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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Evident Change researchers studied 125 children who reunified whose parents completed Family Visit 
Coaching (FVC) services and a matched comparison group of 250 children who reunified but whose parents 
did not participate in FVC. Researchers found the following. 

• Compared to the comparison group, parents who completed FVC services had fewer new 
substantiations after reunification in the year after completing FVC services. 

• By a year after completing FVC services, 25.6% of the FVC group had new investigations, 4.0% had 
new substantiations, and 2.4% experienced child removal (Figure ES1). 

• In the FVC group, counselors/therapists and professionals in the “other” category were the source of 
half of new investigations, though few of these investigations led to substantiation. 

• In the FVC group, new investigations were primarily for general neglect and emotional abuse; 
substantiations were nearly all for general neglect. 

Figure ES1 

FVC Parents Had Significantly Fewer Substantiations Than Comparison Parents 

25.6%
(n=32)

4.0%
(n=5)

2.4%
(n=3)

30.4%
(n=76)

12.0%*
(n=30)

3.2%
(n=8)

Investigations Substantiations Removals

FVC (n=125) Comparison (n=250)
 

* Significant difference 
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This analysis shows that FVC was effective at reducing substantiations after reunification. Previous FVC 
research indicated that parents improved their parenting skills during FVC services and that they viewed the 
program positively. Parents were not referred to FVC until an average of about eight-and-a-half months 
after child removal. Given the mounting evidence of FVC’s effectiveness, eligible parents should be referred 
to FVC as soon as possible after child removal. Future research should examine the role of counselors and 
therapists in reporting concerns of child maltreatment. 
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BACKGROUND 
INTRODUCTION 

In 2015, County of San Diego Child Welfare Services (CWS) began an effort to achieve more timely family 
reunification with Family Visit Coaching (FVC). FVC is CWS's implementation of the Visit Coaching model 
developed by Marty Beyer, PhD (Visit Coaching Community, 2022). Staff were trained in the model by 
Dr. Beyer and received ongoing fidelity training to ensure adherence to the model. Visit Coaching is a 
family-centered model that promotes positive engagement between parents and children during work 
toward reunification. A coach works with parents to build on their family’s strengths and facilitates their 
meeting children’s unique developmental needs. They also help parents cope with difficult feelings that are 
common after children have been removed, including anger, grief, sadness, and hopelessness.  

The purpose of Visit Coaching is for the coach to support parents in understanding their children’s needs, to 
encourage parents to give their full attention to children at each visit, to prepare parents for their children's 
reactions, to appreciate the parent's strengths in responding to each child’s needs, and to help parents cope 
with their feelings. This is achieved through a set of steps, including initial parent visit plan meetings, pre-visit 
meetings, coaching during visits, and post-visit meetings. The four principles of Visit Coaching are 
empowerment, empathy, responsiveness, and active parenting (Beyer, 2004). Using this model, visits may 
be more productive, resulting in decreased time to reunification. Previous qualitative research indicated that 
visit coaches also work with parents on addressing barriers to successful visits, such as by providing 
information, referrals, advocacy, or accompaniment (Evident Change publishing as National Council on 
Crime and Delinquency [NCCD], 2019). 

 
PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Evident Change analyzed changes in parenting skills, FVC program fidelity, time to permanency, dosage, 
and reunification rates within 18 months. Findings included the following. 

• About half of the time, the time between removal and the date of referral to FVC was nine months or 
more.  

• Families who were referred to FVC had much lower odds of reunification within 18 months than other 
families working toward reunification, even after controlling for other variables. 

• Although they started out at a great disadvantage, families who completed FVC services had 
reunification outcomes that compared closely to those seen in the general population of families working 
towards reunification in County of San Diego.  
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• There was no statistically significant difference in reunification rates within 18 months for families who 
completed FVC compared with a matched comparison group. 

• Program dosage was related to likelihood of reunification within 18 months. Families who had more than 
30 visits had the best outcomes, and each additional visit beyond 30 was associated with better 
outcomes, even after controlling for other variables.  

