
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Lawanna Kay Lancaster 

2011 

 

 



 

The Dissertation Committee for Lawanna Kay Lancaster Certifies that this is the 

approved version of the following dissertation: 

 

 

Racial Disproportionality in the Idaho Foster Care System: A Focus on 

Latinos and Native Americans 

 

 

 

 

 

Committee: 

 

Rowena Fong, Supervisor 

Arthur James Schwab 

Calvin Streeter 

Dnika Travis 

Ruth G. McRoy 



Racial Disproportionality in the Idaho Foster Care System: 

A Focus on Latinos and Native Americans 

 

 

by 

Lawanna Kay Lancaster, BA, MSW 

 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2011 



Dedication 

 This dissertation is dedicated to every child and family in Idaho.  Each child and 

family deserves to experience equality throughout the child welfare process regardless of 

race, color, or ethnicity.  Hopefully, this dissertation will help child welfare workers 

better serve all families, particularly families of color, who encounter Idaho‘s public child 

welfare system.  

 

 



 v 

Acknowledgements 

 Where do I begin?  The people who have supported me would take pages to list, 

but there are a few who deserve a special mention.  First, the members of my committee: 

Dr. Jim Schwab, Dr. Cal Streeter, Dr. Ruth McRoy, and Dr. Dnika Travis, you were 

supportive through every step of my program and challenged me to be a better writer and 

scholar—thank you.  Dr. Schwab, thank you especially for all of the statistical analysis 

advice you gave me which helped me make this better.  Dr. Rowena Fong, as my chair, 

you worked tirelessly to help me make this dissertation a success and reminded me to put 

what is in my head onto the paper.  Thank you for the weekly phone calls to keep me on 

task, the encouragement when I felt defeated, and the willingness to brainstorm new ideas 

when my plans fell through.  I am so glad that you were my dissertation chair. 

 I also have to say a special thank you to Dr. Nate Marti.  You taught me HLM in a 

way I understood.  What a blessing you were! 

 Next, I couldn‘t have completed this work without the support of many people at 

the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare and Casey Family Programs.  Julie Stevens, 

thank you for being the first person to listen to my ideas about the topic of 

disproportionality and connect me to others who could help me.  Brian Baldwin, thank 

you for always answering my questions, being my conduit to the department, and 

providing me with my data.  Thank you to the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare 

for being willing to let someone in and allowing me to conduct my research with your 

data; I look forward to the possibilities of future research projects with you. 



 vi 

 Many friends and colleagues have also provided support in countless ways.  Mary 

Curran and Jerry Hull, thank you for encouraging me and challenging me as a student, 

colleague, and employee—thank you is not enough to express how grateful I am to both 

of you for pushing me to do this and making it possible.  Thank you also to the entire 

social work department at NNU—I love being a part of you.  Thank you to my 

dissertation buddy, Brenda Johnson, for being an accountability partner, friend, and all 

around support through this process.  I feel so blessed to have a friend like you.  We 

always have a good time!  Thank you to Kathi Trawver, Susie Mallard-Barnes, Betsy 

Wisner, and Pam Malone for being such great friends and supports throughout our entire 

program.  Can you believe we made it?!  To my friends: Melissa Turner, Steven Nilsson, 

Merilee Glass, Merilyn Thompson, and Carmine Allee, yes—I‘m finally finished; now 

we can actually spend some time together!  Thank you for being willing to be on the back 

burner for a few years and for all of your prayers and support.  I thank God for giving me 

such special people. 

 Finally, I could not have finished this degree without the faithful guidance and 

provision of God and the immeasurable support of my family.  Whether it was mowing 

my lawn, buying wheels for my car, or being nearby during my summers in Texas, I 

always knew you were there praying for me and loving me.  I am so thankful for such an 

amazing family and support system.  In many ways this program has brought us closer 

together and I am so grateful for that.  Dad, I know your buttons are popping off again—

now I can afford to buy you new shirts.  Mom, I am so glad we have had the last few 



 vii 

years to work together; I will miss you, but you definitely need to retire.  Thank you so 

much for all of your editing and reading.  My writing skills are definitely a testament to 

you!  Kevin, I know you have been anxiously awaiting my results, so here they are—can 

you believe it, your little sister is a Ph.D.!  Love you all. 



 viii 

Racial Disproportionality in the Idaho Foster Care System: 

A Focus on Latinos and Native Americans 

 

Publication No._____________ 

 

 

Lawanna Kay Lancaster, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Rowena Fong 

 

 The purpose of this study was to identify micro, mezzo, and macro level factors 

which may be contributing to disparities in the removal decision among Latino and 

Native Americans in the Idaho child welfare system.  Additionally, this study explored 

what factors contribute to the decision to investigate a referral or substantiate a claim of 

child abuse or neglect.  This study used a secondary data analysis of all families (n = 

4547) referred for abuse or neglect to the Idaho public child welfare system between 

April 1 and September 30, 2009.  It was found that children were more likely to be 

removed if they had previously been a victim of abuse or neglect.  Native American 

children were 4.39 times more likely to be removed than White children and Latino 

children were 1.78 times more likely to be removed than White children.  Additional 

positive predictors of removal were domestic violence, being on public assistance, being 
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referred for “other” maltreatment type rather than neglect, and the county poverty rate.  

The only negative predictor of placement was being referred for physical abuse rather 

than neglect.  The R
2
 for these variables was 17.09%.  Additional significant results 

indicated that county variables, such as the presence of a field office in a given county 

and level of rurality, were factors in the investigation decision.  Referrals for physical 

abuse were also more likely to result in an investigation than referrals for neglect.  The 

child’s age and a referral for “other” maltreatment type were negatively related to the 

disposition of a case.  Finally, an assessment was conducted of disparity at various 

decision points in the child welfare process.  It was determined that Native Americans, 

Latinos, and Blacks/African Americans all experience disparity at some point in the early 

decision-making process of a child welfare case. For Black/African American children, 

the greatest disparity occurs at the referral to child welfare.  For Latino children, the 

greatest disparity occurs at the removal decision.  Native American children also have the 

greatest disparity at the removal decision, although they experience disparity at nearly 

every explored point in the child welfare process. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Introduction 

 Since at least the early 1600s, there has been a debate about what to do with 

children whose parents are unable to take care of them.  During the 1600s and 1700s, few 

options were available other than almshouses and orphanages.  In the mid 1800s Charles 

Loring Brace, in an effort to avoid the use of institutional care, developed the idea of 

―placing out,‖ which was the precursor to the current American foster care system.  More 

than 100 years later, the first legislation was developed specifically related to foster care 

policies for children of color, with the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1979 

(Crosson-Tower, 2007; Myers, 2004).  This act marked the first step in addressing 

disparities which were occurring for children of color in the public child welfare system.  

The purpose of ICWA was to keep Native children from being placed in White homes 

and to require that Native tribes be allowed to make placement decisions for their 

children.  ICWA was the first piece of child welfare legislation directly addressing a 

specific racial/ethnic group and laid the foundation for future action related to disparities 

for children of other races or ethnicities. 

 It has taken nearly another 30 years for the child welfare system to begin to 

acknowledge the problem of racial disproportionality in foster care, question why it 

exists, and consider what can be done about it.  ―Racial disproportionality is defined as 

the over- or under-representation of minority children under the age of 18 in foster care 

compared to their representation in the general population‖ (Casey—CSSP Alliance for 
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Racial Equity, 2006, p. 1).  Sometimes the term overrepresentation is also used in the 

discussion of disproportionality; the term disproportionality, however, does include 

underrepresentation of a particular population as well as overrepresentation.  As a result, 

this dissertation will include children and families of each race represented in Idaho 

based on the racial categories from the US Census Bureau.  Even though the focus of this 

study is on the overrepresentation of Latinos and Native Americans, part of the purpose is 

to provide a complete picture of disproportionality in Idaho. 

 The purpose of this research project was to determine whether or not 

disproportionality exists for Latinos and Native Americans in the Idaho child welfare 

system based on characteristics of the children and families served by the Idaho public 

child welfare system and the counties in which these families live.  While children and 

families of multiple races were included in this study, the focus was on disparities for 

Latinos and Native Americans.  By gathering information about child, family, and county 

characteristics, a picture of disproportionality in Idaho emerged and a foundation was 

built for understanding how this issue impacts all children, but specifically Latinos and 

Native Americans.  Micro, mezzo, and macro level factors were explored as potential 

contributors to disparities in three initial decision points, investigation, removal, and 

disposition, of the child welfare process.  There was a particular focus on the removal 

decision, which typically occurs during the investigation of the referral.  The removal 

decision was the primary focus of this study because it is the decision which brings 

children into the foster care system and research has demonstrated that disparities later in 
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the child welfare process can be a result of disparities in the early decision points (Barth, 

2005; Wu, Cernkovich, & Dunn, 1997).   

 Latinos have lived in Idaho since before the 1800s, and Native Americans have 

lived on the territory which is now called Idaho since 15,000 B.C. (Lazzerini, 2005).  

While most of the literature on disproportionality is related to the overrepresentation of 

African Americans or Blacks in foster care, Latinos and Native Americans are the two 

largest non-White populations in Idaho and the two groups with the highest 

overrepresentation rates in Idaho‘s foster care system.  Several researchers have pointed 

out the importance of studying Latinos in the child welfare system (Hill, n.d.; Hines, Lee, 

Osterling, & Drabble, 2007; Hines, Lemon, Merdinger, & Wyatt, 2004). 

Nationally, Latino children constitute the second largest group in the child welfare 

system and in states with a large Latino representation (e.g., California, Texas and 

New Mexico) Latino children are the majority, and exhibit placement 

characteristics that mirror those of African American children. (Hines, Lee, et al., 

p. 276) 

Hill (n.d.) also points out the need for research on the disproportionality encountered by 

Native Americans, in large part because of the dearth of research related to this group of 

people.  Given that most of the literature about disproportionality in foster care references 

African Americans, much of the literature reviewed in the course of this study is related 

to that group of people.  Some of that knowledge, however, is likely transferrable to the 
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issue of overrepresentation among other populations such as Latinos and Native 

Americans. 

Background of the Problem 

 ―On September 30, 2003, over fifty percent (59% or 304,910) of the children 

living in foster care placements were children of color, although they represented only 

41% of the child population in the United States‖ (Casey Family Programs, 2006, p. 1).  

That statement is the beginning of a fact sheet which describes disproportionality rates in 

child welfare across the nation.  The fact sheet was updated in 2007 and the numbers 

from September 2005 were similar to the 2003 numbers (Casey Family Programs, 2007).  

This report identifies African Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanics/Latinos as the 

three groups who are overrepresented in child welfare.  However, the bulk of the research 

which has been conducted and the literature which has been written about 

disproportionality focuses on African Americans.  In part this is likely due to the fact that 

the disproportionality rate for African Americans is higher than the rate for the other two 

groups (Casey Family Programs, 2006).  Hill (2006) also suggests that this focus may be 

due in part to the fact that most of the research has been national in nature, rather than 

based on individual states or regions.  In looking at national numbers, the 

disproportionality rates are minimal for people of color who are not African American.  

Lu et al., (2004) went so far as to indicate that African Americans were the only racial 

group overrepresented in child welfare in some of the early decision-making points.  An 

additional problem identified by Hill (n.d.) is the lack of research related to any group 
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other than African Americans.  This has made it difficult for conclusions to be drawn 

about the significance of disproportionality for Latinos/Hispanics and Native Americans. 

 Looking only at national statistics does not provide researchers and practitioners 

with the complete picture of disproportionality in America.  States with large non-White 

populations other than Blacks/African Americans may have high levels of 

disproportionality for those populations which are not reflected in the national numbers.  

It is important to look at state and local data to understand the complete issue of 

disproportionality, particularly among ethnic groups which are overlooked when using 

national data (Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004).  Without a clear picture of disproportionality 

for each racial/ethnic group, the proposed solutions will be designed in a way which may 

only work with one racial/ethnic group rather than multiple racial or ethnic groups.  

Shaw, Putnam-Hornstein, Magruder, and Needell (2008) state: ―The identification of 

disproportional representation is the first step in developing targeted strategies to address 

disproportionality—highlighting where resources should be directed and guiding future 

research‖ (p. 23).  Harris, Jones, and Fader (2000), in their study of the risk and 

protective factors which predicted drug abuse among Black, White, and Hispanic youth, 

determined that different sets of factors could be used as predictors for youths depending 

on their race/ethnicity.  In fact, the only overlapping factor between the three groups was 

the presence of paternal substance abuse.  Given these outcomes, it is possible that 

different factors may predict overrepresentation for families of color involved in the child 

welfare system.  Hines, Lee, Drabble et al., (2002 as cited in Hines, Lee, et al., 2007) 
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indicate that ―families and children from different racial/ethnic groups enter the [child 

welfare] system with a different constellation of risk factors, have different experiences 

once in the system that result in different outcomes‖ (p. 276).  Differences in the needs of 

various racial or ethnic populations could be linked to differences in the causes of 

disproportionality in foster care for each of those populations.  If there are different 

factors which cause disproportionality for each racial or ethnic population, then there 

may be differences in which solutions will change the levels of disproportionality.  To 

make appropriate decisions about which strategies to employ to improve levels of 

disproportionality, it is vital that people understand exactly what causes 

disproportionality at each level and among disproportionate populations.  That is why 

research needs to be completed in areas where Native Americans and Latinos/Hispanics 

represent a large enough percentage of the population to understand their levels of 

disproportionality in foster care and to determine the potential causes of it.  Derezotes 

and Hill (n.d.) and Hill (n.d.) both indicate that locations for future research should be 

selected specifically because they have a significant sample of minority individuals who 

have not traditionally been included in the disproportionality literature, such as Latinos or 

Native Americans.  Idaho presented an ideal opportunity for researching this issue 

because of the presence of multiple Native American tribes and reservations and the 

significant percentage of Latinos living in Idaho.   

 Potential causes of racial/ethnic disproportionality in child welfare.  Each 

researcher or author who has written about disproportionality in child welfare has a 
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different way of phrasing to what factors he, she, or they attribute disproportionality.  

Many people identified the same factors, although they classified them differently or 

focused on different aspects of the same issue.  Poverty was one factor which has been 

identified as a potential cause of disproportionality.  This was described as either an 

individual/family issue (Chibnall, et. al, 2003; Derezotes & Poetner, 2005; Hill, 2006), a 

neighborhood or community issue (Hill, 2006; Lemon, D‘Andrade, & Austin, 2005), or a 

broad societal problem (Casey Family Programs, 2005; Clegg & Associates, Inc. & 

Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004). 

 In addition to the risk of abuse or neglect which can be attributed to the 

mechanics of living in poverty, families in poverty also have a high level of risk for being 

reported to the child welfare system by other systems because they are being served by 

those systems and are highly visible to those systems.  Families in poverty face a high 

level of scrutiny because they are receiving services, in many cases TANF money, which 

increases the likelihood that they will be reported for child abuse or neglect.  Families of 

color are more likely to experience poverty than White families; this means that families 

of color are also more likely to be reported to the child welfare system via other systems 

as a result of their increased visibility (Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2006). 

 Increased visibility by alternate systems is not just an issue related to poverty but 

also to the justice system.  Many families of color live in communities or neighborhoods 

which have high levels of poverty, homelessness, unemployment, single-parent families, 

domestic violence and community violence—which increases the visibility of families 
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and communities to police and the courts.  These factors increase the level of visibility of 

the members of that community or neighborhood, and they put children at an increased 

level of risk for abuse or neglect (Hill, 2006; Lemon et al., 2005).  Chibnall et al. (2003), 

Dettlaff & Rycraft (2008), Hill (2006), Lemon et al. (2005), and Barth (2005) use the 

term ―disproportionate need‖ as a way to describe how personal or family issues put 

families of color at greater risk for being involved with the child welfare system.  The 

term disproportionate need encompasses the ideas that families of color are more likely to 

experience circumstances such as poverty, teen and single-parenthood, substance abuse, 

incarceration, etc., which are all considered risk factors for child abuse or neglect.  

Consequently, families of color are more likely than White families to experience abuse 

or neglect, i.e., they have a higher level of need for service. 

 Miller & Gaston (2003) identified society‘s view of people in poverty as lazy, 

deficient in character, or immoral as the contributing factor to disproportionality rather 

than poverty itself.  This belief fits with the ideas of Barth (2005), Casey Family 

Programs (2005), Chibnall et al. (2003), Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett 

Enterprises (2004), Derezotes & Poetner (2005), Hill (2006), and Miller & Gaston (2003) 

that racism, institutional or personal, or racial bias play a part in the level of 

disproportionality in the child welfare system.  While some authors don‘t necessarily 

label their concerns as institutional racism, they describe processes which could be 

included in this concept.  For example, Morton (1999) expresses concern that biased risk 

assessments are a contributing factor to disproportionality in the child welfare system.  
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Chibnall et al. (2003), mentions the definitions which are used to identify abuse or 

neglect as a possible contributor to disproportionality.  These definitions are based on 

White middle-class ideals. 

 The effects of agency policies, practices, and decision-making strategies on 

disproportionality rates in the child welfare system are addressed in many articles.  One 

piece of this overarching category is organizational culture, which includes issues such as 

staffing patterns and configuration of services (Barth, 2005), agency infrastructure and 

leadership (Lemon et al., 2005), perceived supervisor or administration support (Dettlaff 

& Rycraft, 2008), and service strategy and resource accessibility (Casey Family 

Programs, 2005).  The decision-making process in the child welfare system is seen as a 

significant contributor to racial/ethnic disproportionality in that system in part because 

disparate outcomes have been discovered at each decision point in the process (Hill, 

2006).  Ards, Chung, & Myers (1998 as cited in Barth, 2005), Chibnall et al. (2003), and 

Lemon et al. (2005) all report differences in the rates of referral to the child welfare 

system based on race as a contributing factor in racial/ethnic disproportionality. 

 Cohen (2003) and Stevenson, Cheung, & Leung (1992) both focused their articles 

on ways to improve the level of cultural sensitivity among child welfare workers, and 

Cohen specifically addressed cultural competence in the decision-making process 

because of the disparate outcomes at each level of the decision-making process.  

Derezotes & Poetner (2004) cite the concerns of researchers from 20 years ago 

(Rzepnicki, 1984; Tatora, 1989) related to the decision-making process and the reliance 
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on intuition, experience, personal values and biases, and available resources as the way 

child welfare decisions are made.  Despite the many changes in policy and procedure in 

child welfare in the last 20 years, the decision-making process is still identified as a 

possible contributor to disproportionality. 

 Finally, Barth (2005) suggests a ―multiplicative model‖ of explaining racial/ethnic 

disproportionality in the child welfare system.  He suggests that small disparate outcomes 

early in the child welfare process, e.g., at referral, build as a child goes through the child 

welfare system so that the rate of disproportionality grows at each point.  This growth 

results in substantial disproportionality rates when the entire child welfare process and 

system is viewed as a whole. 

 Based on the perspectives discussed by the various researchers and authors, it 

seems reasonable to consider the possibility that poverty, agency policies and practices, 

and cultural sensitivity on the part of workers all have some influence on 

disproportionality in the child welfare system.  The report by Casey Family Programs 

(2005) asserts that disproportionality ―stems from a complex network of social and 

political disadvantages at the individual and institutional level‖ (p. 2).  The information 

from the articles and chapters reviewed for this dissertation support this statement.  As 

will be discussed below, this complexity makes studying and addressing the issue of 

disproportionality challenging. 

 Gaps in the disproportionality research.  Despite the research which has been 

done in the last 25–30 years on the issue of disproportionality, there are still elements of 
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this issue which have not been addressed.  A quote from the paper published by Casey-

CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity (2006) best explains what is lacking, ―Steps must be 

taken to understand why race is such a potent predictor of child welfare outcomes and 

identify appropriately targeted responses that will ensure that all children of color and 

their families are served fairly and effectively‖ (p. 26).  Without understanding why race 

predicts outcomes, we cannot begin to address that issue.  Most of the gaps identified in 

the literature stem from the statement by Casey.  Chibnall et al. (2003), Hill (2006), Hill 

(2008), and Vandergrift (2006) all emphasize the need to understand whether or not the 

programs which are supposed to be reducing disproportionality in child welfare are 

actually reducing disproportionality. 

 There continue to be gaps in the amount of knowledge we have about the causes 

of disproportionality (Hill, 2006, 2008).  Chibnall et al., (2003) report a need for more 

research to determine how much of disproportionality can be attributed to discrimination, 

characteristics of the child welfare staff, and/or a difference in the level of resources 

provided for children of color versus White families.  Barth (2005) states that ―[we] have 

little concrete evidence, however, to determine the amount of disproportionality that is 

attributable to personal and social conditions and the proportion that is attributable to 

agency organization and practice‖ (p. 43).  It seems that people in child welfare who are 

attempting to address the issue of disproportionality think they know why we have 

disproportionality; they attribute it to poverty, institutional racism, policy, etc.  The true 

cause is actually unknown, however, in part because it is difficult to determine exactly 
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what factors cause disproportionality in child welfare and what are just co-occurring 

situations.  Hill (2008) emphasizes that the research on disproportionality needs to span 

across family, worker, agency, and community factors.  Additionally, he indicates a need 

for increased longitudinal research, since most of the research which has been conducted 

is cross-sectional. 

 Hill (2006) identified some additional gaps in the literature on disproportionality, 

including the extent to which disparate treatment and outcomes affect most non-White 

populations.  Most of the research which has been conducted relates to African 

Americans and says very little about other racial/ethnic groups; this gap is also identified 

by Chibnall et al., (2003).  In a study of six states, the National Latino Child Welfare 

Advocacy Group found that ―In 1993, 14 percent of 440,073 children living in out-of-

home care were Latino, but in some states where Latinos were more concentrated, the 

figure was closer to 30 percent‖ (1997, p. 2).  Plantz et al., determined that after ICWA, 

the number of Indian children in the foster care system rose by about 25% over six years 

(1988 as cited in Mannes, 1993).  These statistics support the need for research related to 

these two populations, given their presence in the child welfare system. 

 Hill (2006) also mentions a need for research on disproportionality at state, 

county, and community levels because much of the current literature about 

disproportionality discusses national statistics and information.  That is part of the reason 

that African Americans have been the primary target for disproportionality research.  

This concern is shared by Hines, Lemon, et al., (2004).  Crampton and Coulton (2008) 
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and McRoy (2008), in recent publications, also emphasize the need to consider 

geography in studies of disproportionality (2008).  Crampton and Coulton indicate that 

geography is crucial in the development of strategies to address disproportionality, even 

down to considering individual neighborhoods (2008).  McRoy further states that 

assessing neighborhoods with high percentages of children involved in child welfare can 

enhance the ability of agencies to train their staff who will be working in these areas, 

thereby hopefully reducing disproportionality in those communities (2008). 

 Vandergrift (2006) also offers some important areas for future research.  To 

determine the differences, she suggests comparing the communities where 

disproportionality is a problem and the few communities where it is not.  The premise 

being that those communities may be doing something which could be replicated in other 

communities to address the issue of disproportionality.  Additionally, she suggests 

evaluating what strategies work best with each of the various ethnic groups. 

 Possibly because African Americans are the most studied group, there is very 

little research on whether or not the same factors are contributing to the 

disproportionality of each ethnic group, let alone how different tactics to reduce 

disproportionality are working with different ethnic groups.  While this gap is not 

specifically identified in the literature, Chibnall et al., (2003), Hill (2006), and 

Vandergrift (2006) all allude to it.  All of the gaps mentioned by these individuals need to 

be addressed for the picture of disproportionality in the child welfare system to be 

complete.  The quote from Casey which was used to begin this section best explains it; 
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without understanding all of those pieces, racial/ethnic disproportionality will likely 

continue in the child welfare system.  The purpose of this study was to identify micro, 

mezzo, and macro level factors which may be contributing to disparities in the removal 

decision among Latinos and Native Americans in the Idaho child welfare system.   

Latinos in Idaho 

 There are many different groups of people from many different places who 

comprise the group of Idahoans typically labeled ―Latino or Hispanic.‖  While a large 

number of the Latinos in Idaho either came from Mexico themselves or their ancestors 

came from Mexico, many came from Central and South American countries (McCarl, 

2003).  While it would be ideal to use more explicit terms when discussing this 

population, such as Puerto Rican or Mexican-American, the overarching term Latino will 

be used to refer to the overall group of Idahoans who have come, either directly or via 

their ancestors, from Mexico, Puerto Rico, Central America, or South America.  It is 

acknowledged by the researcher that the term Latino is somewhat controversial because 

people from this group would prefer to be recognized with more specific terms such as 

those mentioned previously (McCarl, 2003).  Additionally, there are several terms which 

could be used to refer to this entire group of people, such as Hispanic.  The term Latino 

was chosen based on the usage of the term Latino in the primary source for information 

about this population in Idaho and Latino being a regionally preferred term for this group 

of people. 
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 In the early 1800s there were very few, if any, Latinos in Idaho, the 1870 census 

identified 60, and most of them were from Mexico.  Primarily they worked as cowboys, 

ranchers, or mule packers, although some made a living in labor or mining.  In the 1920s 

the number of Latinos in Idaho began to increase as the railroad, in need of more workers 

than they could find in Idaho, recruited Mexicans from many southwestern states and 

Mexico.  According to Jones and Hodges (2003), ―The 1920 census figures, taken with 

the necessary two grains of salt, reveal 1,215 Idaho residents who had been born in 

Mexico‖ (p. 20).  The census did not consider the number of Mexicans who had been 

born in America. 

 Mexicans played a significant role in the building and running of the railroad in 

southern Idaho from the 1920s through the 1940s.  The growth in the number of Mexican 

workers was partially due to the restrictions on European and Asian immigrants, which 

were implemented after World War I (Gamboa, 2003; Jones & Hodges, 2003).  With the 

increase in the number of Mexicans residing in Idaho, racism and discrimination against 

Idaho Latinos also increased.  While very few incidents of racism in the 1920s and 30s 

were documented, a review by Jones and Hodges (2003) revealed a few news stories and 

a description of a labor dispute in 1935 between 1500 Mexican farm workers and labor 

contractors. 

 Gamboa (2003) also notes the evidence of racism and discrimination in the 

railroad business during the 30s and early 40s.  Many cultural and ethnic groups worked 

together on the railroads, but Mexicans, Greeks, Italians, and African Americans had the 
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dirtiest and lowest paying jobs.  Additionally, non-White railroad workers had very little 

opportunity for upward mobility in their railroad jobs.  Most of the White railroad 

workers belonged to railroad unions; these unions, however, typically had policies 

against allowing non-Whites to become members.  This also meant that non-White 

railroad workers had no power and no one to advocate on their behalf. 

 For the 30 years following World War II, the number of Mexicans working in the 

railroads and the agricultural fields increased.  Many farmers were unable to find enough 

local people who were willing to work as farm laborers, so Mexican Americans came to 

Idaho, primarily from Texas, to work in the fields.  While most of these individuals and 

families initially came to Idaho for seasonal work as part of a migrant trail, many of them 

eventually settled in Idaho permanently (Jones & Hodges, 2003).  In Pocatello, Mexicans 

were becoming a more significant part of the overall community.  They began 

participating in community events and some moved to more affluent parts of the city than 

where they had been living.  The influence and prosperity of the railroad in that part of 

Idaho enabled Mexican railroad workers and families to become prosperous as well.  

Gamboa indicates ―For the first time, East side Mexican Americans became solid 

members of Pocatello‘s blue-collar community‖ (2003, p. 40).  The influence of business 

on Mexican American communities was changing in other parts of Idaho as well.   

 Since the mid 1950s, multiple groups have been formed to advocate for the needs 

of Latinos in Idaho and specifically migrant farm workers.  The first of these was the 

Migratory Labor Committee, which was created by the governor of Idaho in 1955.  
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Despite the creation of these councils and commissions, it took many years for Latinos in 

Idaho to have some control over their own lives and futures.  Many of the groups and 

other programs designed to help Latino families and children were run by Anglos who 

desired to save ―‗these little underprivileged children‘‖ (Jones & Hodges, 2003, p. 26).   

 In 1971 the Idaho Migrant Council (IMC) was formed as the result of a fight by 

four Chicanos to gain control of a program run by Anglos which was designed to provide 

services to migrant farm workers. Since then the members have fought for the rights of 

migrant workers and other Latinos in Idaho related to improved health care, education, 

and housing (Jones & Hodges, 2003).  Many years after the fight from which the IMC 

was developed, Humberto Fuentes, one of the four Chicanos, explained that while there 

were heated emotions at the time of the fight, overall it was just a need for Latinos to be 

in charge of helping themselves.  In 1997, Fuentes expressed ―‗Our whole beginning was 

based on the premise that farm workers need a voice, that farm workers need to be in 

control of their destiny and the only way to do it is to give the farm workers the power 

and the ability to organize and have a say so in the way things are run‘‖ (p. 28). 

 While Latinos in Idaho have made many strides since the late 1800s, many battles 

for equality still remain for them.  In the last 10 years of the 20
th

 century, arguments were 

still taking place related to whether or not signage in the Canyon County courthouse 

should be in Spanish as well as English or only in English (Jones & Hodges, 2003).  

Additionally, in Richard Baker‘s study of a town he called Middlewest, which is 

Caldwell, Idaho, he found that most Anglos were in favor of a bill which would define 
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English as the official language of Idaho (1995).  In 2007 that law was eventually passed 

by the Idaho legislators and went into effect on July 1 of that year.  The basic purpose of 

this law is to determine that English is the official language of Idaho and, as such, no 

government agency may use state funds to translate or print any documents in a language 

other than English.  Exceptions to the law were made for law enforcement, public health 

and safety needs, education, tourism, and libraries (English the Official State Language, 

2007).  A caveat related to education was also made which indicates that the state board 

of education is to ―make rules governing the use of foreign languages in the public 

schools that promote the following principles‖ (English the Official State Language, 

2007, #6).  The principles outlined include the provision of foreign language education 

and the expectation that people who are not English-speaking will learn to speak English 

as quickly as possible. 

