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The current study investigates the role of race and county characteristics in substantiation and
out-of-home placement decisions in the United States. Using multilevel models, we analyzed data
from counties in the United States available through the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data
Systems and Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System to investigate the interactions
between children’s race and the context in which they live. Our sample consisted exclusively of
children whose cases had been investigated; therefore, we were able to focus on the role played by
race and county characteristics in substantiation and out-of-home placement decisions made by Child
Protective Services, net of the heightened risk factors (or potential biases) that lead to disparate rates
of reporting. Adjusting for state and county of investigation, Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native,
and multiracial children were more likely than White (non-Hispanic) children to be substantiated or
placed out of home, whereas Asian children were less likely to be substantiated or placed out of home.
Notably, differences across groups are far smaller in magnitude when demographic and geographic
differences are taken into account. Higher county-level poverty, percentages of Black residents, and
juvenile arrest rates were associated with lower odds of substantiation and out-of-home placement
among investigated children, whereas an elevated percentage of single-headed households was
associated with higher odds of both outcomes. We also found that living in a rural county was
associated with greater odds of substantiation but lower odds of out-of-home placement. Important

differences by race were found for these associations.

Public Policy Relevance Statement

by race of individuals has become evident.

Despite recent efforts to consider the influence of county-level characteristics on racial
disparities in child welfare involvement, no known research to this point has included data
from smaller counties in the United States because of data system restrictions. As a high
degree of geographic variability in decision-making has been documented in the child
welfare system, the need for research that considers how the impact of county factors varies

y age 18, approximately one in three children in the United
States will have experienced a Child Protective Services
(CPS) investigation (Kim, Wildeman, Jonson-Reid, &
Drake, 2017), 12.5% will have experienced a substantiated (con-
firmed) investigation (Wildeman et al., 2014), and 6% will have spent

time in foster care (Wildeman & Emanuel, 2014). However, as
decades of research has documented, the probability and intensity of
CPS involvement is not randomly distributed in the population. Chil-
dren from Black and American Indian families (and, to a lesser extent,
Hispanic families) are overrepresented at most stages of CPS involve-
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ment relative to their presence in the population, whereas White and
Asian children are underrepresented. The over- or underrepresentation
of certain racial groups is referred to as racial disproportionality,
whereas the term disparity refers to the unequal outcomes of one
racial group compared to the outcomes for another group (Child
Welfare Information Gateway, 2016). Overrepresentation is often
described using a disparity index, a measure that compares the like-
lihood of members of one group experiencing an event compared with
members of another group (Shaw, Putnam-Hornstein, Magruder, &
Needell, 2008). However, disparity or disproportionality can
occur at a variety of stages of CPS (e.g., reporting, investiga-
tion, substantiation, foster care), and the degree and causes of
disproportionality may differ at each stage. In this study, we
focus on disproportionality within CPS—specifically, racial
and ethnic differences in substantiation and out-of-home place-
ment to foster care among children investigated by CPS.

Disproportionality does not, in itself, suggest the presence of bias or
discrimination, because populations may differ in the underlying risk
of maltreatment. Indeed, whether disproportionate representation pri-
marily reflects differential risk exposure—as compared with differ-
ential treatment—remains the subject of a large and contested body of
research. One of the factors making such investigations so difficult is
that racial groups are unevenly distributed across counties (the pri-
mary organizational level of CPS) and states. Studies that focus on a
single state or county are unlikely to be generalizable. On the other
hand, national studies that ignore state and county risk may misiden-
tify geographic patterns as racial patterns. Moreover, though some
studies have considered whether family risk characteristics have dif-
ferent associations with decision-making as a function of child race,
few have considered whether county characteristics have differential
impacts. For example, disproportionality may be less prominent in
counties where racial minorities are a large proportion of the overall
population because such groups may be better represented in CPS,
thus better positioned to advocate on behalf of their group interests.
Given that racial groups are not evenly distributed across counties and
that CPS is largely organized at the county level, differential risk and
bias are not the only possible explanations for racial disproportionality
in CPS. Understanding how county characteristics—such as racial
composition, rurality, proportion of children living in poverty, and
percent of single-headed households—are associated with CPS
decision-making, and whether those associations vary by race of
individuals who come into contact with the child welfare system, is
the central goal of this study.

Using a national dataset linked with county characteristics, we
investigate two research questions:

Research Question 1: Is race predictive of substantiation and
out-of-home placement among children investigated by CPS, net
of state and county effects?

Research Question 2: Are the associations of county sociode-
mographic characteristics with substantiation and out-of-home
placement similar across racial groups?

Background
Decisions in Child Protective Services

CPS caseworkers are tasked with two major decisions. First,
they decide whether to substantiate a case, which is a determina-

tion of whether there is sufficient evidence that at least one
allegation of maltreatment is true. Second, they decide whether to
remove a child from the home. Typically, children removed from
the home have substantiated cases. In 2016, 19.5% of investiga-
tions had substantiated findings and of those who were substanti-
ated, 21.4% were subsequently removed from their home (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for
Children and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and
Families, Children’s Bureau, 2017).

