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Abstract
Performing child maltreatment risk assessments is a challenging task that calls for valid and reliable measures. In child
protection proceedings, mental health professionals conduct maltreatment assessments that often form an important basis for
judicial decision making. Because parent–child interaction is a key construct in maltreatment risk evaluations, observational
assessment measures are crucial. This systematic review aims to identify observational coding systems of parent–child
interaction that are applicable for psychological evaluations of the risk of child maltreatment. The goal is to examine the
potential of observational coding systems to discriminate behavior of parents who have versus have not engaged in child
maltreatment. A systematic literature search led to the inclusion of 13 studies published in the United States and Europe that
were then analyzed in detail. Across the 13 studies, this review identified 11 unique observational coding systems. Results
are summarized systematically for study characteristics and outcomes. Additionally, the main characteristics of the
observational coding systems are identified and analyzed, including the age range of the child, observation tasks, measured
constructs, and reliability. The discussion focuses on the strengths and weaknesses of the individual observational coding
systems in the context of child maltreatment risk assessments.
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Highlights
● Behavioral observation that focuses systematically on specific behavioral dimensions may be a valid approach to assess

the risk of child maltreatment.
● The largest body of evidence supports the conclusion that significantly lower levels of “parental sensitivity and

responsiveness,” “developmentally appropriate behavior,” and “positive affect,” as well as significantly higher levels of
“hostility and control” and “parental anger” differentiate parents who have from those who have not engaged in child
maltreatment.

● The selection of an observational coding system within a child abuse risk assessment should take the position and value
of parent–child observations into account within the entire risk evaluation.

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2016) defines child
maltreatment as “all types of physical and/or emotional ill-
treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or
commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or
potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development
or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility,
trust or power.” Child maltreatment is a major social issue
with an alarmingly high prevalence all over the world (see
Finkelhor, 1994; Gilbert et al., 2009; Smith Slep et al.,
2015). Because child maltreatment has serious long-term
consequences for child development, scientific and practical
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efforts are needed to improve the selection, development,
and use of methods to assess and prevent its risk (Cicchetti
et al., 2006; Cyr & Alink, 2017; Toth & Cicchetti, 2013).

In child protection proceedings resulting from child
abuse or neglect, family courts frequently commission
mental health professionals to conduct child maltreatment
risk evaluations. Mental health experts have a duty to
“provide relevant, professionally sound results or opinions
in matters where a child’s health and welfare may have been
and/or may be harmed” (American Psychological Associa-
tion, 2013, p. 22). Alongside the child’s well-being and
psychological needs as well as wider family environmental
factors, one of the crucial factors assessed by mental health
professionals when concerns arise regarding a child’s
endangerment is parenting capacity (see American Psy-
chological Association, 2013; Zumbach & Koglin, 2015).

Parenting capacity is defined rather broadly as a con-
struct referring to the ability of parents to meet the basic
needs of a given child. Specifically, the parent’s skills and
behaviors are assessed to ascertain how far that parent is
capable of meeting the child’s needs. Because parenting
capacity is based on fundamental parental abilities, which
can manifest themselves in the interaction with a specific
child, parenting behavior serves as an important indicator
for parenting capacity (American Psychological Associa-
tion, 2013; Zumbach & Oster, 2021).

Assessing the risk of future child abuse and neglect is a
demanding and multidimensional challenge that indispensably
requires an approach that includes multiple methods of
assessment. Alongside file analyses, interviews with parents
and children, psychometric testing, and analyses of third-party
reports, one of the core methods of assessment is the behavioral
observation of parent–child interaction (American Psychologi-
cal Association, 2013).

Critical components when assessing parenting capacity
are parental responsiveness, parent–child interaction pro-
blems, and the overall parent–child relationship (Zumbach
& Oster, 2021). From a diagnostic perspective, this
assessment imposes several challenges. For example, there
is limited evidence on the validity of self-reports on these
aspects within an evaluation context. Given that a parental
self-report may be biased by social desirability and that
especially young children may be limited in their receptive
and productive language competencies, self-report measures
and investigative child interviews may not be sufficiently
informative.

Therefore, observations of parent–child interactions in
natural or structured settings are a crucial method with
which to augment self-report assessments when evaluating
such constructs as parenting skills, parent–child interaction
problems, attachment, and parent–child relationships
(Bennett et al., 2006; Harnett, 2007). One common
assumption is that stable patterns in a relationship are

reflected in parent–child interactions. However, it is
important to note that behavioral observation in this context
is not expected to directly reveal child abuse such as phy-
sical or sexual abuse. It is unlikely that most parents will
engage in frank abuse during a rather short observation or
that they will display gross neglect of physical needs.
Rather, the behavioral observation aims to provide data on
potentially limited parenting skills, parent–child interaction
problems, or a maladaptive parent–child relationship. These
are commonly discussed in the literature as being among the
strongest risk factors for predicting the future (re-)abuse of
a child (Assink et al., 2019; Mulder et al., 2018; Sledjeski
et al., 2008; Stith et al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2008).