 Despite the progress of Latinos in Idaho over the past century, they have many 

steps left which need to be taken for them to have equal rights with Whites in Idaho.  As 

the population grows, it becomes increasingly important to understand the needs of this 

population.  According to an article in the Idaho Press Tribune, the Hispanic population 

grew 6% from 2006 to 2007 (―Idaho Hispanic,‖ 2008).  Growth continues to occur each 

year, increasing another 5% from mid-2007–mid-2008. With those increases, Hispanics 

now represent more than 10% of the overall Idaho population.  However, based on the 

census of 2008, many Idaho counties had a population which was at least 25% Hispanic, 

and the population of Idaho‘s smallest county was 40% Hispanic (―Local Hispanic,‖ 
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2009).   Part of the hope for this research project is that it will be a step forward in 

identifying ways to improve services for Latinos in the Idaho child welfare system. 

 The small glimpses into the history of Latinos in Idaho which have been 

described in the preceding paragraphs are important to understanding the issue of 

disproportionality among Latinos in Idaho.  The potential influence of racism on decision 

making and disproportionality in the child welfare system makes it necessary to 

understand that Latinos have been oppressed from the time they became a part of the 

population of Idaho.  This oppression may be part of what is causing Latinos to be 

overrepresented in Idaho‘s foster care system just as the oppression of Blacks/African 

Americans is likely a contributor to the overrepresentation of Blacks in foster care 

nationally. 

 Understanding the history of Latinos in Idaho is important as a foundation to 

understanding the disproportionality rates for Latinos in the Idaho child welfare system.  

It is also important to know how that history continues to impact them currently in Idaho.  

This population has had to fight for every step forward and, even as recently as 2007, 

policies continue to be made which oppress a group of people that represents nearly one 

quarter of the population in some parts of Idaho.  In Richard Baker‘s book Los Dos 

Mundos (1995), which is about Latinos in Idaho, he describes a six-month content 

analysis of the predominate newspaper in Middlewest.  In this analysis, Baker determined 

that the coverage of Mexican Americans was disproportionately negative.  ―A 

disproportional coverage of Mexican American crime occurs because of the absence of 
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positive coverage of Mexican Americans‖ (1995, p. 42).  Given the information in the 

next chapter about how media portrayals of Blacks impact policies related to welfare and 

welfare reform, these negative portrayals of Mexican Americans in Idaho are likely to 

impact policy development in Idaho. 

 The history of Latinos in Idaho demonstrates a substantial contribution to Idaho 

commerce and agriculture.  Despite that contribution, Latinos continued to be 

overlooked, unappreciated, and often abused.  To fully understand what may be 

contributing to the disproportionality of Latinos in the Idaho child welfare system, it is 

important to understand both the contribution and oversight of this group of people.  

Additionally, it is important to understand how similar to or different from African 

Americans their stories may be.  Many of the reactions to Latinos in Idaho are similar to 

present responses to African Americans or Blacks in other parts of the United States.  An 

Anglo minister in Middlewest commented to Baker about the prejudice he sees against 

Latinos in Idaho. 

‗Race relations are not good . . . just a lot of prejudice against the Spanish.  We 

don‘t know what to do; you hear things like I am sure you would have heard like 

the South with blacks.  People resent a Spanish person buying a house in their 

neighborhood or even renting a house. This person across the street is Spanish.  

He keeps his place immaculate; in fact, that place had a number of Anglo renters, 

it was a trash heap.  Since he has been in it, it is clean.  People comment on how 

unusual it is, he is a clean Mexican.‘ (1995, p. 86) 
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With the bulk of literature about disproportionality in child welfare being focused on 

African Americans, Latinos are a group of people who are again being overlooked.  As a 

result of their history and presence in Idaho, Idaho presented a unique opportunity to 

explore what factors are contributing to their overrepresentation in child welfare in Idaho. 

Native Americans 

 First, it should be noted that, just as with the term Latinos, the term Native 

Americans is somewhat controversial because it is a government designation.  There are 

several terms which have been used to refer to this population in a general sense, 

including American Indians, Indigenous people, First Nations, and Native Americans.  

When referring to particular sources, I have used the term which is used in the source.  

Additionally, when possible, I will use tribal specific names in reference to Native 

Americans in Idaho.  When referring to the population as a whole, however, I will be 

using the term Native Americans. 

 There are many general pieces of information about Native Americans/Indians 

which need to be understood as a foundation to understanding the overrepresentation of 

this population in foster care.  Recent researchers indicate that ―Child abuse and trauma 

have been shown to be elevated in some tribal communities‖ (Libby, Orton, Novins, 

Beals, Manson, 2004, as cited in Libby et al., 2006, p. 628).  According to others, this is a 

recent phenomenon.  Cross, Earle, and Simmons wrote an article in 2000 discussing child 

abuse and neglect in Indian communities.  In that article, they indicate that Indian child-

rearing practices have historically focused on teaching children self discipline rather than 
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parental discipline as is the dominant child-rearing practice in America.  As a result, 

historically child abuse and neglect were rare in tribal settings because of the lack of 

corporal punishment as part of the disciplinary process.  Children were taught self 

discipline by many members of the child‘s extended family, which served as a barrier to 

child abuse or neglect.  This system of child rearing created an inherent child protection 

system within Indian communities. 

 The trend of removing Indian children from their families and tribes which 

occurred during the 1800s began affecting the natural child protection in Indian 

communities.  Native children were placed with White families and in White boarding 

homes.  The rationale behind the removal of Indian children was that the children would 

become civilized away from their families and tribes.  As Indian tribes were moved onto 

reservations and the Indian people had their rights taken away by the federal government, 

some of their natural child protections began to erode.  Throughout the first half of the 

20
th

 century, ―oppression, alcoholism, disease, and poverty were allowed to flourish and 

child abuse and neglect had fertile ground in which to take root‖ (Cross et al., 2000, p. 

50).   

 Some of the same problems encountered by today‘s larger society also impact 

Indian communities, but at higher levels.  For example, 45% of Indian mothers have their 

first child before they are 20 years old compared to 24% of mothers of other races.  The 

poverty rate for Indian children ages 6–11 is 38%, whereas it is 18% in the general 

population.  Finally, 27% of Indian families are headed by a single female compared to 
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16% of families in the general population (Indian Health Service, 1997 as cited in Cross 

et al., 2000).  These community problems may contribute to the incidence of child abuse 

or neglect in Indian communities.  Also, many tribal communities exist in rural areas, 

which often impacts the ability of the residents to access any public services, particularly 

those designed to help families stay together. 

 Not all Indians live on reservations, in part as a result of the relocation programs 

of the 1800s and 1900s.  However, living in urban locations has consequences for Indian 

families just as living in very rural locations can impact them.  Cross et al., suggests that 

child abuse and neglect among urban Indian families may be a result of the trauma they 

encounter living in urban areas and the lack of family support that exists outside of the 

reservation.  High levels of abuse and neglect among Indian people can also be attributed 

to the many years Indian children spent in boarding schools where abuse, both sexual and 

physical, were prevalent.  ―Personal experiences such as these, coupled with the 

breakdown of the extended family and spiritual belief systems, the loss of tribal 

economies, and the introduction of alcohol, served to create an environment where child 

abuse and neglect could develop and continue to exist in Indian communities‖ (2000, p. 

53). 

 While ICWA was a positive step toward helping the Indian people to retain the 

care for Indian children and the rights to be part of the decision-making process, Indian 

tribal communities needed funding to be able to adequately meet the needs of all of their 

Indian children.  However, adequate funding was not provided to tribal communities.  
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The legislation and programs designed to provide funding for child welfare, Title IV-E, 

Title IV-B parts 1 & 2, and Title XX, include little to no funding specifically designated 

for the care of Indian children or child welfare among Indian tribal communities.  Plantz, 

Hubbell, Barret, & Dobreec reviewed the status of ICWA in 1988 and found that the 

number of Indian children in foster care rose throughout the early 1980s (as cited in 

Mannes, 1993).  They indicate that this increase is likely due to the placement decisions 

made by the tribal systems and not by state systems since state systems had actually 

decreased the number of Indian children placed.  Plantz et al., further mention that tribes 

seemed to be taking over the decision-making for Indian children as ICWA required, but 

they continued to do what state systems had been doing—splitting Native families and 

placing Indian children in foster care.  As with Cross et al. (2005), Mannes attributes this, 

in part at least, to the limited financial resources available for tribal systems.  Also, this 

can be attributed to ―insufficient use of placement prevention practices‖ (1993, p. 145). 

 Understanding some of the history related to Indian Child Welfare is crucial to 

understanding the issue of the current overrepresentation of Native Americans in any 

foster care system.  While there is no literature about Indian Child Welfare in Idaho, 

some of the early discrimination and moving of tribes which has contributed to a national 

increase in child abuse and neglect among Native American communities also occurred 

in Idaho.  The following section briefly describes the history and current status of Native 

Americans in Idaho. 
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 Native Americans in Idaho.  Native American tribes have lived in Idaho since 

15,000 B. C. according to Lazzerini (2005).  White settlers didn‘t arrive in Idaho until 

1805, when they came with Lewis and Clark, at which time the Native American 

population was between 6,000 and 10,000.  The early 19
th

 century Native American 

people were split into seven different tribes: Kootenai, Pend d‘Oreille, Coeur d‘Alene, 

Nez Perce, Shoshone, Northern Paiute, and Bannock.  Four of the tribes lived in the 

northern part of Idaho and the other three lived in the south.  During this time, the Native 

Americans lived as free people wherever they wanted to live.  By the end of that century, 

however, all of them were living on reservations (Lazzerini, 2005). 

 In 1858, a war for Idaho land took place between American forces and the Coeur 

d‘Alene Indian tribe.  This was the first war between White Americans and Native 

Americans over Idaho land, but it was not the last.  Additional wars took place with the 

Shoshone and Northern Paiute tribes from 1866–1868 and with the Nez Perce in 1877.  

The purpose of all of these wars was to force Idaho Native Americans to surrender their 

land and live on reservations so that the White settlers could occupy the land.  ―By 1880, 

Idaho‘s Native American population had been subdued onto reservations, making the 

land clear for white settlement‖ (Lazzerini, 2005, p. 2). 

 Throughout the 1900s, in addition to the children from every other race which 

were being taken into the public child welfare system, a large number of Indian children 

were being taken into child welfare as well.  These children were primarily being placed 

in non-Indian homes.  In response to concerns about that practice, the Indian Child 
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Welfare Act was passed in 1978.  The purpose of this law was to allow tribes to interfere 

in the typical child welfare process for any children identified as Indian.  It enabled them 

to keep Native children in their tribes and, when possible, with their families.  When it 

wasn‘t possible to keep a child in their tribe, the tribe still had the right to be a part of the 

team that decided where the child would go.  This gave Native children a greater ability 

to maintain their cultural, ethnic, and community ties (Crosson-Tower, 2007; Myers, 

2004; Pecora, Whittaker, Maluccio, Barth, & Plotnik, 2000; Segal & Brzuzy, 1998).  

Some even considered ICWA the first steps toward family preservation and the current 

system of permanency planning (Crosson-Tower, 2007).  It was also a step forward in the 

provision of services for children of color and motivated other cultural/racial groups to 

fight for same-race or same-cultural placements for their children (Pevar 2004 as cited in 

Crosson-Tower, 2007). 

 Despite this law and previous mandates which give tribes sovereignty, in Idaho 

Native American children are overrepresented in the public child welfare system.  

Presently, there are five Native American tribes who either previously or currently 

consider Idaho home (Digital Atlas of Idaho, n. d.; Just in Time, n. d.).  Before they were 

forced onto reservations, each of the tribes traveled throughout several states, including 

Montana, Idaho, Oregon, Washington, and Nevada.  The Western Shoshone and Northern 

Paiute tribes share a reservation which is located on the Nevada/Idaho border, Duck 

Valley Reservation (Shoshone-Paiute Tribes, 2008). The remaining three tribes, the 

Coeur d‘Alene, the Nez Perce, and the Western Shoshone-Bannock, reside primarily in 
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Idaho on reservations (Nez Perce Tribe, 2006; Schítsu‘umsh, 2006; Shoshone-Bannock 

Tribes, 2007).  However, many of the Native Americans in Idaho live in towns and cities 

off the reservations.  Additionally, there is no reservation specifically for the 

Northwestern Shoshone; they are the only Native American tribe native to Idaho without 

a reservation (Just in Time, n.d.).  The Coeur d‘Alene and Nez Perce reservations are 

both in the northern part of Idaho in the area typically called the panhandle (Nez Perce 

Tribe, 2006).  The Shoshone-Bannock tribes live on the Fort Hall Reservation in the 

southeastern part of Idaho (Digital Atlas of Idaho, n.d.; Just in Time, n.d.; Shoshone-

Bannock Tribes, 2007). 

 Each tribe which originally inhabited Idaho and other parts of the northwest has 

their own story.  All of those stories involve oppression by the White settlers in the 

1800s.  Each of these tribes also contributed a piece to Idaho‘s history.  Many Idaho cities 

are named after tribes, chiefs, or other leaders in Native American tribes.  Native 

Americans have always been a part of the history of Idaho; but, like the Latinos, they and 

their contributions have been overlooked.  Additionally, they are overrepresented in a 

system in which they are not even required to participate.  While the percentage of Native 

Americans in the United States population may be small when compared with other 

cultural or ethnic populations, their disproportionality rates in the Idaho child welfare 

system (at 21.8 in parts of the state) rival the numbers for African Americans nationwide.  

The history and presence of Native Americans in Idaho presented an opportunity to 
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understand what factors are contributing to the overrepresentation of this diverse group of 

people in the public child welfare system. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to identify if disproportionality exists in the child 

welfare system of Idaho and, if so, what factors may be contributing to it.  Micro, mezzo, 

and macro level factors were explored as possible contributors to disproportionality 

among Latinos and Native Americans in Idaho.  Micro level factors for this study 

included child characteristics; mezzo level factors included family characteristics.  Macro 

level factors were the county characteristics of each of the 44 counties in Idaho. 

Research Questions 

 Question 1:  Are there differences between children who are removed during the 

initial investigation and those who are not based on any of the 13 child, family, or county 

characteristics explored in this study? 

 Question 2: Do the levels of disparity for Latinos and Native Americans change 

across the first four decision points in the child welfare process? 

Importance of the Study 

 There are three unique aspects to the way this study of disproportionality was 

approached.  This study explored 13 micro, mezzo, and macro level variables and their 

impact on disparity and disproportionality in Idaho‘s foster care system, more factors 

than have been explored in any one study previously.  Additionally, previous research has 

not attempted to explore multiple levels of factors in the same study, which has been 
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identified by Hill (2008) as a need.  Secondly, as has been previously mentioned, very 

little research has been done related to disproportionality with Latinos or Native 

Americans, and they are the primary focus of this study.  Finally, the nature of the study 

allowed the researcher to identify potential differences between which factors contribute 

to disproportionality for Latinos and which contribute to disproportionality for Native 

Americans.  Each of these unique aspects is described in greater detail in the following 

paragraphs. 

 This study explored the impact of 13 micro, mezzo, and macro level variables on 

disparities and disproportionality in Idaho.  At least 15 different researchers, 

practitioners, or policy makers have written about the potential causes of 

disproportionality in foster care.  Despite that extensive research, however, most of the 

studies focused on only a few factors.  Hill (2006, 2008), Chibnall et al., (2003), Hines, 

Lemon, et al., (2004) and Barth (2005) all acknowledge the need for additional research 

on the causes of disproportionality.  Additionally, they indicate a need to understand the 

interplay between individual, family, and community factors.  It is necessary to determine 

how much of disproportionality can be attributed to micro and mezzo level factors, i.e., 

child and family characteristics such as race of the child, reason for the family‘s referral 

to child welfare, etc., and which can be attributed to macro level factors, i.e., county 

characteristics such as level of rurality or the percentage of people of color in a county.  

One goal of this research was to address that question and consider potential causes of 

disproportionality on all levels.  To that end, this research project looked at the issue of 
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disparity by identifying differences in the removal decision based on child factors, family 

factors, and county characteristics.  Additionally, an attempt was made to understand the 

extent to which disparity changes across the first four decision points in the child welfare 

process for Idaho. 

 The second unique aspect of this study is the primary purpose of determining if 

disproportionality exists for Latinos and Native Americans, to what extent it exists, and 

what variables or combination of variables may be contributing to the overrepresentation 

of Latinos and Native Americans in the Idaho foster care system.  The issue of 

disproportionality as it relates to Latinos and Native Americans is important for two 

reasons.  First, most of the research which has been conducted about disproportionality in 

foster care is focused on the overrepresentation of African Americans.  As gaps have 

been identified in the current disproportionality research, the need to focus research on 

other racial/cultural groups has been mentioned (Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2005b, 2006).  

Second, Idaho has a relatively small population of African Americans compared to many 

other states and the Native American population is one of the predominate non-White 

groups in Idaho.  Additionally, since the 1800s, the number of Latinos in Idaho has 

steadily grown and, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2008 Latinos represented as 

much as 40% of the population for some Idaho counties (―Local Hispanic,‖ 2009).  Given 

the significant presence of both Latinos and Native Americans in Idaho and the lack of 

research focused on either of these groups, the researcher saw this as an opportunity to 

explore new ground in the disproportionality field of literature. 
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 Finally, the researcher hopes to understand the similarities and differences 

between which factors could be contributing to the overrepresentation of Latinos or 

Native Americans at the removal decision in the child welfare process.  Possibly because 

African Americans are the most studied group, there is very little research on whether or 

not the same factors are contributing to the disproportionality of each ethnic group, let 

alone how different tactics to reduce disproportionality are working with different ethnic 

groups.  While this has not been specifically identified as a gap in the literature, Chibnall 

et al., (2003), Hill (2006), and Vandergrift (2006) all allude to it.  As will be mentioned in 

the literature review, there are differences in contributing factors to racially 

disproportionate representation in the criminal justice system based on the race/ethnicity 

of the people being studied.  Given that, it is possible that the same is true for 

disproportionate representation in child welfare or disparate treatment/outcomes.  If there 

are different contributing factors for different groups of people, then specific strategies 

will need to be identified to address disparity and disproportionality for each of the 

overrepresented groups. 
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Chapter II: History and Theory 

Introduction 

 Throughout the history of the United States, there have been differences in how 

people experience state and federal systems based on their race.  While attempts have 

been made since the civil war and the civil rights movement to improve the treatment of 

people of color in America, there are still many steps which need to be taken.  This 

literature review outlines how various social arenas impact individuals differently based 

on their race.  The connections between race and welfare, race and the criminal justice 

system, and race and education are described, including research which has been done 

over the last 15 years related to these connections.  Links will then be made between each 

of these systems and the issue of disproportionality in child welfare.  While each of the 

systems described is unique, both Hill (n.d.) and McRoy (2008) connect child welfare to 

the educational, welfare, and criminal justice systems.  Both the welfare and criminal 

justice systems contribute to some people being involved in the child welfare system, and 

they are both a possible result of someone being involved in the child welfare system.  

An extensive review of the literature related to disproportionality is outlined.  This 

literature encompasses an explanation of what research has been done on 

disproportionality and the proposed solutions to disproportionality in child welfare. 

Race & Welfare 

 Race and welfare in the media.  In Race and the Politics of Welfare Reform, 

Gilens (2003) and Avery & Peffley (2003) reviewed the effects of media on public 
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perceptions about poverty, race, and welfare reform.  Gilens (2003) reviewed media 

sources from the last 40 years to determine how poverty had been portrayed in the media 

and whether or not there were differences related to race.  He found that when media 

stories about poverty were sympathetic or when the public was sympathetic to the poor, 

most of the families portrayed in poverty were White.  In fact, prior to the 1960s and the 

War on Poverty, it was almost as if poor Black families didn‘t exist.  In the mid 1960s the 

public feeling about poverty changed and so did the media portrayal of families 

experiencing poverty.  Media stories about poverty became unsympathetic and the public 

was unsympathetic to poverty.  During that time, the media also began to portray Black 

families as part of the poor population.  Gilens (2003) makes the point that it is not 

necessarily bad that Blacks are portrayed as a significant portion of the poor in America; 

what is unfortunate is that they are portrayed in such a negative manner. 

 Avery & Peffley (2003) also discuss the issues of media portrayal of poverty and 

welfare reform as they relate to race.  They conducted a study where they submitted 

several different scenarios to respondents.  In some cases, the welfare recipient was Black 

and in some the recipient was White. The stories were also separated into those which 

portrayed welfare reform as a success and those which portrayed welfare reform as 

problematic; thus there were four comparison stories.  The results of this study support 

the notion that race does have an impact on how the public views welfare.  Using 7-point 

semantic differential scales, respondents were asked to determine who would be at fault if 

the woman in the story lost her job (the woman or welfare reform), whether the woman 
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would be likely to look for another job or go back on welfare, whether the five-year time 

limit on welfare was too long or too short, whether they strongly agreed or strongly 

disagreed with the statement ―‗Most people on welfare could get by without it if they 

really tried,‘‖ and whether they would like to see welfare spending decrease or increase. 

 In response to who was at fault if the woman in the story lost her job, when 

welfare reform was portrayed as a success the respondents placed equal blame on the 

mother and welfare regardless of race.  When welfare reform was portrayed as having 

problems, the respondents believed that the mother was to blame if she was Black but 

that welfare reform was to blame if she was White.  When responding to whether the 

woman was likely to get another job or return to welfare, both Blacks and Whites were 

considered more likely to go back on welfare if welfare reform was portrayed as 

problematic.  If welfare reform was portrayed as a success, respondents determined that 

the woman was more likely to find another job.  However, Blacks were ranked more 

likely than Whites to go back on welfare regardless of the tone of the story (Avery & 

Peffley, 2003). 

 When asked about time limits on welfare, the results were similar to the results 

for the first question.  There was no difference based on race in how respondents felt 

about the time limits on welfare when the story was positive.  However, when welfare 

reform was portrayed as having problems, the respondents were more likely to say that 

the time limit of five years was too long if the welfare mother was Black and too short if 

the mother was White.  In response to whether people could get by without welfare, the 
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respondents were more likely to agree that they could if the mother was Black than if the 

mother was White.  Finally, there was no difference in how respondents felt about the 

amount of money spent on welfare related to race or the tone of the story.  In all cases, 

the respondents rated the questions slightly below the mid-point (Avery & Peffley, 2003). 

 These two studies demonstrate different aspects of how media portrayals of 

poverty can affect public opinions.  The chapter by Avery and Peffley (2003) 

demonstrates how the negative portrayals described in Gilens‘ (2003) writing can impact 

public opinion about race, poverty, and welfare.  There has been a great deal of debate in 

the last 20 years about the effects of the media on a variety of social problems.  These 

two studies combine to demonstrate that the media does effect public opinion, and often 

not in a positive way.  If what Gilens (2003) and Avery & Peffley (2003) found is 

accurate, then the way the media portray Black families and individuals (and potentially 

all individuals of color, regardless of race) impacts how policy decisions are made and 

what policies members of the broader society are willing to support.  The impact of race 

on public welfare policy decisions likely extends to child welfare policies.  Miller & 

Gaston (2003) in their article ―A model of culture-centered child welfare practice‖ went 

so far as to indicate that disproportionality was likely less due to poverty than to society‘s 

views of those in poverty.  If Black families and individuals are portrayed as being 

responsible for their own poverty, members of the broader society will be less likely to 

support policies which provide financial support for them.  Additionally, they will likely 
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be less willing to support policies which include a drive to keep children with their 

parents. 

 Beliefs related to race and the effect on welfare policy.  Schram, (2003) in his 

chapter ―Putting a black face on welfare: The good and the bad,‖ builds on the research 

of Avery & Peffley (2003) and Gilens (2003) by explaining how public perceptions about 

race are connected to welfare and how those perceptions are reinforced by the current 

welfare system.  He references the belief that our welfare system is primarily White and 

proceeds to explain how that is an inaccurate and dangerous myth.  Schram (2003) asserts 

that our welfare system is set up so that people who are already middle class or above 

receive the most benefits, such as health insurance and retirement benefits.  These are 

also more likely to be White, two-parent homes or, at worst, White, single-parent homes 

with enough resources to continue to be middle class.  Those who are in the lower class 

and have the least amount of money are typically not in jobs that provide them with 

health insurance or retirement.  Additionally, they are more often non-White, single-

parent homes where the mother is both the primary caretaker for the children and the 

primary, or only, breadwinner.  Thus, the people who need the least amount of help have 

the greatest access to it, and the people who need the most help have the least access to it.  

Schram (2003) explains that as a result of the historical treatment of people of color, they 

tend to have a lower level of access to the resources needed to stay off of welfare; 

consequently, they are overrepresented in the welfare system.  Unfortunately, this means 

that they are depicted by the media as being deficient or lazy, which makes the public 



 37 

less likely to support welfare reform that actually helps welfare recipients.  As a result, 

the stereotypes and policies which have led to the overrepresentation of people of color in 

the welfare system are reinforced and continued by the public at large.  The researcher‘s 

point about this is that, rather than pretending this issue doesn‘t exist because it is more 

comfortable to do so, it needs to be discussed if the makeup of America‘s welfare 

population is ever going to change. 

 Public perceptions about race and welfare have often translated to policy support 

or decisions.  Fording (2003) and Soss, Schram, Vartanian, & O‘Brien (2003) also have 

chapters in Race and the Politics of Welfare Reform and, in those chapters, addressed the 

connection between race and welfare reform.  Fording (2003) considered how race was 

related to state decisions to adopt federal waivers in the AFDC/TANF program.  He 

found that states with a higher percentage of Blacks were more likely to adopt federal 

waivers which are used to limit who can receive welfare and for how long.  Black 

political representation, however, seems to mitigate the effects of race on the adoption of 

federal waivers. 

 Soss et al., (2003) conducted a study of state policy choices and tested nine 

possible ways to explain the decisions made by states about four welfare reform policies: 

whether to demand work earlier than the 24 months specified by federal policy, 

whether to adopt a lifetime eligibility cutoff shorter than the federal limit of 60 

months, whether to impose a family cap denying additional benefits to children 
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conceived by recipients, and whether to adopt a weak, moderate, or strong 

sanction policy to punish client infractions. (p. 228-229) 

Each of the nine possible explanations for policy decisions focused on a different aspect 

of the state, such as the percentage of births to unmarried mothers, state unemployment 

rates, and how liberal/conservative a state was.  They also explored the relationship of 

race to the decisions in each of the four policy areas. 

 Based on the study by Soss et al., (2003) race did not seem to be a factor in 

whether or not the work requirement was more or less stringent.  In regards to the time 

limit policy and the family cap policy, race was found to be a significant determining 

factor.  Both of these policies were more likely to be strict when the state had a higher 

population of African Americans or Latinos.  When assessing the sanction policy, the 

results were more complex because there were many factors which were found to 

contribute to stricter sanction policies; race, however, was one of those factors. 

 Soss et al., (2003) close their discussion of the study by revisiting the reality that 

families of color are overrepresented in the welfare system, which means that they are 

disproportionately impacted by welfare policies.  Based on their research, it can be 

concluded that this is an even greater issue on a state level because states with higher 

percentages of people of color have stricter welfare policies.  From every angle, families 

of color are at a disadvantage both in the way that they are viewed by society and the way 

that they experience welfare and welfare reform.   
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 In the same way that families of color are disproportionately impacted by welfare 

policies because they are overrepresented in the welfare system, families of color are 

disproportionately affected by child welfare policy.  Children of color represent a greater 

percentage of the child welfare population than they represent in the broader society.  In 

1997, President Clinton signed the Adoption and Safe Families Act into law.  This law 

was designed to push children toward permanency (Pecora et al., 2000); however, 

Dorothy Roberts (2002), in her book Shattered Bonds, indicates that when people talk 

about permanency, they mean permanency through adoption.  Her point is that African 

American children are disproportionately impacted by the focus on permanency because 

they are less likely to experience reunification than white children.  That means they are 

more likely to be adopted, and probably adopted into white homes.  Roberts (2002) 

indicates that the child welfare system and policymakers tout ASFA as being a wonderful 

piece of legislation, but, in her view, it increased the amount of damage to African 

American families under the guise of ―the best interests of the child.‖ 

 Families of color are disproportionately poor, thus they are disproportionately 

represented in the welfare system.  It is also known that they are disproportionately 

represented in the child welfare system.  Additionally, families in the child welfare 

system are more likely than not to be poor and be receiving services from the welfare 

system.  Thus, the same families are impacted by the negative media portrayals of 

families of color who use either system and the impact of those portrayals on policy 

development and enactment.  By virtue of their poverty, families of color also tend to 
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have less voice when attempting to advocate for themselves and their own needs.  These 

factors combine to create a situation where families of color have the least voice, the least 

resources, and are the least able to garner empathy for their situations.  Understanding the 

connection between what happens in the welfare system and what happens in the child 

welfare system is crucial to understanding the issue of disproportionality in child welfare. 

 While most of the research about disproportionality in welfare is related to 

African Americans, several researchers found that ―Hispanics/Latinos have the highest 

episodic poverty rate of any other ethnic group and Hispanic/Latino families with 

children under 18 are twice as likely to live in poverty as non-Latinos‖ (Naifeh, 1998, as 

cited in Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004 & Zambrana & Dorrington, 1998).  Given these 

statistics and the findings of disproportionally negative media portrayals in Baker‘s study 

of Mexican Americans in Idaho, Hispanics/Latinos may experience similar circumstances 

as African Americans related to poverty and the media in states with large populations of 

Hispanics/Latinos.  Thus, the information about African Americans and the relationship 

between poverty and the child welfare system can reasonably be used as a basic 

foundation for understanding the probable relationship between poverty and the child 

welfare system for Hispanics/Latinos. 

