result of 
a parent hitting them. The parent/caregiver explanation is that they accidentally caused the 
injury while reacting to the child in an intense family situation. Here, even though a 
parent/caregiver states that the injury was accidental, it is still Present Danger. 

Example: A parent/caregiver strangles a child and there are marks.  

Example: A 4 moth old has a small bruise on their cheek. 

 

The child has unexplained injuries 

This refers to a serious injury which parents/caregivers and others cannot or will not explain.  It 
includes circumstances where the injury is known to be non-accidental and the maltreater is 
unknown. 

This threat is intended to capture three circumstances, which are: we do not know how the 
injury occurred; we do not know who caused the injury; or we have an explanation that is 
determined to be insufficient or inconsistent to explain how the injury occurred. The last part of 
this three-part consideration is often referred to as the “mechanism does not fit the explanation.” 
Unexplained injuries are challenging because they make it more difficult to assess who is safe 
for the child(ren) to use as resources to control and often lead to more intrusive Protective 
Plans. 

 

Example: A child(ren) presents with a spiral femur fracture but the parent/caregiver states that 
the injury occurred when the toddler rolled over during a diaper changing. The femur fracture, 
according to medical personnel could not occur that way. This explanation is an example of 
mechanism does not fit the injury. 

Example: A child has an injury and the parents/caregivers cannot provide an explanation that 
accounts for the injury and the child was with both parents. 

Example: The child has an injury and the parents cannot account for the injury. 

 

The maltreatment demonstrates bizarre cruelty  

This includes such things as locking up children, torture, extreme emotional abuse, etc.  

This threat is intended to cover the family situations that are so outrageous and out of the norm 
that they are immediately dangerous to the child(ren). This threat is not intended to cover the 
family situations that we consider as “Who would do that,” or family situations that are culturally 
out of the realm of “what is considered normal”. Consider the parental behavior, family condition 
and experience of the child and use the definition of severe harm. 
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Example: A family that locks a child in a cage, making them toilet in buckets and eat out of 
troughs. A parent that psychologically tortures a child by locking the child in the basement to 
provoke terror for the pleasure of knowing that the child is terrified of the dark and being alone. 

The maltreatment of several victims is suspected, observed, or confirmed 

This refers to the identification of more than one child who currently is being maltreated by the 
same maltreater.  

This threat is intended to cover the pervasiveness of the parent’s/caregiver’s behavior(s) that 
extend to multiple children in the family. This threat covers all types of maltreatment that 
extends to the children in the home or children that intermittently visit the home. This threat will 
not be chosen alone as it needs a companion Present Danger Threat to be more descriptive of 
the maltreatment the child(ren) are subject to. Notably the maltreatment referred to in this threat 
does not have to be confirmed but maybe it can be suspected by a reporter or collateral or 
observed by CPS or a collateral. 

Example: Multiple children in a home are being left alone and they are too young to meet their 
own needs. 

Example: All of the children are the victims or physical abuse and have multiple or different 
kinds of injuries. 

Example: More than one child in the family is being sexually abused. 

The maltreatment appears premeditated  

The maltreatment appears to be the result of a deliberate, preconceived plan or intent. 

This threat refers to maltreatment, (physical, emotional, sexual, or neglectful severe harm) by a 
parent/caregiver that is or appears to be calculated, intentional rather than incidental. 
Premeditated means that maltreatment seems thought through and planned. The outcome of 
the maltreatment, the harm to the child (serious injury, harsh and unacceptable pain and 
suffering, terror,) is planned and is the goal, the intent of the parent/caregiver. This threat is not 
intended to capture a family condition/situation where severe harm occurs and based on the 
outcome; we deduce that we could have seen it coming because a parent made a clear choice 
in prioritizing their own needs. Such as a situation where a parent/caregiver leaves child(ren) 
home alone to go out at night and there is a fire and the children are severely injured. In this 
situation, the parent/caregiver intended to leave the child(ren) alone but did not intend for the 
children to be in danger and harmed. For this threat to be applicable the parent would have to 
have set the fire and then left the children to be burned, thus the harm is premeditated rather 
than incidental. 

Example: The parent/caregiver sears the child’s tongue with a hot fork. 

Example: Sexual abuse that entails grooming and planning to complete the abuse.  

Example: Neglect during which, the parent/caregiver deprives the child(ren) of basic needs to 
break the child with the intent of gratification of the child’s broken spirit. 