• Pre- and post-tests of parenting skills, using a shortened version of the independently validated 
Parenting Skills Assessment, 10th version, showed statistically significant (p < .05) improvements in 14 
out of 15 parenting domains.  

• Interviews with program participants showed that parents who participated in the program, as compared 
to parents in the general child welfare population, improved their relationships with their children more, 
had better practical parenting skills, and had a greater sense of self-efficacy.  

• In interviews, program participants were universally positive (Evident Change publishing as NCCD, 
2020; Fischer et al., 2020). 

 
CURRENT RESEARCH 

This analysis extends the previous research by examining additional CWS involvement after parents who 
completed FVC services reunified with their children. The purpose of this study is to evaluate the effect of 
FVC on future child welfare investigations, substantiations, and reentry into out-of-home care after 
reunification. The specific research questions are as follows. 

1. Does FVC affect the likelihood that children will have subsequent interactions (investigations, 
substantiations, or removals) with CWS? 

2. What are the allegation types and reporting sources of new investigations, substantiations, or reentry 
into out-of-home care? 

3. In the FVC group, what factors are associated with subsequent CWS interactions? 

This was a quasi-experimental study in which researchers used propensity score matching to create a 
comparison group of children whose parents were not referred to FVC. Researchers used data from agencies 
providing FVC services and the child welfare services case management system (CWS/CMS) to answer the 
research questions. 
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METHODS 
SAMPLE 

The sample for this study included 125 children who had at least one parent who completed FVC services 
and a matched comparison group of 250 children similar to the FVC children on a variety of characteristics.  

For the FVC sample, the target population was families whose social workers believed the families faced 
large obstacles to reunification. Although there were referral criteria, previous research on this sample 
indicated that the referral criteria were largely ignored in practice. Families typically were referred to the 
FVC program by their county social workers when the families were struggling to reunify and other 
interventions to support their reunification process had been exhausted (Evident Change publishing as 
NCCD, 2020). 

Program completion was designated by the FVC coach and was not based on a specific number of sessions 
completed, consistent with the Visit Coaching model. Parents completed from 1 to 54 coached visits, with 
an average of 20. Table 1 shows the number of coached visits for the parents in this study. 

TABLE 1 
 

NUMBER OF COACHED VISITS 
 n % 

1–2 1 <1% 
3–5 5 4% 
6–10 25 20% 
11–15 23 18% 
16–20 13 10% 
21–25 25 20% 
26–30 7 6% 
31 26 21% 

 
To be included in the sample, children: 

• Had one or more parent who completed FVC services;  

• Reunified with their parent(s); 

• Were in out-of-home-care for only part of the follow-up period or none of it; and 

• Did not turn 18 before the end of the follow-up period. 
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OUTCOMES 

The outcomes for this study were subsequent investigation, substantiation, and removal. A subsequent 
investigation was defined as follows.  

• Child was listed as an alleged victim on a referral receiving an in-person response.  

• The alleged perpetrator was listed as such on the index referral leading to the index removal prior to 
FVC, and/or the alleged perpetrator was listed as the parent from whom the child was removed on the 
index removal. 

• For the FVC group, the alleged perpetrator completed FVC services.1 

FVC participation varied significantly within the FVC group, making constructing a meaningful follow-up 
period challenging. For example, the timing of beginning FVC services after the initial removal ranged from 
8 to 699 days, the length of FVC services ranged from 1 to 546 days, and days from removal to 
reunification ranged from 102 to 822 days (Table 2). The long time period between removal and beginning 
FVC services is not surprising, as a child welfare special notice sent to CWS staff indicated that priority 
should be given to families who were having difficulty with their case plans or who were between their six- 
and 12-month court hearings and appeared to be struggling to move forward with reunification (Evident 
Change publishing as NCCD, 2020). 