Theoretical Framework: The Decision-Making
Ecology

CPS decision-making is influenced by a multitude of factors.
The decision-making ecology framework describes the multilevel
systemic context in which case, caseworker, organizational
(agency), and external factors influence case-level decisions (Bau-
mann, Dalgleish, Fluke, & Kern, 2011). Case characteristics in-
clude the factors that are specific to the case—the allegations and
risks to the child. Caseworker characteristics include the worker’s
education, background, personal experiences, and attitudes. Orga-
nizational factors include the policies and procedures of the
agency, time and resource constraints, size of caseloads, and
culture of the agency. The external factors include both aspects of
the community where the family resides as well as laws and
attitudes of the broader community (Baumann et al., 2011). Case
factors—such as type of allegation, source of information, and
child vulnerability—are expected to affect decision-making. How-
ever, given the same case factors, the decision to substantiate or
remove is likely to vary between states because of differences in
laws, training, and procedures, as well as between counties within
a state due to differences in population characteristics, agency
culture, workforce, and resources. As a result, an examination of
national disparities without consideration of local contexts pro-
vides little insight into why such disparities exist. Prior research
has found evidence that specific factors (case, caseworker, orga-
nizational, community, and policy) influence child welfare deci-
sions (e.g., Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015), but has not considered
whether these factors have the same association with substantia-
tion across racial/ethnic groups. Because racial disproportionality
is a longstanding and high-profile issue in child welfare, it is
critical to understand the ways in which a child’s race and char-
acteristics of the local community might individually and interac-
tively affect child welfare decision-making. Below, we review
explanations of racial disparities that have been proposed in prior
studies, the evidentiary support of those explanations, and what
remains unknown or inconclusive.

Racial Disparities in Child Protective
Services’ Decisions

National and state-level studies have shown that, as a proportion
of CPS-involved children, Black children are overrepresented in
substantiations and out-of-home placements, but there are less
consistent patterns for Hispanic children (Knott & Donovan, 2010;
Needell, Brookhart, & Lee, 2003; Putnam-Hornstein, Needell,
King, & Johnson-Motoyama, 2013). Many studies of racial dis-
parities do not include American Indian/Alaskan Native children



ated broadly.

and is not to be dissemin

gical Association or one of its allied publishers.

This document is copyrighted by the American Psycholo
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user

50 MAGUIRE-JACK, FONT, AND DILLARD

due to their geographic concentration in specific states and their
comparatively small population size; however, national data sug-
gests overrepresentation in substantiations and out-of-home place-
ments for this group as well (Wildeman & Emanuel, 2014; Wilde-
man et al., 2014).

Hypotheses on the Role of Race and Ethnicity
in CPS Decision-Making

There are several potential explanations for racial disparities in
CPS involvement. First, we acknowledge that there may be dif-
ferent levels of underlying risk for maltreatment due to racial
disparities in economic deprivation, single or early parenthood,
education, health, and criminal justice involvement. However,
much of the influence of these differences is likely to be captured
in initial reporting or investigation. In other words, a higher rate of
underlying risk for maltreatment should, mechanically, lead to
racial differences in the rate of reporting within the general child
population, thereby resulting in higher rates of investigation within
CPS. Yet, there is less reason to believe that differential risk would
adequately explain racial disparities in substantiation and out-of-
home placement conditional on investigation. Hence, we focus this
study on two alternative explanations: individual bias (i.e., racial
discrimination), and geographic clustering (the idea that there
could be clustering of specific populations in high-intervention
counties, even if there are not racial differences in intervention
within counties).

The individual bias hypothesis contends that there are not un-
derlying differences in the incidence of child maltreatment (or that
any differences are insufficient to explain the magnitude of dis-
parities), and that disproportionality in CPS arises from racial bias.
Notably, studies of individual bias largely focus on comparisons of
Black and White children, but this hypothesis could also be applied
to other groups experiencing overrepresentation. Bias can arise at
any stage of the CPS process. There is evidence of racial dispar-
ities in who is reported to CPS (Fluke, Yuan, Hedderson, & Curtis,
2003; Harris & Hackett, 2008; Krase, 2015), some of which
indicates bias against Black children (Mumpower, 2010). How-
ever, the current study focuses on outcomes among those who are
investigated by CPS. In other words, irrespective of the potential
for biased reporting, how similar is decision-making across racial
groups once CPS investigates? We note that bias in reporting could
affect the extent of disparity at other stages of CPS involvement.
For example, if reporters have a lower threshold for reporting
Black families than White families, then among those referred,
Black families should generally be a lower risk group. If so, then
unbiased decision-making should result in lower substantiation
and out-of-home placement rates for investigated Black children
compared with investigated White children. Consistent with this
supposition, Mumpower (2010) found that although Black chil-
dren were overrepresented in referrals, they also had a higher rate
of unsubstantiated reports than all other groups.

