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E
very day, we hear about 
heart-wrenching tragedies 
involving government social 
welfare agencies and vulnerable 
children. Stories abound of child 
protective services agencies 
accused of hastily removing 

children from their families—or being blind to 
horrifying events. A well-known example is the 
case of Gabriel Fernandez, an eight-year-old boy 
who was abused, tortured, and murdered by his 
mother and her boyfriend in Palmdale, Calif.1 
To what extent might the local social welfare 
agency, which received numerous reports of the 
ongoing abuse, have been culpable in Gabriel’s 
death?  
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When pursuing a case against a  
government social welfare agency,  

know what claims are available  
and which defenses may apply. 
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Holding a government social welfare 
agency accountable after a child is 
harmed is an arduous undertaking. 
These cases present unique obstacles 
from day one. The most critical records 
are in the hands of the agency—your 
target defendant—and may be subject to 
an array of overlapping state and federal 
confidentiality statutes.2 

Will releases signed by the parent or 
guardian of a child be enough to obtain 
those child welfare records, or will you 
need a court order? Does your case 
involve historic child protective services 
practices and procedures, which were 
dramatically underdeveloped in 
comparison to modern child welfare 
systems?3 Does sovereign immunity bar 
some or all of your client’s claims? If your 
client is a minor, who has the authority 
to retain counsel and handle the case 
on the child’s behalf? If your client is an 
adult who was abused or neglected as a 
child, has the statute of limitations run 
on some or all of the claims?  

Answers to many of these (and other) 
questions will be jurisdiction-specific, 
but the same strategic framework for 
evaluating and pursuing cases against 
child welfare agencies can be used 
anywhere. You may be entitled to 
pursue a variety of claims on behalf of 
a child who has suffered abuse, neglect, 
exploitation, or other harm due to the 
acts or omissions of a government 
social service agency. Resist, however, 
the temptation to use the “kitchen sink” 
method. Consider whether any claim 
you assert will add to or distract from 
the persuasive core of the case. In our 
experience, less is more.  

As creative as you might be, you must 
ground your case in well-established 
law and recognized causes of action for 
two related reasons. First, if you inject 
novel legal theories into your case, you 
may aid a defendant looking to obstruct, 
overturn, or delay an adverse jury 
verdict. Perhaps most important, do not 

stray from the goal of telling your clients’ 
stories in a compelling, logical, and 
coherent manner that will resonate with 
both judges and jurors. They need to be 
moved by the emotional, persuasive core 
of your case and not distracted by your 
creative interpretation of the case law 
pertaining to, say, “trespass to chattels.”

State Law Negligence 
Claims
Successful claims against social welfare 
agencies often are grounded in the special 
relationship between the agencies and 
the vulnerable communities they are 
charged with serving, such as young 
children. As a general rule, there is 
no duty to prevent a third party from 
harming another. Courts throughout 
the country, however, have recognized 
the existence of special, protective 
relationships in many contexts when one 
party is entrusted with the safety and 
well-being of another. Examples include 
the relationships between schools and 
their students, hotels and their guests, 
and hospitals and their patients.4 

In cases involving profoundly 
vulnerable persons, courts have 
recognized a special duty of care on 
the part of people charged with their 
protection. For example, nursing homes 
have the duty to use reasonable care 
to protect vulnerable residents from 
foreseeable harm, including abuse by 
staff members.5 

This special duty of care is founded 
in The Restatement (Second) of Torts 
§315(b),6 and courts have held that 
it establishes social service agencies’ 
affirmative duty of care to dependent 
children. As one court wrote, without 
“proper monitoring by the State, a foster 
child is wholly exposed to the will of 
the foster parents. In this setting, the 
State is the last watchman of the foster 
child’s well-being. A more compelling 
illustration of the bases of a special 
relationship established [by §315(b)] is 

hard to imagine.”7 
Similarly, courts have recognized 

that—as with private citizens—
affirmative conduct or “misfeasance” 
by a government agency gives rise to 
a concomitant duty of reasonable care 
under §302B of the restatement.8 An 
actor’s duty to act reasonably can include 
a duty to protect another from harm at 
the hands of a third party.9 This duty 
arises when “the actor’s own affirmative 
act has created or exposed the other to a 
recognizably high degree of risk of harm 
through such misconduct.”10

While certain jurisdictions have 
not yet applied these common law 
standards to child welfare agencies and 
practices, these fundamental principles 
enjoy near-universal adoption and 
application in many far less compelling 
circumstances. Do not hesitate to use 
those other circumstances to argue by 
analogy that these principles should be 
extended to child welfare agencies that 
have broken the sacred trust placed 
in them. 

