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Risk Factors and Preventive Strategies for Fatal Child Abuse and
Filicide-Suicide in Taiwan

< abstract >

Key words: fatal child abuse, filicide-suicide, child protection, child abuse &
neglect, family violence

No single factor on its own can explain why some individuals behave
violently towards children or cause child victims to death. Ecological model
are used to analyze the complex interaction of a number of risk factors at
different levels. The first level of the model, the individual, deals with risk
factors in parents and caregivers and risk factors in children. Included in
this grouping are the parents or caregivers, having been maltreated in
childhood, used physical punishment to discipline children in their care.
Risk factors for children in this group do not imply that the children are
responsible for the maltreatments they received. It may mean an unwanted
baby or an infant with perceived excessive needs, etc. The second level of
the model, the relationships, examines an individual’s close social
relationships with family members, friends, intimate partner, and peer groups.
These types of relationship may influence an individual’s risk of committing
or suffering maltreatment. Examples of the risk factors include family
violence, lack of support system to handle stressful conditions, etc. The third
level, the community, refers to possible situations within a community that
may affect children negatively. Lack of community-based family support
services is one of the critical elements. Strategies for preventing child deaths
caused by maltreatments should aim to reduce the possible risk factors and to

strengthen the protective measures.

This research concludes that the risk factors for paternal filicide-suicide
may include divorce, harassment and threatening behavior after divorce,
emotional instability, strong attachment to parent-child relationship,

power-control type personality traits, lack of support to caregivers of disabled
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children. The first year after confirmed divorce appears to be a period of
“highest risk” for this category. The risk factors of maternal filicide-suicide
appear to include depression or illness, serious financial problems, strong
attachment of parent-child relationship, weak support system, and high-risk
family. The risk factors of familial filicide-suicide include serious financial
problems, commercial debt collectors’ violence, and strong attachment of
parent-child relationship, weak support system, and high-risk family. The
common risk factors of these three types of filicide-suicide cases are suicidal

attempts and lacking of helping behavior.

Recommended preventive strategies include enhancing early childhood
education and care, providing training in parenting, increasing access to day
care services, strengthening the awareness of child protection, and building
an integrated network of child protection. This study considered various
interventions from social, health, educational, legal, and employment
perspectives. A team of investigators with special training and expertise can
provide proper responses to situations that may potentially cause deaths in
children. Development of a comprehensive database tracking case histories
would be useful in providing evidence-based information for prevention

purposes.

Other recommendations include strengthening the existing “high-risk
families” program, increasing the frequencies of home-visiting by social
service agencies, reconfirming family needs through periodical reviews of
low-income families, providing effective mandatory parenthood training,
reducing caseload of social workers. Funding and development of social
programs for men, particularly, newly divorced men, should be considered.
As filicide-suicide may be considered as an extension of adult suicide, it is
reasonable to recommend that Department of Health develop effective
services to address needs and treatments for patients following suicide
attempts. Concerning the long-term planning, this study finds a great need
for a comprehensive strategic planning in child protection focusing on such
topics as human resources, systematic case reviews of filicide-suicide,

dedicated database, and surveillance mechanism.
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