Race and the Criminal Justice System 

 There are a few connections between disparate treatment and outcomes for people 

of color in the criminal justice system and racial/ethnic disproportionality in child 

welfare.  First, Cureton (2000) conducted a study to determine differences in arrest rates 
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based on race.  In that study, he found that both micro and macro level factors were 

responsible for differences in arrest rates based on race.  Cureton determined that higher 

levels of criminal activity (micro factors) in particular populations and institutional 

racism (macro factors) were both likely responsible for the racial disparity in arrest rates 

(2000).  This is important in considering disproportionality in child welfare for two 

reasons.  A combination of micro, mezzo, and macro level factors is likely also 

responsible for disproportionality in child welfare and, while abuse and neglect are not 

necessarily more prevalent in families of color, institutional racism certainly impacts 

families of color in a negative way.  Additionally, people of color are disproportionately 

represented in the criminal justice system, which could be contributing to the 

disproportionality of those same minority groups in child welfare since parents who are 

incarcerated often have their children placed in foster care (Beck, & Harrison, 2001 as 

cited in Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004; Beck & Karberg, 2001 as cited in Hines, Lemon, et 

al., 2004; US Census Bureau, 2001 as cited in Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004). 

 The other connection between the criminal justice system and the child welfare 

system has to do with the role that juries play in disparate outcomes and verdicts in 

criminal justice.  Levine (2000) conducted a study to determine whether there was a 

connection between the racial composition of a jury and the verdict they reach.  He 

reviewed jury verdicts in New York over a 10-year period and found that juries with a 

large portion of minority jurors were more likely to acquit than juries with a large portion 

of White jurors.  However, the strength of the case being decided was a moderating 
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variable between race and jury decision.  When there was little room for doubt about the 

suspect‘s guilt, the jury was more likely to convict regardless of its racial makeup.  When 

there was an element of doubt, then the racial makeup of the jury impacted the outcome 

of the trial. 

 Interestingly, Levine (2000) found that the members of the juries, whether 

convicting or not, did not acknowledge any racial bias in their decisions.  This was true of 

White and non-White jurors.  In all cases, they believed that they made the right decision 

based on the facts and nothing more.  His conclusion was that White and non-White 

jurors enter the jury box with different backgrounds and look at cases through different 

lenses.  For example, the mistreatment of Blacks over the last 200 years is ingrained in 

the psyche of Black jurors and may create a subconscious distrust for the police, which 

may incline them to vote not guilty when the facts of the case are ambiguous.  Likewise, 

Whites tend to trust the legal system and may be more inclined to vote guilty even when 

the facts aren‘t completely clear because of the faith they have in the legal system and its 

players.  Ultimately, Levine concludes with this statement: ―As goes the public, so goes 

the jury: the future of racially based verdicts depends on us‖ (2000, p. 167).  Levine‘s 

point is that there will continue to be verdicts influenced by race as long as it is not 

acknowledged that they currently are (2000) influenced by race.  As with many other 

racial issues, half of the battle is recognizing one‘s biases and intentionally doing 

something different. 



 43 

 The link between this and the child welfare system is the institutional racism that 

is present in those jury verdicts and the personal biases which influence those decisions.  

Those same biases translate to other social arenas, including child welfare.  Much of the 

research on the child welfare system identifies decision-making and assessment as a key 

contributor to disproportionality in child welfare.  However, Levine‘s (2000) study of 

juries demonstrates that people often do not realize that their behavior and decisions are 

being influenced by what they have learned or been taught about race/ethnicity.  This 

means that a key factor in understanding decision-making in child welfare is the people 

involved in the decision-making process.  It is also important in the development of 

strategies to improve disparities in child welfare.  Subconscious beliefs must be 

addressed if change is going to occur. 

 In many ways, the process of the criminal justice system parallels that of the child 

welfare system.  Commission of crime and perpetrating child abuse or neglect is the first 

step.  The process then follows through arrest, arraignment, trial, and sentencing for 

people in the criminal justice system and risk assessment, child removal, adjudicatory 

hearing, case planning hearing, and eventually either the return of a child or termination 

of parental rights and possibly adoption in child welfare.  The research on juvenile justice 

indicates that disparity happens at each of these points in the justice process (Wu, 

Cernkovich, & Dunn, 1997).  The research on the child welfare system indicates that 

disparity happens at each of the points in the child welfare process (Hill, 2006).  

Additionally, in both systems, it appears that there is a domino effect, so that disparities 
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in the first steps create disparity in the other steps, and the level of disparity often 

increases through the life of the case.  While there are many differences between the 

criminal justice system and the child welfare system, the similarities support the use of 

some criminal justice literature to enhance understanding of disparity in the child welfare 

system. 

Race & Education 

 Mary Lee Brady (1984) and Richard Baker (1997) both discussed the impact of 

race on the education system, although in very different circumstances.  Brady focused 

on what it means to teach a minority child.  She discussed some of the history of welfare 

in America and the early participation of the church in aiding the poor and then 

juxtaposed that religious background with the ongoing racist treatment of Blacks and 

other persons of color.  Based on these background issues, Brady (1984) emphasizes the 

challenge of teaching minority children because they have often been taught to mistrust 

the system, especially if the educator in that system is White.  Even very young children 

enter the school system with questions about those who are different than they are and 

different than others in their community, which is typical for young children and not 

necessarily related to race.  However, these young children can also be influenced by 

older siblings and parents who have had negative experiences with the dominant society 

and with the education system. 

 Brady then moves into a discussion of the rights of minority students and the 

rights of teachers in the education system.  The rights identified for minority students 
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actually should apply to any student, such as ―the freedom of thought, desire, and 

purpose—to be different, if you will‖ (1984, p. 28).  The point of Brady‘s (1984) 

discussion about the rights of minority students is that they often haven‘t been given the 

same rights that White children have, so these rights need to be explicitly stated.  

However, she doesn‘t clarify this point at all; she leaves the reader to discern it for him or 

herself.  This is emphasized in part of Baker‘s writings of his findings from a qualitative 

study about discrimination in an educational system in rural Idaho (1997).  He found that 

some of the discrimination against students of color was a systemic issue, but some of it 

was individual bias on the part of the teachers.  Both institutional and individual racism 

need to be considered to understand the overall impact of racism in the educational 

system. 

 One of the challenges mentioned by both Baker (1997) and Brady (1984) of 

teaching children from a variety of cultures is the expectation in American society of 

uniformity.  However, Brady seems to excuse teachers from the responsibility for 

perpetuating this because they are a product of their society.  She says: ―It is no wonder 

teachers stress uniformity; they come from a culture and educational tradition that 

stresses alikeness as a number one priority from a law and order perspective‖ (1984, p. 

29).  Baker recognizes that societal influences impact the way that teachers function in a 

classroom, but he also lays the onus on them to be different, to teach differently, and to 

convey a different value because diversity needs to be appreciated (1997). 
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 There are two ways in which understanding how education is influenced by race 

can inform an understanding of racial/ethnic disproportionality in child welfare.  First, the 

distrust of the system which is taught and learned at an early age, and sometimes 

reinforced in educational settings, has a strong possibility of influencing a person‘s life as 

they become an adult.  If children of color do not trust the system, then when they 

become adults and need services and support to maintain their children in their homes, 

they may be unlikely to ask for help.  Additionally, the learned mistrust of social systems 

may impact how they respond to a child protection worker and a case plan.  Since 

children of color are more likely to be taught to distrust the system, they may be less 

likely to request abuse prevention services or use the services provided once a child is 

removed. 

 The other lesson that can be learned from literature about race and education is 

the expectation that is taught in schools that everyone is alike, that we should be uniform.  

If children are taught in a culture that stresses uniformity, it will likely hamper their 

ability to think outside the box.  It will also influence how they perceive people who do 

not quite fit the mold of uniformity.  This has implications for how the definitions of 

child abuse or neglect are developed and enforced.  People from diverse cultures are 

likely to be perceived in particular ways because they do not fit the uniformly accepted 

idea of good parenting.  One researcher (Fontes, 2002) determined that Latino parents are 

more likely to be referred for child abuse or neglect because they are more likely to 
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punish their children in public.  Workers educated in a system that stresses uniformity 

may be less likely to be open to differences like that based on race, ethnicity, or culture. 

Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare 

 Previous research related to specific decision points in the child welfare 

process.  The primary source of data for many who have completed recent research about 

disproportionality is the National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect, Cycle 3 

(NIS-3) (Barth, 2005; Derezotes & Poetner, 2005; Gryzlak, Wells, & Johnson, 2005; 

Sedlak & Schultz, 2005a; Sedlak & Schultz, 2005b).  The NIS is a federal study which 

gathers data from child protective service (CPS) agencies and community professionals.  

The focus of this study is to collect information about the cases which are investigated by 

CPS professionals and other community professionals who come in contact with children 

who may have experienced maltreatment of some kind.  The first cycle of the NIS was 

completed in 1980, the second in 1986, and the third in 1993. 

 In considering the issue of why disproportionality exists, one possible explanation 

is that African Americans have a higher incidence of abuse or neglect than Whites; this is 

not supported by the NIS data.  ―NIS has consistently found no significant racial 

differences in the incidence of abuse and neglect‖ (Sedlak & Schultz, 2005a, p. 47).  

Another possible explanation put forth by some references the high incidence of poverty 

among African Americans and the connection between low income and incidences of 

maltreatment (Morton, 1999; Sedlak & Schultz, 2005a).  If this were correct, African 

American children would be at a higher risk for abuse or neglect; again, the NIS data 
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does not support that.  In fact, when poverty, employment status, and family composition, 

including whether it was a single-parent home or two-parent home and the number of 

children in the home, were taken into account, White children were actually more likely 

to be maltreated than African American children (Sedlak & Schultz, 2005a).  This 

outcome led several researchers to explore what possible variables could be identified as 

predictors of investigation by CPS workers. 

 Children of color were more likely than White children to be investigated when 

more than one child was involved in the CPS report, when the reports were about 

something other than sexual abuse (Gryzlak et al., 2005), in cases of emotional 

maltreatment and physical neglect, and when the perpetrator was believed to be involved 

with drugs or alcohol (Sedlak & Schultz, 2005b).  Once the report is investigated, the 

CPS worker must determine whether the allegation of abuse or neglect is substantiated.  

According to Rolock and Testa (2005), African American families were more likely to 

have an allegation substantiated no matter what the race of the investigator was and 

White investigators were more likely to substantiate the cases no matter what the race of 

the family.  Interestingly, White investigators are more likely than African American 

investigators to substantiate an allegation of physical abuse, but they are less likely to 

substantiate an allegation involving substance-exposed infants. 

 Multiple researchers reported findings about what factors increase the likelihood 

that a child will be placed in foster care.  One common predictor was the age of the 

children when the allegation was made.  Very young children, i.e., birth to age one 



 49 

(Harris, Tittle, & Poertner, 2005) or birth to age four (Goerge & Lee, 2005), were more 

likely to be placed in foster care than children in other age groups.  Harris, Tittle, et al., 

also found that when the investigator made four or more collateral contacts during the 

investigative process, the child was more likely to be placed in foster care than when 

there were fewer collateral contacts made (2005).  Income was also a significant predictor 

of placement into foster care (Hill, 2005a; Katz et al., 1986 as cited in Hill, 2005a; 

Lindsay, 1991 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Lindsay, 1994) and, in some cases, was measured 

by Medicaid eligibility (Hill, 2005a; Katz et al., as cited in Hill, 2005a).  Goerge & Lee 

also found that children were more likely to be placed in foster care if their family was 

receiving AFDC or TANF monies, which could also be related to family income (2005). 

 Additional predictive factors for foster care placement included mothers with less 

than a high school diploma (Goerge & Lee, 2005), referral because of neglect (Hill, 

2005a; Lindsay, 1991 as cited in Hill, 2005a), severity of the injury, source of the referral 

(Runyan et al., 1981 as cited in Hill, 2005a), domestic violence (Hill, 2006; Hines, 

Lemon, et al., 2004), a prior substantiated report, parental mental health problems, 

parental developmental problems (Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a), 

child disability, race (Hill, 2005a), and parental substance abuse (Hill, 2005a; Runyan et 

al., 1981 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a).  

With the exception of Hill‘s study, none of the studies identified race as a predictive 

factor for placement in foster care (2005a). 
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 Reunification is one possible outcome for a child when he or she has been placed 

in the foster care system.  According to Goerge and Bilaver (2005), African American 

children are reunited at a slower rate than White children, and Earth (1997) found that 

African American children are less likely to be reunited with parents than White children.  

For African American children who are not reunited with their families, they are more 

likely to remain in care than to be adopted, while White children are more likely to be 

adopted than to remain in care. 

 Hill (2005b) reviewed five studies about reunification from foster care before 

presenting the results of his study.  Some of these studies agreed with Goerge and Bilaver 

(2005) and Earth (1997) and others did not.  Goerge, 1990, found that there were not 

lower reunification rates for African Americans than for Whites.  He did find an 

interaction between race and region, but race had no independent effect on reunification.  

Also, it was determined that children placed with relatives have lower reunification rates 

than those not placed with relatives.  Courtney, 1994 (as cited in Hill, 2005b), also found 

that children placed with relatives were less likely to be reunified than children placed in 

non-relative homes.  Additionally, Courtney found that African American children were 

reunified at half the rate that White children were, regardless of age.  The racial 

differences were most noticeable when the children were either infants or older than 12 at 

the time of entry.  Additionally, these differences were only apparent when the child was 

placed in a non-relative home; there was no age and race interaction when the child was 

placed with relatives. 
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 Wells and Guo, 1999 (as cited in Hill, 2005b), also found that African American 

children had lower rates of reunification than White children.  Similar to the Courtney 

study, they found the differences most significant when the child entered the system in 

infancy; in this study, however, as the age at entry increased, the racial differences 

lessened until there was no difference in reunification rates based on race when the 

children were adolescents.  As with the previous two studies, McMurty and Lie (1992 as 

cited in Hill, 2005b) and Barth et al., (1986 as cited in Hill, 2005b) found lower 

reunification rates among African American children than among White children.   

 The results of Hill‘s (2005b) study echoed the information from the previous five.  

African American children were reunified at a lower rate than White children.  

Additionally, children placed with relatives were less likely to be reunified than those not 

placed with relatives; this result however, was negated when relative placement was 

combined with race.  Age of entry was also related to reunification—as age of entry 

increased, so did the likelihood of reunification.  This study also showed that children 

whose parents had completed high school or were employed had higher reunification 

rates than those whose parents were not employed or did not have a high school diploma.  

Ultimately, when combined with race, there were four other factors which were 

significant predictors of reunification: age of the child at entry, caregiver job skills, 

caregiver substance abuse problems, and caregiver services. 

 Each of the previously described studies explains a little bit about why there is an 

overrepresentation of African American children in the child welfare system and why 
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they have disparate outcomes when compared with White children.  However, each of 

these studies addresses the effect of individual processes or the system in specific 

locations.  None of these studies addresses whether the broader societal system might be 

responsible for the racial disproportionality which is present in the American foster care 

system. 

 In the book Shattered Bonds, Dorothy Roberts (2002) confronts the difficult issue 

of disproportionality and places the blame for it on child welfare policies, both past and 

current.  She uses the stories of several Black women to describe how individual racism 

and institutional racism have combined to destroy Black families by involving them in 

the child welfare system.  Several times throughout the book, Roberts makes the claim 

that the system is arranged intentionally to divide Black families and that the division of 

Black families is seen as a positive, or at least neutral, issue by the broader society 

(2002).  She reviews recent child welfare policy changes, including the Adoption and 

Safe Families Act (ASFA) and the Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA), and explains 

how these policies specifically target Black families in an attempt to destroy them.  She 

also reviews the change from AFDC to TANF and the Welfare-to-Work program and 

how that adds to the number of Black children being placed in foster care and the 

destruction of Black families.  While Roberts (2002) does reference the disparate 

outcomes that African American children experience in comparison to White children 

once they enter the foster care system, her focus is on the way they enter the system. 
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 Roberts (2002) discusses the shift from a system which focuses on family 

preservation to a focus on permanency for children.  Her point is that when people talk 

about permanency, they really mean permanency through adoption.  During the 1980s 

after the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act was passed, the focus of child 

welfare services was supposed to be on family preservation.  In actuality, children 

continued to be removed from their natural families at increasing rates; once they were 

removed, they also remained in foster care for extended periods of time because of the 

efforts toward reunification.  In 1997 the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) was 

passed, which was supposed to shift the primary goal of foster care from family 

preservation to permanence.  Roberts criticizes the child welfare system and 

policymakers because they tout ASFA as being a wonderful piece of legislation, but, in 

her view, it increased the amount of damage to African American families under the 

guise of ―the best interests of the child‖ (2002). 

 Earth (1997) demonstrates this in his article ―Effects of age and race on the odds 

of adoption versus remaining in long-term out-of-home care‖ when he advocates that 

there is a need to reduce the barriers to the adoption of African American children from 

the foster care system.  His concern is that African American children are 

overrepresented in the child welfare system and increasing the number of African 

American children adopted out of the foster care system will address the issue of 

disproportionality.  He even goes so far as to cite references that indicate there is no real 

harm to the self-esteem of African American children when they are placed in transracial 
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adoptive homes (Vroegh, 1992; Simon & Alstein, 1994; Silverman, 1993).  This 

statement is interesting in light of Roberts‘ claim that the purpose of MEPA and similar 

laws is really to increase the number of African American children adopted by White 

families (2002).  Earth does not even mention the possibility of African American 

children being adopted by African American families but insists that ―more freely 

allowing adoption across racial lines might help to equalize African American children‘s 

access to adoption‖ (1997, p. 300). 

 Roberts cites researchers and politicians alike who believe that ASFA and MEPA 

are innovative new laws which save children from terrible parents and allow them to be 

placed in the homes of loving caregivers (2002).  For example, Bartholet, an advocate of 

transracial adoption, writes about a belief that it is the entire Black community and 

culture which ―breeds child abuse or neglect‖ and that children are better served by being 

placed away from their families, communities, and culture.  Additionally, Bartholet 

believes that race should not be considered at all when adoptive placement decisions are 

being made and sees the promotion of transracial placements as the primary goal of 

MEPA.  She extends this further by saying that ―state efforts to attract more Black foster 

and adoptive families hinder opportunities for whites to adopt‖ (p. 169).  The statements 

made by Bartholet support Roberts‘ claims that the focus of recent child welfare 

legislation is to separate Black children from Black families (2002). 

 Roberts ends the book by reviewing the ways that the child welfare system attacks 

the Black society as a whole by attacking individual families.  She makes the case that by 
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systematically destroying individual Black families, the overall Black community is 

weakened.  This weakening exacerbates the problems of poverty, substance abuse, and 

child maltreatment which are the reasons that Black families come into contact with 

welfare programs in the first place.  Finally, she makes some suggestions for how the 

problem of disproportionality can be addressed by focusing on the societal issues which 

impact most, if not all, Black families and lead them toward involvement with the child 

welfare system (2002). 

 Despite the heavy reliance of the disproportionality research on the NIS-3 claims 

that maltreatment rates are not higher among families of color, Bartholet indicates that 

the results from the NIS are inaccurate (2009).  In fact, in the NIS-4 maltreatment rates 

were significantly higher for black children.  They were ―73% more likely than white 

children to suffer CA/N [child abuse and neglect] as defined by the endangerment 

standard‖ (Drake et al., 2011, p. 3).  Bartholet states that an overreliance on the belief that 

child welfare systems are flawed in removing children of color at a greater rate than 

White children will cause other areas of disparity to be overlooked.  One concern is that 

by focusing exclusively on disproportionality rates in child welfare, the actual causes of 

disparate maltreatment rates will be ignored.  Her perspective is that the focus of concern 

should be on reducing maltreatment in families of color rather than reducing placement in 

the child welfare system.  In line with this concern, Courtney et al. (1996), express the 

importance of recognizing the connection between poverty, race, and maltreatment.  This 

is echoed in a recent study by Drake et al. (2011) where disproportionality in child 
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welfare was compared with disproportionality in other areas such as poverty rates and 

infant mortality rates.  Drake et al. found that disproportionality exists in multiple arenas 

for black children and for Hispanic children (2011).  As has been expressed by Barth 

(2005), there isn‘t a definitive answer about how much disproportionality is due to 

personal factors, such as poverty, and how much is a systemic problem.  Part of 

understanding the overall issue of disproportionality should be a consideration of the role 

poverty plays in maltreatment and the extent to which maltreatment exists in all 

populations.  Additionally, the exploration of factors other than bias needs to be 

completed to fully understand why disproportionality exists in foster care. 

 Proposed solutions to racial/ethnic disproportionality.  Many ideas for how to 

address or reduce racial/ethnic disproportionality in the child welfare system have been 

suggested.  Overall, there have been many similar ideas about what could be done about 

this issue.  These recommendations could be categorized into four primary areas of 

improvement: training, collaboration, evaluation, and access to services and resources.  

There were a few suggestions made which do not fit into any of these categories, and 

those will be discussed last. 

 First, training of some kind for child welfare workers, supervisors, and others 

involved in the child welfare system was recommended.  There were many things that 

were identified as needing to be accomplished by this training, including knowledge 

about the issue of disproportionality (Casey—CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity, 2006; 

Miller & Ward, 2008), an understanding of institutional racism (Casey Family Programs, 
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2005; Miller & Ward, 2008), identification of personal biases and the consequences of 

those biases (Clegg & Associate, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004), and an 

increased knowledge of culturally competent practice, oppression, and specific cultural 

groups encountered by the workers (Lemon et al., 2005; Richardson, 2008).  Miller & 

Gaston (2003) stated that ―workers must fundamentally reorient themselves toward the 

cultural worldviews of the communities with whom they work‖ (p. 247).  Training is one 

way that this goal can be accomplished.  In most of these articles, the importance of 

helping child welfare workers understand their own biases and the need to be more 

culturally sensitive is either alluded to or mentioned outright.  Clark, Buchanan, & 

Legters (2008), James, Green, Rodriguez, & Fong (2008), and Miller & Ward (2008), 

specifically identified the use of Undoing Racism workshops, put on by the People‘s 

Institute for Survival and Beyond, and the Knowing Who You Are materials developed by 

Casey as  methods for increasing workers‘ knowledge about racism and their own biases.  

Miller & Ward also included judges in their list of who needed increased education about 

disproportionality.  The goal of this education was to help judges understand the 

ramifications of their decisions related to permanency and the impact their decisions have 

on families (2008). 

 The need for increased collaboration was addressed as a solution to 

disproportionality.  One area in which collaboration needs to increase is between the 

agencies and the families they are serving.  Crampton & Jackson (2007), Dougherty 

(2003), and Lemon et al., (2005) all mentioned the use of Family Group Decision Making 
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(FGDM) as a strategy which can mitigate the effects or extent of disproportionality in the 

child welfare system.  Generally, enhanced identification and engagement of family 

members and collaboration around decision-making was a significant part of many plans 

to address disproportionality (James et al., 2008; Marts, Lee, McRoy, & McCroskey, 

2008; Miller & Ward, 2008).  An additional area for collaboration is between public and 

private agencies (Chibnall et al., 2003) and between the child welfare agency and 

communities, especially communities of color, or community-based organizations (Casey 

Family Programs, 2005; Casey—CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity, 2006; Chibnall et al., 

2003; Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; James et al., 2008; 

Marts et al., 2008; Miller & Ward, 2008; Richardson, 2008).  Lemon et al., (2005) 

recommends collaboration with neighborhood-based services as a way of preserving 

families so that the children never need to enter the child welfare system.  Additionally, 

they suggest locating child welfare workers in these community agencies so that they are 

working within the communities who are at greatest risk for having children in the child 

welfare system.  Lemon and colleagues also recommend the development of ethnic 

specific agencies so that the cultural needs of families of color can be better addressed. 

 The third category, improving evaluation, refers to evaluation in two areas.  First, 

both reports from Casey mention the collection and use of data as a way to understand 

disproportionality and what approaches are being used to address disparate outcomes in 

child welfare (Casey Family Programs, 2005; Casey—CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity, 

2006).  Additionally, this research can be used to educate stakeholders, community 
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members, and others who have an interest in the child welfare system.  Evaluation as a 

means of tracking disproportionality rates and the progress which is being made to 

improve those rates is the second area of evaluation.  Evaluation can be used to track 

referral patterns and service provision by race, to assess the level of cultural competence 

among the workers and the extent to which child welfare workers acknowledge their 

biases, and to determine the level of diversity among staff (Casey—CSSP Alliance for 

Racial Equity, 2006; Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; 

Miller & Gaston, 2003).  Another recommendation related to evaluation included the use 

of the Racial Equity Scorecard to identify disparities in the initial decision points of the 

child welfare process and to assess progress in addressing such disparities (Derezotes, 

Richardson, King, Kleinschmit-Rembert, & Pratt, 2008).  Miller and Ward also 

recommend the use of evaluation in the hiring process in order to hire people who are 

aware of disproportionality issues and understand how to work with diverse populations 

and regular employee evaluation to determine cultural competence (2008).  The primary 

idea behind these evaluation strategies is that increased knowledge about 

disproportionality and what is being done to address it can help agencies continue to 

implement effective strategies. 

 Service and resource accessibility was another issue which was mentioned as a 

way of reducing disproportionality in the child welfare system.  As was noted previously, 

Lemon et al., (2005) had some ideas about ways that services to families of color could 

be increased.  Additionally, Casey—CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity (2006), Chibnall et 
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al. (2003), Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises (2004), and Lemon et 

al. (2005) suggested the expansion of services and an improvement in the accessibility of 

those services for groups experiencing significant levels of disproportionality.  Some 

specific strategies which were identified were providing a higher level of service for 

kinship families, having better coordination with TANF, developing a system through 

which families are assigned an advocate who will help them navigate the system (Clegg 

& Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004), and using a differential response 

system (Lemon et al., 2005).  A differential response system means that child welfare 

workers would respond differently to the various types of child maltreatment forms rather 

than having a standard response plan regardless of the type of maltreatment.  Differential 

response provides a way for agencies to meet a family‘s needs without necessarily 

pursuing an investigation against that family.  It involves providing culturally appropriate 

services to meet families‘ needs, in some cases before they are ever reported to the 

agency for abuse or neglect. 

 Several additional strategies were mentioned, either as a separate plan or as a part 

of a larger systemic change plan.  Some of the additional strategies mentioned were 

working to make policy and legislative changes which are culturally sensitive (Casey—

CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity, 2006; Miller & Gaston, 2003), involving fathers in the 

lives of the children (Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; 

Lemon et al., 2005), and holding contracted agencies accountable for racially equitable 

service provision (Miller & Ward, 2008).  Clark et al., (2008) developed the use of 
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benchmark hearings as a way to improve attention paid to ensuring permanency.  

Benchmark hearings is a policy which requires that all dependency cases receive in-court 

reviews, thereby ensuring that all children come before a judge and shining the spotlight 

on the need for permanency for each child. 

 Value-based leadership development was another strategy identified which has 

been used to address the issues of disproportionality (James et al., 2008).  Leadership 

development is considered a crucial part of an organizational shift to family-centered 

practice.  The rationale for enhancing value-based leadership is that focusing leadership 

on important values can help them to support staff ―in the cultural change process so that 

cultural competence, family support, and strengths-based work underlie and define the 

way work is done throughout the organization‖ (2008, p. 289). 

 One unique solution to the issue of disproportionality was developed in the 

Compton office of the Los Angeles County Department of Child and Family Services.  

This solution is called Point of Engagement (POE).  The basic idea of POE is that each 

case is approached from a team perspective utilizing a multidisciplinary approach and the 

collaboration of community-based resources, both formal and informal.  Through the 

POE model, various procedures were developed to help families who have been referred 

for child abuse and neglect.  These procedures are designed to help families retain 

custody of their children while keeping the children safe.  A variety of mechanisms were 

put in place to connect the family with informal resources, such as churches or food 

pantries, and formal community-based resources.  Additionally steps were taken to create 
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opportunities for families to participate in the decision-making process regarding their 

child/children in order to keep families connected and reduce possible future occurrences 

of abuse or neglect.  Finally, a series of strategies were developed for families who had 

children removed to improve their ability to regain custody of their children in a timely 

manner and receive the services necessary to facilitate their reunification (James et al., 

2008). 

 Overall, the ideas for how disproportionality might be reduced were diverse and 

have been reported to be making some impact on agency functioning.  However, more 

research is still needed to determine the impact of these solutions on disproportionality 

rates.  Hill (2008) reports that there are many articles explaining promising practices, but 

very few which assess the effect of those practices, particularly through the use of 

comparison groups or quasi-experimental methods.  Enhanced research on these practices 

will improve our ability to draw conclusions about how best to address issues of 

disproportionality. There are still many gaps in the research as discussed in the 

introduction section. 

Theoretical Foundation 

 Four theories will be used as the foundation for this dissertation: Ecological 

Systems Theory, Hierarchical Systems Theory, Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit), 

and Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit).  TribalCrit theory and LatCrit theory both 

come out of, and build on, Critical Race Theory (CRT).  Hierarchical systems theory and 

Social systems theory are both grounded in general systems theory.  Hierarchical systems 
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theory is based on the idea that systems contain subsystems and are also subsumed in 

larger systems and primarily focuses on organizational systems.  Social systems theory is 

primarily focused on the social systems involved in an individual‘s life.  Each of these 

theories and their relationship to this dissertation will be described below. 