In the given context, mental health professionals there-
fore focus on observing parent–child interactions in order to
infer the risk of abuse and/or neglect from evidence that the
parent’s behavior is adequate to meet the child’s needs.
Such inadequacy may involve the presence of problematic
parental behavior and/or the absence of needed parental
behavior. Simultaneously, adaptive parenting behavior must
be observed so as to perform an unbiased assessment
(Zumbach & Oster, 2021).

This approach is part of a larger risk assessment that
includes further factors such as parent-related risk factors
(e.g., parent’s own victimization through child abuse, mental
disorders, substance use problems, negative attitudes toward
intervention or treatment) or family factors (e.g., socio-
economic stressors, lack of social support, intimate partner
violence; see de Ruiter et al., 2020). When assessing these
risk factors, other assessment techniques as mentioned above
(e.g., interviews with parents, psychological testing, analyses
of third-party reports) might play a more prominent role than
behavioral observation. In the individual case, any final
conclusion on the risk for future child abuse can be reached
only after integrating and weighting the information obtained
within each single step of the risk assessment (see American
Psychological Association, 2013).

Given the wide range of parental behavior that may indicate
child maltreatment risk, decisions about which observational
measure to use for child maltreatment risk assessments are
challenging (Bennett et al., 2006; Cerezo, 1997). Up to the
present day, a number of observational coding systems have
been developed to examine relevant constructs such as
attachment, the parent–child relationship, or the interaction with
a parent or caregiver. However, choosing a reliable and valid
observational coding system is crucial. Even though a high
number of observational coding systems exist to assess
parent–child interaction behavior, not all of these may be
appropriate to assess child maltreatment risk (Budd, 2001;
Budd & Holdsworth, 1996).

A number of theoretical guidelines and empirical studies
indicate that observational measures of parent–child inter-
action are frequently used in evaluation practice, and that
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evaluators rate as an important technique. However, many
guidelines and empirical studies on evaluation practice fail
to specify whether to conduct an unstructured versus a
structured observation, and they hardly ever name specific
coding systems with which to analyze the observed inter-
action (Barber & Delfabbro, 2000; Budd, 2001; Garber,
2016; Kähkönen, 1999; Wilson et al., 2008; Ziegenhain
et al., 2007; Zumbach & Koglin, 2015). Nonetheless, the
literature does show that the systematic nature of behavioral
observation has a large impact on its reliability and validity.
This speaks for the application of structured and semi-
structured observational coding systems in the given con-
text (see Haynes & O’Brien, 2000).

The overall aim of this systematic review is to provide
professionals performing child abuse/neglect risk evaluations
with information about the utility of different observational
coding systems for parent–child interactions. The goal is to
examine the potential of observational coding systems to dis-
criminate the behavior of parents who have versus have not
engaged in child maltreatment. Therefore, we systematically
identified studies that analyze observational coding systems
and examined their potential to detect differences in the
behavior of parents or to discriminate parents who have
engaged in child maltreatment from those who have not.

Method

We conducted a systematic literature search in bibliographic
databases (Web of Science and PsycINFO) between April and
June 2019 to find relevant studies published in English.
Additionally, we checked literature references of studies
meeting our inclusion criteria as well as reference lists from
literature reviews and meta-analyses. The methods used in this
systematic review follow the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al.
[PRISMA Group], 2009). For a transparent, structured litera-
ture management with a systematic screening and exclusion of
the identified data, we used EPPI reviewer software (EPPI-
Reviewer 4; Thomas et al., 2010).

Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria

Based on our preliminary theoretical research, we applied
an open search term strategy using the following keywords:

[parent–child relation OR parenting] AND [scales OR
coding OR assessment OR measures OR observ* OR
interac*] AND [maltreatment OR abuse OR neglect]

Studies had to meet the following inclusion criteria:

1. Observational measures on parent–child interaction
were used to (a) detect differences in parenting
behavior in parents who did versus did not engage
in child maltreatment, or to (b) classify parents as

engaging in or not engaging in child maltreatment.
2. Maltreatment had to be defined by the individual

studies as parents or children being documented as
having a substantiated history of maltreatment (e.g.,
by child protection services) and/or being at risk at or
having lost custody of their child.

3. Detailed information on the specific parent–child
observational coding system had to be provided.
The observational coding system for parent–child
interaction was defined as an observational measure of
either parental behavior or parental and child behavior
in procedural interactions.

4. The observational coding had to be conducted by a
mental health professional and/or a trained researcher
and not a layperson.

5. The study had to be published in the English language
in journals applying a peer-review process. English-
language dissertations were included if they were
listed in bibliographic databases.

This review excluded reports that present the results of
literature reviews and reports about coding systems of
parent–child interactions that did not involve observational
methods (e.g., self-report checklists). The flow chart in
Fig. 1 displays the study selection process for the literature
search.