Regardless, the individual bias hypothesis has been applied to
within-system decisions in addition to decisions external to CPS.
The hypothesis asserts that caseworkers will systematically over-
evaluate the evidence or risk of harm to a Black or American
Indian child due to conscious or subconscious biases about the
capacity or suitability of Black or American Indian racial minority
parents. The premise largely focuses on the parent as the target of

intervention, and parallels theories in criminal and juvenile justice.
However, theories used to explain disparities in incarceration or
capital punishment are not necessarily applicable to CPS decision-
making. The stated purpose of CPS is not to punish maltreating
parents, but to ensure child safety. If we consider that the child is
the ostensible motivation for intervention, then it is also possible
that racial bias could lead to lower rates of intervention than would
be expected given the maltreatment allegations or circumstances.
If CPS caseworkers are indeed racially biased, then harms to
non-White children may not be viewed as seriously as harms to
White children. A large body of research in other fields suggests
that harm to Whites is taken more seriously and that people
empathize less with Blacks and perceive them to experience lesser
pain, compared with Whites (Kaseweter, Drwecki, & Prkachin,
2012; Trawalter & Hoffman, 2015; Trawalter, Hoffman, & Waytz,
2012). Such biases should suggest that caseworkers would under-
estimate harm and vulnerability experienced by Black children
(and perhaps other minority groups). To our knowledge, only one
study has looked at level of caseworker investment by race; that
study, which found no differences in substantiation rates, also
found no differences in how much time or attention caseworkers
gave Black families as compared with White families (Levine,
Doueck, Freeman, & Compaan, 1996).

Geographic clustering may confound efforts to identify individ-
ual bias, and is thus an important consideration. Most of the
aforementioned studies made no adjustments for geographic re-
gion or characteristics. Krase (2015) examined substantiation rates
in one state and found that across types of reports, Black children
were more likely to be substantiated than White children; yet, this
disparity did not carry over to the county level for most counties.
Similarly, others have shown that efforts to identify discrimination
without accounting for geography produces misleading estimates
(Ards, Myers, Malkis, Sugrue, & Zhou, 2003). This suggests that,
in part, racial disproportionality at the state level may be driven by
a correlation between county racial composition and substantiation
rate (e.g., if Black children are more likely to live in counties with
overall high rates of substantiation). Yet, an examination of five
states found a high degree of variance in substantiation disparity
ratios across and within states (Fluke et al., 2003), indicating a
potential role of county and agency characteristics in driving
disparity rates.

County Factors, Child Maltreatment, and Race

The geographic context in which families live may influence both
their parenting abilities and the way in which case workers interpret
their actions. In a body of literature examining maltreatment rates in
the general population, community-level poverty has been found to be
associated with maltreatment in a variety of studies (see Maguire-
Jack, 2014 for a review), and racial disparities in poverty have been
found to be associated with racial disparities in maltreatment for Black
and Hispanic youth (Maguire-Jack, Lanier, Johnson-Motoyama,
Welch, & Dineen, 2015). However, that study was hindered by the
lack of information about children living in counties with fewer
than 1,000 cases of reported maltreatment (i.e., the most sparsely
populated counties). County-level racial composition may also
impact racial maltreatment disparities if the children of color are
more visible due to living in counties with a primarily White
demographic makeup. Klein and Merritt (2014) found that White,
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Black, and Hispanic children in Los Angeles, California, who were
living in racially diverse neighborhoods were more likely to be
reported to CPS compared to children of the same race/ethnicity
living in racially homogenous neighborhoods. Additionally, the
authors found that only housing stress was associated with referral
rates for Black children, but housing stress, neighborhood impov-
erishment, residential instability, and childcare burden were asso-
ciated with referral rates for White and Hispanic children (Klein &
Merritt, 2014). The study focused on Los Angeles County and
used aggregated maltreatment rates. The current study expands on
this prior work by examining individual likelihood of having a
report substantiated relative to these county effects. The relation-
ship between county-level variables and maltreatment disparities
by race needs to be explored further to better understand the
interplay of influences across multiple levels of the social ecology.

In addition to the disparate effect by race of these county-level
variables on maltreatment, this interplay may also affect decision-
making by child welfare caseworkers. That is, caseworkers may
interpret actions differently for parents of children of a specific
racial group living in an impoverished area than they would the
same actions of a parent of a child from a different racial group or
the same racial group but a nonimpoverished area. The current
study seeks to specifically examine the decision-making of child
welfare caseworkers across the United States by scrutinizing case
decisions related to substantiation and out-of-home placement
among investigated children.

Summary and Gaps in Existing Literature

Despite recent efforts to consider the influence of county-level
characteristics on racial disparities in child welfare involvement,
no known research to this point has included data from smaller
counties in the United States. Previous efforts have often only
included data from counties within a certain CPS case reporting
minimum due to data system restrictions (Kim & Drake, 2018),
resulting in findings that have been skewed toward suburban and
urban environments, thus failing to adequately represent rural
demographics. As a high degree of geographic variability in
decision-making has been documented in the child welfare system
(Ards et al., 2003; Maguire-Jack et al., 2015), the need for research
that considers how the impact of county factors vary by race of
individuals has become evident. Along with questions including
variables at multiple levels of a child’s social ecology, a need for
multilevel analyses has emerged. This study endeavors to address
the outlined gaps by assessing the interplay of individual- and
county-level factors as they relate to likelihood of a child experi-
encing case substantiation and out-of-home placement while in
contact with the child welfare system.

Current Study

The current study sought to examine the context in which
maltreatment substantiation and out-of-home placement occur in
the child welfare system, with a specific focus on the extent to
which a child’s race/ethnicity and the county factors in which the
child lives impacts these outcomes. Specifically, we examined two
research questions: whether a child’s race and ethnicity impact his
or her likelihood of being substantiated and placed in out-of-home

care, controlling for characteristics of the county of residence, and
if county characteristics matter differently for the likelihood of
substantiation and out-of-home placement by race and ethnicity of
the child.