TABLE 2 
 

TIMING VARIABLES FOR FVC GROUP 
VARIABLE RANGE (DAYS) MEAN (DAYS) MEDIAN (DAYS) 

Days from removal to beginning 
FVC services 

8–699  255  242  

Days from removal to 
reunification 

102–822  454  438  

Days from removal to last date 
of FVC services 

70–860  392  381  

FVC services length2 1–546  137  112  
  

 

1 “Victim” and “perpetrator” are the terms used in the child welfare administrative database and are included here to provide 
technical details about the analysis. Terms like these have been critiqued as deficit-based and not aligned with strengths-based, 
person-centered language (Nulicek et al., 2020).  
2 The earliest date any parent participated in FVC to the latest date any parent completed FVC. Children could have more than 
one parent in FVC services. The services length could be the sum of two parents’ engagement with FVC. 
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Figure 1 demonstrates the wide variability in case events for the FVC group. Each dot represents one child. 
Their date of removal is 0, and the dot indicates the number of days past removal when their case event 
happened. 

Figure 1 

Days From Removal to Case Events in the FVC Group 

 

Researchers explored various methods of defining follow-up time periods. Because the children in the 
comparison group did not attend FVC services, researchers had to construct a comparable time period over 
which to observe their outcomes using information from the FVC group. In other words, researchers had to 
estimate what the follow-up period would have been had the comparison group attended FVC services. 
Because time to reunification was longer for the FVC group (average of 454 days; Table 2) than the 
comparison group (average of 348 days; not shown), reunification date was not used as the beginning of the 
follow-up period. In consultation with CWS, Evident Change researchers decided to use the end of FVC 
services for the FVC group and for the comparison group (who did not receive FVC services), the median 
time from removal to FVC services end—381 days. This final method ensured children were reunified for at 
least part of the follow-up period (and therefore had the possibility of being identified as an alleged victim on 
an investigation where their parent was the alleged perpetrator), FVC services had been completed, and 
comparability between the FVC and comparison groups was possible.  

Researchers calculated outcomes for two time periods: pre-follow-up and follow-up. They designated 
investigations as pre-follow-up if they occurred in between the index removal and end of FVC services for 
the FVC group; and in between the index removal and the median time from index removal to end of FVC 
services, 381 days later, for the comparison group. Many children were already reunified during this time 
period, particularly in the comparison group, and therefore could experience a new investigation in which 
their parent was the alleged perpetrator.  
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Investigations were designated as in the follow-up period if they occurred in the year following the end of 
FVC coaching services for the FVC group, and in the year following 381 days after the index removal for the 
comparison group (Table 3).  

TABLE 3 
 

FOLLOW-UP TIME PERIODS FOR FVC AND COMPARISON GROUP 
TIME 

PERIOD 
FVC COMPARISON 

Index removal 
Index removal beginning the out-of-home 
period that resulted in referral to the FVC 
program 

Index removal that occurred during the study 
period 

FVC services 
start 

Beginning of FVC services for the parent 
who began the soonest 

Not applicable 

Follow-up 
start 

End of FVC services for the parent who 
completed the services latest 

Index removal plus 381 days (median time from 
removal to end of services for the FVC group) 

Follow-up end 
End of FVC services for the parent who 
completed the services latest, plus 365 days 

365 days after follow-up start or 746 days after 
index removal 

  

MATCHING METHOD 

To create a comparison group, researchers began with a cohort of children with a removal during the study 
period (April 1, 2014 – August 30, 2019). Researchers applied the same exclusion criteria as for the FVC 
group: They excluded any children who did not reunify or who turned 18 before the end of the follow-up 
period, and they excluded any children who were removed for the entire follow-up period. Researchers also 
excluded children who were missing location data needed to calculate median income by census tract and 
any who were missing race/ethnicity data.  

Researchers used an optimal matching procedure in the statistical software R3 to match two children for 
every one child in FVC. The algorithm looked for the best two matches to minimize differences between the 
children on a set of variables in the dataset. These variables included the following. 