Data Extraction

Study findings were synthesized in a descriptive approach.
We selected the following parameters to analyze our data-
base: aim of the study, observational coding system,
observation task, sample, and outcome. If reported in the
original study, means and standard deviations were extrac-
ted to calculate effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for outcomes of
studies analyzing differences in parenting behavior in par-
ents who had engaged versus not engaged in child mal-
treatment. We also analyzed information given on the
sensitivity and specificity of study outcomes in terms of the
classification of parents as engaging versus not engaging in
child maltreatment.

Results

After removing duplicates, we could identify 2137 potential
studies in our literature search. A large number were excluded
after title and abstract screening, because many studies did not
meet content criteria and sample characteristics or did not
include an empirical analysis. Overall, 13 studies corre-
sponded to the inclusion criteria. Although the literature
search was conducted for a broad range of applicable studies
published up to 2019, the 13 studies that met the inclusion
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criteria were all published between 1993 and 2013. Twelve of
the included studies were conducted in the United States, and
one was conducted in Spain. Publications were drawn from
bibliographic databases. If full-text publications were not
available in databases, authors were contacted via email.

Methodological Aspects of Included Studies

Main study characteristics and outcomes are displayed in
detail in Tables 1 and 2. Eleven out of the 13 studies aimed to
detect behavioral differences between parents who had versus
had not engaged in child maltreatment, whereas two out of
13 studies aimed to classify parents as engaging versus not
engaging in child maltreatment.

Overall, the individual studies applied 11 different
observational coding systems. The Structural Analysis of
Social Behavior (SASB; Benjamin, 1974) and the Qualita-
tive Ratings of Parent–Child Interactions (Cox, 1997) were
applied in multiple studies. The following coding systems
were applied in one study each: the Child–Adult Relation-
ship Experimental Index (CARE-Index, Crittenden 2004;
Crittenden, 2006), the Maternal Behavior Q-Sort (MBQS;
Pederson et al., 1999), the Parent/Caregiver Involvement
Scale (P/CIS; Farran et al., 1986), the Parent–Child Inter-
action Procedure (Heller et al., 1998), the Psychological
Maltreatment Rating Scales (PMRS; Brassard et al., 1993),
the Standardized Observation Codes (SOC-III; Cerezo
et al., 1986), the UCLA Parent–Child Coding System

(Valeri et al., 2001), the Coder Impressions Inventory (CII;
Capaldi & Patterson, 1989), and the Dyadic Parent–Child
Interaction Coding System-II (DPICS-II; Eyberg et al.,
1994).

Trained research assistants blind to the maltreatment
status conducted the majority of the coding across studies.
Most studies reported interrater reliability coefficients ran-
ging from satisfactory to high.

Sample Characteristics of Individual Studies

The mean age of the children within the samples ranged
from 13.31 months to 8.04 years. In 6 of the 13 studies, the
majority of the sample was Caucasian, whereas in 6 further
studies, the sample consisted mainly of persons belonging
to ethnic minorities. One study did not report ethnic char-
acteristics of the sample (Cerezo et al., 1996).

The majority of parents included in the original samples
were mothers with five studies involving other types of
caregivers such as fathers, stepfathers, or grandparents.
Only eight of the studies (61.5%) had sample sizes larger
than 100 caregiver–child dyads. The largest sample was
analyzed by Hurlburt et al. (2013) with 481 dyads.

In most studies, maltreatment was classified as
parent–child dyads having a substantiated history of mal-
treatment recorded in child protection service reports
(Brassard et al., 1993; Cerezo et al., 1996; Cicchetti et al.,
2006; Cipriano-Essel et al., 2013; Fagan & Dore, 1993;

Fig. 1 Flow chart of the study
selection process
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Haskett et al., 2008; Lau et al., 2006; Robinson et al., 2009;
Sabourin Ward & Haskett, 2008; Skowron et al., 2011;
Skowron et al., 2013). Ostler (2010) classified maltreatment
as mothers having lost custody during child protection
proceedings aiming to measure the risk for reoccurrence of
child maltreatment. Hurlburt et al. (2013) assessed a child
maltreatment history via parent’s self-report.

Differences in Behavior of Parents Who Did Versus
Did Not Engage in Child Maltreatment

Eleven of the 13 studies analyzed differences in behavior of
parents who did versus did not engage in child maltreatment.
Across studies, the effect sizes (Cohen’s d) calculated for
outcomes of studies analyzing differences in parenting behavior
in parents who did versus did not engage in child maltreatment
indicated a majority of small to medium effects ranging from
d= 0.26 to d= 0.45 (see Cicchetti et al., 2006; Cipriano-Essel
et al., 2013; Haskett et al., 2008; Hurlburt et al., 2013;
Sabourin-Ward & Haskett, 2008). The results of three studies
indicated large effect sizes of up to d= 1.55 (see Ostler, 2010;
Robinson et al., 2009; Skowron et al., 2011). The direction of
these effects was in line with expectations throughout the stu-
dies. We shall now describe the studies’ findings on the ability
of the individual coding systems to detect such differences.