 General systems theory.  General systems theory was founded by biologist 

Ludwig von Bertalanffy in the 1940s and 50s.  He and his colleagues were the first 

scientists to adopt the concept of organizations as open systems made up of 

interdependent parts.  General systems theory ―sees all organisms as systems, composed 

of subsystems, and in turn part of super-systems‖ (Payne, 2005, p. 143).  While this 

theory was initially focused on the field of science, other researchers and theorists began 

to expand the systems concept to other areas, such as mechanistic systems, organic 

systems, and social systems.  The idea that understanding one part of a system requires 

understanding the entire system is a key part of general systems theory and the 

foundation of social work.  While all systems are a sum of parts which work together, 

social systems should be understood apart from mechanical systems.  Ashby and Buckley 

(1968 and 1967 respectively as cited in Scott, 2003) both indicated that social 

organizations ―are complex and loosely coupled systems‖ rather than being rigid in the 

way that mechanical systems tend to be (p. 83).  Given the level of complexity inherent in 

social systems, including the child welfare system, understanding as many parts of the 

child welfare system as possible is crucial to understanding the issue of 



 64 

disproportionality.  This includes looking at the child welfare system and the issue of 

disproportionality from the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. 

 Ecological systems theory.  Ecological systems theory developed out of general 

systems theory and has primarily been connected to Germain and Gitterman, although 

some of the earliest use of systems theory in social work was by Hearn in 1958 and 1969 

(Payne, 2005).  The basic idea of the ecological systems theory can be summarized by the 

following statement: ―people are interdependent with each other and their 

environment . . . The relationship between people and their environment is reciprocal: 

each influences the other over time . . .‖ (Payne, 2005, p. 150).  The connection between 

people and their environments is the reason that ecological systems theory provides the 

best foundation for this dissertation.  Uri Bronfenbrenner has also played a significant 

role in understanding ecological systems.  He developed the model of looking at systems 

from a variety of levels, including the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.  The micro level 

refers to an individual; the mezzo level is typically used to refer to an individual‘s family 

and small groups, and the macro level refers to social systems and the broader culture 

which impact the individual (Hutchison, 2008). 

 A primary purpose of this dissertation is to consider the issue of disproportionality 

from multiple levels in an effort to determine exactly which factors are most likely to be 

influencing disproportionality in Idaho for Latinos and Native Americans.  Using systems 

theory as the foundation, micro factors such as a child‘s race and age, mezzo factors such 

as whether a family is receiving public assistance, and macro factors such as level of 
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rurality will all be explored in an effort to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

disproportionality in Idaho.  It is important to recognize the impact of individual factors 

as well as systemic issues which could be contributing to varying levels of 

disproportionality for particular populations.  The systems perspective commonly used 

for social work is an ideal foundation for looking at all of these aspects. 

 Hierarchical systems theory.  Hierarchical systems theory is also based in general 

systems theory and the idea that organizations are hierarchical systems.  Scott (2003) 

indicates that this hierarchy is not just in the power structure but in the fiber of the 

organization, because organizations are a series of systems encased in another series of 

systems, encased in another series of systems, and so on.  He uses the example of a book 

which has ―letters, words, sentences, paragraphs, sections and chapters‖ to explain the 

idea of the subsystems which exist in complex systems (p. 91).  Scott (2003) further 

emphasizes the importance of understanding how systems can be better understood by 

combining the ideas of hierarchy and the loose coupling which often exists in social 

systems.  He indicates that within a social system, there are likely to be closer 

connections and a greater level of interdependence within each subsystem than across 

subsystems.  The level of autonomy which develops among each subsystem helps the 

larger system to sustain itself because each part is stable. 

 Scott takes this concept of systems comprised of subsystems to another level by 

indicating ―all systems are subsumed by other, more encompassing systems‖ (2003, p. 

92).  As a result, he states that to understand a system, it is necessary to understand the 
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context and environment in which the system operates.  Schwab (1960 as cited in Scott, 

2003) uses the term rationalism to describe this perspective:  ―In rationalism, explanation 

entails looking outside an entity to the environment or a higher system in which it is 

embedded‖ (p. 92).  Scott connects this to a general understanding of open systems and 

the importance of environment in which a system functions (2003). 

 This theory provides an important foundation for the macro portions of this study.  

One purpose of this study is to assess the impact of the county environment on the 

removal decisions made by social workers.  As has been mentioned, Hill (2006) and 

Vandergrift (2006) both recognize the need to study disproportionality at state and 

regional levels.  They emphasize that understanding differences between areas with 

overrepresentation and those without overrepresentation can increase the level of 

understanding about what causes or contributes to disproportionality.  That fits with the 

concept of rationalism and the need to consider a system‘s environment as a part of 

understanding the system itself. 

 TribalCrit theory and LatCrit theory.  Critical race theory (CRT) was initially 

formed in the legal field, but during the 1990s CRT began to be applied to educational 

settings and be used as a way to understand the challenges faced by children of color in 

the educational system.  ―CRT in education posits that racism is endemic in society and 

in education, and that racism has become so deeply engrained in society‘s and 

schooling‘s consciousness that it is often invisible‖ (Brayboy, 2006, p. 428). Critical 
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Race Theory focuses on race and racism as endemic to US society.  An additional 

premise of CRT is that narratives and testimonies are important sources of data.  

 While CRT can provide a foundation for research in the areas of race and racism, 

it was developed primarily as a response to the civil rights issues of African Americans.  

As such, the theory does not include tenets specific to other racial/ethnic groups such as 

American Indians, Latinos, or Asians.  Based on CRT, Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy 

developed Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) as a way to consider racism in 

American society as it relates specifically to American Indians (2006).  While the basis of 

CRT is that racism is endemic to society, TribalCrit asserts that ―colonization is endemic 

to society‖ (Brayboy, 2001 as cited in Brayboy, 2006, p. 429).  Brayboy (2006) identifies 

nine tenets of TribalCrit, which include statements about the expectation of the 

assimilation of American Indians, policies of the United States which are rooted in White 

supremacy, the desire of Indigenous people to maintain autonomy, and the idea that 

understanding Indigenous people requires an understanding of their beliefs, customs, 

traditions, etc.  Like CRT, one of the tenets of TribalCrit is that people‘s stories are as 

important as theory.  ―Stories are not separate from theory; they make up theory and are, 

therefore, real and legitimate sources of data and ways of being‖ (p. 430).  Brayboy 

indicates that his primary focus is on the use of TribalCrit in education but indicates that 

it could be used in other fields to ―describe the lived experiences of tribal peoples‖ (2006, 

p. 441). 
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 LatCrit theory, also developed as an addition to CRT, was formed at a colloquium 

on Latinos and CRT in 1995.  Just as TribalCrit theory was designed to explore and build 

on CRT with a focus on how it relates to Indigenous people, LatCrit theory was designed 

to explore and build on CRT with a focus on how it relates to Latinos.  ―LatCrit helps to 

analyze issues that CRT cannot or does not, like language, immigration, ethnicity, 

culture, identity, phenotype, and sexuality‖ (Espinoza, 1990, Garcia, 1995, Hernandez-

Truyol, 1997, Johnson, 1998, Martinez, 1994, in Delgado Bernal, 2002, Montoya, 1994, 

all as cited in Villalpando, 2003, p. 622).  The purpose of LatCrit theory is to look at 

issues, such as immigration, migration, and language, which specifically relate to the type 

of oppression experienced by Latinos.  Lavergne, Dufour, Trocmé, & Larrivée, in a study 

of child protective services in Canada, emphasize that immigrants face unique issues, not 

just because of being in a new environment but also because they are subject to the 

parenting norms of the majority population, which could impact their rate of referral to 

child protective services (2008). There are many facets of CRT which are prominent in 

LatCrit theory as well.  For example, the emphases on social justice and the lived 

experiences of people as valid data are important tenets of both CRT and LatCrit.  

Additionally, as with CRT, LatCrit recognizes that race and racism are central to US 

society.  However, LatCrit deviates from CRT in that ―race is not viewed as the only 

important dimension of social oppression‖ (Valdez, 1996 as cited in Villalpando, 2003 p. 

624).  LatCrit theory connects oppression to various parts of a person‘s identity rather 

than viewing oppression as one large issue.  ―For example, language oppression by itself 
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cannot account for racial oppression, nor can racial oppression alone account for class 

oppression‖ (p. 623). 

 TribalCrit and LatCrit are used as the theoretical underpinning for the entire 

dissertation.  They provide a strong foundation for understanding some of the factors 

which may contribute to disparities for Native Americans and Latinos in Idaho‘s child 

welfare system, in part because of the focus of each of these theories on the specific 

populations which will be considered in this dissertation.  One of the primary purposes of 

this dissertation was to explore disparities among populations which have not been 

addressed in previous disproportionality research.  Part of this exploration is to determine 

what factors may uniquely impact the Idaho Native American population and what 

factors may uniquely impact the Idaho Latino population. 

 Another significant goal of this dissertation is to explore how factors which are 

unique to these two populations might be important in the consideration of what factors 

contribute to or protect from disparity and disproportionality.  Each of these theories 

considers issues specific to the populations, such as the expectation of the assimilation of 

American Indians (Brayboy, 2006) and immigration and language for Latinos 

(Villalpando, 2003).  These are the exact factors which make Native Americans and 

Latinos unique in how they experience oppression, which is the basis for the decision to 

explore disproportionality among these two populations in Idaho. 
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Summary 

 The combination of TribalCrit theory, LatCrit theory, and the two aspects of 

systems theory create a strong theoretical model for exploring disproportionality in 

Idaho‘s foster care system with a specific focus on Latinos and Native Americans.  Each 

of these theories contributes to an overall understanding of the micro, mezzo, and macro 

level factors which may impact child welfare practice for families of color.  Additionally, 

specific factors which are unique to communities with large Tribal and/or Latino 

populations could be impacting disproportionality rates in Idaho.  Finally, understanding 

the broader context within which the public child welfare agency functions could be 

crucial to determining what causes disproportionality for various populations.  TribalCrit 

theory, LatCrit theory, and Hierarchical systems theory collectively emphasize the 

importance of looking at as many factors as possible to understand how oppression 

continues in child welfare in Idaho, specifically related to Native Americans and Latinos. 

 Latinos and Native Americans have contributed much to the growth and 

development of the state of Idaho.  However, their contributions are seldom recognized 

and, in many cases, the people are seen as nuisances who need to be dealt with.  For both 

of these populations, part of what sets them apart from other people of color in America 

is the language barriers which often arise in the provision of social services for these two 

populations.  However, despite their unique characteristics, there has been very little 

research on their overrepresentation in the child welfare systems across America.  It is 

widely known that African Americans are overrepresented in child welfare, and, in many 
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cases, at higher rates than any other population.  However, at the state and regional 

levels, overrepresentation in child welfare may be an issue for other racial/ethnic groups 

as well.  This study addressed some of these gaps in the disproportionality research in an 

effort to improve the services provided to all families, and particularly families of color, 

in Idaho. 

 In a 10-year-old review of the literature on the connection between race and child 

welfare services, Courtney et al., (1996) mentions a concern that still plagues the child 

welfare system today.  Related to the level of understanding about race and child welfare 

and the efficacy of services, they ask: ―If one size does not fit all, then which sizes fit 

whom?‖ (p. 132).  This quote sums up much of the literature related to disproportionality.  

Basically, it is known that the current system does not work, but everything that needs to 

be known to deal with the system is not yet known.  The researchers and authors of the 

papers and articles read for this dissertation have a solid understanding of what is known 

about disproportionality and its causes.  They also understand what is known about the 

solutions, but the gaps in what is known are significant.  The goal of this project was to 

address one of those gaps and enhance how much is known about ―which sizes fit 

whom.‖ 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to identify if disproportionality exists in the child 

welfare system of Idaho and, if so, what factors may be contributing to it.  Micro, mezzo, 

and macro level factors were explored as possible contributors to disproportionality 

among Latinos and Native Americans in Idaho. 

Research Questions 

 Question 1:  Are there differences between children who are removed during the 

initial investigation and those who are not based on any of the 13 child, family, or county 

characteristics explored in this study? 

 Question 2: Do the levels of disparity for Latinos and Native Americans change 

across the first four decision points in the child welfare process? 

Research Design and Rationale 

 This was a quantitative case-control study of families who were referred for child 

abuse or neglect in Idaho during a six-month period in 2009 in the Idaho public child 

welfare system.  As was previously mentioned, an understanding of the impact of micro 

(child characteristics), mezzo (family characteristics), and macro (county characteristics) 

level factors on disparate outcomes and disproportionality is a significant gap in the 

disproportionality research (Barth 2005; Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2006; Hines, Lemon, 

et al., 2004).  Additionally, information about disparities for Latinos and Native 

Americans is significantly lacking (Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2005b, 2006). Using this 
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design provided insight into what role various types of factors play in the level of 

overrepresentation for Latinos and Native Americans in Idaho‘s foster care system. 

Population 

 There were two population groups being included in this study.  The first 

population included any child referred to the Idaho public child welfare system for child 

abuse or neglect between April 1, 2009, and September 30, 2009, which was expected to 

be approximately 2500–3000 (based on FY08—705 not including children who were 

referred but not removed) and the child‘s family.  These dates were selected based on the 

dates used by the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) 

to generate state data.  The data was received from the state and compiled by the 

researcher in July 2010.  The second population group was the 44 counties in Idaho in 

which the families reside who were included in this study. 

Variables 

 Many variables which may independently or collectively impact a family‘s 

journey through child welfare have been identified.  The potential effects of four child 

characteristics, four family characteristics, and five county characteristics on 

disproportionality in Idaho were explored in this dissertation study, totaling 13 

characteristics. A diagram of the variables being explored can be found in Appendix A 

(p. 140). 

 Child & family characteristics.  The child characteristics included in this study 

were race of the child, gender of the child, age of the child, and number of prior 
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placements.  The family characteristics included in this study were family income 

(defined as whether or not the family is receiving public assistance), the reason for the 

child‘s referral/removal, whether or not there was domestic violence in the family, and 

parental/caretaker substance abuse.  Several of these have been explored through 

previous research and been found to impact disparity or disproportionality at some point 

in the child welfare process, as well as other variables.  These include the family‘s race 

(Earth, 1997; Goerge & Bilaver, 2005; Hill, 2005a; Hill, 2005b; Rolock & Testa, 2005), 

parents‘ income, including eligibility for Medicaid or receipt of AFDC/TANF (Goerge & 

Lee; Hill, 2005a; Katz et al., 1986 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Lindsay, 1991 as cited in Hill, 

2005a; Lindsay 1994), reason for referral (Hill, 2005a; Lindsay as cited in Hill, 2005a), 

having a prior substantiated report (Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a), 

domestic violence (Hill, 2006; Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004) and parental substance abuse 

(Hill, 2005a; Runyan et al., 1981 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997 as 

cited in Hill, 2005a).  Based on the data collection methods, the race of the natural 

parents was not able to be determined, only the child‘s. 

 County characteristics.  Several county characteristics were included in this 

study as a way of understanding the context in which the Idaho child welfare system 

functions.  Additionally, it is possible that some of these factors could contribute to 

differences in the removal decisions for families interacting with the child welfare 

system.  The county factors included whether or not a field office is housed in the 
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family‘s county of residence, the level of rurality, average income, percentage of people 

in poverty, and percentage of children of color. 

 Decision points.  Previous literature has indicated that disparities exist in the 

decision-making process and in the outcomes achieved by children in the child welfare 

system.  In fact, the disparities in the early decision points appear to contribute to 

disparate outcomes later in the process (Ards, Chung, & Myers, 1998 as cited in Barth, 

2005; Chibnall et al., 2003; Cohen, 2003; Derezotes & Poetner, 2005; Hill, 2006; Lemon 

et al., 2005; Stevenson et al., 1992).   The primary focus of this dissertation was the 

removal decision.  This decision point was chosen for three reasons.  First, many of the 

factors being explored as potential contributors to disparities and disproportionality 

would not necessarily be known prior to the initial investigation, which is when the 

removal decision is typically made. Therefore, determining their total level of 

contribution to decisions made regarding investigation or referrals is not feasible. 

 Second, the legal system is involved in the decisions made to remove children and 

whether or not to retain children in foster care once they are removed.  Despite the fact 

that, in Idaho, a law enforcement official actually makes the decision to remove a child 

from his or her home, the social worker has the greatest amount of influence over the 

process at this point.  At later decision points, the social worker typically has less 

influence over the determinations of the legal system.  Despite the fact that characteristics 

of the workers are not being included in this study, focusing on this decision point limits 

the number of potential influences on the outcome which were not explored through this 
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project.  Finally, some researchers have indicated that disparities made in the early stages 

of a case carry over into later stages of the case, so understanding disparity at this early 

decision point can lead to a better understanding of disparities in the entire process 

(Barth, 2005; Wu, Cernkovich, & Dunn, 1997).  

 While the focus was on one decision point, it was initially anticipated that the 

decisions for each of the first four decision points in the child welfare process would be 

considered in this study.  The first decision point is whether or not investigation occurs in 

a case.  The second decision point is the initial investigation, during which a decision is 

made either to allow the child/children to remain in the home or to remove the 

child/children, which means placement into foster care.  The third and fourth decision 

points are both hearings, shelter care and adjudicatory respectively, at which a child can 

be retained in foster care or returned home.  The shelter care hearing takes place within 

72 hours of removal and the adjudicatory hearing takes place approximately 30 days after 

removal, although in some areas of Idaho this varies by as much as 15 days due to a 

reliance on judge availability.  After reviewing the data, it was determined that 

information was not available related to either the shelter care hearing or the adjudicatory 

hearing.  Therefore, the disposition of the case, whether or not the abuse/neglect was 

substantiated, was used as a third decision point.  In Idaho, the disposition of a case 

typically takes place at the adjudicatory hearing.  According to C. Collins (personal 

communication, March 24, 2011), a former Idaho child protection employee, the purpose 

for waiting for a disposition until that point has to do with the consequences of a 
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substantiated disposition.  In Idaho, once a referral for abuse or neglect is substantiated, 

the perpetrator (most often a parent) is placed on the Child Abuse Registry.  At that point, 

the perpetrator is permitted to argue the disposition.  By waiting until the case is heard by 

a judge and the disposition is determined by that judge, the state has fewer perpetrators 

who fight the disposition of substantiated, which saves the state money.  It is a way for 

the Idaho Department of Health & Welfare to have support in deciding that abuse or 

neglect has occurred, warranting a person being placed on the Child Abuse Registry. 

 Despite the extensive list of potential contributors to the problem of 

disproportionality, it is not known exactly which combination of factors is actually 

responsible for disproportionality.  Barth (2005) indicates ―[we] have little concrete 

evidence, however, to determine the amount of disproportionality that is attributable to 

personal and social conditions and the proportion that is attributable to agency 

organization and practice‖ (p. 43).  A model is needed which can be used to understand 

all of the variables which can affect disproportionality and disparate outcomes in child 

welfare. 

 Model of variables.  Based on the previous research and literature reviewed for 

this dissertation, the variables explored can be separated into nine overarching factors 

which could contribute to disproportionality in the public child welfare system or 

disparate outcomes at some point in the child welfare process.  These nine factors are 

community characteristics, biased processes, agency policies and practices, 

disproportionate need for families of color, racism/racial bias, disparity in the decision-
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making process, child/familial differences, a complex network of social and political 

disadvantages, and the multiplicative effect. These nine factors comprise a model for 

understanding disparity and disproportionality in child welfare which is grounded in the 

literature, but missing from the literature as a comprehensive picture.  It is diagrammed in 

Appendix B (p. 141).  Several of these nine factors were explored in some manner 

through this dissertation, although not all.  Each of the factors included in this study is 

described below, including the rationale for each factor. 

 Three of the nine overarching factors were explored at least partially through each 

of the research questions in this study.  The first one is child/familial differences, such as 

having more than one child as a part of the referral (Gryzlak et al., 2005; Sedlak & 

Schultz, 2005b), the family‘s race (Earth, 1997; Goerge & Bilaver, 2005; Hill, 2005a; 

Hill, 2005b; Rolock & Testa, 2005), age of the children who are referred (Goerge & Lee, 

2005; Harris, Tittle, et al., 2005), etc. Each of these child or family factors has been found 

through previous research to impact disparity and/or disproportionality in some part of 

the child welfare process.  Child and family factors were explored in this study as 

possible contributors to the decision to remove a child from his or her home and parents. 

 Secondly, since previous research has indicated that there are disparate outcomes 

at each of the decision points in the child welfare process, the decision-making processes 

at each decision point is another factor to be considered as contributing to 

disproportionality and disparate outcomes for children of color (Ards, Chung, & Myers, 

1998 as cited in Barth, 2005; Chibnall et al., 2003; Cohen, 2003; Derezotes & Poetner, 
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2005; Hill, 2006; Lemon et al., 2005; Stevenson et al., 1992).  This factor is the basis for 

this study and the first four decision points in a child welfare case were intended to be 

considered to determine whether disparities change over the course of those decision 

points.  As has been explained, however, the focus of this study was on the decision, 

which is made during the investigation, to remove a child or leave the child in his or her 

home. 

 The macro factor community characteristics may include things, such as poverty 

at the community level. Poverty has been identified as a potential contributor to 

disproportionality, not just on an individual/family basis (Chibnall, et. al, 2003; 

Derezotes & Poetner, 2004; Hill, 2006) but also on a community or societal level.  

Additionally, people‘s perceptions about individuals in poverty can impact 

disproportionality as well (Casey Family Programs, 2005; Clegg & Associates, Inc. & 

Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; Hill, 2006; Lemon et al., 2005; Miller & Gaston, 2003; 

Roberts, 2002).  This factor was explored through the inclusion of county characteristics, 

such as average income, percentage of people in poverty, and level of rurality. 

 The effects of a complex network of social and political disadvantages on an 

individual and institutional level (Casey Family Programs, 2005) and the multiplicative 

model suggested by Barth (2005), which is the idea that disparate outcomes build as a 

child moves through the system, are both important factors in understanding a complete 

picture of disparity and disproportionality.  These two factors are broader in nature than 

the previous three and each attempt to explain the entire picture of what contributes to 
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disproportionality and disparate outcomes.  These two factors each support the need for a 

model of research which assesses as many variables as possible.  Additionally, they 

support a model which accounts for the varying levels of the child welfare system at 

which contributors to disparity and disproportionality may exist.  While no child was 

followed from the beginning of his or her case to end for the purposes of this study, each 

of the first four decision points was to be explored descriptively in an effort to gain a 

preliminary understanding of whether the multiplicative model effects disparity in 

Idaho‘s foster care system. 

Data Collection Tools 

 There were two data collection sheets for this research project which explain the 

data being compiled related to the child, family, and county characteristics being 

explored.  Data Collection Sheet #1 identifies the variables used for the child and family 

characteristics and decision point information (See Appendix C, p. 142). The second data 

collection sheet was used to gather the county data, most of which can be found on the 

Census Bureau website (See Appendix D, p. 144). 

Data Collection Procedures 

 The data needed to answer the research questions was collected using secondary 

data analysis.  Data related to any child who was referred to the public child welfare 

agency in Idaho for child abuse or neglect between April 1, 2009, and September 30, 

2009, was gathered from the state AFCARS and National Child Abuse and Neglect Data 

System (NCANDS) files.  This data came directly from the state and was compiled 
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during July 2010.  Data on these families was expected to include information related to 

each of the eight child and family characteristics being studied and the decision points 

made through the adjudicatory hearing, which typically happens around 30 days after the 

removal of a child, if a removal occurs.  As was previously explained, information on the 

third and fourth decision points was unavailable, so the disposition was substituted for 

those two decision points.  During the month of August 2010, the county characteristics 

were also compiled from various sources and the information was entered on Data 

Collection Sheet #2.  The racial/ethnic make-up of children in each county, county 

income, and percentage of people in poverty for each county was accessed via the most 

recent census data.  Whether or not the county contains a field office for IDHW and the 

level of rurality can be found on various state websites.  A chart identifying the source for 

each of the variables can be found in Appendix E (p. 145).  

Data Analysis 

 The data analysis for this study included three steps.  First, the data was cleaned 

and a thorough descriptive analysis of all variables was completed.  An explanation of the 

data cleaning process and the descriptive analysis are contained in Appendix F (p. 146).  

It was removed to an appendix in an effort to move quickly to results of the research 

questions studied in this dissertation.  Once that was completed, the data set was 

narrowed to the specific variables which would be used in the final analysis. 

 The second step in the data analysis process was to use hierarchical linear 

modeling (HLM) to respond to the two research questions in this study.  HLM is a 
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method of analysis that is designed to assess variability among individuals as well as 

variability that may exist between groups of which those individuals are members.  In 

educational research HLM has been used to assess student, classroom, and even school 

differences which may impact student performance.  This type of data is considered 

nested data as students are nested in classrooms and classrooms are nested within schools 

(Snijders & Bosker, 1999).  In this study, the children and families were considered 

nested within counties and both child/family characteristics and county characteristics 

were explored as contributors to outcomes at the child level.  Therefore, HLM was the 

most appropriate method of analysis for this dissertation. 

 Six 2-level random intercept hierarchical linear models were run with seven child 

and family independent variables at Level 1 and four county independent variables at 

Level 2 for a total of 11 independent variables being run through the final analysis.  The 

family variables were combined with the child variables on the first level because, while 

there may be multiple children from one family in the data set, the data is reported and 

was treated as if each child and family is independent.  The child and family independent 

variables were child race/ethnicity, age, gender, being a prior victim, reason for 

referral/removal, receiving public assistance, and domestic violence.  The county 

independent variables were presence of a field office, level of rurality, percentage of 

people in poverty, and percentage of children of color.  The dependent variables were the 

investigation decision, the removal decision, and the disposition decision. 
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 To complete the final HLM analysis, all of the independent variables had to be 

dichotomous or continuous.  Therefore, any variables with more than two categories were 

dummy-coded.  Additionally, when a variable has multiple categories, one category has 

to be selected for comparison with the other categories and the comparison category is 

not included in the model.  In this study, the modal category was used for comparison for 

most independent variables.  Additionally, if there was no variability in any particular 

category of a variable based on the dependent variable, the final model would not 

approximate. As a result, some variables or categories of variables were removed from 

final analyses. 

 The third step of the data analysis was to create several line graphs.  These graphs 

were used to consider potential differences in disparity at each of the decision points.  A 

line graph was created using the percentages of representation for each racial/ethnic 

group in the general population, at referral, at investigation, at removal, and at 

disposition.  Two line graphs were created using the disproportionality rates for each 

population.  The first compared each decision point (referral, investigation, removal, and 

disposition) with the general population.  The second compared each decision point with 

the previous decision point (e.g. removal based on the investigation decision). 

Definitions 

 The NCANDS data file includes a number of variables which need to be 

explained for the data to be understood.  When a child is referred for child abuse or 

neglect, it is possible that he or she would be initially referred for one form of abuse and 
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also have other forms of abuse present.  This is noted by having four maltreatment 

variables: maltreatment 1, maltreatment 2, maltreatment 3, and maltreatment 4.   

Maltreatment 1 represents the primary issue of concern; maltreatment 2 is a secondary 

issue, and so on (C. Collins, personal communication, October 15, 2010).  Within each 

maltreatment variable, the type of abuse identified could be physical abuse, neglect or 

deprivation of necessities, medical neglect, sexual abuse, psychological or emotional 

maltreatment, or other.  According to C. Collins, other is used primarily for children who 

were referred by order of the courts and the rationale for referral doesn‘t fit one of the 

identified categories for referral.  The referral could also have come from a different state 

where the reasons for referral include issues such as domestic violence, which is not an 

identified reason for a child welfare referral in Idaho. 

 The perpetrator data is included in a similar fashion, with information on three 

possible perpetrators.  The variables labeled perpetrator 1 include information related to 

the primary perpetrator.  The variables labeled perpetrator 2 include information related 

to the secondary perpetrator, if applicable, and perpetrator 3 is used for information 

related to the tertiary perpetrator, if applicable (C. Collins, personal communication, 

October 15, 2010). 

Preparation for Final Analysis 

 Resulting independent variables. 

 Race/Ethnicity.  In preparing for the final analysis, several independent variables 

had to be modified in some way.  For example, child race was a series of variables which 
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were not mutually exclusive.  That meant that a child who was bi-racial White and Native 

American would be identified in both variables.  Additionally, based on the 

Administration for Children and Families and the U.S. Census Bureau, Hispanic/Latino is 

an ethnic category and not a racial category (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.; U.S. DHHS, 

2008).  Therefore, all of the children who were identified as Latino were also identified in 

one of the racial categories (e.g., White, American Indian/Alaskan Native, etc.).  For the 

purposes of this analysis, it was important to have the children separated into mutually 

exclusive race/ethnicity categories.  This was done by compiling the seven variables 

related to race/ethnicity (American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian, Black/African 

American, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, White, Undetermined, and Ethnicity) into a 

six-category independent variable (Asian was combined with Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

due to very small numbers in each category). 

 The method used for compilation was based on rarity of race as explained by 

Dowd et al. (2002 as cited by Dunbar & Barth, 2008).  Dowd used rarity of race based on 

the 1990 census to classify people who were bi- or multi-racial.  The list of rarest to most 

common is as follows: American Indian/Alaskan Native < Asian/Native Hawaiian/other 

Pacific Islander < Black/African American < White.  Based on this list, anyone identified 

as American Indian/Alaskan Native would be classified first, then of the remaining 

sample, those identified as Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander would be 

classified, and so on.  Since a primary focus of this project is on those who are considered 

Latino, any individual identified as Hispanic/Latino was classified first, then American 
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Indian/Alaskan Native, and so on.  In the newly created NCANDS race/ethnicity 

variable, 5.5% (n = 250) of the sample remained undetermined, 79.8% (n = 3627) were 

White, 10.1% (n = 457) were Hispanic/Latino, 2.9% (n = 132) were American 

Indian/Alaskan Native, 1.3% (n = 58) were Black/African American, and .5% (n = 23) 

were Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander.   

 The race variables in the AFCARS data set were also compiled into one variable 

as describe above.  Of the removals, 75% (n = 389) were classified as White and 13.7% 

(n = 71) were classified as Hispanic/Latino. Those classified as American Indian/Alaskan 

Native represented 10% (n = 52) of the removals.  There were 1.2% (n = 6) of the cases 

classified as Black/African American.  None of the cases identified as Asian or Native 

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander were in the AFCARS data—meaning that none of those 

referrals resulted in removal. 