• Child race/ethnicity 

• Removal reason 

 

3 Researchers used the MatchIt package. For more information, see Ho, D.E., Imai, K., King, G, & Stuart, E. A. (2011). MatchIt: 
Nonparametric preprocessing for parametric causal inference. Journal of Statistical Software, 42(8), 1–28. 
doi:10.18637/jss.v042.i08 

https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v042.i08
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• Age of child at removal 

• Initial service component  

• Child’s number of prior: 

» Removals 

» Referrals  

» Investigations  

• Median income in the family’s census tract  

• Allegation type 

• Whether any parent was the following race or ethnicity:  

» Black/African American 

» White 

» Latinx/Hispanic  

» Asian/Pacific Islander  

» American Indian/Alaskan Native 

• Whether any parent spoke Spanish as their primary language 

• Whether any parent was incarcerated presently or in the past 

• Whether the child had a diagnosed disability 

• Region of the removal  

• Initial placement type  

• Items from the safety assessment completed at the index investigation, including whether: 

» Caregiver demonstrated protective actions; or 

» Child welfare staff were granted access for the investigation.  

• Whether a parenting need was identified on the family strengths and needs assessment (FSNA) 

Once researchers had a dataset of matched children, they conducted a binomial logistic regression for each 
of the outcomes: new investigations, new substantiations, and new removals. The logistic regressions 
controlled for child race/ethnicity, child age at index removal, median income in the family’s census tract, 
and child’s number of prior investigations.  
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RESULTS 
BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS 

The two groups were characterized by relatively young children (average age of about 3 years old at 
removal). Compared with the population of children in out-of-home care in County of San Diego overall, 
White children were overrepresented in the FVC group, and Black/African American and Latinx/Hispanic 
children were underrepresented. For example, on July 1, 2015, 19% of children in out-of-home care in 
County of San Diego were Black/African American, compared with 8.8% in the FVC sample; 25% were 
White, compared with 50% in the FVC sample; and 51% were Latinx/Hispanic, compared with 38% in the 
FVC sample (Webster et al., 2022). The percentages for each race/ethnicity of children in out-of-home 
care in County of San Diego remained relatively stable over the years of the study (2014–2019). This 
disparate pattern began at the point of referral to FVC, in which White children were more likely than 
children of other races to be referred to FVC. The disparities were then exacerbated by a higher completion 
rate by parents of White children compared to parents of other races/ethnicities. 

Tables 4a and 4b contain the descriptive statistics of both groups on all the variables researchers used in the 
matching algorithm. 

TABLE 4A 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: CATEGORICAL VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 
FVC (n=125) COMPARISON (n=250) 

n % n % 
Child gender* 
Male 70 56% 141 56% 
Female 55 44% 109 44% 
Child race/ethnicity 
Black/African American 11 8.8% 31 12% 
Latinx/Hispanic 47 38% 92 37% 
White  63 50% 117 47% 
Asian/Pacific Islander  3 2.4% 7 2.8% 
American Indian/Alaskan Native 1 0.8% 3 1.2% 
Initial service component 
Family reunification 109 87% 216 86% 
Family maintenance 13 10% 33 13% 
Permanent placement 3 2.4% 1 0.4% 
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TABLE 4A 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: CATEGORICAL VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 
FVC (n=125) COMPARISON (n=250) 

n % n % 
Removal reason 
Caretaker absence/incapacity 10 8.0% 18 7.2% 
Emotional abuse 14 11% 28 11% 
General neglect 77 62% 157 63% 
Physical abuse 14 11% 33 13% 
Severe neglect 4 3.2% 11 4.4% 
Sexual abuse 6 4.8% 3 1.2% 
Initial allegation type 
Caretaker absence/incapacity 11 8.8% 18 7.2% 
Emotional abuse 55 44% 105 42% 
General neglect 103 82% 204 82% 
Physical abuse 25 20% 51 20% 
Severe neglect 10 8.0% 22 8.8% 
Sexual abuse 8 6.4% 9 3.6% 
At risk, sibling abused 18 14% 27 11% 
Family characteristics 
Any parent Black/African American 21 17% 48 19% 
Any parent White 80 64% 153 61% 
Any parent Latinx/Hispanic 48  38% 98 39% 
Any parent Asian/Pacific Islander 6 4.8% 15 6.0% 
Any parent American Indian/Alaskan Native 1 0.8% 3 1.2% 
Parent currently incarcerated 0 0% 0 0% 
Parent previously incarcerated 9 7.2% 19 7.6% 
Primary language is Spanish 14 11% 22 8.8% 
Child has diagnosed disability 14 11% 21 8.4% 
Region of removal 
Central 6 4.8% 12 4.8% 
East 31 25% 53 21% 
North Central 7 5.6% 22 8.8% 
North Coastal 8 6.4% 21 8.4% 
North Inland 23 18% 46 18% 
South 39 31% 88 35% 
Hotline or Medical/Deaf Services 11 8.8% 8 3.2% 
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TABLE 4A 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: CATEGORICAL VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 
FVC (n=125) COMPARISON (n=250) 