Cicchetti et al. (2006) aimed to evaluate the efficacy of
different preventive interventions in mothers who had ver-
sus had not engaged in child maltreatment. Conducting a
3-hr home observation during the preintervention assess-
ment, they coded maternal sensitivity with the MBQS.
Observations revealed significantly lower scores for
maternal sensitivity in the maltreatment group than in
the nonmaltreatment group with a medium effect size
(d=−0.39).

Cipriano-Essel et al. (2013) applied the SASB to detect
differences in parent and child behavior by comparing
mothers who had versus had not engaged in child mal-
treatment based on the observation of a 3- to 5-min teaching
task. Results indicated significantly more strict/hostile
control for mothers who had engaged in maltreatment than
for mothers who had not engaged in maltreatment (d=
0.38). No significant group differences were found for
maternal warm autonomy support and warm guidance.

Fagan and Dore (1993) examined differences in
mother–child play by applying the P/CIS to compare
mothers who had versus had not engaged in neglect when
playing together with their children. Observations were
conducted during a 30-min free play session at home.
Results revealed significant group differences indicating
that mothers who had engaged in neglect showed less
positive responsiveness and less developmental appro-
priateness toward their children than mothers who had not

engaged in neglect. No significant group difference was
found for maternal positive control.

Haskett et al. (2008) applied the Qualitative Ratings of
Parent–Child Interactions in a sample of parent–child dyads
that had versus had not engaged in/been affected by child
maltreatment. Observations took 30 min and were con-
ducted during three different tasks. Results showed sig-
nificantly lower scores for parental sensitivity in the
maltreatment group than in the nonmaltreatment group
(d=−0.36).

Hurlburt et al. (2013) examined the efficacy of an
intervention program comparing parent–child dyads with
versus without a self-reported history of maltreatment. In
the pretest assessment, the DPICS-II was applied during a
30-min home observation and the CII was used to gain the
general coder impression of the parent–child interaction.
Results on the DPICS-II revealed significantly more critical
statements by parents who had engaged in maltreatment
than by parents who had not engaged in maltreatment (d=
0.36). No significant group differences were found for the
subscales “praise”, “positive affect”, “physical positive”,
and “total commands”. The CII revealed significant group
differences in all scales, indicating that parents who had
engaged in maltreatment showed less nurturing/supportive
behavior (d=−0.39), more harsh/critical behavior (d=
0.37), and less discipline competence than parents who had
not engaged in maltreatment (d=−0.26).

Lau et al. (2006) compared abusive and nonabusive
parent–child dyads in order to examine associations
between parental reports of child behavior problems and
observed parent–child interactions in parent–child dyads
that had engaged in/been affected by child maltreatment.
Observation took place for 13 min overall and included
three short interaction tasks. After controlling for family
income, age of child, sex, and parental psychopathology,
abuse status related significantly to observed parent beha-
vior: Parents who had engaged in abuse showed sig-
nificantly more emotionally controlling behavior such as
criticism, guilt induction, and intrusiveness; and they dis-
played less supportive behavior such as praise, encourage-
ment, and displays of affection (because standard deviations
were not reported in the original study, effect sizes were not
calculated).

Ostler (2010) investigated a specific sample of mothers
suffering from mental illness and reported that the CARE-
Index scores correlated significantly with a risk of reoc-
curring maltreatment. Observations were based on a 3-min
free play session. Mothers at high risk for reoccurring
maltreatment showed significantly less sensitivity than
mothers at low risk (d=−1.55), and mothers at moderate
risk (d=−0.57). CARE-Index scores correlated sig-
nificantly with other predictive variables indicating the
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reoccurrence of child maltreatment such as the caregiving
attitude and insight into mental illness.

Robinson et al. (2009) aimed to detect relations between
emotion regulation, parenting, and psychopathology by
comparing parent–child dyads that had versus had not
engaged in/been affected by child maltreatment. They
applied the Parent–Child Interaction Procedure that includes
seven joint tasks varying in stress level and difficulty.
Results revealed large effects, with significantly lower
scores for parental positive affect intensity (d=−1.11) and
significantly higher parental anger intensity (d= 0.81) for
parents who had engaged in versus not engaged in child
maltreatment.

Sabourin-Ward and Haskett (2008) aimed to explore and
validate clusters of children who suffered from physical
abuse by comparing parent–child dyads that had versus had
not engaged in/been affected by physical abuse while they
engaged in three different joint tasks. Observations were
coded with the Qualitative Ratings of Parent–Child Inter-
actions. They found significantly lower scores on parental
sensitivity for parents who had engaged in versus not
engaged in physical abuse (d=−0.45).