The current study adds to the literature in a number of ways.
First, this study used an extended dataset that allowed for the
examination of counties across the United States, including those
that have smaller populations. Previously, examinations of county
characteristics and racial disproportionality in child welfare na-
tionally have been restricted to counties which had at least 1,000
reports the child welfare system, which systematically biased the
sample toward more suburban and urban areas. Second, this study
goes beyond examining the county factors to statistically test
whether the county characteristics matter differentially by race.
Third, whereas many prior studies focus on White, Black, and
Hispanic children only, this study also examines American Indian/
Alaskan Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and mul-
tiracial children.

Method

Data

This study used data from the National Child Abuse and Neglect
Data System (NCANDS) linked with data from the Adoption and
Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS). Both data
sets contain data from all 50 states and the District of Columbia on
all reported maltreatment, the outcomes of the report (NCANDS),
and information about out-of-home care placements (AFCARS).
The project was approved by the Pennsylvania State University
Institutional Review Board (STUDY00005650: “Variability in
Child Protection Decision-Making: Influences of State, County,
Caseworker, and Time”).

Through a pilot program offered by Cornell University’s Na-
tional Data Archives for Child Abuse and Neglect, we were able to
access an extended version of NCANDS that provided complete
county identifiers for all children who came into contact with the
child welfare system. The data previously masked county identi-
fiers for counties in which there were fewer than 1,000 investi-
gated children in the year. This data masking was in an attempt to
protect the confidentiality of the children in smaller counties, but
as a result, the data could not be used to examine rural counties.
We additionally linked in a set of county-level demographic in-
formation available from the United States Census Bureau and
United States Department of Justice Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion Uniform Crime Reporting (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017; U.S.
Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2014).

We limited our data to the years 2009-2015, to coincide with
the years for which annual estimates were available on the county-
level indicators for all counties in the United States from the
Census Bureau. The data were organized such that there was a
unique observation for each child investigation. In other words,
multiple children in the same family could be investigated under a
single report, but each child was observed separately because
allegations could result in substantiation or removal for one child
and not others. In addition, some children were subject to multiple
investigations over the observation period, but each investigation
could result in a different outcome for that child. Thus, the base
unit of observation is the child investigation.
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The full data set contained 26,489,456 child investigations. We
deleted observations in which race was missing (n = 2,275,999) as
well all observations from the State of Pennsylvania (n = 24,472)
because they did not report information about the child’s race in 6 of
the 7 years for the study period. We then limited the sample to
observations with nonmissing values for child age (n = 21,207,955),
prior victimization history (n = 20,998,290), county of residence (n =
20,919,948), and all remaining control variables (n = 20,772,996).

From this sample, because of the size of the dataset, we selected
a random sample of 20% of the overall sample based on county
and race. The final sample size for the substantiation models was
4,457,002 child investigations. We then removed all observations
from New York and North Carolina and certain counties (n =
534,894) from the sample for the out-of-home placement models,
because they did not have information to merge between AFCARS
and NCANDS. The final sample size for the out-of-home place-
ment models was 3,619,387 child investigations. To assess the
extent to which these sample limitations biased our estimates, we
examined the rates of substantiation and out-of-home placement
by race after each sample change. After dropping observations
with missing race information, the magnitude of the differences in
substantiation rates and out-of-home placement rates by race were
less than 0.3 percentage points for all groups except Hispanic and
out-of-home placement, which was a 1 percentage point differ-
ence. From the original sample, the difference is slightly higher,
with a greater percentage (3%) of White and Hispanic (1.6%) child
investigations being substantiated in the final sample and a greater
percentage of Hispanic (1.5%) child investigations being removed
in the final sample.

Measures

Key dependent variables. We examined two binary
outcome variables (1 = yes, 0 = no) indicating whether substan-
tiation and out-of-home care placement occurred. The substantia-
tion variable was available in the NCANDS dataset and included
child investigations that were substantiated after an investigation
or alternative response assessment. Specifically, substantiation
was equal to 1 if the disposition listed for the child was one of the
following: substantiated, indicated, or alternative response victim,
and 0 otherwise. The out-of-home placement variable was created
from two sources: an NCANDS variable indicating whether a child
received foster care services, and whether the child appeared in the
AFCARS dataset (thus indicating that the child had been in foster
care at some point). We concluded that the placement was specific
to a child investigation if the placement occurred after the date of
referral and there were no additional referrals after the referral of
interest. We chose to use these two sources of information because
the two indicators were not perfectly aligned in all states, so
combining these two sources of information provides the least
missing data.

Key independent variables. A child’s race and ethnic-
ity were the two key independent variables of interest. Race
appeared in the data as a set of nonmutually exclusive binary
indicators for each racial group (White, Black, Asian, American
Indian/Alaskan Native, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander) and a separate
indicator for Hispanic ethnicity. From these, we created the fol-

lowing racial/ethnic subgroups: White/non-Hispanic alone, Black/
non-Hispanic alone, American Indian/Alaskan Native/non-
Hispanic alone, Asian/non-Hispanic alone, Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander/non-Hispanic alone, multiracial/non-Hispanic, and His-
panic alone or with any other race. We note that it was not feasible
to examine Hispanics by racial group due to a high proportion of
children coded as Hispanic having no identified racial group. In
addition, the definition for identifying a child as American Indian
or Alaskan Native in these data is “A person having origins in any
of the original peoples of North and South America (including
Central America), and who maintains tribal affiliation or commu-
nity attachment” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2017, p. 97). Thus, there may be variability in the classification of
children as American Indian that is not transparent.