n % n % 
Initial placement type 
Relative/NREFM home 33 26% 69 28% 
County shelter/receiving home (Non EA/AFDC) 1 0.8% 1 0.4% 
Court specified home 2 1.6% 6 2.4% 
Foster family agency certified home 13 10% 19 7.6% 
Foster family home 45 36% 86 34% 
Guardian home 2 1.6% 3 1.2% 
Resource family home 26 21% 62 25% 
Short term residential therapeutic program 3 2.4% 4 1.6% 
Structured Decision Making® (SDM) safety assessment items from initial referral 
The family refuses access to the child, or there is 
reason to believe that the family is about to flee. 

27 22% 53 21% 

Caregiver fails to protect the child from serious harm 
or threatened harm by others. This may include 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect. 

19 15% 30 12% 

SDM FSNA item 
Both parents had a parenting skill need 48 38% 100 40% 
One parent had a parenting skill need 39 31% 75 30% 
No parenting skill need 18 14% 42 17% 
Missing FSNA 20 16% 33 13% 

 
* County of San Diego now has more options for gender, but male and female were the only options available to select 
during the time period covered by this study. This means the number of children for whom other gender options would 
have been selected had they been available is unknown.  

TABLE 4B 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: CONTINUOUS VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 
FVC (n=125) COMPARISON (n=250) 

MEAN SD MEAN SD 
Median income in census tract $66,707 $30,392 $68,408 $31,514 
Prior investigations 2.58 3.61 2.10 2.67 
Prior referrals 3.58 5.00 2.91 3.92 
Prior removals .16 .48 .10 .30 
Child age at removal (years) 3.37 3.79 3.05 3.67 



© 2022 Evident Change 11 

FVC AND COMPARISON GROUP ANALYSES 

SUBSEQUENT INVESTIGATIONS, SUBSTANTIATIONS, AND REMOVALS 

Pre-Follow-up Period 

Before the follow-up period began, 16 (6.4%; not shown) in the comparison group had experienced new 
investigations, compared with just one (0.8%; not shown) in the FVC group. This difference was statistically 
significant. During the time period, FVC families were still participating in FVC services, whereas the 
comparison group was receiving services as usual. The comparison group reunified faster (average of 348 
days) than the FVC group (average of 454 days); therefore, there was more “opportunity” for comparison 
group families to be subject to new investigations than the FVC group. There were no significant differences 
in substantiations in this time period in the FVC group (n=1, 0.8%; not shown) or In the comparison group 
(n=4, 1.6%; not shown), and there were no removals in either group during this time period. 

 
Follow-up Period 

Results indicate that the comparison group had three times the rate of substantiations in the follow-up 
period of the FVC group (Figure ES1). This difference was statistically significant. Subsequent investigations 
and removals did not differ significantly between the two groups. The investigation and substantiation 
findings held when controlling for child age, race/ethnicity, prior investigations, and median income in the 
family’s census tract (see Appendix and Figures 2 and 3).  