State Law Statutory 
Claims
In addition to common law negligence 
claims, many states have enacted 
comprehensive statutory schemes 
from which an actionable duty may be 
implied.11 Although this depends on the 
statutory language and case law in each 
jurisdiction, the restatement expressly 
recognizes implied causes of action: 
“When a legislative provision protects 
a class of persons by proscribing or 
requiring certain conduct but does not 
provide a civil remedy for the violation, 
the court may, if it determines that the 
remedy is appropriate . . . accord to an 
injured member of the class a right of 
action, using a suitable existing tort 
action or a new cause of action analogous 
to an existing tort action.”12 Similarly, the 
U.S. Supreme Court recognizes implied 
causes of action when statutes provide 
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protection to a specific class of people 
but create no remedy.13  

To the extent that your jurisdiction’s 
pertinent statutory scheme has not yet 
been analyzed by the courts, review 
the statutes for mandatory, directive 
language that imposes clear obligations 
on child welfare agencies.14 These 
obligations may include a duty to 
investigate allegations of child abuse, 
intervene and protect alleged victims 
from further abuse, or screen and 
monitor foster home placements, among 
other duties. 

Section 1983 Claims
In addition to state law claims, consider 
whether your client has viable federal 
civil rights claims, particularly under 42 
U.S.C. §1983. Generally speaking, §1983 
plaintiffs must establish two elements: 
deprivation “of a right secured by the 

Constitution or laws of the United 
States” and that such “deprivation was 
committed under color of state law.”15 

When claims are brought on behalf of 
children, the right at issue is typically the 
Fourteenth Amendment’s substantive 
due process right to bodily integrity. 
A foster child has a liberty interest in 
being supervised by social workers and 
protected from harm inflicted by a foster 
parent.16 This encompasses, for example, 
a dependent child’s constitutional 
right “not to be placed with a foster 
parent who the state’s caseworkers and 
supervisors know or suspect is likely 
to abuse or neglect the foster child”17 
and the right to be removed from an 
unsafe home.18  

Your complaint must identify the 
federal right implicated, as well as the 
individual people responsible for the 
deprivation thereof. It is not enough 

to assert that “the state” violated your 
client’s constitutional rights because 
states and their agencies are not 
“persons” subject to suit for money 
damages under §1983.19 

Similarly, there is no respondeat 
superior liability in a federal civil rights 
action; each individual defendant must 
have personally participated in and 
caused the alleged deprivation of federal 
rights.20 So you must consider whether 
the child faced a substantial risk of harm 
that state officials were aware of—and 
they were deliberately indifferent to that 
risk.21    

Asserting federal civil rights claims 
has many pros and cons. On the 
positive side, prevailing plaintiffs are 
entitled to compensatory damages and 
reasonable attorney fees and costs.22 
In addition, punitive damages may be 
awarded for egregious misconduct to 
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punish a defendant or to deter future 
misconduct.23 

However, you likely will have to 
overcome, individual defendants’ 
arguments that they are entitled to 
absolute or qualified immunity for 
their conduct.24 You also must assess 
how defendants might use these 
doctrines given the particular facts and 
circumstances of your case. Then tailor 
your complaint and discovery plan to 
address the inevitable defense motion 
asserting that one or both immunities 
apply. As with any civil rights case, 
it is imperative to identify factually 
analogous precedent to demonstrate that 
the alleged misconduct was so clearly 
established that any reasonable official 
would have known that the conduct was 
unlawful. 

So while asserting §1983 claims may 
be a viable strategy to leverage claims 
for fees and punitive damages, asserting 
them in a marginal case can lead to 
extensive delays while threshold issues 
surrounding immunity are resolved on 
appeal. Lest you think these delays are 
an academic concern, be aware that in 
federal civil rights cases, defendants are 
entitled to immediately appeal the denial 
of absolute or qualified immunity as a 
matter of right under the collateral order 
doctrine on an interlocutory basis.25  

Expert Witnesses
As with any civil litigation involving 
particularized standards of care, you 
must retain the right expert witnesses. 
Carefully consider how your expert will 
fit into the context of your case. What 
experience does your expert have in 
terms of hands-on practice and training 
as a social worker or supervisor?  Look 
for experts who have direct, personal 
experience making decisions akin to 
those at the heart of your case. 