 In comparing the compiled race variables between the NCANDS data and the 

AFCARS data, there were some differences, which were also reflected in the final 

models for HLM.  Those identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native were a small 

percentage of the referrals (2.9%), but they were approximately 10% of the children 

removed based on referrals for abuse or neglect, thus they were overrepresented in 

removals.  Hispanic/Latino children were also overrepresented in removals, although to a 

lesser extent, with 10% of the referrals and nearly 14% of the removals being identified 

as Hispanic/Latino.  Whites were a lesser percentage of the removals than of the referrals 

(75% vs. almost 80% respectively).  Those identified as Black or African American were 
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almost exactly represented with 1.3% of the referrals and 1.2% of the removals.  While 

these results don‘t reflect existing literature, it is possible that the small number of cases 

identified as Black or African American in the AFCARS data may have contributed to 

these results.  It is also important to note that the group of children identified as Black or 

African American may have included individuals who are African refugees.  According 

to the Idaho Office for Refugees (2011), 24% of the 2,800 refugees settled in Idaho 

between 2000 and 2005 were from Africa and those from Africa represented 40% of the 

1,284 refugees settled (or resettled) in Idaho during 2006 and 2007.  In 2009, refugees 

from Africa were about 16% of the overall number of refugees.  However, the exact 

representation of Africans in this sample was not able to be determined. 

 Maltreatment type.  As has been explained above, maltreatment was initially 

reported as three variables (Maltreatment 1, Maltreatment 2 Type, and Maltreatment 3 

Type).  Maltreatment 1 was used for the final analysis since it represented the primary 

reason for referral, except when the reason for referral was identified as other in 

Maltreatment 1.  If a referral was classified as other in Maltreatment 1 and had a specific 

type of maltreatment identified on either Maltreatment 2 (secondary reason for referral) 

or Maltreatment 3 (tertiary reason for referral), other was replaced with the specific type 

of maltreatment.  This affected 18 cases. 

 County data.  In the process of running the final model through the HLM 

software, a multicollinearity problem was identified in the level two data, which is the 

county data.  A series of correlations was run to determine where a strong correlation 
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might exist.  A statistically significant moderately strong negative correlation was 

identified between median income and percentage of people in poverty (-.771, p<.05).  

Due to this correlation, both independent variables could not be used in the final analysis.  

Based on the literature, which indicates a connection between poverty and removal, albeit 

at the micro level, percentage of people in poverty in the county was used in the final 

analysis rather than median income. 

 Unusable or changed independent variables.  Some of the independent variables 

initially identified were unable to be used in the final analysis as possible contributors to 

a decision to remove a child.  Parental substance abuse was preliminarily identified as an 

independent variable contained in the NCANDS file via Alcohol Abuse Caregiver and 

Drug Abuse Caregiver.  However, as has been mentioned, these variables had no 

information.  After reviewing the variables in both the NCANDS and AFCARS data sets, 

two other possible ways to gather some of this data were identified.  First, in the 

NCANDS data set there is a variable for Substance Abuse Services as one of several 

possible services a family could receive.  However, a very small number of cases 

received this service (3.7%, n = 166), and there is no way to be certain how this relates to 

actual percentages of substance use/abuse.  The second option was an AFCARS variable 

identifying Parent Alcohol Abuse and Parent Drug Abuse as ―conditions associated with 

the child‘s removal‖ (US/DHHS, 2006)  These variables identified alcohol as a factor in 

removal for 6.6% of cases and drug abuse as a factor in removal for 20.4% of cases.  

However, this variable is only reported for cases which resulted in a removal.  Therefore, 
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it would provide no information on cases which were referred but did not result in a 

removal.  Additionally, this variable was only completed if the substance abuse was a 

factor in removal.  In Idaho substance abuse alone is not a reason for the removal of a 

child.  Therefore, substance abuse could have been present in a family, but, if it wasn‘t a 

factor in the removal of the child, it would not have been noted in the data.  Parental 

substance abuse was not used in the final analysis. 

 As with the substance abuse information, the number of prior removals, which 

was to be used as a child independent variable, was only available through the AFCARS 

data set.  Whether or not the child had been removed prior to the current referral was not 

gathered in the NCANDS data set.  However, whether or not the child was a prior victim 

was a variable in the NCANDS data.  It doesn‘t necessarily mean that the child was 

removed prior to the current referral, but it was used in the final model as the best 

approximation of the independent variable related to prior removals. 

 Dependent variables.  In order to assess what independent variables may have 

contributed to each of the three dependent variables, it was necessary to narrow the data 

set multiple times.  For analysis of investigation, all referrals were used (n = 4547).  Once 

the determination was made as to which referrals were investigated and which weren‘t, 

the data set was narrowed to include only referrals which resulted in an investigation (n = 

4450).  That data set was used to assess which factors contributed to the removal 

decision.  Of the referrals which were investigated, 11.6% (n = 515) resulted in removals.  

The data set was again narrowed to include only cases which resulted in removal and that 
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data set was used to assess which factors contributed to the disposition decision.  There 

were 35 cases which had a disposition date prior to the removal date and 51 cases which 

had a disposition date coinciding with the removal date.  The remaining 429 removals 

had a disposition date after the removal date.  Based on information from C. Collins 

(personal communication, March 24, 2011), standard practice is that the disposition does 

not occur until the adjudicatory hearing, approximately 30 days after a child is removed.  

When there are exceptions, it is usually because the case came through court to begin 

with, the abuser confessed to the abuse, or, in some cases, when this is not the first 

removal for the child.  In some cases, it was also possible that the disposition appeared to 

occur prior to removal due to a data entry error.  Some assessment was conducted to 

determine what patterns might exist between the cases with a disposition decision prior to 

the removal date, in conjunction with the removal date, or after the removal date; 

however, no obvious patterns were identified.  Since there was no way to be sure why 86 

cases had dispositions prior to, or in conjunction with, the removal, those cases were 

removed from the analysis of the disposition.  Among the remaining 429 removals, 73% 

(n = 313) were substantiated.  For the final analysis, false reports were combined with 

unsubstantiated cases because there were only two removals identified as false reports.  

Therefore, unsubstantiated reports constituted 27% (n = 116) of the removals. 
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Chapter IV: Research Findings 

Introduction 

 This study was a secondary data analysis of data collected by the state of Idaho 

for the federal National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS) and Adoption 

and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) data sets.  Additionally, 

county information was gathered from census data and other websites.  The NCANDS 

and AFCARS data sets were received from B. Baldwin, a senior management analyst for 

the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare, in July 2010.  The county data was 

gathered by the researcher during August 2010.   

Sample 

 The NCANDS data set contains any child referred for abuse or neglect in the state 

of Idaho.  Based on the methodology outlined in Chapter 3 (p. 71), the cases to be 

included in the analysis were reported between April 1 and September 30, 2009.  It was 

initially anticipated that the sample of cases removed would be a little more than 700 

(based on FY07–08) and the sample of cases referred for child abuse or neglect would be 

2500–3000.  When the data was received from the state of Idaho, the NCANDS file 

included all referrals from 2009 and contained 11,027 cases.  Initially, it was limited 

based on the time frame of April 1, 2009–September 30, 2009, which cut the sample size 

to 4,997 total referrals, including multiple referrals for some cases. 

 Upon review of the data, it was determined that if a child were referred multiple 

times during this six-month window, he or she would be in the NCANDS data set 
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multiple times.  Therefore, the first step was to identify which cases were duplicated and 

to determine which set of data to use.  The decision was made to analyze the data two 

ways and compare the results.  The first way the data was analyzed was to use the first 

referral for every case within this six-month period.  Any child could have been referred 

multiple times prior to April 1, 2009, but that was not known to the researcher nor 

identified in the data set.  The second way the data was analyzed was to use the last 

referral for every case in this same six-month period.  Any child could have been referred 

after September 30, 2009, but that was not known to the researcher nor identified in the 

data set.  Once the duplications were removed, the NCANDS sample of referrals included 

4,547 cases. 

 The AFCARS data set contains any child who is actually removed from ―his or 

her normal place of residence‖ (US/DHHS, 2006) after a child protection referral.  Each 

child is only in the AFCARS data set once.  The original AFCARS file contained 

removals in Idaho for all of 2009 (n = 2877).  The data set was then limited to the 

timeframe identified for this study, April 1, 2009–September 30, 2009, which cut the 

sample size to 645.  These cases were then matched with the NCANDS data based on 

each child‘s AFCARS number (a unique number assigned to each child which is 

duplicated in both sets of data).  The AFCARS cases were attached to the NCANDS 

cases based on the report date in NCANDS and the latest removal date in AFCARS so 

that, when there were multiple referrals for a particular child, the removal was connected 

to the referral which precipitated it.  The data was then cleaned to create two data sets: 
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one with the first referrals and one with the last referrals.  They will be identified as first 

cases and the term first cases indicates that the results are based on the first referral for 

each case, and last cases, which indicates that the results are based on the last referral for 

each case.  It should be noted that most cases had only one referral in the six-month 

period being studied, so most of the cases were the same in both data sets.  Additionally, 

since the AFCARS information was attached to a specific referral, while most cases were 

the same in both data sets, there are some cases which are unique to each data set.  

Therefore, the AFCARS sample size was different in the two data sets with 465 cases 

being included in the set of data using the first referral and 515 cases being included in 

the set of data using the last referral.  The difference in the number of AFCARS cases is 

due to the connection between the removal and the referral.   If a child‘s first referral did 

not result in a removal, but his or her last referral did, then the child‘s AFCARS file 

would be attached to the last referral and included in the last cases, not the first cases. 

 There was very little difference between the outcomes of the two data sets, except 

related to the outcome of investigation.  Given the difference in outcomes for the 

investigation decision, the results from both data sets will be discussed on that decision 

point.  Otherwise, the results described here are based on the last cases and the results 

from the first cases data set can be found in Appendix G (p. 165). 
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Level 1 Independent Variables 

 Child characteristics. 

 Gender, race, and ethnicity.  Gender, race, and ethnicity are three of only a few 

variables which are duplicated in both the NCANDS and AFCARS files.  As such, they 

present an opportunity to see from a descriptive perspective some of the differences 

between who is referred (NCANDS cases) and who is removed (AFCARS cases).  The 

differences between the two data sets, particularly on the variables related to race and 

ethnicity, are important in light of the overall concern about disproportionality in the 

child welfare decision-making process. 

 In the NCANDS file, males represented 49.4% (n = 2244), with females 

representing 50.6% (n = 2303) of the referrals.  Race was assessed through a series of 

dichotomous (1 = yes and 2 = no) variables so that a person who identified as bi- or 

multi-racial could be identified in multiple categories.  As a result, the percentage of 

children from each racial group adds to more than 100%.  White was an identified race 

for 90.5% (n = 4114) of children.  Other racial groups were significantly smaller with 

3.1% (n = 142) identifying as American Indian/Alaskan Native, .3% (n = 14) identifying 

as Asian, 1.4% (n = 62) identifying as Black or African American, and .2% (n = 9) 

identifying as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.  There were 5.8% (n = 265) of 

undetermined race.  Given that Hispanic or Latino is classified as ethnicity rather than 

race, those individuals identifying as Hispanic or Latino were duplicated in one or more 
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of the racial groups.  However, 10.1% (n = 457) of the cases were identified as Hispanic 

or Latino. 

 Within the AFCARS data set, there were slightly more females than males (52.6% 

female, n = 246).  The racial breakdown within the AFCARS data set is similar to 

NCANDS in that a person could identify with multiple races.  Some of the racial groups 

were not represented in the AFCARS data at all.  The largest percentage of cases was 

White (93.1%, n = 483).  American Indian/Alaskan Native represented the next largest 

group with 10.8% (n = 56) of the cases and Black or African American represented 1.7% 

(n = 9).  No other racial groups were represented in the AFCARS data, although 13.7% (n 

= 71) of the cases identified as Hispanic or Latino. Table 4.1 depicts the comparison of 

the NCANDS and AFCARS results. 
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 NCANDS—Referrals AFCARS—Removals 

Gender 
Female 49.4% 52.6% 

Male 50.6% 47.3% 

Race/Ethnicity 

White 90.5% 93.1% 

American Indian/ 

Alaskan Native 

3.1% 10.8% 

Asian .3% 0% 

Black/African 

American 

1.4% 1.7% 

Native Hawaiian/ 

Other Pacific 

Islander 

.2% 0% 

Undetermined 5.8% 0% 

Hispanic/Latino 10.1% 13.7% 

Table 4.1 

 One important point which can be drawn from this data is that females 

represented a larger percentage of the AFCARS cases than the NCANDS cases.  While 

the difference is small (about 2%), it is worth noting.  Another notable point is related to 

race/ethnicity.  The percentage of cases from most of the racial/ethnic groups increased in 

the AFCARS data other than those identified as Asian or Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander, who were not represented in the AFCARS file at all.  The largest increase in 

percentage was among those identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native.  In the 

NCANDS file only 3.1% of the sample was identified as American Indian/Alaskan 

Native, while 10.8% of the AFCARS cases were identified as American Indian/Alaskan 
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Native.  That is a large difference between the percentage of children who were referred 

versus those who were removed and are American Indian/Alaskan Native.  Other changes 

included an increase of .3% of cases identified as Black/African American from 

NCANDS to AFCARS, an increase of a little more than 3% of cases identified as White 

from NCANDS to AFCARS, and an increase of about 3.5% of cases identified as 

Hispanic/Latino from NCANDS to AFCARS.  The true nature of the difference in 

referrals and removals based on race are difficult to see from a strictly descriptive 

perspective, especially related to Hispanic/Latino and White children, because many of 

the children identified as Hispanic/Latino are also categorized as White in the race 

variables.  Therefore, if White children were less prevalent in the removals than in the 

referrals, this could be masked by White including Hispanic/Latino children. 

 Age and history.  The average age of this sample was 7.15 with a standard 

deviation of 4.982.  As was previously mentioned, it is not possible to know exactly how 

many times a particular child was referred for child abuse or neglect prior to the six-

month time frame included in this study.  However, the NCANDS file contains a variable 

which identifies if the child has been a prior victim of abuse or neglect.  There 

were15.1% (n = 686) of this sample that were considered a prior victim. 

 Family characteristics. 

 Reason for referral.  As has been mentioned above, maltreatment is identified by 

four different maltreatment variables and within each variable there are six mutually 

exclusive categories of abuse/neglect.  All of the cases in the NCANDS file had an 
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identified maltreatment 1 type, which represented the primary reason for the child‘s 

referral for abuse or neglect.  Neglect was the largest category of maltreatment (74.9%, n 

= 3405).  Physical abuse was the second most prominent type for maltreatment 1, 

representing 15.9% (n = 722) of the referrals.  The remaining categories were small, with 

sexual abuse representing 3.2% (n = 144) of the referrals.  Medical neglect accounted for 

2.2% (n = 101) of the referrals and one person was referred due to psychological or 

emotional maltreatment.  The remaining percentage is contained in a category of other 

(3.8%, n = 174 of last cases). 

 Maltreatment 2 data was available for 314 of the referrals.  The largest percentage 

of maltreatment 2 was identified as physical abuse (58%, n = 174) with neglect as the 

second largest percentage at 17.7% (n = 53).  Sexual abuse was much more prominent in 

the maltreatment 2 group at 17.7% (n = 53).  Medical neglect constituted 6.3% (n = 19) 

of the referrals.  The remaining percentage (4.5%, n = 14) was identified as other.  There 

were only six cases which had information for maltreatment 3.  They were all identified 

as sexual abuse and for all of them the maltreatment 1 type was neglect. 

 In the AFCARS data set, there are only three possible types of maltreatment listed 

which coincide with the NCANDS data: physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect.  

Additionally, these maltreatment types are listed as three dichotomous variables such that 

a child experiencing more than one type of maltreatment could have more than one type 

of maltreatment identified in the AFCARS file.  As with the NCANDS data, neglect was 

present for the largest percentage of cases: 80.3% (n = 417).  Physical abuse accounted 
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for 15.6% (n = 81) of the removals.  Finally, sexual abuse was a factor for 9.8% (n = 51) 

of the cases.  The percentage of cases identified as having sexual abuse as a factor is 

much larger in the AFCARS data set than in the NCANDS file.  This could be due to a 

higher percentage of children being removed when sexual abuse is present.  However, it 

could also be due to the way that the data is gathered for the NCANDS file.  If a case was 

reported primarily for neglect, even if sexual abuse was later discovered, the case would 

have been identified in maltreatment 1 as referred for neglect.  Maltreatment 1 was used 

for the final analysis in this study, which could have limited the researcher‘s ability to 

fully understand the impact of maltreatment type on the removal decision.  Table 4.2 

outlines the maltreatment breakdown for the AFCARS data and Maltreatment 1 and 2 in 

NCANDS. 
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 NCANDS—Referrals AFCARS—Removals 

Maltreatment 1 

 

n = 4547 

Neglect 74.9% 80.3% 

Physical Abuse 15.9% 15.6% 

Sexual Abuse 3.2% 9.8% 

Medical Neglect 2.2% Not identified 

Psychological or 

Emotional 

Maltreatment 

1 person Not identified 

Other 

Maltreatment 

3.8% Not identified 

Maltreatment 2 

 

n = 314 

Neglect 17.7%  

Physical Abuse 58%  

Sexual Abuse 17.7%  

Medical Neglect 6.3%  

Other 

Maltreatment 

4.5%  

Table 4.2 

 Substance abuse, public assistance, and domestic violence.  Substance abuse as a 

factor in referral was not able to be determined from the NCANDS data file as was 

initially expected.  There was no information related to caregiver alcohol abuse or 

caregiver drug abuse in the NCANDS file.  There was information about parent alcohol 

and drug abuse in the AFCARS data.  Parent alcohol abuse was identified for 6.6% (n = 

34) of the referrals and parent drug abuse was identified for 20.4% (n = 106) of the cases. 
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 Domestic violence and public assistance are only assessed in the NCANDS data 

set.  Domestic violence was identified as a caregiver risk factor for 7.7% (n = 349) of the 

cases.  Most of the cases identified being on public assistance as a caregiver risk factor 

(86.9%, n = 3953). 

Level 2 Independent Variables: County Characteristics 

 Information on each of the 44 counties in Idaho was gathered from Census data 

and from other online sites.  Based on the definition created by Salant and Porter (2008) 

and published in the Profile of Rural Idaho, 20.5% of Idaho counties are urban (n = 9), 

11.4% of the counties are commuting (n = 5), 15.9% of the counties are rural centers (n = 

7), and the largest percentage are open country (23%, n = 23).  A large portion of the 

counties have a field office located within their bounds (63.6%, n = 28).  It should be 

noted that this is based on field office location in 2009, during the time in which the child 

and family data was gathered.  Since that time, seven offices have been closed. 

 Unfortunately, the county data, which was gathered from the census, was not 

collected during the same time span as the child and family data was gathered.  The 

median income and the percentage of people in poverty for each county were gathered 

from census data for 2007, but the percentage of children of color in each county had to 

be computed from tables which were only available based on the 2000 census.  While 

Idaho changed greatly between 2000 and 2009, based on information reported in the 

literature review, it is likely that the percentage of children of color would have increased 

rather than decreased in that time.  This could mean that the influence of this independent 
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variable is underestimated in the data presented.  The mean of the median income across 

all of Idaho was $42,719.82, with a standard deviation of $6,136.74.  The range of 

median incomes was $35,095–$65,857.  The mean percentage of people in poverty was 

13.389%, with a standard deviation of 2.977 and a range of 6.5%–21.5%.  The mean 

percentage of children of color was 16.296%, with a standard deviation of 10 and a range 

of 4.48%–43.61%.  Table 4.3 depicts the overall county statistics. 

 
County Information 

Rurality 

Urban 20.5% 

Commuting 11.4% 

Rural Centers 15.9% 

Open Country 23% 

Field Office 

Yes 63.6% 

No 36.4% 

Median Income 

Mean $42,719.82 

Standard deviation $6136.74 

Percentage of 

people in poverty 

Mean 13.389% 

Standard deviation 2.977 

Percentage of 

children of color 

Mean 16.296% 

Standard deviation 10 

Table 4.3 
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 Idaho‘s 44 counties are divided into seven regions.  Each region has its own 

program manager for Family and Child Services, who is responsible for child protection 

practice in all of the counties in that region.  Therefore, the above described variables 

were also compiled into regional information for descriptive purposes.  The compiled 

information, including which counties are in which region, is detailed in Appendix H (p. 

176).  A few notable points are identified here.  Related to rurality, only two regions have 

more than one urban area and in three regions any counties not classified as urban are 

open country.  Additionally, in all except one region (V), the highest percentage of 

counties is identified as open country. 

 Region IV has the highest median income across its counties ($51,475) and the 

lowest percentage of people in poverty (10.3%).  The state capital of Idaho is located 

within one of the counties in Region IV, which may be a factor in these two variables.  

Region II has the lowest median income ($38,916.60), but the highest percentage of 

people in poverty is found in Region I (14.86%).  Region V has the highest percentage of 

children of color (23.12%) and Region I has the lowest (9.89%).  The variability within 

each region, based on the range and standard deviations of these variables, is important in 

understanding the overall variables.  In some cases, this variability is distinct. 

Dependent Variables 

 There were three dependent variables being assessed in this study: investigation, 

removal, and disposition.  The NCANDS data set includes a variable with the 

investigation date for any referrals which resulted in an investigation.  That variable was 
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used to determine which cases were investigated; most of the referrals resulted in an 

investigation (97.9%, n = 4450).  A case was identified as resulting in a removal if 

AFCARS data was available for the referral, which accounted for 11.4% (n = 519) of the 

referrals.  For most cases, the disposition of a case occurs after the removal.  Among all 

the referrals, 15.1% (n = 687) were substantiated, 79% (n = 3594) were unsubstantiated, 

and 5.9% (n = 266) were identified as false reports.   

Research Question 1 

 Question 1:  Are there differences between children who are removed during the 

initial investigation and those who are not based on any of the 13 child, family, or county 

characteristics explored in this study?  Prior to running the HLM model, cross tabulations 

were run with the child and family independent variables and the removal decision to 

determine whether any variables or categories of variables were constant, meaning they 

couldn‘t be used in the final analysis.  The only category of a variable to be excluded for 

this reason was Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander.  None of the children 

removed were in this racial category.  The cross-tabulations can be found in Appendix I 

(p. 177).  Overall, there were six independent variables which were statistically 

significant (p < .05) in determining the odds that a child would be removed from his or 

her home.  All of the results for research question 1 are included in Table 4.4. 

 Level 1 independent variables.  Two of the four child characteristics were 

statistically significant as predictors of removal in the final model; age of the child and 

gender of the child were not significant; being a prior victim and race/ethnicity were 
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statistically significant.  As was previously mentioned, being a prior victim was used as a 

way to consider prior involvement with the child welfare system.  If a child was a prior 

victim, the child was 1.88 times more likely to be removed than a child who was not a 

prior victim. 

 Race/ethnicity was the other statistically significant child characteristic.  This 

independent variable was run with a series of dummy-coded variables using White as the 

reference category.  An American Indian/Alaskan Native child was 4.39 times more 

likely to be removed than a White child.  If a child was Latino, the child was 1.78 times 

more likely to be removed than if the child was White.  The difference in removal 

between children identified as Black or African American and children identified as 

White was not statistically significant. 

 All of the family characteristics which were included in the model were 

statistically significant in the final analysis.  If a child came from a home where domestic 

violence was present, that child was 5.67 times more likely to be removed than when 

domestic violence wasn‘t present.  A child was 2.57 times more likely to be removed if 

the child‘s family was on public assistance than if they were not.  

  Type of maltreatment was also a factor in the odds of a child being removed.  

This independent variable was run with a series of dummy-coded variables using Neglect 

as the reference category.  Neglect was used as the reference category due to it being the 

most common reason for referral (76.1%).  It is important to note that which categories 

were significant or not significant and the impact of the reason for referral may have been 
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different if another category had been used as the reference group.  The only negative 

interaction of all of the statistically significant independent variables was with physical 

abuse.  Children who had physical abuse as the primary reason for referral were .39 times 

as likely to be removed as children who had neglect as the primary reason for referral.  

The likelihood of a child being removed for some other type of maltreatment, likely a 

referral from the court system or another state according to C. Collins (personal 

communication, October 15, 2010), was 2.11 times higher than for children referred for 

neglect. 

 Level 2 independent variables.  Only one county-level independent variable was 

statistically significant in this analysis: poverty rate.  For every percentage increase in the 

poverty rate, the child was 1.10 times more likely to be removed.  None of the other 

county-level independent variables were statistically significant.  Rurality was run using a 

series of dummy-coded variables where Urban and Commuting counties were combined 

and were the reference group.  These two categories were combined due to the small 

number of cases which were identified as commuting (n=5).  
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 Variance explained.  The formula described by Hox (2010) and Snijders and 

Bosker (1999) for determining the variance explained for dichotomous outcomes was 

used in this study: 

.  The percentage of variance in the removal decision which was 

explained by the overall model was 17.09%.  According to Snijders and Bosker (1999), 

this formula for determining R
2
 usually results in ―considerably lower‖ values than when 

continuous outcomes are assessed with the ordinary least squares (OLS) R
2 
(p. 226).  In 

light of the fact that this research is the first to explore the issue of disproportionality for 

Latinos and Native Americans, even small percentages of variance could be considered 

important.  However, an R
2
 of .17 (or 17%) meets Cohen‘s criteria for a medium to large 

effect size (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). 

Research Question 2 

 Question 2: Do the levels of disparity for Latinos and Native Americans change 

across the first four decision points in the child welfare process?  This question was more 

difficult to answer than was anticipated.  Based on the researcher‘s understanding of the 

NCANDS and AFCARS data sets prior to seeing the data, it was believed there would be 

information in the data which would indicate whether or not the child had a shelter care 

or adjudicatory hearing.  After reviewing the data, that is not the case.  However, an 

analysis of the impact of the independent variables on the decision to investigate was 

completed.  An analysis was also completed on the disposition of a case, which occurs 

after the child‘s removal.  The disposition was used in place of shelter care or 
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adjudicatory hearing outcomes.  While the disposition typically takes place at the 

adjudicatory hearing (C. Collins, personal communication, March 24, 2011), it was not 

possible to be certain that the dispositions decision was an exact reflection of the 

adjudicatory hearing outcome.  Given that the removal decision is part of this research 

question, the results of that analysis will be briefly reiterated here as they relate to the 

results of the analysis of the other two decision points. 

 Prior to running the three HLM models, cross tabulations were run with the child 

and family independent variables and each of the three dependent variables to determine 

whether any variables or categories of variables were constant.  These cross tabulations 

can be found in Appendix I (p. 177).   A large percentage of the referrals were 

investigated (97.9%, n = 4450) so there were some independent variables with no 

variability on investigation, and they were removed prior to running the final model.  Any 

case identified as Black/African American or Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific 

Islander had to be removed because all of those cases were investigated.  As was 

mentioned, any child identified as Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander had to be 

removed from the removal analysis.  That meant Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific 

Islander was also not included as a comparison category in the analysis of the disposition 

decision.  Additionally, all of the children identified as Black/African American had their 

cases substantiated, so this variable could not be included in the analysis of disposition. 

 Investigation.  The results for the investigation decision are outlined in Tables 

4.5 and 4.6.  This was the only analysis in which the first cases and last cases data sets 
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produced different statistically significant variables (p < .05).  Among the first cases, 

reason for referral was the only level-1 independent variable which was statistically 

significant.  There were two level-2 independent variables which were statistically 

significant: presence of a field office and level of rurality.  When a referral was made 

based on physical abuse, the referral was 1.95 times more likely to result in an 

investigation than when the referral was made based on neglect.  At level two, a referral 

was 6.72 times more likely to result in an investigation if it was in a county with a field 

office than if not.  Additionally, the referral was 5.55 times more likely to result in an 

investigation if the county was considered open country versus being urban/commuting.  

Among the last cases, there were only two statistically significant independent variables: 

child‘s age and physical abuse.  For each year increase in age, a case was 4% less likely 

to have a referral result in an investigation.  Children referred for physical abuse were 

2.03 times more likely to have their cases investigated than children referred for neglect.  

The percentage of variance in the investigation decision which was explained by the 

overall model was 13.4%. 

 One of the reasons that race may not have been a statistically significant factor in 

this analysis is due to the very small number of cases which were not investigated (n = 

97).  Most of the non-investigated cases were identified as White (90.7%, n = 88).  As 

was mentioned previously, the referrals for all those categorized as Asian/Pacific Islander 

or Black/African American in this sample were investigated, which may be due to the 

small overall numbers of children in those categories or some other factor.  With only 9 
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of the 97 not investigated cases being non-white children, any significant differences 

which might exist could likely not be seen with individual racial/ethnic groups.  
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 Removal.  As was stated above, the child‘s race, being a prior victim, the 

presence of domestic violence, receiving public assistance, and reason for referral were 

the level-1 independent variables which were statistically significant in the removal 

decision.  Percentage of people in poverty was the only level-2 independent variable 

which was statistically significant in the removal decision.  While referrals for physical 

abuse were more likely to result in an investigation, they were less likely to result in the 

removal of a child from the home.  That is the only variable which is a factor in both 

investigation and removal.  As was mentioned previously, the percentage of variance 

explained by the model was 17.09%. 

 Disposition.  The results for the disposition of the case are depicted in Table 4.7.  