At the county level, we examined percent single-headed house-
holds, percent Black, percent American Indian, percent Hispanic,
and the juvenile arrest rate. These measures were standardized to
have a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. We also included a
binary indicator (1 = yes, 0 = no) for whether a county had 20%
child poverty or more. This cut-off point was selected based on
previous literature suggesting 20% as a meaningful level for which
outcomes are affected (Maguire-Jack & Font, 2017; U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development, 2011). Finally, we
included a binary indicator for rurality (1 = nonmetro, 0 = metro)
based on the rural-urban continuum code classifications.

Control variables. We selected control variables that are
related to our dependent variable and were available within the
dataset. Because the data are from an administrative data set, there
were few variables available to use as controls. Child investigation
level covariates were child age (measured continuously and calculated
as the time between date of the report and the child’s birthdate),
maltreatment type (neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional
abuse, multiple types, and other; operationalized as a series of dum-
mies with “no maltreatment allegations” as the comparison group),
whether the child was (at the time of the investigation) a prior victim
of maltreatment (1 = yes, 0 = no), and the report source for mal-
treatment. Report source was operationalized as a series of dichoto-
mous variables including indicators for reporters from social services,
medical or mental health, law enforcement, education or child care,
foster parents, other nonmandated reporters, anonymous reporters,
and unknown reporters. All models also included state dummies and
a continuous variable indicating the percent of reports in which race
was missing at the county level.

We also controlled for percent of reports in which race was
missing at the county level. This control was included because
observations where race was not recorded were highly unlikely to
have been substantiated or to have resulted in out-of-home place-
ment (this may be because more information was collected about
cases that were substantiated or resulted in placement), and the
percent of missing on race was variant across county and year.
Thus, missing on race could confound estimates of the association
between race and substantiation or out-of-home placement.

Analysis

Stata Version 15.1 was used for all models. We estimated a
series of multilevel logistic regression models with cases nested
within counties to estimate the odds of substantiation and out-of-
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home placement. At Level 1 were child welfare investigations and
characteristics of the child and family, and Level 2 included county
characteristics. Multilevel models allow for the simultaneous es-
timation of effects at multiple levels to more accurately estimate
associations between county-level factors (e.g., county poverty
rates) and individual-level outcomes (e.g., substantiation). Chil-
dren within our dataset are nested within counties, and child
welfare services are largely delivered at the county level. As a
result, children who live within the same county are likely to have
more in common with each other compared with children who
reside in other counties. We included a random effect for time in
the models to account for potential differences in the effects of
time across county. All models included state fixed effects to
account for policy differences that may influence the key relation-
ships of interest.

We estimated two sets of models. The first set of models
addresses our first research question (does a child’s race and
ethnicity impact his or her likelihood of likelihood of having a
substantiated case and being placed in out-of-home care?). For this
set of models, we regressed our outcomes (substantiation or out-
of-home placement) on child’s race/ethnicity, county characteris-

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Substantiation Sample

tics (racial composition, child poverty rate, single-headed house-
holds rate, and juvenile arrest rate), and child/case level control
variables.

The second set of models addresses our second research
question (do county characteristics matter differently for the
likelihood of substantiation and out-of-home placement by race
and ethnicity of the child?). In these models, we regress our
outcomes (substantiation or out-of-home placement) on county
characteristics and control variables separately for each racial/
ethnic subgroup.

Results

Demographics

Tables 1 and 2 provide the descriptive statistics for the total
substantiation (see Table 1) and out-of-home placement (see
Table 2) samples. The information is provided for the entire
sample and then broken out for White, Black, American Indian/
Alaskan Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, mul-
tiracial, and Hispanic children. As shown in Table 1, there were