Skowron et al. (2011) investigated differences in
mother’s and child’s physiological regulation (respiratory
sinus arrhythmia [RSA]) and their association with
observed parent–child interaction. Observations were con-
ducted during a mother–child joint teaching task in samples
of mother–child dyads who had engaged in/been affected by
neglect, engaged in/been affected by physical abuse, and
had not engaged in child maltreatment. Results showed
moderate to large effects, indicating that mothers who had
engaged in physical abuse (d= 0.80) and neglect (d= 0.70)
were more likely to react with strict control to children’s
positive bids for autonomy than mothers who had not
engaged in child maltreatment. Mothers who had engaged
in physical abuse were significantly less likely to affirm
autonomy to their children than mothers who had not
engaged in abuse (d=−0.85). No significant group dif-
ferences were found for the subscales “nurture/protect” and
“hostile control.”

Skowron et al. (2013) also examined the relationship
between physiological regulation (respiratory sinus
arrhythmia [RSA]) and parenting behavior in a sample of
mothers who had versus had not engaged in maltreatment
by observing a mother–child joint teaching task. Sig-
nificantly lower rates of positive parenting and higher rates
of parental strict/hostile control were found in mothers
engaging in maltreatment. Furthermore, a greater variance
of child physical regulation was observed in dyads not
affected by maltreatment, as well as a greater consistency in
parenting over time (because standard deviations were not
reported in the original study, effect sizes were not
calculated).

Classification of Parents as Engaging Versus Not
Engaging in Maltreatment

Two out of 13 studies aimed to classify parents as engaging
versus not engaging in maltreatment. Brassard et al. (1993)
evaluated the PMRS with regard to its ability to discriminate
between parents who had versus had not engaged in mal-
treatment with a focus on psychological maltreatment. The
observational measure was used in a 15-min teaching task.
They found that the PMRS correctly classified 81.63% of the
mothers as engaging versus not engaging in psychological
maltreatment. The PMRS showed a sensitivity of 0.92 (cor-
rectly identified parents as engaging in maltreatment) and a
specificity of 0.71 (correctly identified parents as not engaging
in maltreatment). Overall, classification of maltreatment status
conducted with the PMRS was superior to classification with
other maternal measures (e.g., social support, life stress, per-
sonal resources, IQ, depression symptoms).

Cerezo et al. (1996) examined interactive patterns in
mother–child interactions by using the SOC-III to dis-
criminate between mothers who had versus had not engaged
in maltreatment. They were observed during several 60-min
unstructured interactions at home. On average, each family
was observed seven times. Coding for maternal behavior
correctly identified 70.21% of mothers as engaging versus
not engaging in maltreatment (sensitivity= 0.79; specifi-
city= 0.61) and could explain 22% of the variance. Results
of coding mother–child interactional behavior correctly
identified 78.72% of the mothers as engaging versus not
engaging in maltreatment (sensitivity= 0.88; specificity=
0.61) and explained 40% of the variance. A model includ-
ing all subscales (maternal behavior, child behavior, and
interactional behavior) correctly identified 82.98% of the
mothers as engaging versus not engaging in maltreatment
(sensitivity 0.88; specificity 0.78) and explained 36% of the
total variance.

Characteristics of Observational Coding Systems

Table 3 presents an overview of characteristics of the
observational coding systems identified through systematic
literature search. To guide a specific and targeted selection
in a risk-assessment context for each coding system, we
present information on the measured constructs, dimen-
sions, and subscales; the observation task; the targeted age
range of the child; and the reliability as reported in the
studies included in our literature review.

Across observational coding systems, results indicated
that measured constructs and dimensions varied sig-
nificantly due to differences in the underlying theories (e.g.,
measured constructs varied from maternal sensitivity
[CARE-Index; MBQS] over parent–child interaction [CII,
DPICS-II, SOC-III, UCLA Parent–Child Coding System],
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to psychological maltreatment [PMRS]). Reliability coeffi-
cients reported by the individual studies ranged from
satisfactory to high for all coding systems.

Discussion

This systematic review is the first to give a detailed
overview of the current state of research on studies ana-
lyzing the potential of specific observational coding sys-
tems to discriminate parents who have versus have not
engaged in child maltreatment based on their behavior
when interacting with their child. We aim to provide
professionals who have to perform a child abuse/neglect
risk evaluation with information about the utility of dif-
ferent observational coding systems for parent–child
interactions.

Observational Assessment of Child Maltreatment
Risk

Behavioral observation of parent–child interaction is one of
the core methods in child maltreatment risk assessment
along with file analyses, interviews with parents and chil-
dren, psychometric testing, and analyses of third-party
reports (American Psychological Association, 2013).
Through our systematic literature search, we found 13 stu-
dies that detected behavioral differences between parents
who had and parents who had not engaged in child mal-
treatment. The findings add to our understanding of the
assessment tools relevant to child maltreatment risk,
because they allow some conclusions on which parenting
dimensions appear to best differentiate parents engaging in
child maltreatment from those not engaging in child
maltreatment.