Figures 2 and 3 show the odds ratio for each variable in the logistic regression model and the confidence 
interval associated with that variable in the model. For estimating the treatment effect of FVC, researchers 
focused on the association between the treatment condition (completing FVC services) and the outcome, 
controlling for all the other variables in the model. In the figures, the dot represents the odds ratio, and the 
line is the 95% confidence interval on either side. When the odds ratio is statistically equivalent to 1.00, that 
means that completing FVC services did not result in a difference in the odds of experiencing a follow-up 
outcome for either the treatment or comparison group. If the confidence interval line spans 1.00, then 
participating in FVC does not result in a significant difference in either group experiencing the outcome. 
When there is a statistically significant relationship, if the odds ratio is below 1.00, that means the treatment 
condition is significantly associated with a decrease in the odds of experiencing the outcome; if it is above 
1.00, the treatment condition is significantly associated with an increase in the odds of experiencing the 
outcome. For substantiations, FVC completion was associated with a decrease in the odds of experiencing a 
follow-up substantiation compared with the comparison group. 

Subsequent removals were very rare for both groups (n=3, 2.4% in the FVC group; n=8, 3.2% in the 
comparison group; Figure ES1); and the logistic regression was not possible with this low rate of removals. 
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Figure 2 

Odds Ratios for Investigations in the Follow-Up Period 

 

Figure 3 

Odds Ratios for Substantiations in the Follow-Up Period 
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ALLEGATION TYPES AND REPORTING SOURCES OF FOLLOW-UP INVESTIGATIONS 

Researchers further explored the allegation types and reporting sources of follow-up investigations. The 
most common type of new allegation was general neglect, followed by emotional abuse. Parents of children 
in FVC were twice as likely to have an investigation for emotional abuse in the follow-up period as parents of 
children in the comparison group, but only one was substantiated. Parents of children in the comparison 
group were about twice as likely to be substantiated for general neglect as those in the FVC group 
(Figures 4 and 5). 

Figure 4 

Allegation Types of Follow-Up Investigations 
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Follow-up investigations for FVC were about twice as 
likely as those for the comparison group to have 
emotional abuse allegations.
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Figure 5 

Follow-Ups Differed by Group for General Neglect and Emotional Abuse 
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Parents in the comparison 
group had about twice the 
rate of substantiated 
general neglect allegations 
as parents in the FVC 
group.

 

Of the follow-up investigations, a much higher proportion came from counselors/therapists (n=7) and 
professionals in the “other” group (n=9) for the FVC group (50%) than the comparison group (34%; n=1 
and n=25, respectively). This pattern was particularly pronounced for counselors/therapists (22% compared 
with 1%). Follow-up investigations were much more likely to originate with child welfare services or 
government staff for the comparison group (n=20) than for the FVC group (n=1; Figure 6). 

Figure 6 

Reporting Source for Follow-Up Investigations 
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FVC GROUP ANALYSES 

Within the FVC group, researchers examined what factors were associated with investigations in the follow-
up period.4 Researchers conducted bivariate analyses to look for differences in whether there was a follow-
up investigation (Tables 5a and 5b).5 Children with parents who spoke Spanish as a primary language, lived in 
the South region, lived in a census tract with a lower median income, or were removed for emotional abuse 
were all significantly more likely to have a follow-up investigation. White children were less likely to have a 
follow-up investigation. 

TABLE 5A 
 

FOLLOW-UP INVESTIGATIONS BY BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS: CATEGORICAL VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 

NO FOLLOW-UP 
INVESTIGATION 

(n=93) 

FOLLOW-UP 
INVESTIGATION 

(n=32) p-VALUE 

n % n % 

Child gender 
.223 Male 49 53% 21 66% 

Female 44 47% 11 34% 
Child race/ethnicity* 
Latinx/Hispanic 31 33% 17 53% .059 

White 75 81% 12 38% <.001 
Removal reason 
Emotional abuse 7 7.5% 7 22% .046 

General neglect 57 61% 20 62% >.999 
Initial allegation type 
Emotional abuse 39 42% 16 50% .536 

General neglect 73 78% 30 94% .061 

Physical abuse 19 20% 6 19% >.999 

Child has diagnosed disability 9 9.7% 5 16% .347 

Primary language 
.046 English 86 92% 25 78% 

Spanish 7 7.5% 7 22% 

 

4 Substantiations and removals were too rare to reliably explore associations within the FVC group. 
5 For continuous variables, researchers conducted t-tests. For categorical variables, researchers conducted Fisher’s exact test. 
Categories with fewer than five children are not shown to protect confidentiality. 
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TABLE 5A 
 