American
Indian
White Black (1.05 of Asian Hawaiian/PI Multiracial Hispanic
Total sample,  (45.26 of total), (22.49 of total), total), (.92 of total), (0.17 of total), (4.12 of total), (22.68 of total),
M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or
Variables N = 4,110,519 N = 1,996,589 N = 924,329 N =43208 N = 37,688 N = 6,981 N = 169,309 N = 923415
Substantiated 21.79 20.27 22.03 23.09 21.08 23.76 23.13 24.50
Individual controls
Male child (%) 50.01 50.15 50.17 49.04 50.90 50.82 50.16 49.52
Child age 8.03 (5.05) 8.09 (5.05) 8.05 (5.14) 7.33(5.02) 8.97 (5.01) 8.24 (4.99) 7.13 (4.89) 8.01 (4.99)
Prior victim (%) 25.02 26.68 25.08 25.22 10.79 16.96 31.65 20.80
No maltreatment allegations
(%) 8.86 6.70 10.88 5.58 11.4 13.85 6.63 11.87
Neglect (%) 51.11 53.05 50.46 63.88 41.49 41.10 54.38 46.89
Physical abuse (%) 12.19 11.81 13.56 9.37 17.48 16.86 12.42 11.48
Sexual abuse (%) 4.44 491 3.56 2.87 3.50 3.70 3.56 4.60
Emotional abuse (%) 2.55 2.23 1.71 3.06 5.54 5.04 2.62 3.89
Multiple maltreatment types
(%) 15.59 14.75 13.90 13.80 17.74 13.15 17.39 18.75
Other maltreatment type (%) 5.26 6.55 5.93 1.44 2.85 6.30 3.00 2.52
Reporter: social services (%) 7.25 6.97 8.51 8.78 6.43 6.44 8.86 6.23
Reporter: medical/mental
health (%) 12.22 11.50 1143 11.72 15.59 13.11 12.06 14.48
Reporter: law (%) 16.77 16.17 16.97 20.89 17.53 19.78 16.80 17.60
Reporter: education/child
care (%) 16.87 15.48 16.49 14.56 31.13 26.57 14.18 20.17
Reporter: foster parent (%) 3.11 3.13 345 4.35 2.10 3.01 3.73 2.61
Reporter: other voluntary
reporter (%) 19.33 22.42 17.25 16.01 797 11.95 21.28 15.08
Reporter: anonymous (%) 9.25 9.54 9.36 5.45 4.11 5.26 8.73 9.05
Reporter: unknown (%) 15.20 14.79 16.54 18.24 15.14 13.88 14.36 14.78
County variables
Single-headed households .35 (.08) .34 (.07) .39 (.08) .37 (.08) .33.(.07) .32 (.06) .35 (.06) .35(.07)
>20 Children in poverty
(%) 5.25 3.09 6.40 14.42 3.11 1.20 2.36 8.91
Percent Black 12(.12) .09 (.10) 21(.14) .05 (.08) 11 (.09) .08 (.09) .10 (.10) .10 (.09)
Percent American Indian .01 (.03) .01 (.02) .01 (.02) 11 (.18) .01 (.01) .01 (.02) .01 (.04) .01 (.02)
Percent Hispanic 17 (L18) A1 (.12) 16 (.15) 12(.13) 25 (.16) 20 (.15) 12(.13) .34 (.20)
Juvenile arrests/1,000
children 10.98 (8.75) 10.16 (8.51) 10.70 (8.72) 15.07 (10.67)  11.88(8.08) 13.09 (8.35) 10.73 (7.92) 12.80 (9.06)
Note. PI = Pacific Islander. County variables are standardized.
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Out-of-Home Placement Sample

Hawaiian/PI
White Black American Indian Asian (0.18 of Multi-racial Hispanic
(48.81 of total (21.26 of total (1.05 of total (.87 of total total (4.19 of total (23.44 of
Total sample, sample), sample), sample), sample), sample), sample), total sample),
M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or M (SD) or
Variables N = 3,619,387 N = 1,769,659 N = 769,354 N = 38,110 N = 31,540 N = 6,638 N = 151,658 N = 852,428
Out-of-home placement
(%) 7.86 6.98 8.05 12.99 6.12 8.84 10.59 8.84
Individual controls
Male child (%) 49.93 50.06 50.11 48.89 50.66 50.71 50.15 50.00
Child age 7.98 (5.04) 8.07 (5.04) 8.02 (5.13) 7.28 (5.01) 8.88 (5.01) 8.26 (5.00) 7.14 (4.89) 7.93 (4.97)
Prior victim (%) 24.40 26.00 24.64 25.14 10.27 17.40 31.76 20.10
No maltreatment
allegations (%) 9.68 7.30 12.27 6.28 13.19 14.43 7.21 12.73
Neglect (%) 47.20 49.65 44.65 60.88 35.74 38.76 50.96 43.63
Physical abuse (%) 13.47 12.92 15.59 9.71 20.35 17.45 13.57 12.56
Sexual abuse (%) 4.78 5.19 3.94 2.73 3.96 3.75 3.76 4.98
Emotional abuse (%) 2.82 2.44 1.93 3.45 6.56 5.27 2.85 4.23
Multiple maltreatment
types (%) 16.30 15.35 14.78 15.26 16.92 13.65 18.46 19.30
Other maltreatment type
(%) 5.75 7.15 6.84 1.63 3.28 6.69 3.19 2.57
Reporter: social services
(%) 16.79 9.42 11.31 13.60 6.50 9.42 12.21 7.62
Reporter: medical/mental
health (%) 5.75 12.09 12.51 12.81 166.85 13.47 12.76 15.24
Reporter: law (%) 17.88 17.13 18.66 22.84 19.23 20.59 17.73 18.48
Reporter: education/child
care (%) 17.58 16.22 17.58 15.81 31.23 27.54 14.93 20.35
Reporter: foster parent
(%) .29 31 32 47 .19 32 37 23
Reporter: other voluntary
reporter (%) 20.38 23.48 18.77 17.06 7.82 12.35 22.30 15.73
Reporter: anonymous
(%) 9.43 9.74 9.71 5.52 3.89 5.45 8.79 9.06
Reporter: unknown (%) 11.90 11.61 11.14 11.89 14.29 10.86 10.91 13.29
County variables
Percent single-headed
households .35 (.07) .34 (.07) .39 (.08) .35(.07) .32 (.06) .32 (.06) .35 (.06) .34 (.06)
>20 children in poverty
(%) 4.74 3.20 5.21 9.26 2.79 1.04 2.35 7.86
Percent Black A1(.12) .08 (.10) .20 (.14) .03 (.05) .09 (.08) .07 (.08) .10 (.10) .09 (.07)
Percent American Indian .01 (.03) .01 (.02) .00 (.01) .10 (.18) .01 (.01) .01 (.02) .02 (.04) .01 (.02)
Percent Hispanic 18 (.18) A1 (.13) .16 (.16) 12 (.14) .26 (.16) 21 (.15) 13 (.13) 36 (.21)
Juvenile arrests/1,000
children 10.99 (9.03) 10.19 (8.81) 10.39 (9.00) 14.96 (10.73) 11.89 (8.06) 13.17 (8.45) 10.76 (8.19) 13.01 (9.24)
Note. County variables are standardized. SD = Standard Deviation.