Only two variables were found to be statistically significant in determining the odds a 

case would be substantiated: child age and when maltreatment was labeled other.  For 

each year increase in age, a child was 6% less likely to receive a disposition of 

substantiated.  Cases which had a maltreatment type other than physical abuse, sexual 

abuse, neglect, or medical neglect were .24 times as likely to have a substantiated 

disposition as those referred due to neglect.  The percentage of variance in the disposition 

decision which was explained by the overall model was 17.02%. 
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 Disproportionality.  In looking at what factors contribute to the decision at each 

of these points, race appears to be a factor in the removal decision only.  To further 
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understand exactly how race/ethnicity is a factor in the referral and removal process, a 

line graph was created based on the percentage of children in each racial/ethnic category 

at five points.  The first percentage was taken from the 2000 U.S. Census data and 

indicates the percentage of children in each racial/ethnic group in Idaho.  The census 

includes categories for other race and bi- or multi-racial individuals, which could not be 

separated for this assessment.  Therefore, the percentages for the racial/ethnic groupings 

of the population of children in Idaho may be slightly low.  Based on the census data, 

83.4% of Idaho children are White, 11.6% are Latino/Hispanic, 1.4% are Native 

American, .8% are Asian/Pacific Islander, and .5% are Black/African American.  Using 

the NCANDS and AFCARS data sets, the percentages in each racial/ethnic group were 

determined at referral, investigation, removal, and disposition.  At referral, 79.8% of the 

sample was White, 10.1% was Latino/Hispanic, 2.9% was Native American, 1.3% was 

Black/African American, and .5% was Asian.  The percentages were very similar at 

investigation, with the only differences being in the categories of White, which 

represented 79.5% of the investigated removals, and Latino, which represented 10.2% of 

the investigated referrals.  However, at the removal decision, the racial/ethnic group 

percentages changed dramatically.  The percentage of children identified as White 

decreased to 73% of the removed children.  As has been mentioned, no children 

identified as Asian/Pacific Islander were removed, so they represent 0% of the removals.  

The percentage of removals for children identified as Black/African American increased 

slightly to 1.4%.  Consistent with the results obtained from the HLM model, children 
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identified as Native or Latino had the largest increases with Latino children representing 

14.9% of those removed and Native American children representing 10.5% of those 

removed.  The trend of increasing continues for Native American and Black/African 

American children when looking at racial/ethnic group percentages of cases substantiated 

at disposition.  The percentage of White children increased slightly to 73.5% at this step, 

which is still 10% lower than their representation in the general Idaho population.  The 

percentage of Latino children decreased to 12.5% of the substantiated cases, which is 

approximately 1% higher than in the general Idaho population.  Black children 

represented 1.9% of the substantiated cases, which is nearly 1.5% larger than in the 

general Idaho population.  The greatest disparity occurs for Native American children 

who represent 11.8% of substantiated cases, which is more than 10% larger than the 

percentage of Native American children in the general Idaho population.  Figure 4.1 

depicts these percentages across the five points.  
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Figure 4.1  

 Figures 4.2 and 4.3 depict the disproportionality rates for each population at the 

various decision points.  Disproportionality rates are computed by dividing the 

percentage of representation at a particular decision point by the percentage of 

representation in the general population for each group (Hill, 2007).  The 

disproportionality rate depicted in Figure 4.2 is comparing each decision point with the 

Idaho population.  The disproportionality rate for Whites ranges from .957 at referral to 

.881 at disposition.  This means that they are underrepresented in the decision points 

when compared to the Idaho population.  Those in the Asian/Pacific Islander category are 

the only other group underrepresented.  The disproportionality rates for this group range 

from .625 for both referral and investigation to 0 for removal and disposition.  Those in 
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the category for Native Americans represent the greatest disproportionality rates ranging 

from 2.071 at referral to 7.5 at removal and 8.429 at disposition.  The disproportionality 

rates for those in the Latino category begin with an underrepresentation at both referral 

and investigation (.871), but move to overrepresentation at removal (1.284) and 

substantiation (1.078).  Finally, consistent with existing literature (Casey Family 

Programs, 2006; 2007; Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2006; Lu et al., 2004; Morton, 1999; 

Sedlak & Schultz,2005a), the disproportionality rates for Blacks/African Americans 

demostrate overrepresentation of this population at nearly every decision point.  The 

disproportionality rates for those who are identified as Black/African American range 

from 2.6 at referral to 3.8 at disposition. 

Figure 4.2   



 119 

 Figure 4.3 depicts disproportionality rates when comparing each decision point 

with the previous decision point.  So, for example, the difference between the population 

and the referral point are the same in both figures, but the disproportionality rate noted at 

investigation is comparing each group with itself at referral.  The disproportionality rate 

depicted at removal is comparing each group with itself at investigation.  In this way, the 

point at which a given population experiences the greatest extent of disproportionality in 

comparison to the previous decision points can be seen more easily.  The greatest impact 

of disproportionality seems to be at the removal decision for Native Americans as the 

disproportionality rate between investigation and removal is 3.621.  Latinos also 

experience the greatest disproportionality rate between investigation and removal, with 

1.461.  The disproportionality rate for Blacks/African Americans at referral was 2.6, 

which was the largest disproportionality rate for that population.  This could be a 

contributing reason for why being identified as Black/African American was not a 

statistically significant factor in any of the decisions explored in this study. 
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Figure 4.3   

Summary 

 Six variables were statistically significant as predictors of which children would 

be removed at investigation, race/ethnicity, being a prior victim, being on public 

assistance, the reason for referral, domestic violence, and the percentage of people in 

poverty in the county where the child and family resided.  An extensive descriptive 

analysis of the NCANDS and AFCARS data revealed an additional difference between 

referrals and removals based on gender, although that variable was not significant in the 

final analysis.  Females represented a slightly larger percentage of the removals than of 

the referrals. 

 The only difference which existed between the first and last data sets was related 

to factors which contributed to the investigation decision.  In the analysis of the first 
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referrals data set, there were three statistically significant variables: reason for referral, 

whether or not there was a field office in the county, and the county‘s level of rurality.  In 

the analysis of the last referrals data set there were two statistically significant variables: 

child‘s age and reason for referral.  Age and reason for referral were also the only two 

statistically significant variables in the disposition decision. 

 While the basic descriptive analyses and final HLM models include important 

revelations about the impact of the independent variables on each decision point, the final 

descriptive analysis, including multiple line graphs, best addresses the purpose of this 

study: to determine whether or not disproportionality exists in the Idaho foster care 

system.  These analyses and line graphs revealed disproportionality for most racial or 

ethnic groups in Idaho.  Those identified as White and those identified as Asian/Pacific 

Islander were underrepresented at each point in the decision-making process.  Those 

identified as Black/African American were overrepresented at each decision point, with 

the greatest point of disproportionality appearing to be at referral.  Those identified as 

Native American were also overrepresented at each decision point with the greatest point 

of disproportionality appearing to be at removal.  Those identified as Hispanic/Latino 

also experienced disproportionality by being underrepresented in the early decision points 

and overrepresented beginning at removal.  The next chapter will discuss the results of 

this study as they relate to existing literature, report the implications of this research, and 

identify recommendations for practice and for future research topics. 
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Chapter V: Discussion and Recommendations 

 The purpose of this study was to determine whether or not disproportionality 

exists in the Idaho child welfare system for Latinos and Native Americans.  The child, 

family, and county characteristics that determine which children are removed after a child 

welfare referral and how those factors impact the decision to investigate a child welfare 

removal were identified.  In particular, the goal of the study was to determine whether 

Latino or Native American children are overrepresented in Idaho‘s child welfare system.  

An additional purpose was to consider the context in which children live in an effort to 

understand systemic factors that may be responsible for removal decisions.  Despite some 

of the challenges encountered during the course of this study, important results were 

obtained and can be used to further understanding of disproportionality and disparity in 

Idaho.  The results confirm previous studies which indicate that poverty, domestic 

violence, and being a prior victim impact removal decisions.  The results from this study 

also represent a significant addition to the existing disproportionality literature with 

Latino and Native American children both being more likely to be removed than White 

children.  Additionally, the descriptive look at the representation of racial/ethnic groups 

in Idaho and at the decision points demonstrate that there is an overrepresentation of 

Latinos and Native Americans in Idaho‘s foster care system.  A further discussion of the 

results from this study is included in this chapter along with recommendations related to 

some of these findings. 
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Discussion of Results and Implications 

 Research question 1.  Existing research reports indicate that age (Goerge & Lee, 

2005; Harris et al., 2005), income (sometimes measured by either Medicaid eligibility or 

receipt of AFDC/TANF) (Goerge & Lee, 2005; Hill, 2005a; Katz et al., 1986 as cited in 

Hill, 2005a; Lindsay, 1991 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Lindsay, 1994), mother‘s education 

(Goerge & Lee, 2005), reason for referral (Hill, 2005a; Lindsay, 1991 as cited in Hill, 

2005a), severity of the injury, source of the referral (Runyan et al., 1981 as cited in Hill, 

2005a), domestic violence (Hill, 2006; Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004), a prior substantiated 

report, parental mental health problems, parental developmental problems (Zuravin & 

DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a), child disability, race (Hill, 2005a), and parental 

substance abuse (Hill, 2005a; Runyan et al., 1981 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Zuravin & 

DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a) are factors which affect the removal of a child 

based on a referral for abuse or neglect.  Some of these factors were assessed through this 

research and the findings confirmed the existing literature. 

 The age of the child and the child‘s gender were not found to significantly impact 

removal of a child across all racial groups.  However, the race/ethnicity of the child, if the 

child was a prior victim, the presence of domestic violence, receipt of public assistance, 

and type of maltreatment, were child and family independent variables which impacted 

the removal decision.  Hill (2006) indicated a need to look at disproportionality rates on a 

state or regional level to understand how disproportionality affects racial/ethnic groups 

other than African Americans.  The results of this research seem to support that 
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suggestion.  Children who are identified as Native American were more than four times 

more likely to be removed than White children.  Latinos were nearly twice as likely to be 

removed as White children.  Differences between White children and those identified as 

Asian/Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander could not be determined through the HLM 

analysis, but, based on the descriptive statistics, Asians/Native Hawaiians/Other Pacific 

Islanders are underrepresented in Idaho‘s foster care system and less likely to be removed 

than other populations.  These results suggest that disproportionality for groups other 

than African Americans does exist; but, as Hill (2006) and Hines, Lemon, et al., (2004) 

indicate, it is being overlooked due to a primarily national focus of disproportionality 

research. 

 In addition to the results of the study indicating a greater likelihood for removal 

for both Latinos and Native Americans, it was determined that both groups were 

overrepresented at the removal decision point.  Lu et al., (2004) indicated that African 

Americans were the only group overrepresented at some of the early decision points in 

the child welfare process.  This study demonstrates that other groups are also 

overrepresented at the removal decision, which has been linked to overrepresentation at 

further points in the child welfare process (Hill, 2006).  Understanding that Idaho 

children are more likely to be removed after a referral for child abuse or neglect if they 

are Latino or Native American can help the state of Idaho to evaluate suggested strategies 

for addressing disproportionality.  As Hill (2008) explains, many of the suggested 

strategies have not been assessed for how well they actually reduce disproportionality.  
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Knowing exactly which groups of people are vulnerable to overrepresentation can 

improve the targeting of these strategies and, potentially, improve their effectiveness.  

 Poverty has been described as an individual/family issue (Chibnall, et. al, 2003; 

Derezotes & Poetner, 2005; Hill, 2006), a neighborhood or community issue (Hill, 2006; 

Lemon, D‘Andrade, & Austin, 2005), or a broad societal problem (Casey Family 

Programs, 2005; Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004).  The 

results from this study confirm these previous results and also suggest that poverty is 

likely not just an issue at one level but at multiple levels.  Families receiving public 

assistance were more than twice as likely to have a child removed than families not 

receiving this assistance.  Additionally, the poverty rate of a county was the only macro-

level independent variable statistically significant in predicting a likelihood of removal.  

Poverty at the individual/family level and poverty at the community level were 

statistically significant in predicting the removal of a child.  It will be important for 

solutions to disproportionality to include a focus on this issue at all levels.  Poverty is 

often linked to race in existing research (Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2006), but poverty as 

it relates to disproportionality may be partially related to other factors such as access to 

services and opportunities for people of color.  The possible relationships between 

poverty and other factors such as resources and services is an important layer in 

understanding the overall issue of poverty both at the individual and community levels. 

 Finally, children who were referred for some type of abuse other than physical 

abuse, sexual abuse, or medical neglect were more than twice as likely to be removed as 
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children who were referred for neglect.  Based on the information from C. Collins 

(personal communication, October 15, 2010), the category of other is likely to include 

children referred by states other than Idaho or children who were referred by the court 

system.  In these cases, they may have been referred based on domestic violence or some 

other issue which is not identified by the state of Idaho as a reason for removal. 

 Research question 2.  As was indicated previously, this question was assessed in 

a slightly different manner than expected due to lack of information about the shelter care 

and adjudicatory hearings.  As a result, the assessment of factors which could be used to 

understand which referrals result in an investigation will be discussed along with the 

results related to removal and an assessment of the factors which can be used to 

understand which removals are substantiated.  Additionally, the levels of representation 

for racial groups at referral, investigation, removal, and disposition will be discussed. 

 With about 98% of the referrals resulting in investigation, there is less to be 

gained from the final analysis than the results related to removal or disposition.  

However, a couple of points are worth noting.  Where the impact of independent 

variables on removal and disposition was similar between the first and last cases, there 

are significant differences between the first cases and last cases related to what factors 

impacted investigation.  The results from the first cases indicate that a referral for 

physical abuse was nearly twice as likely to be investigated as a referral made due to 

neglect; yet based on the results related to removal, the case was less likely to result in 

removal if the referral was for physical abuse.  In talking with C. Collins about the 



 127 

possible reasons for these results, she indicated that it may have to do with the way that 

physical abuse is defined.  Determining at investigation whether or not physical abuse 

occurred is easier in some ways than determining whether or not other types of 

maltreatment occurred because it is primarily based on whether or not there is a physical 

mark on the child.  According to Ms. Collins, physical abuse is less likely than neglect to 

result in removal because it can more clearly be determined not to have existed than 

neglect due to the clear definitions for what constitutes physical abuse (personal 

communication June 3, 2011). 

 Most existing disproportionality literature does not address the context in which 

families live as potential contributors to disproportionality or disparity in decision points 

of the child welfare process.  However, Crampton and Coulton (2008), McRoy (2008), 

and Vandergrift (2006) all identify context or geography as an important piece in 

understanding the overall picture of disproportionality. Based on the results of this study, 

there is a difference in which cases get investigated based on some macro-level 

independent variables, but how that interacts with the impact of race remains unknown.  

The results indicate that referrals which occur in counties with a field office are nearly 

seven times more likely to result in an investigation than referrals from counties without a 

field office.  The size of the county was the other factor which impacted investigation, 

with a referral being more than five times more likely to result in an investigation in open 

country areas than in urban/commuting areas.  The exact reason for the impact of these 

two independent variables is unknown.  However, in 2009 the state of Idaho closed seven 
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offices, resulting in a field office being located in slightly fewer than half of the counties 

in Idaho.  Four of the closed offices were in counties identified as open country.  The 

decision to close these offices was based on budget, but it seems likely to impact the 

responses to referrals from those counties as well. 

 Finally, while the literature indicates that age is a significant predictor of removal, 

this was not supported through this study.  Age was not a factor in the removal decision.  

However, it was a factor in investigation within the last cases where the older the child 

was, the less likely the referrals were to result in a removal.  Additionally, age was one of 

only two factors appearing to impact the disposition of a case.  Older children were the 

less likely to receive a disposition of substantiated for a removal. 

 The results of the HLM models provide information about the impact of race and 

other factors on the child welfare process in Idaho, particularly related to the removal 

decision.  However, a descriptive picture of racial/ethnic group representation at each 

stage of the referral and removal process provides the most information about 

disproportionality in the Idaho foster care system for Latinos and Native Americans.  

Despite the fact that race appeared to be a predictor at the removal stage only, Latinos, 

Native Americans, and Blacks/African Americans are overrepresented at both removal 

and in the substantiation of the referral.  Latinos and Asians/Native Hawaiians/Other 

Pacific Islanders were underrepresented at referral and those identified as Asian/Native 

Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander were underrepresented at all decision points, particularly 

at removal since none of them were removed.  Native American children were 11.8% of 
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substantiated cases, but only 1.4% of the general Idaho population.  While race is not 

necessarily identified as a predictor at each stage, the percentages of Native Americans 

and, to a lesser extent, Latinos and Blacks/African Americans increase over the early 

parts of a child welfare case.  In particular, the greatest point of disproportionality for 

Blacks/African Americans appears to be at referral, which was not explored in this study.  

The level of overrepresentation at points in the child welfare process needs to be explored 

further to fully understand how race impacts those decision points and which decision 

points impact various racial/ethnic groups to the greatest extent. 

 General comments about the decision points.  Another point which arises in the 

analysis of research question 2 is the change in significant factors from one decision point 

to the next.  Exactly why different factors impact the decision points differently is not 

known.  It may be related to who is part of that decision-making process.  For example, 

referrals are made from many sources and any disparities may be a result of public 

perception.  As was explained in Chapter 2, the media has a significant impact on public 

perception of race and welfare concerns (Avery & Peffley, 2003; Gilens, 2003).  That 

may be a factor in which children are most likely to be referred for abuse and neglect.  

The decision for removal is made jointly by child welfare professionals and police 

officers.  In fact, in Idaho, law enforcement officers are actually the individuals who 

make the decision to remove a child.  Usually this is done in consultation with child 

welfare workers, but the officer makes the final decision.  Each decision point involves 

different people and, as is explained in the limitations section, the characteristics, 
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experiences, and perceptions of these people were not assessed in this study.  The role 

that they play in any decision may contribute to the other factors which were statistically 

significant in that decision.  An in-depth analysis of each decision point could provide 

insight into why different factors were statistically significant at a given decision, but it is 

essential that an analysis include the people involved in those decisions. 

Implications for Education and Training 

 The results from this study can be used for education and training in three ways.  

First, education and training is needed for child welfare professionals about the extent of 

disproportionality in Idaho and the populations affected by this disproportionality.  Given 

the role played by social workers in the investigation and removal processes, their 

knowledge about disproportionality can affect their practice with children and families.  

Others have identified a need for increased training of child welfare professionals related 

to institutional racism (Casey Family Programs, 2005; Miller & Ward, 2008), personal 

biases (Clegg & Associate, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004), and culturally 

competent practice with cultural groups encountered by the workers (Lemon et al., 2005; 

Richardson, 2008).  Training for child welfare workers in Idaho should be focused on 

needs which are unique to populations experiencing disparity in Idaho‘s foster care 

system: Native Americans, Blacks/African Americans, and Latinos. 

 Additionally, child welfare professionals are often the conduit for training to law 

enforcement and judicial personnel.  Since these individuals contribute to the removal 

and ongoing decisions related to children in the child welfare system, having knowledge 
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about the impact of disproportionality in Idaho should increase their awareness about 

how they make decisions.  In the same way that the child welfare workers need to 

understand institutional racism, personal bias, and the cultural groups which are prevalent 

in Idaho, law enforcement personnel also need this knowledge (Miller & Ward, 2008).  

As both groups increase their knowledge about specific cultural groups and themselves, it 

is possible that disproportionality rates can be decreased. 

 Finally, education for students in Idaho social work programs about issues of 

disproportionality, institutional racism, and the impact of personal bias is imperative.  

Many schools in Idaho use the Title IV-E scholars program to educate students who are 

already working in Idaho‘s public child welfare system or students who would like to go 

into that area of practice.  Education for IV-E scholars, in particular, about issues of bias, 

racism, and disproportionality can impact their future practice and, hopefully, 

disproportionality.  Several researchers have explored the impact of media on the public 

and how the general beliefs of the public impact practice (Avery & Peffley, 2003; Gilens, 

2003; Levine, 2000).  Helping students recognize the messages they receive from the 

media and the general public and understand how these messages impact their worldview 

has the potential to make them more aware of their decision-making processes.  Increased 

awareness about those decision-making processes can lead to more thoughtful decisions 

and a potential decrease in the disproportionality rates for children of color in Idaho. 
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Practice Recommendations 

 From a practical standpoint, several points can be taken from the results of this 

study.  First, ensuring that complete and accurate data is gathered is essential to having an 

accurate understanding of the issues of disparity and disproportionality.  Some of the 

variables identified in the literature as contributors to disproportionality or disparity at 

important decision points, including parental substance abuse (Hill, 2005a; Runyan, et al., 

1981 as cited in Hill, 2005a; Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997 as cited in Hill, 2005a) and 

mother‘s education (Goerge & Lee, 2005), were not included due to a lack of 

information.  Additionally, as will be explained in the limitations section, there were 

some anomalies in the way some of the data was reported.  To fully understand the role 

of race in the decision to investigate referrals and to remove children, it is important to be 

able to explain the relationship between race and other possible predictors such as 

parental substance abuse. 

 A second practice recommendation is related to the impact that field office 

placement appears to have on which referrals are investigated.  While it is not feasible for 

every county in Idaho to have a field office for the Department of Health and Welfare, it 

is important that referrals in counties without offices do not go uninvestigated.  This issue 

is something to be explored by the state of Idaho to determine reasons for the significant 

difference in investigations in counties with offices versus those without field offices.  A 

better understanding of this issue could lead to improved service to children in all 

counties. 
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 Finally, a couple of the issues identified as contributors to the removal decision, 

domestic violence and receipt of public assistance, could potentially be helped through 

the provision of services to families rather than removal of the child.  However, post-

investigation services were only provided to 18.7–20% of cases and part of that 

percentage received foster care services, which indicate removal from the home.  In both 

the 2003 and 2008 Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) reports, Idaho was not in 

substantial conformity related to Safety Outcome 2, which is: Children are safely 

maintained in their homes when possible and appropriate (Idaho Department of Health 

and Welfare, 2008).  In the 2008 report, the 2003 findings are re-stated and it indicates 

that possible underlying causes of abuse or neglect, such as domestic violence and 

substance abuse, are often not attended to in family and child assessments.  The 2008 

report indicates that there were ―a substantial number of cases in which the safety and 

risk assessments and/or the services provided were insufficient to ensure the safety of the 

children in their homes‖ (p. 6).  Potentially a greater provision of services for families 

could prevent some children from being removed unnecessarily.  The purpose of this 

recommendation is not to indicate that removals are happening when they should not be, 

but to encourage consideration of the possibilities for service provision whenever 

possible. 
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Research Recommendations 

 Based on the results of this study, there are several recommendations for future 

research in the state of Idaho and on the national level.  The recommendations for future 

research are: 

 Include worker characteristics, such as race/ethnicity, level of experience, and 

cultural sensitivity, in future studies of the removal decision. 

Additional research on possible contributing variables to the removal decision is 

needed, including research related to worker characteristics.  While it was not 

feasible to include worker variables in this study due to confidentiality issues, 

based on research from the criminal justice system (Levine, 2000), the role of the 

worker is crucial to understanding how race impacts removal decisions.   Levine‘s 

study, described in Chapter 2, indicates that people‘s personal beliefs and 

experiences impact jury decisions, and this is likely true for child protection 

workers and others involved in the assessment of child abuse and neglect 

referrals. 

 Determine the role of law enforcement and the court system in disproportionality 

in the child welfare system, specifically as a part of the removal process. 

In Idaho, the child protection worker does not actually declare a child in imminent 

danger, which is required for the child‘s removal.  Law enforcement personnel are 

responsible for making the decision to remove a child from his or her home based 

on a referral of abuse or neglect.  Given that the largest percentage of referrals 
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also come from the legal system, the role of individuals in this system is 

incredibly important in understanding the issue of disproportionality.  The 

literature indicates that particular individuals are more visible to the system due to 

poverty and other problems (Chibnall et al., 2003; Hill, 2006).  Exactly how law 

enforcement becomes involved and the influence they have in the removal 

decision is an important, yet overlooked, part of the disparities in removal based 

on race and other variables. 

 Replicate this study in other parts of the country with significant Latino and 

Native American populations. 

Shaw et al. (2008) indicate the importance of understanding disproportional 

representation as a first step in addressing the issue of disproportionality.  As 

Hines, Lemon, et al. (2004), indicate, more research needs to be completed in 

areas with a population of particular ethnic groups in order to understand 

disproportional representation for all populations.  Chibnall et al. (2003) and Hill 

(2005b, 2006) both indicate that research on Latinos and Native Americans is 

significantly lacking and very little of the research reviewed for this study made 

reference to disparity or disproportionality for Latinos or Native Americans.  

Additionally, Derezotes and Hill (n.d.) and Hill (n.d.) both indicate the 

importance of understanding how Latinos and Native Americans are impacted by 

disproportionality through region-specific research.  This study is a foundation 

step in the right direction due to the focus on Latinos and Native Americans, but 
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more research needs to occur to determine the extent of disparity and 

disproportionality for these two groups.  Additional research should be completed 

at the state and, potentially, the community level to determine the true impact of 

disparity related to race or ethnicity.  Also, based on the tenets of TribalCrit 

theory and LatCrit theory, a better understanding of each of these populations and 

the unique factors which impact them has the potential to improve the way 

services are provided for them, thereby impacting disparities experienced by each 

of these groups. 

 Conduct studies which include systemic factors such as poverty and rurality as 

possible contributors to disproportionality. 

Systemic factors which may be contributing to disproportionality have been 

identified, including poverty (Casey Family Programs, 2005; Clegg & Associates, 

Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; Hill, 2006; Lemon et al., 2005), agency 

policies and practices (Barth, 2005; Casey Family Programs, 2005; Dettlaff & 

Rycraft, 2008; Lemon et al., 2005), and personal and institutional racism (Barth, 

2005; Casey Family Programs, 2005; Chibnall, et al., 2003; Clegg & Associates, 

Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises, 2004; Derezotes & Poetner, 2005; Hill, 2006; 

Miller & Gaston, 2003).  While the majority of the results from this study do not 

support claims that systemic factors impact removal decisions, based on the 

systems theory, there is likely to be some impact of contextual factors on the 

functioning of the child welfare system.  Additional research on this topic could 



 137 

provide clarification about the role of context in disproportionality and disparity 

in child welfare.  Several researchers (Crampton & Coulton, 2008; Hill, 2006; 

Hines, Lemon, et al., 2004; McRoy, 2008) suggest that research needs to be 

completed at regional and community levels so that geographic factors can be 

included in the study of disproprotionality.  Courtney et al. (1996) asked ―If one 

size does not fit all, then which sizes fit whom?‖ (p. 132).  Studies which include 

contextual factors such as rurality and systemic poverty can provide the basis for 

solutions which target disparities in particular regions and among specific 

populations and begin to answer the question of which sizes fit whom. 

 Conduct studies to better understand the interplay of factors which have the 

potential to influence disproportionality in child welfare. 

The variables measured in this study as potential contributors to 

disproportionality: being on public assistance, the presence of domestic violence, 

substance abuse, and other possible contributing factors need to be studied to 

understand the relationships that may exist among these factors.  One of the 

challenges in studying disproportionality is that links exist between issues of 

substance abuse, poverty, homelessness, involvement in the criminal justice 

system, etc., all of which are linked to child welfare as well.  The concept of 

disproportionate need identified by Chibnall et al. (2003), Dettlaff & Rycraft 

(2008), Hill (2006), Lemon et al. (2005), and Barth (2005) is the idea that families 

of color are more likely to experience factors like substance abuse, incarceration, 
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and poverty which may be contributing to disproportionality in foster care or 

some other factors may be causing disparities in all of these arenas.  A recent 

study by Drake et al. (2011) supports the need to understand how risk affects 

families of color in multiple arenas, as a way to understand the issue of 

disproportionality in child welfare.  In order to fully understand why 

disproportionality exists, it is critical that how these factors interact with one 

another be explored.  It is possible that some factors believed to contribute to 

disproportionality for particular racial or ethnic groups are disproportionately 

present in those groups, and they are co-occurring issues rather than predictors. 

 Assess the proposed solutions to disproportionality identified in Chapter 2 to 

determine their effectiveness. 

Several suggestions for addressing disproportionality were given and described in 

Chapter 2.  These potential solutions included training, collaboration, evaluation, 

access to services and resources, culturally sensitive policy and legislative 

changes, value-based leadership, and the point of engagement approach.  Despite 

the identification of many possible methods for addressing disproportionality, 

Chibnall et al. (2003), Hill (2006, 2008), and Vandergrift (2006), note that there 

has been very little research on the effectiveness of these methods.  Hawaii‘s 

version of Family Group Conferencing, known as Ohana Conferencing, was 

recently assessed by Godinet, Arnsberger, Li, and Kreif (2010) as an intervention 

designed to improve outcomes for families once a child is in the public child 
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welfare system.  To further answer the question from Courtney et al. (1996) about 

which sizes fit whom, additional research needs to be completed to determine 

whether or not other proposed solutions reduce disproportionality among a 

particular racial/ethnic group and across all racial/ethnic groups who are 

disproportionately represented in child welfare.  As additional research is 

completed using worker and system characteristics, a greater understanding of 

which solutions fit which racial or ethnic groups can be developed and utilized. 

 Include Hispanic/Latino as a category in research related to disparity. 

One of the significant issues which could be impacting how the issue of 

disproportionality is perceived is that the label of Hispanic or Latino is not 

included in the categories identified by the U.S. Census Bureau.  The definitions 

put out by the Census Bureau are used for many other data collection projects, 

including the NCANDS and AFCARS data sets.  Anyone identifying as Hispanic 

or Latino is categorized into one of the pre-determined racial categories: White, 

Black or African-American, American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, or Pacific 

Islander.  While many studies also include ethnicity where a respondent could 

identify either Hispanic or non-Hispanic, those individuals are being included in 

at least one racial category.  Not only does it create challenges in understanding 

how disproportionality and other issues impact the Hispanic/Latino population, 

information about the standard racial groups could be distorted based on the 

inclusion in those racial groups of Hispanic or Latino individuals.  Additionally, 
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this method of categorization impacts the extent to which some of the unique 

factors, such as language and immigration, identified by Villalpando (2003), 

which may be important for Latinos but which are not issues for other 

populations, are considered in child welfare studies.  To truly improve research on 

this population and an understanding of how they are impacted by disparities in 

the public system, it is imperative that they be identified correctly. 