FOLLOW-UP INVESTIGATIONS BY BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS: CATEGORICAL VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 

NO FOLLOW-UP 
INVESTIGATION 

(n=93) 

FOLLOW-UP 
INVESTIGATION 

(n=32) p-VALUE 

n % n % 
Region of removal 
East 26 28% 5 16% .235 

North Inland 18 19% 5 16% .794 

South 20 22% 19 59% <.001 
Initial placement type 
Relative/NREFM home 26 28% 7 22% .643 

Foster family home 34 37% 11 34% >.999 

Resource family home 18 19% 8 25% .614 
SDM safety assessment item 
from initial referral: The family 
refuses access to the child, or 
there is reason to believe that 
the family is about to flee. 

21 28% 6 19% .466 

Initial service component: 
Family reunification 

80 86% 29 91% .760 

 
TABLE 5B 

 
FOLLOW-UP INVESTIGATIONS BY BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS: CONTINUOUS VARIABLES 

VARIABLE 
NO FOLLOW-UP 

INVESTIGATION (n=93) 
FOLLOW-UP INVESTIGATION (n=32) 

MEAN SD MEAN SD p-VALUE 

Median income in census tract $70,651 $30,412 $55,245 $27,707 .010 

Prior investigations 2.69 3.86 2.25 2.78 .492 

Prior referrals 3.69 5.42 3.28 3.59 .632 

Prior removals .183 .531 .094 .296 .243 

Child age at removal (years) 3.37 3.79 3.05 3.67 .606 
 
* Black/African American, Asian/Pacific Islander, and American Indian/Alaskan Native not shown due to small sample 
sizes. 
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In addition to family differences, researchers found that outcomes differed significantly by agency that 
delivered FVC services. The follow-up investigation rate for one agency was more than five times higher 
than for the lowest (53% compared with 10%; not shown). Five different agencies delivered FVC services 
and, due to low sample sizes for each agency, these findings should be interpreted with caution. Researchers 
also analyzed whether outcomes differed by number of coached visits and found no significant differences. 

 

LIMITATIONS 
The analysis has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting findings. After researchers 
applied exclusion criteria and restricted the analysis to children who reunified, the resulting sample was 125 
children. The small sample size reduced researchers’ ability to detect statistically significant effects that 
could be seen in a larger sample. Service periods varied significantly. Adapting to family situations often 
precludes standardized program dosage but is nevertheless more appropriate than standardized program 
dosage for addressing family needs. Consequently, the variability created challenges in constructing 
reasonably comparable outcome periods for both the FVC and comparison groups. Additionally, this analysis 
focused only on FVC completers and did not examine those referred to FVC who did not participate nor 
those who began but did not finish FVC services. It was also restricted to families who reunified. Families in 
the comparison group reunified sooner than families in the FVC group. 

 

IMPLICATIONS 
This analysis suggests that Family Visit Coaching resulted in a reduced rate of substantiations for children 
who were reunified with their parent and whose parents participated in FVC. Previous research indicated 
that parents improved their parenting skills and viewed the program positively. However, no significant 
impact was found for reducing time until reunification or increasing rate of reunification. With the sample 
used for these analyses, there were significant delays in referring parents to FVC services. Given the positive 
findings in this evaluation paired with the previous findings indicating improvement in parenting skills, and 
participants’ positive views of the program, it is possible that faster referral and enrollment to FVC could 
result in improved reunification outcomes as well. Going forward, Evident Change recommends prompt 
referral to FVC services to allow children and parents to benefit earlier in the reunification process. 

The sample was disproportionately White compared with the overall population of children in out-of-home 
care in County of San Diego. Equitable referrals and service delivery are needed to support all families in the 
reunification process. Within-group analyses indicated that FVC benefits were not uniform. There were 
regional and economic differences and differences by race/ethnicity and language in investigation rates. 
Administrative data analyses cannot provide explanations for these differences in outcomes, but future 
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research and program implementation should attend to cultural factors, post-reunification services and 
supports, and possible differences in reporting procedures to ensure FVC and post-reunification services can 
support all families.  