Dangerous (life threatening) living arrangements are present 
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This is based on specific information which indicates that a child’s living situation is an 
immediate threat to his/her safety.  This includes serious health and safety circumstances such 
as unsafe buildings, serious fire hazards, accessible weapons, unsafe heating, or wiring, etc. 

This threat is about the home environment and the living space that poses a threat to the 
child(ren). This threat covers a lot of ground from the cleanliness of the home to the structure 
being hazardous and unsafe. The condition of the home must be more than “dirty” or “gross,” it 
must be bad enough to rise to severe harm. 

Example: The home has exposed wiring and will likely start a fire; this home is unsafe for the 
children in the home and requires our intervention. The home’s plumbing does not work and the 
family is still using the bathroom facilities and feces and urine has piled up and overflows in the 
bathroom.  

Example: The parent’s/caregiver’s have weapons that are accessible to the children in the 
home and by the nature of the accessibility of the weapons in the home is likely to result in 
severe harm such as the child(ren) discharging the accessible firearm.  

Example: This threat also can relate to drug paraphernalia lying around where children can 
handle it and includes drug houses where drug manufacturing and trafficking occurs. 

 
Child 
 
Threats in this category are about how the parent/caregiver experiences the child(ren), 
interacts with the child(ren) or provides types of necessary care for the child(ren). This 
category is not about the child(ren) themselves. 
 
Parent’s viewpoint of child is bizarre.  
 
This refers to an extreme viewpoint that could be dangerous for the child, not just a negative 
attitude toward the child. The parent's perception or viewpoint toward the child is so skewed and 
distorted that it poses an immediate danger to that child.  
 
This threat is intended to capture a parent/caregiver viewpoint of a child that is so pervasive that 
is provokes the parent to omit or avoid care of the child or to commit an act of harm to the child.  
Example: A teen parent cannot provide for a child’s basic needs because the parent sees the 
child as the reason the parent’s life is “over.” 
 
Example: A parent is abusive to a child because the child looks like the child’s other parent that 
hurt the parent when they were in a relationship. The parent blames the child for their pain and 
“punishes” the child. 
 
Child is unsupervised and unable to care for self  
 
This applies if the child is without care. This includes circumstances where an older child is left 
to supervise younger children and is incapable of doing so.  
 
This threat is about child(ren) who are without care because the parent leaves them alone, this 
also applies to conditions where children are left with other children who cannot care for them or 
with other adults who cannot care for them.  Finally, this threat also applies to conditions where 
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a parent/caregiver is present but incapacitated due to substance use or mental health that 
renders them incapable of supervising the children. 
Example: Child(ren) ages 8, 5 and 2 are left alone at night while the parent/caregiver works.  
Example: The father drinks until he passes out and the children are left unsupervised without 
their basic needs met. 
Example: The parents leave the seven-year-old to supervise the one and two-year-old. 
Child needs medical attention  
This applies to a child of any age. To be a present danger threat, the medical care required 
must be significant enough that its absence could seriously affect the child’s health and well-
being. Lack of routine medical care is not a present danger threat.  
 
This threat is not intended to account for severe injuries, that did require medical attention the 
child received, our maltreatment section Present Danger Threats handle that for us. If the child 
sustained injuries that need medical attention and they have not received it this threat applies. 
In absence that scenario, this threat is intended to be about a child that needs required medical 
attention that they are not receiving and without the medical attention, severe harm is likely to 
occur.  
Example: A diabetic child is not receiving the medication they require or the proper nutrition to 
be healthy. Without intervention, the child will suffer severe harm and death is likely. 
 
The child is profoundly fearful of the home situation or people within the home  
 

“Home situation” includes specific family members and/or other conditions in the living 
arrangement. “People within the home” refers to those who either live in the home or frequent 
the home so often that a child routinely and reasonably expects that the person may be there or 
show up. The child’s fear must be obvious, extreme, and related to some perceived danger that 
the child feels or experiences. This threat can also be present for a child who does not verbally 
express fear but their behavior and emotion clearly and vividly demonstrate fear. 

This threat is intended to capture the aspects of terror as it is related to severe harm. This threat 
stands alone. Though we feel compelled to need an explanation, to know why a child(ren) is 
fearful, to understand the ideation of the fear, it is not needed to choose this threat. For us to 
recognize that this threat is operating in a family and applicable we need to recognize the 
symptoms of terror and the behaviors associated with extreme fear. We do not need to know 
why these things are happening we need to recognize that they are components of the child’s 
fear. This will be the focus of understanding while we continue with our assessment. Behaviors 
associated with terror include becoming withdrawn, marked change in behaviors, the child may 
regress having bowel or urinary accidents. 