differences in the rates of substantiation across children. His-
panic children had the highest rate of substantiation, with about
25% of children being substantiated, followed by Native Ha-
waiian/Pacific Islander children (24%), then American Indian/
Alaskan Native and multiracial children (23%), Black children
(22%), Asian children (21%), and finally White children
(20%).

The descriptive statistics for the out-of-home placement sam-
ple are very similar to the substantiation sample; see Table 2 for
more information. Overall, about 8% of children in the sample
were removed into out-of-home care. This ranged from 6% of
Asian children to 13% of American Indian/Alaskan Native
children in the sample.

Main Effect of Race

Table 3 provides the results of the first two models, which use
multilevel logistic regression to examine associations between

race/ethnicity and substantiation (M1) and race/ethnicity and out-
of-home placement (M2). Compared to White/non-Hispanic chil-
dren, the odds of substantiation were 3% higher for Black children
(adjusted odds ratio [AOR] = 1.03, 95% CI [1.02, 1.04]), 20%
higher for American Indian/Alaskan Native children (AOR = 1.20,
95% confidence interval [CI] [1.17, 1.24]), 12% higher for Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children (AOR = 1.12, 95% CI [1.03,
1.16]), 16% higher for multiracial children (AOR = 1.16, 95% CI
[1.14, 1.17]), and 9% higher for Hispanic children (AOR = 1.09,
95% CI [1.08, 1.09]). For Asian children, the odds of substantia-
tion were 5% lower than for White/non-Hispanic children (AOR =
0.95, 95% CI [1.03, 1.16]). Notably, in some cases these coeffi-
cients indicate relatively modest effects compared with differences
in national rates, and in other cases, the results are very similar
(indicating that case, county, and state factors explain some dis-
parities more than others). For example, our bivariate data would
suggest that compared with White children, the odds of substan-
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Table 3. Multilevel Logistic Regressions Examining Race/Ethnicity, Substantiation, and Out-of-Home

Placement

Variables

M1 race and substantiation,
AOR [95% CI], N = 4,110,519

M2 race and out-of-home placement,
AOR [95% CI], N = 3,619,387

Race
Black
American Indian/Alaska Native
Asian
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
Multiracial
Hispanic (any race)

Individual controls
Male child
Child age
Prior victim
Neglect
Physical abuse
Sexual abuse
Emotional abuse
Multiple maltreatment types
Other maltreatment type
Reporter: medical/mental health
Reporter: law
Reporter: education/child care
Reporter: foster parent
Reporter: other voluntary reporter
Reporter: anonymous
Reporter: unknown

County variables
Percent single-headed households
Child poverty rate
Percent Black
Percent Hispanic
Percent American Indian
Juvenile arrest rate
Rural

1.031 [1.023, 1.038]"
1.202 [1.169, 1.235]"
.946 [.920, .9721"
1.091 [1.026, 1.159]"
1.151 [1.136, 1.166]"
1.085 [1.077, 1.094]"

957 [.952, .9617"
.963 [.962, .9631"
1.444 [1.435, 1.452]"
1.428 [1.413, 1.433]"
.869 [.858, .881]"
1.557 [1.533, 1.580]"
.955[.937, .9741"
1.922 [1.900, 1.9451"
535 [.524, .545]"
.868 [.860, .877]"
1.938 [1.920, 1.956]"
536 [.531, 5417
.592 [.566, .619]"
425 [.420, .429]"
.305 [.301, .309]"
ATT 471, 482]"

1.038 [1.026, 1.050]"
945 [.911, .979]"
.962 [.949, .9751"
998 [.982, 1.015]

1.000 [.993, 1.006]
.985 [.974, .996]"

1.102 [1.082, 1.123]"

1.150 [1.136, 1.164]"
1.232[1.187, 1.277]"
.659 [.628, .6921"
939 [.857, 1.029]
1.429 [1.402, 1.456]"
973 [.961, .9851"

.972 [.964, .980]"
953 [.952, .9541"
2.860 [2.834,2.887]"
2.692 [2.643, 2.742]"
1.612 [1.577, 1.647]"
1.445 [1.405, 1.486]"
951 [.919, .985]"
2.923[2.865,2.982]"
727 [.700, .754]*
.660 [.650, .6701"
789 [.778, .800]"
343 [.337, .349]"
1.189 [1.120, 1.258]"
366 [.361, .372]"
.298 [.292, .303]"
529 [.521, .538]"

