
Disproportionality in the Child Welfare Systemi

The Disproportionate Representation of Children of Color in Foster Care

The Color of Foster Care
On September 30, 2005, approximately three in five (58% or 292,692) of the 513,000ii children living in
foster care placements were children of color, although children of color represented only 42% of the child
population in the United States.iii

 33 percent (166,482) of the children in foster care ii were African American although African
American children make up only 15 percent of the U.S. child population.iv African Americans were
disproportionately represented in the child welfare system at a rate of 2.21:1 (33.21/15).

 2 percent (10,617) of the children in foster care ii were American Indian or Alaskan Native, but
American Indian and Alaska Native children make up only 1 percent of the U.S. child population.v

American Indians and Alaska Natives were disproportionately represented in the child welfare
system at a rate of 2.12:1 (2.12/1).

 19 percent (93,996) of the children in foster care ii were Hispanic/Latino, but Latinos make up 20
percent of the U.S. child population.vi Latinos were disproportionately represented in the child
welfare system at a rate of 0.94:1 (18.75/20). Note, however, that in some states and
communities, the proportion of Hispanic/Latino children in care is much higher than their
proportion in the general population in that community.

 42 percent (208,537) of the children in foster care ii were non-Hispanic white, while white
children make up 58 percent of the U.S. child population.vii Whites were disproportionately
represented in the child welfare system at a rate of 0.72:1 (41.61/58).

 1 percent (2,973) of the children in foster care ii were non-Hispanic Asian, while Asian children
represented 4 percent of the U.S. child population.viii Asians were disproportionately represented
in the child welfare system at a rate of 0.15:1 (0.59/4).

The Relative Disparity Rate—Comparing Children of One Race or Ethnicity to Those of Anotherix

 The relative proportion of African American children in the child welfare system compared to
non-Hispanic white children in the child welfare system was 3.09:1 (2.21/0.72).

 The relative proportion of Native American children in the child welfare system compared to non-
Hispanic white children in the child welfare system was 2.95:1 (2.12/0.72).

 The relative proportion of Hispanic/Latino children in the child welfare system compared to non-
Hispanic white children in the child welfare system was 1.31 (0.94/0.72).

 The relative proportion of Asian children in the child welfare system compared to non-Hispanic
white children in the child welfare system was 0.21:1 (0.15/0.72).

Representation at State and Local levels
Throughout the United States today, African American children are overrepresented in the child welfare
system in every state. American Indian and Alaska Native children are all overrepresented in the
jurisdictions in which they reside. Latino children are overrepresented in over 10 states. But this
information does not fully describe the disproportionately of minority children in the child welfare system.
Asians tend to be underrepresented in the child welfare system. In addition, if we look more closely at
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Latino representation throughout the country we see that Latinos are overrepresented in some
jurisdictions and underrepresented in others.x

Maltreatment Rates: Reporting, Screening and Investigation
There are no statistically significant differences in overall maltreatment rates between black and white
families, according to three national incidence studies.xi After controlling for such factors as income level,
unemployment, and location (urban or rural), African American communities actually have lower rates of
child maltreatment than Caucasian communities.xii

While the overall maltreatment rates for black families are no greater than those for Caucasians, most
research studies have found race to be an important factor in making reports to child protective services
hotlines. Additionally, many public and private hospitals have over reported abuse and neglect among
African Americans while they underreport maltreatment among Caucasians.xiii Some research studies
suggest that race alone, or in interaction with other factors, is strongly related to the decision to
investigate a call made to the child protective services hotline.xiv But additional studies are needed that
control for a variety of factors such as family structure, employment, and income level.

Child Maltreatment Investigation Determination Rates
In some jurisdictions, child maltreatment is more likely to be indicated when families are African American
or Hispanic than when they are Caucasian, and this overreporting is not corrected during the investigative
process. Consequently, disproportionality continues from reporting to substantiation.xv

Children Entering Care
Race is an important factor that affects the decision to place a child in foster care.xvi In 2005, 50%
(158,196) of the 311,000 children who entered foster care placements in the United States were children
of color. Of these, 26% (80,430) were African American and 18% (56,603) were Hispanic.xvii

Length of Stay
Data show that in 2002, 27.9 percent of African American children were in care less than a month
compared to 47.1 percent of white children. xviii

Limited Services while in Foster Care
Some research shows that families of color, when compared with white families, have less contact with
child welfare workers and receive fewer services.xix For example:

 African American foster parents reported fewer hours of contact between social workers and their
children than was reported by other racial and ethnic groups.xx

 Caucasian foster care parents received more services than any other racial and ethnic groups

Permanent Placements—Reunification
African American children are less likely than children of other races to be reunited with their families.xxi

Five major studies in four states between 1990 and 1999 revealed that Caucasian children are four times
more likely than African American children to be reunited with their families, and they are reunited more
quickly.

Moreover, a reanalysis of national data in 2005 reconfirmed this finding. This analysis found race to
continue to be a strong predictor of reunification, even when combined with other factors: age of entry,
parental job skills, parental substance abuse problem, and services provided to caretaker.xxii In contrast,
about equal proportions of children from different ethnic groups who are reunited with their families later
return to foster care.xxiii

Permanent Placements—Adoption
One research study has shown that children of color, particularly African American children who are
legally available for adoption, wait longer to be adopted. This study documented that African American
children are adopted eventually in the same numbers but the process takes much longer.xxiv
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What Causes Disproportional Representation of Different Racial and Ethnic Groups?
What are the reasons for disproportional representation of children of color in the child welfare system?
What is the “most appropriate” representation of any group of children in the child welfare system?
Theories about causation can be classified into three types: parent and family risk factors, community risk
factors, and organizational and systemic factors.xxv The next sections describe each major reason, but it
is important to note that risk factors, community factors, organizational factors, and systemic factors are
often interrelated, and do not operate in isolation.

According to theories about parent and family risk factors, children of color are overrepresented in the
child welfare system because they have disproportionate needs. They are more likely to have risk factors,
such as unemployment, teen parenthood, poverty, substance abuse, incarceration, domestic violence,
mental illness, etc., that result in high levels of child maltreatment.xxvi

Proponents of community factors assert that overrepresentation has less to do with race or class and
more with residing in neighborhoods and communities that have many risk factors, such as high levels of
poverty, welfare assistance, unemployment, homelessness, single-parent families, and crime and street
violence that make residents more visible to surveillance from public authorities.xxvii

In contrast, theories about organizational and systemic factors contend that racial overrepresentation
results from: the decision-making processes of CPS agencies, cultural insensitivity and biases of workers,
governmental policies, and institutional or structural racism.xxviii

(Revised March 14, 2007)
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