Example: A child is unable to communicate and their nonverbal communication presents as 
shaking, the child may be experiencing urinary incontinence or encopresis.  

Parent  
 
This category is about aspects of parental behavior, parental attributes or parental function that 
are immediately dangerous to a child’s or children’s safety. 
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Parent is intoxicated (alcohol or other drugs) now or is consistently under the influence  
 
This refers to a parent who is intoxicated or under the influence of drugs much of the time and 
this impacts their ability to care for the child. 
 
This threat is about substance use and its correlation to severe harm. A parent might be under 
the influence and have associated consequences such as a ticket for drunk driving, but that 
does not equate to a Present Danger Threat to their child(ren). Pay careful attention to 
information known about this threat because an in the moment sober parent does not mean that 
this threat does not exist. 
 
Example: The parent uses heroin and passes out rendering them unable to care for their 
children.  
Example: The father is a frequent alcohol user and cares for the child in the evenings when the 
mother works second shift. The father is generally able to function and is sober when contact is 
made with him but he is said to be drunk by 7pm almost every night.  
 
Parent is out of control (mental illness or other significant lack of control)  
 
This can include unusual or dangerous behaviors; includes mental or emotional distress where 
a parent cannot manage their behaviors in order to meet their parenting responsibilities related 
to providing basic, necessary care and supervision.  
 
This threat is about the parent being unable to put aside their own needs to prioritize the needs 
of their child(ren). The mental illness does not need to be a confirmed diagnosis but the 
information that you have and the behaviors that are alleged or observed or known are 
dangerous. The parental inability to manage the behaviors is dangerous to the child(ren). This is 
the Present Danger Threat that we choose when the family condition is sexual abuse by a 
parent/caregiver. 
 
Example: A parent hears voices that tells them to do things to the children and the parent is 
hurting them. 
Example: A parent uses heroin and leaves the children unsupervised and without basic needs. 
Example: A parent is addicted to online gambling and spends their money on bets to win big 
and solve their problems. 
 
Parent is demonstrating bizarre behaviors  
 
This will require interpretation of the reported information and may include unpredictable, 
incoherent, outrageous, or totally inappropriate behavior. 
 
This threat refers to parental/caregiver behavior that is beyond the “norm” in a way that is above 
and beyond the wondering or general judgment of “who would do that.” These behaviors are all 
these things and dangerous to the child(ren). This threat may make sense when there is no 
clear impetus for the behavior. 
 
Example: A parent/caregiver is found wondering in the street, seeking help saying that they 
need to get rid of their children because they are in danger. The parent/caregiver says that they 
have to hide the children before they are found and before they are harmed.  
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Parents are unable or unwilling to perform basic care  
 
This only refers to those parental duties and responsibilities consistent with basic care or 
supervision, not to whether the parent is generally effective or appropriate.  
 
This threat is about the parent/caregiver that is not performing parental duties and 
responsibilities for any reason. Causation is not the focus of this threat assessment at this point 
in time, it does not matter if the parent/caregiver is making a choice not to do these parental 
duties or if the parent is unable to do them. When considering this threat, we are identifying that 
the parent/caregiver is not performing basic care duties, rather than identifying whether they are 
unwilling or unable to perform the basic care necessary for the age and development of the 
child(ren) in the home. We will work to identify underlying causation later when we have more 
information. 
 
Example: The parent does not provide the child(ren) with meals, supervision, and other basic 
needs. 
Example: A parent is missing, when they are not there, they are unable/unwilling to perform 
care, you will have another threat along with this one i.e. Parents Whereabouts are unknown. 
 
Parent is acting dangerous now or is described as dangerous  
 
This includes a parent described as physically or verbally imposing and threatening, brandishing 
weapons, known to be dangerous and aggressive, currently behaving in an aggressive manner, 
etc. 
 
This threat captures the dangerous parent/caregiver whose behavior is dangerous in or outside 
the home is dangerous. The behavior can be verbal or physical in nature. This assessment 
includes the reasonable person standard and the child(ren) do not have to be described to feel 
threatened, we consider the behavior and the experience of the child(ren). Notably, the 
dangerous behavior described in this threat also covers behaviors we see in families where 
domestic violence is a concern. Though we have a threat about domestic violence, threat is very 
specific. If you assess that family conditions are consistent with a dangerous or aggressive 
person but the domestic violence threat is not applicable, consider this threat.  
 
