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variation between predictors of reunification and the outcome of reunification is evidenced 
for infants and adolescents. 

African American infants are less likely to experience reunification than white infants; in 
addition, African American youth over 10 years of age, as well as youth of other racial and 
ethnic groups over 10, are significantly less likely to return home than white youth. For 
youth over 10 years old, the likelihood of reunification continues to be significantly smaller 
for children of color compared to white children even when controlling for risk factors, child 
behavior, and agency and parent actions. Offsetting the lower risk of reunification for some 
age groups are parenting support (for infants) and a higher frequency of seeing mothers 
during visits (for children 10 and older).

Summary
A wide array of findings was drawn from the analyses. Some findings suggest that race 
and ethnicity effects are related to developmental status or to the organization of mental 
health services in the agency, in addition to the potential association with parental arrest. 
These findings offer more specificity about how to further understand and address racial 
disproportionality. Findings related to parental arrest indicate that African American families 
that experience arrest are more common than non-African American families that experience 
arrest but have fewer family and child risks, suggesting that child welfare interventions for 
African Americans before and after arrest should be developed to address this aspect of their 
experience.

Other than this finding, there is a lack of a consistent race or ethnicity effect, suggesting a 
continued need to better understand how unfair services to African American children and 
families are most likely to arise, e.g., under which circumstances, which children of what age 
and with what challenges, and in which families.
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About the Alliance
In 2004, the Casey-CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity in Child Welfare was 
established to develop and implement a national, multiyear campaign to 
address racial disparities and reduce the disproportionate representation of 
children from certain racial or ethnic communities in the nation’s child welfare 
system. 

The Alliance includes the Annie E. Casey Foundation and its direct service 
agency, Casey Family Services, Casey Family Programs, the Jim Casey Youth 
Opportunities Initiative, the Marguerite Casey Foundation, the Center for the 
Study of Social Policy (CSSP), and parents and alumni of foster care. The 
Race Matters Consortium and Black Administrators in Child Welfare (BACW) 
are also partners in this work. 

The efforts of the Alliance to reduce disparities and the disproportionate 
number of children and youth of color in the care of child welfare agencies are 
ultimately aimed at improving the outcomes for all children in care by: 

• �Learning what works to achieve race equity in child welfare services, in 
partnership with states and local communities 

• Developing and disseminating new knowledge to the field

• �Promoting effective federal and state policy through education about policy 
options 

• �Designing and implementing data collection, research, and evaluation 
methods that document evidence-based practices and strategies

• �Ensuring that birth parents and foster youth and alumni are leaders in 
helping child welfare agencies achieve race equity in child welfare services 
and programs

For more information, go to www.cssp.org/major_initiatives
/racialEquity.html.

The authors are grateful to Judith Wildfire for reviewing this document and to the 

Casey-CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity in Child Welfare for support and commentary, 

and to both for suggested improvements.

© 2007 Casey Family Programs
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overview
This paper draws on peer-reviewed papers and chapters from data gathered during the 
National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being (NSCAW) to examine correlates 
and contributors to racial disproportionality. NSCAW was commissioned in 1997 by the 
Administration on Children, Youth and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, to learn about the experiences of children and families who come in contact 
with child welfare agency–supervised services. The first national longitudinal study of its 
kind, NSCAW is examining the characteristics, needs, experiences, and outcomes for these 
children and families. 

This report summarizes published and in-press articles and chapters based on the NSCAW 
study in order to examine the evidence on the relationship between race/ethnicity and several 
important areas related to child welfare and well-being. Topics in this review include: 

(1) �Child factors and related services, including (a) early childhood development and early 
intervention services and (b) mental health and substance abuse treatment need and 
access

(2) �Parental factors and related services including (a) parental arrest and child involvement 
with child welfare services agencies and (b) domestic violence—epidemiology and 
services

(3) Reunification and related services

The sample size varies in these studies, as authors have endeavored to select subsamples of 
NSCAW that are best suited to answer their question. The CPS sample of NSCAW was 
5504a children who underwent child maltreatment investigations between November 1999 
and April 2001. The sample for each specific analysis, however, may vary due to substantive 
or methodological reasons (e.g., whether the analysis is limited to in-home, out-of-home, or 
reunified cases, or whether there are missing data on variables to be included in the analysis). 
The analyses in these studies were, generally, not intended to isolate the effects of race or 
ethnicity on child welfare outcomes or child well-being. All of the studies did, however, 
include race and ethnicity in their multivariate models—allowing for an understanding of 
whether race and ethnicity was associated with outcomes of interest, above and beyond other 
family and child characteristics.

a 	 After some initial papers and reports were written, three cases were dropped from the study because they 
involved participants who were incarcerated and were judged not to have given allowable informed consent.
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Findings
Overall: Race/ethnicity was not found to be a significant predictor in the receipt of services 
for children remaining at home, nor was it an indicator of whether children would be placed 
in out-of-home care. Differences were found by race, however, with respect to reunification 
and services received.