The largest body of evidence supports the conclusion
that significantly lower levels of “parental sensitivity/
responsiveness” differentiate parents who have engaged in
child maltreatment. This comprises lower levels of sensi-
tivity to the signals of the child and lower levels of
understanding, empathic, and comforting responses to the
child’s emotional distress. This finding was replicated in
five of the included studies with effect sizes ranging from
small to large (Cicchetti et al., 2006; Fagan & Dore, 1993;
Haskett et al., 2008; Ostler, 2010; Sabourin Ward &
Haskett, 2008).

Findings on significantly higher levels of “strict/hostile
control” or “critical and controlling behavior” (e.g.,
harsh commands) in parents who had engaged in mal-
treatment were replicated in four of the included studies
with either small or large effect sizes (Cipriano-Essel et al.,
2013; Hurlburt et al., 2013; Skowron et al., 2011; Skowron
et al., 2013).Ta
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Three out of the 13 studies reported significantly lower
levels of supportive and developmentally appropriate
behavior (e.g., behavior consistent with the child’s age,
developmental stage, and abilities) in parents who had
engaged in child maltreatment (Fagan & Dore, 1993;
Hurlburt et al., 2013; Lau et al., 2006). Two studies
revealed differences on emotional dimensions with parents
who had engaged in maltreatment showing significantly
higher levels of emotional control and parental anger and
significantly lower levels of positive affect (Lau et al., 2006;
Robinson et al., 2009).

Therefore, behavioral dimensions that may indicate dif-
ferences in parental behavior focus not only on a lack of
adaptive parental behavior but also on the presence of
maladaptive parental behavior. Overall, the results of our
systematic literature review support the conclusion that
detecting a lack of adaptive parental behavior and the pre-
sence of maladaptive parental behavior by behavioral
observation may be a valid approach with which to assess
child maltreatment risk. However, our results indicate that
this is limited to observations that focus systematically on
specific dimensions such as “parental sensitivity and
responsiveness,” “hostility and control,” “developmentally
appropriate behavior,” “parental anger,” and “positive
affect.”

The findings from our systematic review provide mixed
results regarding which structured observational coding
systems can measure child maltreatment risk in parenting
behavior most reliably and validly. We identified 11 dif-
ferent observational coding systems that were applied by the
individual studies, with the SASB being applied most fre-
quently. Across observational coding systems, measured
constructs and dimensions varied significantly, primarily
because they were developed on the basis of different
underlying theories. Reliability coefficients as reported in
the original studies were generally satisfactory to high. This
also applies to the high-risk samples, even though some of
the coding systems were not originally developed for a risk
assessment context.

Only two of the instruments identified (CARE-Index;
PMRS) were specifically developed to detect maltreatment
risks or psychological abuse. The psychometric properties
and the specificity of the CARE-Index support its applic-
ability in a child maltreatment risk evaluation context.
Because observations conducted within the CARE-Index
take only 3 to 5 min, and the free play session is neither
invasive nor stressful, this may be beneficial in an evalua-
tion context. The observation is not only economical to
perform but can also be repeated multiple times and with
several caregivers. Nonetheless, the CARE-Index is limited
to a narrow age range and targets mainly younger children.

The correct classification of more than 80% of the
mother–child dyads as psychologically maltreating versus

nonmaltreating might indicate that the PMRS is an appro-
priate measure to detect psychological maltreatment risk.
However, the PMRS is limited in its ability to specifically
detect psychological maltreatment and therefore does not
cover the entire range of parental maltreating behavior.
Furthermore, the specificity score was rather low and the
reliability and the validity of the instrument remain open to
further investigation.

Because the P/CIS assesses the construct “involvement”
defined as the “amount, quality, and appropriateness of
interactions between caregivers and children” (Fagan &
Dore, 1993, p. 62), it may be a valid approach to specifi-
cally identify parents who had engaged in neglect, but
possibly not the entire range of maltreating behavior.
Neglect and involvement are commonly discussed as being
highly correlated. Involvement seems to be a good predictor
of neglect, but less for physical or psychological maltreat-
ment (Wilson et al., 2008).

The DPICS-II appears to be a measure that is well-
validated in different contexts. Observations conducted
within the DPICS-II are efficient due to the short observa-
tion time, the fact that they can be repeated multiple times
and with several caregivers, and the fact that they include a
structured approach (5-min warm-up, 15-min child-led play,
parent-led play, and clean-up session). However, the study
assessing the DPICS-II included here found rather incon-
clusive results on whether parenting behavior indicated
maltreatment risks as coded by DPICS-II scales.

The other observational coding systems show some
individual strengths, but also some limitations regarding
their applicability in a child maltreatment risk evaluation
context: The SASB, the CII, the Parent–Child Interaction
Procedure, and the Qualitative Ratings of Parent–Child
Interaction are based on theoretical frameworks that have a
low specific relation to child maltreatment. For the MBQS
as well as the SOC-III, observation is conducted over sev-
eral hours during natural home interactions. This requires
enormous economic effort, is a high burden on the observed
family, and leads to limitations regarding the replicability
and comparability of the observations.