Example: There is domestic violence that is suspected; however, the children are not 
intervening or being hurt but the parental behavior is violent and aggressive. This threat applies 
in this condition. 
Example: The parent/caregiver is involved in drug and gang activity, carries weapons and uses 
them to intimidate the children.   
 
Parents’ whereabouts are unknown  
This includes situations when a parent cannot be located at the time of the report or contact and 
this affects the safety of the child.  
 
This threat is for circumstances where the parent/caregiver is gone, doesn’t return as planned or 
missing. Even when a parent is located or returns in the midst of the Present Danger 
Assessment, danger does not go away when the parent returns, we have to make sure that we 
understand this condition/situation enough to know that it will not happen again, Just because a 
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parent/caregiver returns does not mean that this condition is not “ripe to occur or in motion” and 
we have to be sure that we know that children are safe. 
 
Example: Young children are left alone and police respond to the residence; no idea where 
parent is. 
 
One or both parents overtly reject intervention.  
They key word here is “overtly.” This means that the parent essentially avoids all CPS attempts 
at communication and completion of the initial assessment/investigation. This refers to 
situations where a parent refuses to see or speak with CPS staff and/or to let CPS staff see the 
child; is openly hostile (not just angry about CPS presence) or physically aggressive towards 
CPS staff; refuses access to the home, hides the child or refuses access to the child. 

The intention here with this threat is about the families that avoid CPS so that we are unable to 
do our assessment 

Example: A family is aware that CPS is likely to be involved and they do not send the children 
to school so as to avoid CPS contact, when CPS comes to the door, they refuse contact or do 
not answer the door. 

Example: The family threatens the CPS worker and intimidates them to dissuade the worker 
from making attempts to interview the children and complete the safety assessment and 
investigation. 

 

Family  
 
These threats are about family conditions that largely suggest that the family may be 
unavailable in the near future or that we may lose access to the child if we are not diligent and 
quick about this assessment. The threats in this section will generally have other threats to 
accompany them that describe better the danger to the child(ren). 
 
The family may flee  
 
This will require judgment of case information. Transient families, families with no clear home, or 
homes that are not established, etc., should be considered. This refers to families who are likely 
to be impossible or difficult to locate and does not include families that are considering a formal, 
planned move.  
 
This threat is about the family fleeing to avoid consequences or to prevent CPS from doing the 
job of assessing and intervening on behalf of the child(ren). If this threat is chosen many times 
you will see it with One or both parents overtly reject intervention.  
 
Example: The family takes off after the children are interviewed at school so they can avoid 
meeting with the CPS worker and discussing the father’s alleged heroin use. 
 
The family hides the child  
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This includes families who physically restrain a child within the home as well as families who 
avoid allowing others to have contact with their child by passing the child around to other 
relatives, or other means to limit CPS access to the child.  
 
This threat is about the family moving the child from place to place or keeping the child(ren) 
hidden within the home. This threat also speaks about the parents/caregivers keeping the 
child(ren) from being heard or seen. Think about vulnerable children who are hidden, the family 
keeps the child hidden so that they cannot interact with CPS. 
 
Example: The special needs child is kept in a dog kennel in the basement, no one is aware of 
the child until the CPS report is made and one of the other children mentions Kenny who stays 
in the cage in the basement. 
Child is subject to present/active domestic violence  
 

This refers to presently occurring domestic violence and child maltreatment or a general 
recurring state of domestic violence that includes child maltreatment where a child is being 
subjected to the actions and behaviors of a perpetrator of domestic violence. There is greater 
concern when the abuse of a parent and the abuse of a child occur during the same time. 

This threat is specifically written to address domestic violence that children are intervening in, 
being hurt during the course of and the circumstances of child physical abuse, neglect, sexual 
abuse or emotional abuse and domestic violence are co-occurring. Special attention to domestic 
violence that includes threats of death and use of the children as control over the victimized 
partner. 

 

Example: The mother is holding the baby and the father beats the mother hitting the one year 
old in the process of hitting the mother. 

Example: The boyfriend threatens to harm the teenage daughter if the mother is ever to attempt 
to leave after she is beaten. The boyfriend perpetuates dynamics of power and control to 
include psychological and monetary control and repeatedly threatens to kill the entire family 
when he is angry. 

Example: The parent’s/caregiver’s do drugs and spend most of their money on drugs. They do 
not provide for the basic needs of the children because they spend most of the money on drugs. 
When they are high, they get into physical fights that terrorize the children. 