Limitations 

 While the primary purpose of this study was to determine what factors contributed 

to the disproportionality of Latinos and Native Americans in the Idaho foster care system, 

it is possible some contributing factors were not identified through previous research.  

Thus, the true causes of disproportionality may not be identified through this study.  

Additionally, the relationship between worker characteristics and disproportionality, a 

key factor in understanding this phenomenon, could not be included in this study.  

Initially, several worker/agency independent variables were included in this study, but 

permission to collect those pieces of data was denied based on concerns about 

confidentiality and the sensitivity of the questions being asked.  Additionally, while it 

was initially intended that this study would include accessibility of resources and staffing 

patterns in the macro portion of this study, permission to access the necessary people to 

get this information was also denied.  Some of the factors which were identified by 

TribalCrit theory and LatCrit theory as unique factors for Native populations and for 

Latinos were to be gathered from the social workers as well, such as which regions of 
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Idaho have a reservation within their borders and how many workers are bilingual.  

Without these pieces of information, the ability to understand the unique experiences of 

Latinos or Native Americans is limited. 

 A second limitation of this study is that all of the information came from 

secondary data sources.  As with all secondary data analyses, the possibility of incorrect 

or incomplete information in the data sources exists, which can impact the researcher‘s 

understanding of the variables.  Some potentially significant family characteristics, such 

as parental level of education or parental mental illness, were not accessible through 

either the AFCARS or NCANDS data, so they were not used for this study.  Additionally, 

as data analysis began, it became clear that some independent variables expected to be in 

the data sets were not.  As has been mentioned, it was initially expected that parental 

substance abuse was an independent variable which would have been included in the 

analysis, but it wasn‘t available in the data, so couldn‘t be included as a possible 

predictor.  One of the child independent variables, prior removals, was expected to be 

gathered from the data as well.  However, through the analysis process, it became clear 

that the information related to previous placements was only available for children who 

were removed, which would not allow for comparison between children who are 

removed and those who aren‘t.  A substitute independent variable of ―prior victim‖ was 

used due to the availability of information for every case and the similarity between this 

and the original independent variable of prior removals. 
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 In addition to having some missing data in the AFCARS and NCANDS data, 

there were some anomalies in the data sets which, although unlikely to have affected the 

outcome of the research, should be noted.  Whether or not a referral was identified as 

investigated was determined by whether or not the child had an investigation date.  

Whether or not a child was identified as removed was based on the presence of an 

AFCARS file since that data is collected only for children who were removed.  The 

NCANDS data also indicated whether or not a child was removed, but there were some 

inconsistencies between that information and whether or not there was AFCARS data.  

There were 15 first cases and 18 last cases which were removed based on the NCANDS 

information, but there was no corresponding information in the AFCARS file.  There 

were also 143 first cases and 151 last cases in the AFCARS data set which did not have a 

removal date in the NCANDS file.  Additionally, there were five first cases and four last 

cases which resulted in a removal based on the presence of AFCARS data, but these 

cases did not have an investigation date in the NCANDS file, indicating that an 

investigation did not take place.  In an effort to better understand some of the possible 

reasons for these oddities, a brief interview was conducted with a colleague and former 

IDHW employee (C. Collins, personal communication, October 15, 2010).  According to 

Collins, it is likely that these anomalies result from information failing to be entered into 

the system.  For example, a child may be referred, but the referral doesn‘t result in an 

investigation or removal, yet the case remains open.  If a second referral occurs which 

does result in investigation and removal, it should be entered as a new referral, but isn‘t 
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always.  It may then look like a case results in a removal with no investigation or that a 

removal occurs when the referral was unsubstantiated.  Another possible reason for 

inconsistent data is the way that the data sets were narrowed for use in this analysis.  

Given the missing information related to the dates of referral or investigation, the linkage 

between the AFCARS data and the NCANDS files as described in the previous chapter 

may have been incorrect in a few cases.  Again, it is unlikely these anomalies have 

created significant problems with the analysis of the data due to the small numbers and 

the fact that the AFCARS cases were accurately connected to the NCANDS cases based 

on child number.  

 The third limitation of this study is that the legal system is involved in almost 

every step of the child welfare determination process, but it is not included in this study.  

In the state of Idaho, law enforcement officers, not social workers, actually make the 

decision about whether or not a child is removed from the care of his or her parent(s).  

Additionally, judges make the decision at each hearing whether a child remains in care 

and whether the permanency plan identified by the social worker will be accepted.  It is 

acknowledged that there may be factors which may impact the outcomes of child welfare 

cases related to legal personnel.  However, due to feasibility issues, law enforcement 

officers and judges were not included in this study. 

 Generalizability is a limitation of this study.  This study used a sample of cases 

from a six-month window of time and all cases involved children referred to the Idaho 

foster care system.  The information gained in this study cannot be directly generalized to 
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other individual states or to the entire United States.  However, since most previous 

research has not addressed disproportionality for Native Americans or Latinos, it can be 

used by other states as a place to begin their own research.  Additionally, it can be used to 

support the need for region-specific research on racial/ethnic groups which are prominent 

in a particular region. 

 A final limitation of this study is that the extent to which maltreatment actually 

exists for specific populations in Idaho cannot be determined.  While race appears to 

predict removals, there is no way in this study to identify whether or not the removals 

should have occurred.  In a 2009 article, Elizabeth Bartholet argues that actual 

maltreatment is higher in Black families than in White families; therefore, 

disproportionate representation of Black families in the child welfare system is not only 

acceptable, but as it should be.  The purpose of this study was not to identify actual 

maltreatment rates for Idaho children or to determine the appropriateness of the removal 

decisions; it was to determine whether or not disparities exist for Latino and Native 

American children in Idaho.  However, future research will be needed to determine why 

these disparities exist and whether the issue of disproportionality is exclusively a factor in 

the child welfare system of Idaho or it is a function of other social systems as well. 

Conclusion 

 Racial disproportionality in foster care has been a topic for many child welfare 

researchers and practitioners during the past 10 years.  In 2006, Hill identified a need for 

research on disproportionality among the Latino and Native American populations since 
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most of the research conducted to that point was focused on African Americans.  Despite 

that need being identified in 2006, it continues to go largely unaddressed.  This study was 

a beginning step in looking at the issue of disproportionality for Latinos and Native 

Americans in foster care. 

 While previous research has only touched on the issue of Latinos or Native 

Americans in foster care (Plantz et al., 1988 as cited in Mannes, 1993; The National 

Latino Child Welfare Advocacy Group, 1997), this study supports the idea that both of 

those populations are overrepresented in child welfare.  Hill (2006) has identified the 

importance of conducting research at the state, county, and community levels in an effort 

to better understand disproportionality for Native Americans and Latinos.  The results 

from this study underscore the importance of research at those levels to better understand 

the overall issue of disproportionality. Latino children and Native American children 

were more likely to be removed after a referral for child abuse or neglect than White 

children.  This is also demonstrated through a comparison of the referral (NCANDS) and 

removal (AFCARS) information, which indicates that children from the Latino 

population represent approximately 4% more of the removals than the referrals.  Native 

Americans had the greatest overrepresentation at removal as they represented 7% more of 

the removals than referrals.  This new information can help Idaho determine how to deal 

with issues of disparity and can also become a stepping stone for other states with large 

Native or Latino populations. 
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 Some of the results supported previous research on this issue.  Casey Family 

Programs (2005), Clegg & Associates, Inc. & Wanda Hackett Enterprises (2004), 

Chibnall et al. (2003), Derezotes & Poetner (2005), Hill (2006), and Lemon, D‘Andrade, 

& Austin (2005) have all identified poverty as one factor that contributes to 

disproportionality.  That was borne out in this research on both the mezzo and macro 

levels.  Referrals involving children from families who were on public assistance were 

more likely to result in a removal and the likelihood of removal increased as the 

percentage of people in poverty in a given county increased. 

 The extensive descriptive analysis completed on the variables from the NCANDS 

and AFCARS data sets can provide the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare with 

information about who gets referred to their system and who gets removed.  Additionally, 

the HLM analysis indicates some results that are consistent with existing literature and 

some new information which is specific to Idaho.  However, this study can be used by 

other states as a foundation for exploring the issue of disproportionality and disparity in 

removal decisions. 

 Statements made by Casey (2006) and Courtney et al., (1996) indicate a need for 

greater understanding about the role of race in child welfare removals, the role of race in 

the child welfare process, and the unique service needs of each racial or ethnic group.  

While this study does not completely explain disparity for Latinos and Native Americans 

in the Idaho foster care system, it does identify that racial or ethnic disparities exist.  This 

research is the first step in what should be many future studies toward understanding 
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disproportionality for people of all races and ethnic groups in foster care systems 

throughout the United States.  The more that is understood about where disparity exists 

and who is affected by it, the better chance states have of changing how children are 

removed from their homes and placed in foster care. 
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Appendix A 

Proposed Model for Study 
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Appendix B 

Model for Understanding Disproportionality and Disparate Outcomes in Child Welfare 

 

The effect of these factors is not explored in this project. 

 

The effects of these factors are being explored in this dissertation. 

 

These factors are used to support some of methodological choices made in this project. 
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Appendix C 

Data Collection Sheet #1—Family Information 
Child ID:    

Decision Points 

Investigated:   Yes   No 

Was the child/children removed? 

  Yes    No 

Did the child/children remain in care at the Shelter Care Hearing? 

  Yes    No 

Did the child/children remain in care at the Adjudicatory Hearing? 

  Yes    No 

Child Factors 

Race/ethnicity of child: 

  White    Latino/Hispanic   African American/Black 

  Asian/Pacific Islander   Native American 

         

Child’s Gender: 

  Male    Female 

Child’s Age:    

How times has this child been removed from the family prior to this removal?    

Family Factors 

Receiving Public Assistance:   Yes   No 

Appendix A 
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Reason for referral/removal (check all that apply): 

  Physical Abuse   Sexual Abuse    Neglect 

Other information:   

Was there domestic violence in the family? 

  Yes    No 

Was parental/caretaker substance abuse one of the factors in the referral of this child? 

  Yes   No 

 If yes, can it be determined which parent/caretaker? 

   Yes   No 

  If yes, which parent/caretaker? 

    Mother   Father 
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Appendix D 

Data Collection Sheet #2—County Information 
 

County Field 

office 

Level of 

rurality 

County 

Income 

County 

percentage of 

people in 

poverty 

County 

percentage of 

children of 

color 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

Level of rurality—urban, commuting, rural center, open country 

Additional information:   
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Appendix E 

Variables in this Study and Their Source 

 

Category Variable Source 

Child 

Race/Ethnicity NCANDS 

Age NCANDS 

Gender NCANDS 

Number of prior 

placements 

AFCARS 

Family 

Reason for 

referral/removal 

AFCARS & NCANDS 

Parental/ 

Caretaker 

Substance Abuse 

AFCARS & NCANDS 

Income 

(receiving public 

assistance) 

NCANDS 

Domestic 

violence 

NCANDS 

County 

Presence of field 

office 

Healthandwelfare.idaho.gov/ContactUs/tabid/127/Default.aspx 

Level of rurality http://irp.idaho.gov/Documents%20and%20Settings/14/Site%2

0Documents/Site%20Media/Rural%20Profile/Profile%20of%2

0Rural%20Idaho.pdf 

Additional online documents 

Average income Census 

Percentage of 

people in 

poverty 

Census 

Percentage of 

children of color 

Census 

Additional 

Information 

Needed 

Child ID # AFCARS & NCANDS 

County of 

Residence 

NCANDS 

http://healthandwelfare.idaho.gov/ContactUs/tabid/127/Default.aspx
http://irp.idaho.gov/Documents%20and%20Settings/14/Site%20Documents/Site%20Media/Rural%20Profile/Profile%20of%20Rural%20Idaho.pdf
http://irp.idaho.gov/Documents%20and%20Settings/14/Site%20Documents/Site%20Media/Rural%20Profile/Profile%20of%20Rural%20Idaho.pdf
http://irp.idaho.gov/Documents%20and%20Settings/14/Site%20Documents/Site%20Media/Rural%20Profile/Profile%20of%20Rural%20Idaho.pdf
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Appendix F 

Table and Discussion of NCANDS and AFCARS 

Variables Not Used in the Final Analysis 

 A thorough descriptive analysis was completed on all of the NCANDS and 

AFCARS variables prior to completion of the final HLM analysis.  This table and 

subsequent explanation is referenced in Chapter 4 (pg. 83) and describes the results from 

the descriptive analyses.  The basic frequency and central tendency data is reported in the 

table for the NCANDS and AFCARS data sets.  Following that is an explanation of the 

variables which were analyzed using frequencies and central tendencies.  Additionally, in 

some cases such as child risk factors, variables were combined to give an overall picture 

of a particular area of characteristics.  Finally, an explanation is included of variables 

which were not used due to a lack of information or a lack of variability in the responses. 

NCANDS Variables First Cases: n = 4547 Last Cases: n = 4547 

Report Source 24.1% Legal, LE, CJ, 

Personnel; 16% 

Friends/Neighbors; 13.1% 

Other; 12.1% Education 

Personnel; 9.2% Other 

Relative; 8% Medical 

Personnel; 7.6% Parent; 4% 

Anonymous; 3.2% SS 

Personnel; .9% (42) Mental 

Health Personnel; .6% Child 

Daycare Provider (27); .4% 

Substitute Care Provider (19); 

.8% Alleged Victim (36)  

24.9% Legal, LE, CJ 

Personnel; 16% 

Friends/Neighbors; 12.6% 

Other; 11.5% Education 

Personnel; 9.4% Other 

Relative; 7.9% Medical 

Personnel; 7.3% Parent; 4% 

Anonymous;  3.6% SS 

Personnel;  1% Mental Health 

Personnel (45); .6% Daycare 

Provider (27); .4% Substitute 

Care Provider (17); .8% 

Alleged Victim (38) 

Report Disposition 14.6% were substantiated, 

79.5% were unsubstantiated, 

and 5.9% were false reporting. 

15.1% were substantiated, 79% 

were unsubstantiated, 5.9% 

were false reporting 
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Notifications 3.6% were none, 96% were 

Police/Prosecutor, .2% were 

Licensing Agency 

4.3% were none, 95.6% were 

Police/Prosecutor, .2% were 

Licensing Agency 

Child Sex 49.3% Male, 50.7% Female 49.4% Male, 50.6% Female 

Child Age x = 7.13 s.d. = 4.983 x = 7.15 s.d. = 4.982 

Child Race American Indian 3.1% Yes 3.1% Yes 

Child Race Asian .3% Yes (14 people) .3% Yes (14 people) 

Child Race Black 1.4% Yes (62 people) 1.4% Yes (62 people) 

Child Race Pacific Islander .2% Yes (9 people) .2% Yes (9 people) 

Child Race White 90.5% Yes 90.5% Yes 

Child Race Undetermined 5.8% Yes; 94.2% No 5.8% Yes, 94.2% No 

Child Ethnicity 10.1% Hispanic, 83.4% Not 

Hispanic, 6.6% Unable to 

Determine 

10.1% Hispanic, 83.4% Not 

Hispanic, 6.6% Unable to 

Determine 

County Residence ------------ ------------------ 

Living Arrangement ------------ -------------- 

Military Family Member ------------ --------------- 

Prior Victim 14.2% Yes, 85.8% No 15.1% Yes, 84.9% No 

Maltreatment 1 Type 15.6% Physical, 75.4% 

Neglect, 2.2% Medical 

Neglect, 3.2% Sexual, 1 person 

Psychological, 3.6% Other 

15.9% Physical, 74.9% 

Neglect, 2.2% Medical 

Neglect, 3.2% Sexual, 1 person 

Psychological, 3.8% Other 

Maltreatment 1 Disposition 13% Substantiated, 80.8% 

Unsubstantiated, 6.2% False 

Report 

13.5% Substantiated, 80.3% 

Unsubstantiated, 6.2% False 

Report 

Maltreatment 2 Type 55% Physical, 17.7% Neglect, 

6.2% Medical Neglect (20), 

16.1% Sexual, .5% Other (16) 

Only 322 Total cases 

58% Physical, 17.7% Neglect, 

6.3% Medical Neglect (19), 

17.7% Sexual, .5% Other (14) 

Only 314 Cases 

Maltreatment 2 Disposition 10.2% Substantiated, 86% 

Unsubstantiated, 3.7% False 

Reporting 

10.2% Substantiated, 85.4% 

Unsubstantiated, 4.5% False 

Report 

Maltreatment 3 Type Only 8—all sexual abuse 

(Mal1 was neglect for all) 

All 6 are Sexual Abuse (Mal1 

was neglect for all) 

Maltreatment 3 Disposition 5 Unsub, 3 Sub 3 Sub, 3 Unsub 

Maltreatment 4 Type ---------- ------------- 

Maltreatment 4 Disposition ---------- ------------- 

Maltreatment Death ---------- ------------- 

Alcohol Abuse Child --------- ------------- 

Drug Abuse Child --------- ------------- 

Mental Retardation Child .4% Yes (16) .4% Yes, 99.6% No 

Emotionally Disturbed Child 6.6% Yes 6.6% Yes, 93.4% No 

Visual/Hearing Impaired .5% Yes (22) .5% Yes, 99.5% No 

Learning Disability Child .6% Yes (26) .6% Yes, 99.4% No 

Physically Disabled Child .6% Yes (29) .6% Yes, 99.4% No 
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Behavior Problem Child 14.4% Yes 14.3% Yes, 85.7% No 

Other Child 8.2% Yes 8.2% Yes, 91.8% No 

Alcohol Abuse Caregiver ------------ ------------- 

Drug Abuse Caregiver ------------ ------------- 

Mental Retardation Caregiver .1% Yes (3) .1% Yes (3) 

Emotional Disturbed 

Caregiver 

1.9% Yes 1.9% Yes, 98.1% No 

Visual/Hearing Impaired --------- ------------- 

Learning Disability Caregiver .1% Yes (3) .1% Yes (3) 

Physically Disabled 

Caregiver 

.1% Yes (3) .1% Yes (3) 

Other Caregiver 2.6% Yes 2.6% Yes, 97.4% No 

Domestic Violence 7.5% Yes, 88.4% No, 4.1% 

Unknown 

7.7% Yes, 87.9% No, 4.4% 

Unknown 

Inadequate Housing 22.8% Yes, 77.2% No 22.6% Yes, 77.4% No 

Financial Problem 13.7% Yes, 6.8% No, 79.6% 

Unknown 

14.1% Yes, 7.1% No, 78.8% 

Unknown 

Public Assistance 87% Yes, 13% No 13.1% No, 86.9% Yes 

Post Investigation Services 18.7% Yes; 81.3% No 20% Yes, 80% No 

Family Support Services ----------------- ---------------- 

Family Preservation Services 8% Yes, 92% No 8.4% Yes, 91.6% No 

Foster Care Services 8.3% Yes, 91.7% No 9.5% Yes, 90.5% No 

Juvenile Court Petition 9.4% Yes, 90.6% No 10.2% Yes, 89.8% No 

Court App. Representative -------------------- ----------------- 

Adoption Services .5 Yes, 99.5% No .5% Yes, 99.5% No 

Case Management Services 14.6% Yes, 85.4% No 15.6% Yes, 84.4% No 

Counseling Services ------------------ ----------------- 

Daycare Services 1.1% Yes, 98.9% No 1.1% Yes, 98.9% No 

Education/Training Services 1.9% Yes, 98.1% No 2.1% Yes, 97.9% No 

Employment Services ----------------- ----------------- 

Family Planning Services ----------------- ----------------- 

Health Related Services 1.3% Yes, 98.7% No 1.5% Yes, 98.5% No 

Home-Based Services -------------------- ---------------- 

Housing Services .1% Yes, 99.9% No .1% Yes (6), 99.9% No 

Independent Living Services .1% Yes, 99.9% No .1% Yes (5), 99.9% No 

Information/Referral 18% Yes, 82% No 16.7% Yes, 83.3% No 

Legal Services 1% Yes, 99% No 1.1% Yes, 98.9% No 

Mental Health Services 4.6% Yes, 95.4% No 5.2% Yes, 94.8% No 

Pregnancy/Parenting Services ----------------- ---------------- 

Respite Care Services 1.3% Yes, 98.7% No 1.5% Yes, 98.5 No 

SS Disabled ----------------- --------------- 

SS Juvenile Delinquent .2% Yes, 99.8% No .3% (14) Yes, 99.7% No 

Substance Abuse Services 3.6% Yes, 96.4% No 3.7% Yes, 96.3% No 

Transportation Services 2.5% Yes, 97.5% No 2.7% Yes, 97.3% No 
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Other Services .5% Yes, 99.5% No .5% Yes, 99.5% No 

Perp1 Relationship only 

591/616 

92% was Parent, 2.5% Other 

Relative, 2.9% Unmarried 

Partner/Parent, all else other 

92.4% Parent, 2.1 Other 

Relative, 2.9% Unmarried 

Partner/Parent, all else other 

Perp1 Parent only 544/569 92.5% Biological Parent, 5.5% 

Step-parent, 2% Adoptive 

Parent 

93% Biological Parent, 5.1% 

Step-parent, 1.9% Adoptive 

Parent (11) 

Perp1 Caregiver only 

591/616 

96.6% Yes, 3.4% No 97.2% Yes, 2.8% No 

Perp1 Sex only 591/616 32.3% Male, 67.7% No 31.8% Male, 68.2% Female 

Perp1 Race AI/NA only 

591/616 

3.6% Yes, 96.4% No 3.2% Yes, 96.8% No 

Perp1 Race Asian only 

591/616 

.5% Yes (3), 99.5% No .5% Yes (3), 99.5% No 

Perp1 Race Black only 

591/616 

1.2% Yes (7), 98.8% No 1.1% Yes (7), 98.9% No 

Perp1 Race Pacific Islander 

only 591/616 

----------------------- ------------------- 

Perp1 Race White only 

591/616 

92.7% Yes, 7.3% No 93.2% Yes, 6.8% No 

Perp1 Race Undetermined 

only 591/616 

3.2% Yes, 96.8% No 3.1% Yes, 96.9% No 

Perp1 Ethnicity only 591/616 9% Yes, 86.5% No, 4.6% 

Unable to Determine 

8.6% Yes, 87% No, 4.4% 

Unable to Determine 

Perp1 Military Member only 

591/616 

------------------ ------------------ 

Perp1 Prior Abuser only 

591/616 

21% Yes, 79% No 23.1% Yes, 76.9% No 

Perp1 Maltreatment 1 only 

591/616 

All Yes All Yes 

Perp1 Maltreatment 2 only 

86/77 

10.5% Yes (9), 89.5% No 11.7% Yes (9), 88.3% No 

Perp1 Maltreatment 3 only 

6/4 

All no‘s—removed All no‘s 

Perp1 Maltreatment 4 only 

591/616 

------------------ -------------- 

Perp2 Relationship only 

190/202 

90% Parent, 5.8% Other 

Relative, 1.1% Non Foster, 

2.6% Unmarried Partner of 

Parent, 1 legal Guardian 

92.1% Parent, 5.4% Other 

Relative, 1.5% Unmarried 

Partner of Parent (3), 1 

Nonrelative NP & 1 Legal 

Guardian 

Perp2 Parent only 171/186 88.9% Biological Parent, 7% 

Step-parent, 4.1% Adoptive 

Parent 

90.9% Biological Parent, 5.4% 

Step-parent (10), 3.8% 

Adoptive Parent (7) 
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Perp2 Caregiver only 

190/202 

97.4% Yes, 2.6% No 97% Yes, 3% No (6) 

Perp2 Sex only 190/202 64.7% Male, 35.3% Female 60.9% Male, 39.1% Female 

Perp2 Race AI/NA only 

190/202 

5.8% Yes, 94.2% No 5.4% Yes (11), 94.6% No 

Perp2 Race Asian only 

190/202 

All No All No 

Perp2 Race Black only 

190/202 

All No All No 

Perp2 Race Pacific Islander 

only 190/202 

All No All No 

Perp2 Race White only 

190/202 

95.3% Yes, 4.7% No 95.5% Yes, 4.5% No (9) 

Perp2 Race Undetermined 

only 190/202 

2 Yes, 98.9% No ----------------- 

Perp2 Ethnicity only 190/202 3.7% Yes, 92.6% No, 3.7% 

Unable to Determine 

5% Yes 91.6% No, 3.5% 

Unable to Determine 

Perp2 Military Member only 

190/202 

--------------------- ------------------- 

Perp2 Prior Abuser only 

190/202 

18.4% Yes, 81.6% No 22.8% Yes, 77.2% No 

Perp2 Maltreatment 1 only 

190/202 

87.9% Yes, 12.1% No 89.1% Yes, 10.9% No 

Perp2 Maltreatment 2 only 

27/25 

24 Yes, 3 No 92% Yes, 8% No (2) 

Perp2 Maltreatment 3 only 

3/3 

All Yes All Yes 

Perp2 Maltreatment 4 -------------------- --------------- 

Perp3 Relationship only 8/9 50% Parent, 2 Other Relative, 

2 Unmarried Partner of Parent 

55.6% Parent, 2 Other 

Relative, 2 Unmarried Partner 

of Parent 

Perp3 Parent only 4/5 1 Biological, 3 Step-parent 2 Biological, 3 Step-parent 

Perp3 Caregiver only 8/9 6 Yes, 2 No 7 Yes, 2 No 

Perp3 Sex only 8/9 All Male All Male 

Perp3 Race AI/NA only 8/9 All No All No 

Perp3 Race Asian only 8/9 All No All No 

Perp3 Race Black only 8/9 All No All No 

Perp3 Race Pacific Islander 

only 8/9 

All No All No 

Perp3 Race White only 8/9 All Yes All Yes 

Perp3 Race Undetermined 

only 8/9 

All No All No 

Perp3 Ethnicity only 8/9 2 Yes, 6 No 2 yes, 7 No 

Perp3 Military Member only 

8/9 

-------------- --------------- 
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Perp3 Prior Abuser only 8/9 3 Yes, 5 No 3 Yes, 6 No 

Perp3 Maltreatment 1 only 

8/9 

7 Yes, 1 No 7 Yes, 2 No 

Perp3 Maltreatment 2 only ½ Yes—removed Yes—removed 

Perp3 Maltreatment 3 ------------- --------------- 

Perp3 Maltreatment 4 ------------- --------------- 

AFCARS Variables First Cases: n = 465 Last Cases:  n = 519 

Gender 46.9% Male, 53.1% Female 47.4% Male, 52.6% Female 

American Indian/Alaskan 

Native 

89.2% No, 10.8% Yes 89.2% No, 10.8% Yes 

Asian All No All No 

Black/African American 98.3% No, 1.7% Yes 98.3% No, 1.7% Yes 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander 

All No All No 

White 6.2% No, 93.8% Yes 6.9% No, 93.1% Yes 

Unable to Determine 1 Yes 1 Yes 

Hispanic/Latino 13.8% Yes, 86% No, 1 Unable 

to Determine 

13.7% Yes, 86.1% No, 1 

Unable to Determine 

Total # of Removals 81.1% were 1, 16.8% were 2, 

then 7-3‘s, 1-4, & 2-5‘s 

79.6% were 1, 17.7% were 2, 

then 9-3‘s, 1-4, 3-5‘s, & 1-6 

Manner of Removal 3.2% Voluntary, 96.8% Court 

Ordered 

3.5% Voluntary, 96.5% Court 

Ordered 

Physical Abuse 83.7% Does not Apply, 16.3% 

Applies 

84.4% Does not Apply, 15.6% 

Applies 

Sexual Abuse 89.5% Does not Apply, 10.5% 

Applies 

90.2% Does not Apply, 9.8% 

Applies 

Neglect 19.8% Does not Apply, 80.2% 

Applies 

19.7% Does not Apply, 80.3% 

Applies 

Parent Alcohol Abuse 93.5% No, 6.5% Yes 93.4% No, 6.6% Yes 

Parent Drug Abuse 80% No, 20% Yes 79.6% No, 20.4% Yes 

Child Alcohol Abuse 99.8% No, .2% Yes 99.8% No, .2% Yes (1) 

Child Drug Abuse 99.6% No, .4% Yes 99.6% No, .4% (2) 

Child Disability 97.4% No, 2.6% Yes 97.1% No, 2.9% Yes (15) 

Child Behavior Prob 92.5% No, 7.5% Yes 92.3% No, 7.7% Yes 

Death of Parent 99.1% No, .9% Yes (4) 99.2% No, .8% Yes (4) 

Incarceration of Parent 81.7% No, 18.3% Yes 81.3% No, 18.7% Yes 

Inability to Cope 50.8% No, 49.2% Yes 51.4% No, 48.6% Yes 

Abandonment 96.8% No, 3.2% Yes 96.9% No, 3.1% Yes 

Relinquishment 99.6% No, .4% Yes (2) 99.6% No, .4% Yes (2) 

Inadequate Housing 86.7% No, 13.3% Yes 85.2% No, 14.8% Yes 
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Descriptive Data: NCANDS Variables 

 Report data.  Idaho has 44 counties and all of them are represented in this 

sample.  However, only five counties had more than 5% of the sample coming from 

them: Ada, Canyon, Kootenai, Bannock, and Twin Falls.  The two largest groups of cases 

were from Ada and Canyon counties (30.5% N = 1388 and 15.5% N = 707 respectively).  

Idaho‘s capital city is located in Ada County.  The other three counties have 6.9% 

(Kootenai N = 313), 5.9% (Bannock N = 270), and 5.6% (Twin Falls N = 254) of the 

sample.  The remaining 36.6% of the sample comes from 39 counties, including five 

counties each of which have five or fewer cases. 