Note that across studies, the effect sizes calculated for
the studies’ outcomes indicate a majority of small effects.
Sample sizes were rather small, with only 61.5% of
the studies analyzing sample sizes larger than 100 dyads.
As a small sample size does not, in itself, lead to small
effect sizes, it however might have led to an increase of
type-II errors due to low statistical power in some of the
studies. On the other hand, despite small effect sizes, many
effects were significant. Thus, small differences might
indicate that the assessment approach is limited to clearly
distinguishing between maltreating and nonmaltreating
dyads. Rather, they can be used as one source of infor-
mation about this distinction.
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Our findings make it challenging to derive a sound
recommendation on the applicability of specific observational
coding systems in the context of child maltreatment risk
evaluation. Our systematic review supports the conclusion
that the selection of an observational measure for a risk
assessment context cannot be generalized. Along with factors
influencing the selection that lie within the individual case
(such as the age of the child), the relative value of
parent–child observations needs to take into account the dis-
criminant validity, a potential focus on different types of child
maltreatment (e.g., neglect, physical abuse, psychological
abuse), as well as the position and value of parent–child
observations in the entire risk evaluation.

This may partly explain that although there are several
observation coding systems that discriminate behavioral
differences between parents who have versus those who
have not engaged in child maltreatment, none has gained
widespread acceptance in risk assessment evaluation prac-
tice. Currently, when providing evidence-based assess-
ments, mental health professionals may be encouraged to
select a structured coding system when analyzing their
behavioral data. Data should include the key behavioral
dimensions that have been shown to discriminate the
behavior of parents who have engaged in child maltreat-
ment from parents who have not, and should acknowledge
the age of the child in the individual case. Moreover,
scoring with systematic observational coding systems gen-
erally requires extensive training.

Additionally, when interpreting findings from behavioral
observation in a maltreatment risk assessment context, it is
important to highlight the need to include cultural con-
siderations. Some behavior and interactions might be mis-
construed as pathological if not understood in the context of
cultural norms, beliefs, and practices. Moreover, there is a
danger that efforts to be culturally sensitive might also
result in cultural relativism, perhaps by overlooking the
risks or damage to the child as a result of culturally sanc-
tioned practices (i.e., harsh discipline, or oppression based
on gender). In 6 of the 13 studies we identified in this
systematic review, the sample consisted mainly of persons
belonging to ethnic minorities, whereas in six further stu-
dies, the majority of the sample was Caucasian. When
interpreting findings from behavioral observation, it is
imperative to take an understanding of the family’s cultural
background into consideration—including not only race and
ethnicity, but also socioeconomic conditions, linguistic
preferences, gender, sexual orientation, religious and spiri-
tual practices, immigration status, and other forms of
diversity (Thomas et al., 2019).

Clearly, the results of this systematic review must be
embedded within the broader context of child maltreatment
risk assessment in which behavioral observation is only one
of several components and in which a lack of parenting

skills, parent–child interaction problems, or a maladaptive
parent–child relationship are only one part of a larger set of
risk factors that need to be assessed.

It is therefore undisputed that a child maltreatment risk
assessment needs to take a multidimensional approach; and
that an expert recommendation should never be based on
one-dimensional findings. No single tool is meant to allow
an identification of whether a caregiver is at risk for enga-
ging in maltreatment. Therefore, next to caregiver–child
observation, a full evaluation typically also includes file
analyses, structured/semistructured caregiver interviews,
structured/semistructured child interviews, analyses of
third-party reports, standardized developmental assessments
of children, and psychological assessments of parents, as for
example described in the Guidelines for Psychological
Evaluations in Child Protection Matters (American Psy-
chological Association, 2013).

The few observational coding systems that examined the
ability of the assessments to correctly classify maltreating
versus nonmaltreating parents found that there were many false
positives, and the effect sizes we identified in the individual
studies indicated around one third to two fifths of one standard
deviation difference between maltreating and nonmaltreating
dyads. Therefore, findings based on parent–child observation
need to be embedded in this multidimensional approach.
Observational techniques are clearly limited when it comes to
assessing other relevant risk factors in order to predict future
child maltreatment such as parent-related risk factors (e.g.,
mental disorders, substance use problems) or family factors
(e.g., socioeconomic stressors, lack of social support, intimate
partner violence; see de Ruiter et al., 2020). Hence, any final
conclusion on the risk for future child maltreatment in an
individual case must be based on a comprehensive integration
of multidimensional findings (see American Psychological
Association, 2013).