Rates of new child welfare involvement differed by agency. This may be due to differing populations in 
different regions served by the different agencies or random chance. However, there were not differences in 
outcomes for the comparison group by region of the county, undermining the explanation that the finding is 
explained by regional differences in population alone. Results may suggest that program fidelity or other 
implementation considerations may produce differential effects. Ongoing fidelity assessment is 
recommended.  

A significant proportion of new investigations for the FVC children came from counselors and therapists, a 
much higher proportion than for the comparison group. It is possible that families in FVC were referred to 
counselors or therapists who then indicated concerns to CWS that may not have been current safety issues 
or recent incidents of maltreatment. It is unknown whether utilization of counseling or therapy services after 
reunification was higher for FVC parents than the comparison group. The trusting relationships formed 
between parents and visit coaches can result in additional openness to participation in services, which may 
have played a role in this finding (M. Beyer, personal communication, July 5, 2022). However, none of the 
maltreatment concerns from counselors or therapists in either group were substantiated. The content of 
these concerns were not examined in this analysis, so whether these were appropriate reports is unknown. 
Although counselors and therapists are mandated reporters and have a responsibility to report concerns 
about maltreatment, reporting also has the potential to impair the effectiveness of the therapeutic 
relationship (Anderson et al., 1992). Research indicates that when mental health professionals do report, 
only a small proportion of their reports result in the identification of a victim of child maltreatment and were 
less likely to be substantiated than non-professional reporters (Ho et al., 2017; Weiner et al., 2020). 
However, other research has found that mental health professionals do not always report suspected child 
maltreatment when they encounter it, indicating potential underreporting. Based on the findings of this 
analysis, service referrals and mental health professional reporting trends play a role in subsequent child 
welfare involvement among FVC families, but this pattern is not well understood.  

Overall, findings of this study suggest that FVC is an effective approach to reduce new substantiations of 
child maltreatment after children reunify. Coupled with the high acceptability demonstrated with prior 
research and the critical role of positive visits in facilitating reunification, FVC should be strongly considered 
as a routine practice in supporting families in their reunification process. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
• Offer FVC services to all eligible families to support their reunification process. 

• Promote timely, equitable access to FVC services by ensuring the FVC referral process is well 
understood by CWS staff and supported by CWS policy and practice. 

• Continue to support fidelity to the Visit Coaching model to ensure ongoing positive results through 
ongoing consultation, coaching, and training. 

• Investigate the role of counselors and therapists in making reports of child maltreatment concerns and 
ensure they understand reporting thresholds and expectations. 

• Promote post-reunification services that further support families in safe, permanent reunification, 
regardless of location, language, race/ethnicity, or economic resources. 
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APPENDIX: LOGISTIC REGRESSION 
 

TABLE A1 
 

INVESTIGATION OUTCOME 

VARIABLE 
ODDS 
RATIO 

95% CONFIDENCE INTERVAL 
p-VALUE 

LOWER UPPER 

FVC = 1, Comparison = 0 .70 .48 1.29 .354 

Prior investigations .99 .90 1.08 .798 

Median income in census tract 1.00 1.00 1.00 .480 

Age at index removal .98 .91 1.06 .642 
Race/ethnicity (reference category: White) 
Black/African American 1.66 .78 3.42 .180 

Latinx/Hispanic 1.87 1.12 3.13 .018 

Another race .55 .08 2.12 .442 
  

TABLE A2 
 

SUBSTANTIATION OUTCOME 

VARIABLE 
ODDS 
RATIO 

95% CONFIDENCE INTERVAL 
P-VALUE 

LOWER UPPER  

FVC = 1, Comparison = 0 .31 .10 .77 .020 

Prior investigations 1.00 .84 1.16 .967 

Median income in census tract 1.00 1.00 1.00 .881 

Age at index removal .95 .83 1.07 .439 
Race/ethnicity (reference category: White) 
Black/African American 1.75 .58 4.73 .290 

Latinx/Hispanic 1.13 .49 2.57 .771 

Another race .82 .04 4.68 .851 
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