Child Factors 

Early Childhood Development and Early Intervention Services: What can NSCAW 
studies tell us about the relationship between early childhood development needs and service 
receipt? The findings show that race and ethnicity are strongly correlated with the overall 
level of child welfare involvement and the receipt of services. White children are more likely 
to remain at home than to be removed from their homes following the investigation of the 
case. Race and ethnicity were also found to be predictive factors in service receipt: Black 
children are less likely to receive developmental services than white children, and the racial 
inconsistencies in services received remain even after controlling for need.

Mental Health and Substance Abuse Treatment Need, Use, and Access: What can 
NSCAW studies tell us about the relationship between race, mental health care services, and 
substance abuse treatment need, use, and access? Race/ethnicity accounts for differentials in 
overall mental health service use. Specifically, African American and Hispanic children were 
more likely to use services than white children even though African American children did 
not demonstrate elevated need as a group—that is, their mental health problems were no 
greater than other children. In the 6- to 10-year-old age group, however, African American 
children showed significant unmet need. They were less likely to receive mental health 
services than white children in this age group when other variables were controlled. 

Racial/ethnic disparities in mental health service use are also related to the organization of 
services. African American and Hispanic children are less likely to receive specialty mental 
health services than white children (while holding the county variable constant). In another 
study of caregivers, Hispanic caregivers were significantly more likely to receive substance 
abuse services, and black non-Hispanic caregivers were significantly less likely to receive 
mental health services. 

Emotional and behavioral problems for youth and need for mental health treatment were 
measured using the Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1991). Interaction 
between Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) score and race/ethnicity was found 
to be statistically significant: African American children used fewer services than children 
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of Caucasian ancestry at all values on the CBCL, which suggests lower service use at equal 
levels of need. As the CBCL levels increased, the inconsistency in service use was reduced. 
Nonetheless, the relative percentage of African American children receiving services was still 
smaller. Race/ethnicity (African American versus White) was found to predict outpatient 
mental health services use while other variables were constant. This does not suggest the 
reason for the non-use of services, only the occurrence.

Parent/Family Factors

Domestic Violence: What do we know about the relationship between domestic violence, 
race, and child welfare system participation from the NSCAW studies? Race was not found 
to be a significant predictor in the under identification of domestic violence in a home. 
Race/ethnicity was, however, found to be a significant factor in the continuation of domestic 
violence occurrences in a case. Caregiverb race or ethnicity was associated with severe physical 
violence (relative to no violence) reported at 18 months, with African American women 
having approximately twice the odds for reporting severe physical violence compared to 
white non-Hispanic  women. In addition, African American women who were referred to 
child welfare agency–supervised services reported approximately three times greater risk 
of experiencing more severe forms of physical violence (e.g., getting beaten up, choked, 
threatened with a weapon) compared to white non-Hispanic women when age, marital 
status, socioeconomic factors, and other background variables were controlled.

Parental Arrest: What is the relationship between parental arrest, race, and entry into the 
child welfare system? NSCAW-related studies have found that parents of African American 
children who entered out-of-home care were significantly more likely to have experienced a 
recent arrest, and African American children with incarcerated parents were also found to be 
overrepresented in the proportion of investigated cases. At the same time, family and child 
risk factors identified by child welfare workers (e.g., serious mental illness, active domestic 
violence) at the time of intake were lower among African American parents who had been 
arrested than among other arrested parents. This suggests that some of the overrepresentation 
of entrances into foster care is mediated by police actions in arresting African American 
parents and, perhaps, by child welfare agency inaction in developing mechanisms that help 
divert children from foster care during parental arrests.

Reunification: What do we know about the relationship between race, reunification, 
child’s age, and receipt of services? Findings show that race and reunification have differing 
relationships, depending on a child’s age. Overall, for children younger than 7 months and 
children older than 10 years of age, racial differences are large; indeed, the greatest racial 

b 	 The information from the study from which this information was extracted was taken from permanent 
caregivers, generally biological family members. Connelly, C., Hazen, A., Coben, J., Kelleher, K., Barth, R., 
& Landsverk, J. (2006). Persistence of intimate partner violence among families referred to child welfare. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 21(6), 774–797.
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