Further classification guidelines, such as the Diagnostic
Classification of Mental Health and Developmental Dis-
orders of Infancy and Early Childhood (DC: 0–3 R; ZERO
TO THREE, 2016) highlight the relevance of a relational
lens to guide an assessment of disordered to dangerous
parent–child relationships, and it acknowledges the com-
plexity of incorporating cultural considerations into the
diagnostic process. A diversity, inclusion, and fairness lens
should be applied to all practices and services aimed at
supporting infants, toddlers, and their families if they are to
be of value in the given context (Thomas et al., 2019).

Limitations

When interpreting the findings from this systematic review,
several aspects should be considered that indicate limits to
their generalizability when answering our research question.
Samples consisted mainly of mother–child dyads with
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children being between 1 and 8 years of age. Only five studies
involved other types of caregivers (such as fathers, step-
fathers, or grandparents). In child maltreatment risk evalua-
tion, it may also be the father or another caregiver who is
alleged to be maltreating. Furthermore, only one study
focused specifically on a sample of mothers suffering from
mental illness (Ostler, 2010), although parental mental dis-
orders commonly occur in child maltreatment risk evaluation
practice.

We identified a number of behavioral dimensions that have
been shown to discriminate the behavior of parents who did
versus did not engage in child maltreatment. However, it
cannot be ruled out that there are further behavioral dimen-
sions with this potential that were not captured by the studies
included in this systematic review.

Most studies classified maltreatment via having a sub-
stantiated history of maltreatment as recorded in child
protection service reports. Not all studies differentiated
between maltreatment forms such as psychological mal-
treatment, physical maltreatment, or neglect. However,
specifics in parental behavior might be expected based on
the specific maltreatment form.

All but one of the studies were conducted in the United
States. Most studies identified did not consider confounding
variables such as sociodemographic variables (parental age,
parental education, gender, family ethnic background,
family income), further risk variables (psychopathology,
substance use, domestic violence), or methodological vari-
ables (regional differences between various local authorities
investigating maltreatment, etc.) either when classifying
parents or when determining differences in parental beha-
vior. Replications of the findings when controlling for these
variables, as well as replications in samples from other
countries, are options for future research.

Furthermore, the small total number of included studies,
the heterogeneous contexts, and the varying aims of the
studies limit the number of parameters that could be chosen
for this synthesis. With regard to the child abuse/neglect
risk assessment context, our focus remained on studies
discriminating the behavior of parents who have versus
have not engaged in child maltreatment. This led to the
exclusion of numerous studies (e.g., evaluations of inter-
vention programs), because many analyzed samples con-
sisting only of parents with a maltreatment history. For this
reason, some studies applying well-established observation
coding systems (e.g., the Home Observation Measurement
of the Environment [HOME]; Caldwell & Badley, 1984)
were excluded, even though they are frequently applied in
high-risk samples.

In addition, a large number of the studies we excluded
focused on deviant child behavior during the observation.
This can be a consequence of maltreatment. Yet, even
though maltreated children are at higher risk for deviant

behavior because of maltreatment, the presence of child
deviant behavior itself is not an indicator of child mal-
treatment. Many children demonstrate deviant behavior
without having a maltreatment history (Cerezo, 1997;
Crittenden, 1988; Dadds et al., 2002; Herrenkohl et al.,
1984; Lahey et al., 1984). This may have led to a further
exclusion of observation coding systems that are frequently
applied in high-risk samples.

Conclusions and Future Directions

In conclusion, the findings from this review indicate a
remarkable discrepancy between the impact of behavior
observations for maltreatment risk assessment as reported in
several studies, and the limited empirical evidence on the
applicability and psychometric quality of specific observa-
tional coding systems in this assessment context (Bennett
et al., 2006; Budd, 2001; Garber, 2016; Wilson et al., 2008;
Zumbach & Koglin, 2015). This apparent discrepancy leads
to the need for increased effort to study constructs and mea-
sures indicating child maltreatment risk. This includes the
further development of appropriate and specific coding sys-
tems for behavior observation. Determining the parenting
capacity of a caregiver is often crucial for maltreatment risk
assessment, and parenting behavior in parent–child interac-
tions is a main indicator. Therefore, the development of
refined observational measures and their validation remain a
challenge for future research in order for such measures to be
of use in the family assessments that family courts commis-
sion in order to inform their decisions.

Beyond this, it should still be mentioned that there may
well be parenting behavior harming the child that is difficult
to observe in a given setting. For example, one important
form of child psychological abuse is the use of alienating
behavior by one parent to cause the child to fear and avoid a
relationship with the other parent. In cases of severe par-
ental alienation, alienating behavior is often blatant and
pervasive. Consequently, identifying specifics in parenting
behavior indicating different forms of psychological mal-
treatment is a further challenge for future research.

The complexity and specificity of child maltreatment risk
assessment indicates the need to develop multifaceted
measures. Considering the high requirements, the aim is not
to develop a general instrument, but rather to develop dif-
ferent specific and combinable observational measures for
various age ranges and developmental levels of the child.
Ultimately, the technique of behavioral observation remains
one of several components within the body of assessment
techniques for determining child maltreatment risks.
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