If your case involves negligent 
investigations by child protective 
services, retain a former child protective 

services investigator, ideally someone 
who rose through the ranks to become 
a supervisor or administrator of an 
investigative unit. Similarly, if your case 
involves negligent foster care placement 
and supervision, consider retaining 
an expert who was a child welfare 
services social worker, supervisor, or 
administrator.  

What experience do they have as an 
expert witness? Do they consistently 
testify for one side, which may create 
a perception of bias? If your expert has 
authored publications, how consistent 
are they with your theory of the 
case? If your expert has not served 
in this capacity before or is relatively 
inexperienced, help them understand 
the rhythms of civil litigation—including 
deadlines for the disclosure of opinions, 
any requirements for the issuance of 
a report, and the scope of any work 
product protections surrounding your 
communications.

Your relationship with your liability 
experts should be collaborative. Look to 
them to educate you about the strengths 

and weaknesses of your case, to help 
you clearly articulate your theory of the 
case, and to advise you on attacking the 
defense experts. 

Your expert must be conversant in the 
practices that existed at the time of the 
events at issue and the cultural context 
within which the events unfolded. 
If your case involves child welfare 
practices from the 1960s, for example, 
it is not enough that your expert knows 
modern child welfare practices and 
procedures. This is important in terms of 
both qualifying your expert and avoiding 
allegations of hindsight bias—the 
common, psychological phenomenon 
where people, after an event has 
occurred, reflect back on the event as 
being more predictable or inevitable 
than it actually was. 

This means that you must do more 
than simply arm your expert with the 
facts and relevant documents of your case. 
Your expert must be able to establish the 
standard of care relevant to the particular 
time period and situation and clearly 
articulate how the defendant breached 
the standard in your particular case.

Often, this is tricky because the agency 
defendant wrote the applicable policies 
and procedures, which will be filled with 
caveats. Your expert must be ready to 
articulate a definition of the standard of 
care based on other sources—for example, 
national child welfare organizations 
or practices in other states—before 
explaining why, in the context of your 
case, the defendant did not do enough 
to protect your client. What steps were 
missed? What information was ignored? 
What decisions were made that cannot 
be justified? What choices did the 
defendant make when weighing the 
credibility of different witnesses? How 
would things have been different if the 
defendant had adhered to the standard 
of care?

Your liability expert will focus 
primarily on identifying the standard 
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of care and the resulting breach. 
However, the question of what would 
have been different had the defendant 
met that standard speaks to a critical, 
often overlooked element of your 
prima facie case against child welfare 
agencies—proximate cause. So be 
sure your expert also speaks to what 
the defendant should have done and 
explains in a tangible, concrete manner 
why those steps would have led to a 
different outcome.26 Proximate cause 
is often an issue of fact for the jury, but 
your liability expert must address this 
issue on the stand, without relying on 
hindsight bias.

In cases against child welfare agencies, 
there are many other idiosyncrasies. 
Some states, for example, require the 
plaintiff to provide written, advance 
notice of intent to file a lawsuit against 
public entities, or they have unique 
procedural or substantive limitations 
based on a waiver of sovereign 
immunity.27 Suing government social 
welfare agencies also involves laws, 
regulations, practices, and procedures 
that are constantly in flux, requiring you 
to keep abreast of any changes.

Moreover, in many states, defense 
counsel are government employees 
whose practice focuses exclusively 
on defending these cases—they are 
likely familiar with the nuances of 
the pertinent legal issues and will be 
prepared to exploit any perceived 
weakness in your case. 

Given all these factors, the single 
quality that attorneys must have to 
successfully bring claims against social 
welfare agencies is tenacity. As trial 
lawyers, our clients entrust us to tell 
their stories, on their terms, and hold 
accountable the powerful people, 
wealthy corporations, and faceless 
bureaucracies who wronged them. This 
is a sacred, profound trust —all the more 
so when representing children who have 
endured unimaginable abuse and neglect 

because the social welfare agencies with 
the power to protect them sat idly by. 

Ian Bauer is 
a partner at 
Pfau Cochran 
Vertetis 
Amala in 

Tacoma, Wash., and can be reached at 
ibauer@pcvalaw.com. Daniel Pollack 
is a professor at Yeshiva University’s 
School of Social Work in New York City 
and can be reached at dpollack@yu.edu.   
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