 The breakdown of report source was very similar between the first cases and the 

last cases.  There were slight differences in percentages in particular categories, but the 

order of greatest to least frequency was the same.  The largest percentage of cases was 

referred by legal, law enforcement, or criminal justice personnel (24.1%, n = 1088, or 

24.9%, n = 1124).  Sixteen percent of the cases were referred by friends or neighbors (n = 

725).  Referrals from someone other than the options identified by NCANDS were 13.1% 

(n = 590) of the first cases and 12.6%  (n = 568) of the last cases.  Education personnel 

represented 12.1% (n = 548) or 11.5% (n = 519) of referrals for first cases and last cases 

respectively.  The percentage of cases referred by a relative other than the child‘s parent 

were nearly the same between the two data sets (9.2%, n = 415, for first cases and 9.4%, 

n = 426, for last cases) as were the percentages for referrals by medical personnel (8%, n 

= 362, for first cases and 7.9%, n = 359, for last cases).  The child‘s parent was 
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responsible for the referral in 7.6% (n = 342) of first cases and 7.3% (n = 330) in last 

cases.  Anonymous reporters made up 4% (n = 180/181) of the referrals in both sets of 

data and social services personnel referred 3.2% (n = 145) of first cases and 3.6% (n = 

161) of last cases.  The remaining categories, mental health personnel, alleged victim, 

child daycare provider, and substitute care provider, each included 1% or fewer of the 

referrals.  The only difference between first and last referrals was in the percentage of 

referrals from mental health personnel (.9% and 1% respectively). 

 The majority of referrals were unsubstantiated.  Among the first referrals, 85.4% 

were unsubstantiated, 5.9% of which were identified as intentional false reporting.  

Among the last referrals, 84.9% of the referrals were unsubstantiated with 5.9% being 

from false reporting. Substantiated reports made up the remaining 14.6% of first referrals 

and 15.1% of last referrals. 

 Maltreatment dispositions.  The disposition for maltreatment 1 was similar to 

the disposition for the overall referral.  The bulk of cases were unsubstantiated (87% of 

first cases and 86.5% of last cases).  False reporting represented 6.2% of the 

unsubstantiated cases in each data set.  The remaining 13% or 13.5% of cases were 

substantiated.  For maltreatment 2 the same percentage of cases was substantiated in the 

first cases and last cases: 10.2%.  The only difference between the two data sets was that 

4.5% of the last cases were identified as false reporting versus 3.7% of first cases.  There 

were fewer than 10 cases identified as maltreatment 3.  In both data sets, three cases were 

substantiated and the rest were unsubstantiated. 



 162 

 Child risk factor data.  There were only three Child Risk Factor variables with 

enough data or variability to assess individually.  The information was essentially the 

same between the first cases and last cases as well.  Emotionally disturbed was identified 

as a factor for 6.6% of cases.  The percentage of children with Behavior Problem 

identified was 14.4% for the first cases and 14.3% for last cases.  Some other type of 

Child Risk Factor was present for 8.2% of cases.  As was mentioned previously, all of the 

Child Risk Factor variables, even those with very small numbers of yeses, were 

combined to determine how many risk factors a particular child had.  There was no 

difference between first cases and last cases when all of the Child Risk Factor variables 

were combined.  The largest percentage of cases had zero risk factors (81.5%).  There 

were 11.1% of cases with only one risk factor and 6.7% of cases with two or three risk 

factors.  A very few cases (.7% or n = 31) had more than three risk factors. 

 Caregiver risk factor data.  As was explained previously, many of the Caregiver 

Risk Factor variables have so few cases where the factor was identified as applying that 

they were unable to be used individually.  There were six Caregiver Risk Factors which 

had more than 1% of the cases identifying yes for that risk factor.  There was very little 

difference between the percentages on the first cases and on the last cases.  Emotionally 

disturbed was identified for 1.9% of cases in both data sets.  Other medical condition was 

identified for 2.6% of the cases in each data set.  In the first cases, 7.5% identified 

domestic violence as a factor and 7.7% identified domestic violence in the last cases.  

Inadequate housing was identified as a risk factor for 22.8% of the first cases and 22.6% 
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of the last cases.  Financial problem was a factor for 13.7% of the first cases and 14.1% 

of the last cases.  The final Caregiver Risk Factor variable was public assistance which 

was present for 87% of the first cases and 86.9% of the last cases. 

 In addition to reviewing each Caregiver Risk Factor Data variable individually, 

they were combined to determine how many risk factors were present for any case.  The 

statistics for first cases was similar to the statistics for last cases with 9.8% of the first 

cases and 10% of the last cases having zero risk factors.  The largest group of cases had 

one risk factor (55.7% for first cases and 55.2% for last cases).  Two risk factors were 

present for 25.3% of the first cases and 25.7% of the last cases; 7.9% and 7.7% of first 

and last cases respectively had three risk factors present.  The remaining percentage (1.4 

for first cases and 1.5 for last cases) had more than three risk factors, with no cases 

having more than six risk factors. 

 Services data.  There are a variety of services which could be provided to a child 

and family after a referral for abuse or neglect.  In all except one case, the percentage of 

service receipt is higher among the last cases.  The percentage of cases where post-

investigation services were provided differed slightly between first cases and last cases 

(18.7% and 20% respectively).  The two most common services provided were case 

management services (14.6% of first cases and 15.6% of last cases) and information and 

referral services, which was the only service provided to more first cases (18%) than last 

cases (16.7%).  Family preservation services were provided for 8% of first cases and 
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8.4% of last cases.  Foster care services were utilized for 8.3% of first cases and 9.5% of 

last cases. 

 The remaining services were provided for fewer than 6% of cases regardless of 

whether they were in the first cases data set or the last cases data set.  Mental health 

services were provided to 4.6% of the first cases and 5.2% of the last cases.  Substance 

abuse services were provided for 3.6% and 3.7% of first and last cases respectively.  

Among the first cases, transportation services were provided for 2.5% of the cases and 

2.7% of the last cases received transportation services.  Only 1.1% of cases (same for 

both first and last cases) received daycare services.  Among the first cases, 1.9% received 

educational and training services, 1.3% received health related services, 1% received 

legal services, and 1.3% received respite care services.  Among the last cases, the 

numbers were similar with 2.1% receiving educational and training services, 1.5% 

receiving health related services, 1.1% receiving legal services, and 1.5% receiving 

respite care services. 

 In addition to analyzing each of the Services Data variables individually, they 

were combined to determine the number of services provided to any one child/family.  

However, juvenile court petition was not included in the combined analysis.  Juvenile 

court petition is listed in the Services Data, but it isn‘t a service provided to the family.  

According to C. Collins, a former Idaho DHW employee, a juvenile court petition is filed 

with the District Attorney‘s office any time a child is removed because he or she is a 

juvenile (personal communication, October 15, 2010).  A juvenile court petition was filed 
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for 9.4% of the first cases and 10.2% of the last cases.  For both the first cases and last 

cases, 67.7% received no services.  One service was provided to 18.8% of the first cases 

and 18% of the last cases.  Those receiving two, three, or four services included 12.3% of 

the first cases and 12.9% of the last cases.  The remaining percentage received more than 

four services, but no one received more than nine services. 

 Perpetrator data.  The perpetrator data is separated into information about 

Perpetrator 1, Perpetrator 2, and Perpetrator 3.  As was mentioned previously, the 

Perpetrator 3 data was virtually unusable due to extremely small numbers in those 

variables.  Perpetrator 1 likely represents the primary perpetrator of the identified abuse 

and Perpetrator 2 is a secondary perpetrator of the identified abuse (C. Collins, personal 

communication, October 15, 2010).  Perpetrator 1 data is available for 591 first cases and 

616 last cases.  Perpetrator 2 data is available for 86 first cases and 77 last cases. 

 Perpetrator 1 data.  Most of the perpetrators were a parent (92% of first cases and 

92.4% of last cases).  The remaining percentage of perpetrators were another relative 

(2.5% for first cases and 2.1% for last cases), an unmarried partner of the parent (2.9% 

for both), and some other relationship.  Among those who were parents, 92.5% of first 

cases and 93% of last cases were the biological parent.  A step-parent represented 5.5% 

of the first cases and 5.1% of the last cases when the perpetrator was a parent.  An 

adoptive parent was identified as the perpetrator for 2% of the first cases and 1.9% of the 

last cases (n = 11 for both).  Nearly all of the perpetrators were the child‘s caregiver 
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(96.6% for first cases and 97.2% for last cases) and most of the perpetrators were female 

(67.7% for first cases and 68.2% for last cases). 

 For the variables related to race, the largest percentage was White (92.7% of first 

cases and 93.2% of last cases).  American Indian/Alaskan Native represented 3.6% of 

first cases and 3.2% of last cases and Black or African American represented 1.2% of 

first cases and 1.1% of last cases.  A small percentage was undetermined (3.2% of first 

cases and 3.1% of last cases).  As with race for the child, these variables are not mutually 

exclusive, so a person who was bi- or multi-racial could have identified more than one 

race.  Additionally, anyone identifying as Hispanic/Latino could have identified as one or 

more of the racial categories in addition to identifying ethnicity.  Nine percent of the first 

cases and 8.6% of the last cases identified as Hispanic/Latino.  Among the first cases, 

21% were identified as a prior abuser and 23.1% of the last cases were identified as a 

prior abuser.  As was indicated previously, perpetrator 1 maltreatment 1 was yes for all of 

the cases.  For perpetrator 1 maltreatment 2, only 10.5% (n = 9) of the first cases and 

11.7% (n = 9) of the last cases were yes. 

 Perpetrator 2 data.  There were many similarities and some differences between 

the Perpetrator 2 data and the Perpetrator 1 data. The largest percentage of perpetrator 2 

was the parent (90% of first cases and 92.1% of last cases).  The remaining perpetrator 

categories were extremely small.  Another relative was responsible for 5.8% (n = 11) of 

first cases and 5.4% (n = 11) of last cases.  Among first cases, the perpetrator 2 was a 

non-relative foster parent for two cases, an unmarried partner of the parent for five cases, 
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and the legal guardian for one case.  Among the last cases, perpetrator 2 was an 

unmarried partner of the parent for three cases, a non-relative foster parent for one case, 

and the legal guardian for one case.  For the cases where the perpetrator was a parent, it 

was a biological parent 88.9% of the time for first cases and 90.9% for last cases.  A step-

parent was the perpetrator for 12 first cases and 10 last cases and an adoptive parent was 

the perpetrator for seven cases, which was the same in both data sets. 

 For nearly all of the cases, the perpetrator was a caregiver (97.4% of first cases 

and 97% of last cases).  Completely opposite of the Perpetrator 1 data, 64.7% of the first 

cases and 60.9% of the last cases were male.  The racial breakdown for Perpetrator 2 was 

very limited, with 95.3% of the first cases and 95.5% of the last cases identifying as 

White.  The only other racial group identified was American Indian/Alaskan Native with 

5.8% and 5.4% of the first and last cases respectively.  There were two first cases which 

had race as undetermined and none of the last cases.  Perpetrator 2 identified as 

Hispanic/Latino in 3.7% of the first cases and 5% of the last cases. 

 Perpetrator 2 was identified as a prior abuse for 18.4% of the first cases and 

22.8% of the last cases.  Among the first cases, 87.9% were responsible for maltreatment 

1 and 89.1% of the last cases were responsible for maltreatment 1.  Maltreatment 2 only 

had 27 first cases and 25 last cases.  The bulk of these were yes (n = 24 for first cases and 

n = 23 for last cases). 
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Descriptive Data: AFCARS Variables 

 Most cases had only had one prior removal (81.1% of first cases and 79.6% of last 

cases), while 16.8% of first cases and 17.7% of last cases had two removals.  The 

remaining cases had more than two previous removals with the most removals being five 

for the first cases and six for the last cases.  Most of the removals were court ordered 

(96.8% of first cases and 96.5% of last cases), although there were some voluntary 

removals (3.2% of first cases and 3.5% of last cases).  

 The reasons for removal are identified through three dichotomous variables so 

that a case could have more than one type of maltreatment identified.  Among the first 

cases, 16.3% had physical abuse, 10.5% had sexual abuse, and 80.2% had neglect as the 

identified maltreatment issues.  Among the last cases, 15.6% had physical abuse, 9.8% 

had sexual abuse, and 80.3% had neglect as the identified maltreatment issues.  Four of 

the parent/child characteristics which could be identified as contributors to removal 

applied to less than 1% of the cases in both data sets, including child alcohol abuse (.2%), 

child drug abuse (.4%), death of a parent (.9%), and relinquishment (.4%). 

 Several other factors were present in less than 10% of cases.  Parent alcohol abuse 

was responsible for 6.5% of first cases and 6.6% of last cases.  Among first cases, child 

disability was a factor for 2.6% of cases and child behavior problem was a factor in 7.5% 

of cases.  Among the last cases, child disability was a factor for 2.9% of cases and child 

behavior problems was a factor in 7.7% of cases.  Abandonment was identified as a 

factor for 3.2% and 3.1% of first cases and last cases respectively. 
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 Inadequate housing was a factor for 13.3% of the first cases and 14.8% of the last 

cases and incarceration of a parent was a factor for 18.3% of the first cases and 18.7% of 

the last cases.  The two variables with the largest percentage of cases were parent drug 

abuse (20% of first cases and 20.4% of last cases) and inability to cope (49.2% of first 

cases and 48.6% of last cases).  There are many other variables in the AFCARS data, but 

they were not pertinent to this study, so were not reviewed. 

Unused NCANDS Variables 

 Several variables were removed from the data set prior to beginning data analysis.  

Most of these were variables which had no valid responses.  Some had responses which 

were all the same, thus had no variability, and some were so heavily weighted on one 

category that the variable would have been unusable for valuable analysis.  The same 

variables were unused from both the first cases and last cases.  The following Child Data 

variables were removed due to no information in the data set: living arrangement and 

military family member.  The following Maltreatment Data variables were removed due 

to no information in the data set: maltreatment 4 type, maltreatment 4 disposition level, 

and maltreatment death.  Alcohol abuse and drug abuse were the only Child Risk Factor 

Data variables removed due to no data.  The Caregiver Risk Factor Data variables 

removed due to no data were: alcohol abuse, drug abuse, and visually or hearing 

impaired.  The following Services Data variables were removed due to no information: 

family support services, court-appointed representative, counseling services, employment 

services, family planning services, home-based services, pregnancy and parenting 
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services for young parents, and special services-disabled.  The following Perpetrators 

Data variables were removed for lack of information: perpetrator 1 race Native Hawaiian 

or Other Pacific Islander, perpetrator 1 military member, perpetrator 1 maltreatment 4, 

perpetrator 2 military member, perpetrator 2 maltreatment 4, perpetrator 3 military 

member, and perpetrator 3 maltreatment 3 and 4. 

 The Child Risk Factor Data, Caregiver Risk Factor Data, and Services Data all 

had several variables that had less than 1% (approximate n = 45) identified as yes, which 

meant that these variables were not useful independently, but they could be combined 

with others to determine the total number of child risk factors, caregiver risk factors, and 

services provided.  Once these were combined, they were removed from the data.  The 

four Child Risk Factor Data variables with a very small number of yes responses were 

mental retardation (.4%, n = 16), visually or hearing impaired (.5%, n = 22 first cases, n = 

23 last cases), learning disability (.6%, n = 26), and physically disabled (.6%, n = 29).  

Three Caregiver Risk Factor variables had only three yes responses (.1%) including 

mental retardation, learning disability, and physically disabled.  Five of the Services Data 

variables had less than 1% identified as receiving that service.  These included adoption 

services (.5%, n = 24 first cases, n = 25 last cases), housing services (.1%, n = 6), 

independent and transitional living services (.1%, n = 5), special services—juvenile 

delinquent (.2%, n = 11 first cases; .3%, n = 14 last cases), and other services (.5%, n = 

25). 
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 While the overall data set included 4547 cases, the information for perpetrators 

was dependent on how many perpetrators were identified.  For the first cases, the 

Perpetrator 1 data included 591 cases and for the last cases there was Perpetrator 1 data 

on 616 cases.  Perpetrator 2 data included information for 190 cases among the first cases 

and 202 cases among the last cases.  The Perpetrator 3 data was extremely limited with 

only eight and nine cases for first and last cases respectively.  This data was also 

impacted by the number of substantiated cases based on the Maltreatment Data.  For 

example, while there was information on 591 first and 616 last cases for Perpetrator 1, 

the data related to maltreatment 2 and 3 was decreased based on the fewer children 

experiencing maltreatment 2 and 3.  For Perpetrator 1, race Asian was only true for .5% 

(n = 3) cases and was only useful in combination with the other race variables.  

Maltreatment 1 was yes for all cases and maltreatment 3 was no for all cases (n = 6 and 4 

for first and last cases respectively).  Among perpetrator 2 race variables, Asian, Black or 

African American, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander were all no‘s, so they 

were removed.  Maltreatment 3 was all yes; there were, however, only three valid cases 

for perpetrator 2 maltreatment 3.  Given the small numbers for perpetrator 3, the variables 

were not useful other than just to report a summary of the information.  There was also 

very little difference between the first cases and last cases other than the presence of an 

additional case in the last cases.  In both sets, two of the perpetrators were an unmarried 

partner of the parent, two were some other relative, and the remaining four and five were 

a parent of the child.  Three of the perpetrators were step-parents and the other one or two 
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were biological parents.  Additionally, the majority of the perpetrators were the child‘s 

caregiver (six first cases and seven last cases).  For the perpetrator 3 data for both data 

sets, all perpetrators were male and all were White, with two being Hispanic or Latino.  

Three perpetrators were prior abusers and most were yes for maltreatment 1 (n = 7).  

Perpetrator 3 maltreatment 2 only included one case among the first cases and two among 

the last cases, although they were all yes. 
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Appendix G 

Results from Analysis of First Cases Data Set 

 On most of the variables, there was little or no difference between the set of cases 

including the first referral for each case and the set of cases including the last referral for 

each case.  Where the results were the same, they have been presented in Chapter 4 of the 

main document (pg. 87 and following).  The only information which will be reported here 

is results for the first cases when there was any difference between the first and last cases. 

Level 1 Independent Variables 

 Child characteristics. 

 Gender, race, and ethnicity.  In the NCANDS file, males represented 49.3% (n = 

2243) of the first cases, with females representing 50.7% (n = 2304) of the referrals.  

Among both AFCARS data sets, there were slightly more females than males; the first 

cases were 53.1% female (n = 218).  The largest percentage of cases was White (93.8% 

of first cases, n = 426).  American Indian/Alaskan Native represented the next largest 

group with 10.8% (n = 50 for first cases) of the cases and Black or African American 

represented 1.7% in both data sets (n = 8 for first cases).  No other racial groups were 

represented in the AFCARS data.  Among first cases, 13.8% (n = 64) were identified as 

Hispanic or Latino.  

 Age and history.  There was very little difference between the first cases and the 

last cases on age and prior victimization.  The average age was 7.13 with a standard 
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deviation of 4.983 for the first cases.  Related to the percentage of children identified as a 

prior victim, among the first cases 14.2% (n = 646) were considered a prior victim. 

 Family characteristics. 

 Reason for referral.  All of the cases in the NCANDS file had an identified 

maltreatment 1 type, which represented the primary reason for the child‘s referral for 

abuse or neglect.  There were minimal differences between the first cases and last cases 

with neglect as the largest category for both data sets (75.4%, n = 3428 for first cases).  

Physical abuse was the second most prominent type for maltreatment 1, representing 

15.6% (n = 708) of the first cases.  For both first and last cases, the remaining categories 

were small, with sexual abuse representing 3.2% (n = 145) of first cases, medical neglect 

accounted for 2.2% (n = 102 for first cases), and one person with psychological or 

emotional maltreatment.  The remaining percentage is contained in a category of other 

(3.6%, n = 163). 

 Among first cases, only 322 had maltreatment 2 data.  The largest percentage of 

maltreatment 2 was identified as physical abuse (55%, n = 177), with neglect as the 

second largest percentage at 17.7% (n = 57 for first cases) for both data sets.  Sexual 

abuse was much more prominent in the maltreatment 2 group at 16.1% (n = 52) of first 

cases.  Medical neglect constituted 6.2% (n = 20) of first cases.  The remaining 

percentage (5%, n = 16) was identified as other.  There were only eight cases in the first 

cases data set which had information for maltreatment 3; they were all identified as 

sexual abuse and for all of them the maltreatment 1 type was neglect. 
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 In the AFCARS data set, neglect was present for the largest percentage of first 

cases: 80.2% (n = 373).  Physical abuse accounted for 16.3% (n = 76) of the first cases 

and sexual abuse was a factor for 10.5% (n = 49) of the first cases.  The percentage of 

cases identified as having sexual abuse as a factor is much larger than that in the 

NCANDS file.  This could be due to a higher percentage of children being removed when 

sexual abuse is present.  However, it could also be due to the way that the data is gathered 

for the NCANDS file.  If a case was reported primarily for neglect, even if sexual abuse 

was later discovered, the case would have been identified in maltreatment 1 as referred 

for neglect. 

 Public assistance and domestic violence.  Domestic violence and public 

assistance are only assessed in the NCANDS data set, and they were both very similar 

between first cases and last cases.  In the first cases, 7.5% (n = 341) identified domestic 

violence as a caregiver risk factor.  Most of the cases identified being on public assistance 

as a caregiver risk factor (87%, n = 3956 of the first cases). 

Dependent Variables 

 There were three dependent variables being assessed in this study: investigation, 

removal, and disposition.  The NCANDS data set includes a variable with the 

investigation date for any referrals which resulted in an investigation.  That variable was 

used to determine which cases were investigated; most of the referrals resulted in an 

investigation.  For first cases, 98.1% (4460) of the referrals were investigated.  A case 

was identified as resulting in a removal if AFCARS data was available for the referral.  
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For the first cases, 10.3% of the referrals resulted in a removal (n = 460).  Of the first 

cases that resulted in removal, there were 29 cases (6.3%) where the disposition date 

occurred prior to the removal date.  There were 38 cases (8.3%) with a disposition date 

that coincided with the removal date.  Those were removed and the final analysis was 

completed on the remaining 393 cases for which the disposition date followed the 

removal date.  The disposition was unsubstantiated for 26% (n = 102) of the removals, 

and the referral was substantiated for 74% (n = 291) of the first cases. 

Research Question 1 

 Question 1:  Are there differences between children who are removed during the 

initial investigation and those who are not based on any of the 13 child, family, or county 

characteristics explored in this study?  Overall, there were six statistically significant 

variables in the analysis of the removal decision within the first cases.  The same 

variables were statistically significant in both the first cases and the last cases.  There 

were only slight differences in the strength of the relationship of some of the variables.  

All of the results for research question 1 are included in Table G.1. 

 Level 1 independent variables.  Two of the four child characteristics were 

statistically significant in the final model: being a prior victim and race/ethnicity.  Age of 

the child and gender of the child were not statistically significant.  If a child was a prior 

victim, the child was 1.6 times more likely to be removed than a child who was not a 

prior victim. 
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 Race/ethnicity was the other statistically significant child characteristic.  An 

American Indian/Alaskan Native child was 4.02 times more likely to be removed than a 

White child.  If a child was Latino, the child was 1.77 times more likely to be removed 

than if the child was White.  The difference in removal between children identified as 

Black or African American and children identified as White was not statistically 

significant. 

 All of the family characteristics which were included in the model were 

statistically significant in the final analysis of the first cases.  If a child came from a home 

where domestic violence was present, that child was 5.28 times more likely to be 

removed than when domestic violence wasn‘t present.  A child was 2.31 times more 

likely to be removed if the child‘s family was on public assistance than if they were not.  

  Type of maltreatment was also a factor in the odds of a child being removed.  

This independent variable was run with a series of dummy-coded variables using Neglect 

as the reference category.  The only negative interaction of all of the statistically 

significant independent variables was with physical abuse.  Children who had physical 

abuse as their primary reason for referral were .44 times less likely to be removed than 

children who had neglect as their primary reason for referral.  The likelihood of a child 

being removed for some other type of maltreatment, likely a referral from the court 

system or another state according to C. Collins (personal communication, October 15, 

2010), was 2.17 times higher than for children referred for neglect. 
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 Level 2 independent variables.  Only one county-level independent variable was 

statistically significant in this analysis: poverty rate.  For every percentage increase in the 

poverty rate, the child was 1.12 times more likely to be removed.  None of the other 

county-level independent variables were statistically significant.  
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Research Question 2 

 Question 2: Do the levels of disparity for Latinos and Native Americans change 

across the first four decision points in the child welfare process?  Prior to running the 

three HLM models, cross tabulations were run with the child and family independent 

variables and each of the three dependent variables to determine whether any variables or 

categories of variables were constant.  These cross tabulations can be found in Appendix 

J (p. 186).   A large percentage of the referrals were investigated (98.1%, n = 4460) so 

there were some independent variables with no variability on investigation, and they were 

removed prior to running the final model.  Any case identified as Black/African 

American or Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander had to be removed because all 

of those cases were investigated.  As was mentioned, any child identified as Asian/Native 

Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander had to be removed from the removal analysis.  That 

meant Asian/Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander was also not included as a 

comparison category in the analysis of the disposition decision.  Additionally, all of the 

children identified as Black/African American had their cases substantiated, so this 

variable could not be included in the analysis of disposition.  

 Investigation.  The results of the investigation decision are included in Table 4.3 

(included in Chapter 4, p. 109).  This was the only analysis in which the first and last 

cases produced different statistically significant variables (p < .05).  Among the first 

cases, reason for referral was the only level-1 independent variable which was 

statistically significant.  There were two level-2 independent variables which were 
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statistically significant: presence of a field office and level of rurality.  When a referral 

was made based on physical abuse, the referral was 1.95 times more likely to result in an 

investigation than when the referral was made based on neglect.  At level two, a referral 

was 6.72 times more likely to result in an investigation if it was in a county with a field 

office than if not.  Additionally, the referral was 5.55 times more likely to result in an 

investigation if the county was considered open country versus being urban/commuting.  

 Removal.  As was stated above, the child‘s race, being a prior victim, the 

presence of domestic violence, receiving public assistance, and reason for referral were 

the level-1 independent variables which were statistically significant in the removal 

decision.  Percentage of people in poverty was the only level-2 independent variable 

which was statistically significant in the removal decision.  While referrals for physical 

abuse were more likely to result in an investigation, they were less likely to result in the 

removal of a child from the home.  That is the only variable which is a factor in both 

investigation and removal. 

 Disposition.  The results for the disposition decision are included in Table G.2.  

As with the results for the last cases, only two variables were found to be statistically 

significant in determining the odds a case would be substantiated among the first cases: 

child age and when maltreatment was labeled other.  For each year increase in age, a 

child was .93 times less likely to receive a disposition of substantiated.  Cases which had 

a maltreatment type other than physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, or medical neglect 
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were .22 times less likely to have a substantiated disposition than those referred due to 

neglect. 
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Summary 

 There was very little difference between the results of the analyses involving the 

first cases or the last cases.  The only obvious difference was in the analysis of the 

investigation decision.  Since 98% of the referrals were investigated, these differences 

can only be used as areas to explore in future research.  While having been a prior victim 

was shown to impact the removal decision, multiple referrals do not appear to have a 

large impact on outcomes for children.  As was stated in Chapter 4, there is no way to be 

certain how many referrals occurred for cases prior to April 1, 2009, or after September 

30, 2009.  However, using the last referral in that six-month window for analysis instead 

of the first did not seem to greatly affect the results. 
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Appendix H 

 

County Data Compiled by Region 

 
Region Field 

Office 

Rurality Median Income % of People in Poverty % of Children of Color 

 No 

% 

Yes 

% 

U 

% 

C % R % O 

% 

Mean St. dev Min Max Mean St. 

dev. 

Min Max Mean St. 

dev. 

Min Max 

I 

 

0 100 20 0 0 80 $40,058.80 $4559.94 $35,095 $46,724 14.86 2.25 11.3 17.5 9.89 4.70 6.2 18.05 

II 

 

20 80 40 0 0 60 $38,916.60 $2492.27 $36,089 $42,031 14.68 1.82 12.7 17 10.86 2.47 8.65 14.70 

III 

 

50 50 16.7 33.3 16.7 33.3 $39,627.67 $3191.87 $35,683 $43,132 14.58 1.77 12.6 17.5 22.36 10.71 7.10 37.40 

IV 

 

25 75 25 25 25 25 $51,475 $2591.01 $48,991 $55,121 10.3 2.04 7.9 12 13.67 9.50 6.02 27.41 

V 

 

37.5 62.5 12.5 0 50 37.5 $44,159.63 $9415.74 $37,837 $65,857 12.78 3.86 6.5 17.8 23.12 7.80 10.61 36.57 

VI 

 

28.6 71.4 14.3 28.6 14.3 42.9 $43,194 $3102.30 $38,259 $48,066 12.49 2.37 10 16.1 14.29 12.21 4.48 35.86 

VII  66.7 33.3 22.2 0 0 77.8 $42,832.67 $5830.35 $37,523 $51,900 13.68 3.64 8.7 21.5 15.49 11.29 6.53 43.61 

 
Counties Divided by Regions 

Region I: Benewah, Bonner, Boundary, Kootenai, Shoshone 

Region II: Clearwater, Idaho, Latah, Lewis, Nez Perce 

Region III: Adams, Canyon, Gem, Owyhee, Payette, Washington 

Region IV: Ada, Boise, Elmore, Valley 

Region V: Blaine, Camas, Cassia, Gooding, Jerome, Lincoln, Minidoka, Twin Falls 

Region VI: Bannock, Bear Lake, Bingham, Caribou, Franklin, Oneida, Power 

Region VII: Bonneville, Butte, Clark, Custer, Fremont, Jefferson, Lemhi, Madison, Teton 
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Appendix I 

Crosstabulations of Level-1 Independent Variables 

with Decision Points for Last Cases 

Investigation Decision Crosstabulations 
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Removal Decision Crosstabulations 
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Disposition Decision Crosstabulations 
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Appendix J 

Crosstabulations of Level-1 Independent Variables 

with Decision Points for First Cases 

Investigation Decision Crosstabulations 
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Removal Decision Crosstabulations 
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Disposition Decision Crosstabulations 
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