Primary care interventions provided to families where
children have been subjected to abuse and neglect
A systematic review and assessment including economic and ethical aspects
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Executive summary

Conclusions consider the available empirical evidence for

A survey sent to the Swedish social and child
psychiatry services revealed that the efficacity
of only a minority of interventions provided to
families where children had been abused and
neglected had been scientifically evaluated. A
better understanding of how well interventions
work would help establish conditions where
fewer children are subjected to abuse and
neglect.

Project Support and Parent Child Interaction
Therapy (PCIT) may help reduce abuse and
neglect of pre-school aged children.

Project Supportand PCIT may lead to decreased
disruptive behavior among children. PCIT may
also improve how the child and parent inte-
ract. Interventions aiming at improving attach-
ment behavior among young children for ex-
ample Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up
(ABC), may result in the children having less
disorganized attachment, which are associated
with the development of mental health issues or
difficulties with peers later in life.

The intervention costs for Project Support
are somewhat higher than for PCIT. Project
Support may lead to abuse cessation for slightly
more children, so the intervention costs per child
not exposed to further abuse may be similar
for the two interventions.

According to SBU’s overall assessment, choice
of intervention needs to be based on the child’s
and family’s situation, and should take into
account, for instance, age, type of abuse, and
the effect on the child’s mental health and
their relationships with peers. When a new
intervention is introduced, it is important to

that intervention. When planning or initiating
an intervention, the child’s legal rights need to
be considered.

Studies using qualitative methodology indicate
that parents experience that interventions can
help them find better parenting strategies, but
that the interventions do not always match the
families’ specific needs. The staff’s ability to
express trust and respect for personal integrity
was pointed out as important; providing the
intervention in a welcoming environment was
also seen as important. Parents feel they need
support after the intervention has ended. Too
few studies evaluated childrens experiences to
be able to draw any meaningful conclusions.

» According to reports from user organizations,

children and youth who have been in contact
with social services feel they did not receive the
professional support they needed. They also
feel that interventions are provided too late in
their lives, and that they are not adequately
informed about what kinds of help they are en-
titled to. These narratives highlight a situation
which may be in conflict with children’s rights
according to Swedish law and the Convention

on the Rights of the Child.

To allow the comparison and synthesis of results
from different studies, it is important for rese-
archers to use consistent ways to measure out-
comes. This consistency would also help with
the interpretation of cost effectiveness. Future
studies need more participants and longer
follow-up. In addition, plausible negative ef-
fects need to be investigated. Children’s rights
according to the Convention on the Rights of
the Child always needs to be considered when
children are involved in research.
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Background and objective

Three to nine percent of children in the Nordic
countries experience child abuse in their homes, and
seven to twelve percent witness violence. The aim of
this systematic review was to identify, appraise and
synthesize the empirical evidence regarding a) the
effectiveness and cost effectiveness of primary care
interventions for families where children are exposed
to child abuse and neglect and b) experiences of pro-
gram participation. User perspectives, ethical aspects
and children’s rights are included in this assessment.

Method

The systematic review was conducted in accordance
with SBU’s methodology (www.sbu.se/en/method).
The interventions should be provided to families
where child abuse and neglect had been documen-
ted. Quantitative studies should include a control
group and have a pre- and post-assessment. Studies
evaluating experiences should be based on qualitative
interviews. The economic aspects include a systematic
review of the literature, estimates of intervention costs
for selected manual based interventions, and cost-
effectiveness analyses.

Effective interventions

A total of 11 386 abstracts were reviewed. Of these,
35 studies matched the inclusion criteria. Meta-ana-
lysis indicates that Project Support and Parent Child
Interaction Therapy (PCIT) decreases abuse and neg-
lect and reduces disruptive behavior among children.
Attachment and Bio-behavioral Catch-up (ABC) were
found to decrease the rates of disorganized attachment
among children.

Economic aspects

The intervention costs per family for seven manual
based programs varied between SEK 3 800 and 25 700
(SEK year 2016). Treatment of 100 children with
PCIT was estimated to cost SEK 1.27 million (of
which SEK 0.7 million for social services) versus
SEK 1.44 million (SEK 1 million for social services)
for Project Support. The intervention costs per child
with no further experience of family violence (15 out
of 100 children for PCIT and 19 for Project Support)
amounted to SEK 85 000 and SEK 76 000. The un-
certainty in the effect estimates implies no evident
difference in cost-effectiveness of the interventions.
The analyses only include short-term costs for imple-
menting the programs.

Parents and children's experiences

There was a lack of empirical studies evaluating child-
ren’s experiences. Parent’s report that interventions
may contribute to better parenting strategies, but do
not always match the families” specific needs. Staff’s
ability to express trust and show respect for personal
integrity, were stated as important as well as the envir-
onment in which the intervention took place. Parents
state that they need continuous support after inter-
vention participation. According to Swedish organi-
zations representing children who have suffered abuse,
children report a lack of support from professionals to
process their traumatic experiences. They also feel in-
terventions are delivered too late in their lives and that
their voices are not heard during family treatment.

Discussion

Social- and child psychiatric services use numerous
interventions for families were children are exposed
to abuse and neglect. Two interventions were shown
to be able to decrease child abuse and neglect: Project
Supportand Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT).
It is important to acknowledge that lack of scientific
evidence does not mean that an intervention is inef-
fective, it means that we do not know if it is effective
or ineffective. Additionally, interventions that were
not proven effective for the population studied in this
review, nevertheless can be effective for other popula-
tions. For several interventions in this review, Swedish
feasibility studies have been conducted.
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