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(HealthDay)—You should alert authorities if you
suspect a child is being hurt or is in danger, a child
abuse expert says. 

The issue is in the spotlight with the recent arrest
of David and Louise Turpin, the California couple
accused of abusing their 13 children for years.

Members of the public can report concerns
anonymously, which is what happened in the
Turpin case, according to Melissa Jonson-Reid, co-
author of a recent book about child abuse.

"Is it uncomfortable to decide to report
maltreatment and then be uncertain with what will
happen? Of course. Lots of people, even
professionals, have wrestled with this," said
Jonson-Reid, professor of social work research at
Washington University in St. Louis.

"While professionals with contact with children are
mandated to report by law—and most receive some
form of training in the process—the public is

generally not," she added in a university news
release.

There are several reasons why community
members and even professionals fail to report
concerns, she said. 

They include not knowing about the availability of
hotlines or how to report; uncertainty whether
concerns are serious enough; fears of reprisals;
and even worries about the response of child
welfare officials being either overly invasive or
inadequate.

All U.S. states and territories have child abuse
hotlines. Neighbors, family and other community
members account for nearly 40 percent of child
abuse reports investigated nationwide, Jonson-
Reid noted. 

Hotlines can answer questions about what is
"reportable," she explained.

"You can call and say, 'I really don't know if this is
reportable … is it?' Or if you are worried about
starting with a call to the child protection agency,
there is a national helpline that can give you
information and help you assess whether you
should call child protection," Jonson-Reid said. The
number for the National Child Abuse Hotline is
1-800-4-A-Child (or 1-800-422-4453).

"If we all keep silent, this guarantees no
response—and that can have lasting and tragic
consequences," she said.

Physical violence is not the only kind of abuse, she
added. Neglect, which many people later said they
noticed in the Turpin case but did not report, can
also have tragic consequences. 

  More information: The U.S. Children's Bureau
has more on preventing child abuse and neglect.
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