1.086 [1.066, 1.106]"
.897 [.848, .948]"
.904 [.885, .924]"
993 [.967, 1.019]

1.000 [.992, 1.009]
971 [.955, .9871"
.967 [.939, .994]*

Note. AOR = adjusted odds ratio; CI = confidence interval. White, non-Hispanic is comparison group for race, “no
maltreatment allegations” is the comparison group for maltreatment types, and “social services reporters” is the comparison
group for reporter type. In addition to the variables in the table, all models control for state and year fixed-effects and %

missing race.
“p < .05.

tiation are about 11% higher for Black children, 28% higher for
Hispanic children, and 23% higher for Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander children, much larger than the 3%, 9%, and 12% increases
in odds indicated in the multivariate models. Yet, for American
Indian/Alaskan Native and multiracial children, differences in
substantiation found in the bivariate data are very similar to those
found in the multivariate models. Also notable, the bivariate sta-
tistics indicated slightly higher substantiation rates for Asians
versus Whites, whereas the multivariate models indicated lower
rates.

Turning to county characteristics, we found that living in a
county with a greater percentage of single-headed households or a
rural county was associated with greater odds of substantiation.
Specifically, a 1-SD increase in the percent of single-headed
households was associated with a 4% increase in the odds of
substantiation (AOR = 1.04, 95% CI [1.026, 1.050]), and living in
arural county was associated with 10% higher odds, (AOR = 1.10,
95% CI [1.08, 1.12]). High child poverty counties were associated

with a 5% decrease in the odds of substantiation (AOR = 0.95,
95% CI [0.91, 0.98]). In addition, both percent Black (AOR =
0.96, 95% CI [0.95, 0.98]) and the juvenile arrest rate (AOR =
0.99, 95% CI [0.97, 0.99]) were associated with lower odds of
substantiation (a 1-SD increase was associated with a 4% and 1%
decline, respectively). (Note that in an exploratory additional anal-
ysis [results not shown], we removed percent single-headed house-
holds from our model to examine whether poverty and/or percent
Black residents would change directions [due to multicollinearity]
and they did not.)

There were more pronounced racial differences in the probabil-
ity of out-of-home placement. Compared with White children,
odds of out-of-home placement were 15% higher for Black chil-
dren (AOR = 1.15,95% CI [1.14, 1.16]), 23% higher for American
Indian/Alaskan Native children (AOR = 1.23, 95% CI [1.19,
1.28]), and 43% higher for multiracial children (AOR = 1.43, 95%
CI [1.40, 1.46]). Asian children had odds 34% lower (AOR = 0.66,
95% CI [0.63, 0.69]) and Hispanic children had odds 3% lower
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than White children (AOR = 0.97, 95% CI [0.96, 0.99]) who had
the lowest odds of out-of-home placement. There were no differ-
ences in the odds of out-of-home placement for White and
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children. Again, these differ-
ences were often much less pronounced than in the bivariate
data (where county, state, and case factors were not taken into
account). The bivariate data indicated that American Indian/
Alaskan Native children had nearly double the odds of out-of-
home placement as compared with White children, a gap three
times larger than found in the multivariate models. Similarly,
the higher odds of out-of-home placement among Hispanic
children found in the bivariate data were entirely reversed.
Importantly, there was almost no difference between the esti-
mated difference in odds of out-of-home placement for Black
(vs. White) children in the bivariate and multivariate data.

In terms of the county-level variables, children in counties with
a greater percentage of single-headed households had 9% greater
odds (AOR = 1.09, 95% CI [1.07, 1.11]) of being removed, whereas
children in counties with a greater percentage of Black residents
(AOR = 0.90, 95% CI [0.89, 0.92]), a high level of poverty (AOR =
0.90, 95% CI [0.85, 0.95]), a higher rate of juvenile arrests (AOR =
0.97, 95% CI [0.96, 0.99]), and rural counties (AOR = 0.97, 95%
CI [0.94, 0.99]) had 10%, 10%, and 3% lower odds of removal,
respectively.

County-Level Characteristics and Substantiation
by Race/Ethnicity

Table 4 examines the relationship between the county-level
factors and substantiation by race/ethnicity of the child (M3-M9).
For all groups, the percentage of single-headed households was
associated with increased odds of substantiation (not statistically
significant for Hawaiian/Pacific Islander). A high child poverty
rate was associated with 14% lower odds of substantiation for
Black (AOR = 0.86, 95% CI [0.82, 0.92]), 26% for Asian (AOR =
0.74, 95% CI [0.56, 0.99]), and 12% for multiracial children (AOR
= 0.88, 95% CI [0.79, 0.98]) only (though coefficients were also
large and <1 for American Indian/Alaskan Native children). Per-
cent Black was associated with lower odds of substantiation for
White children only (AOR = 0.95, 95% CI [0.94, 0.97]; 5% lower
odds). Percent American Indian/Alaskan Native was associated
with lower odds of substantiation for multiracial children only
(AOR = 0.97; 95% CI [0.96, 0.99]; 3% lower odds). Rural county
was associated with 10% higher odds of substantiation among White
(AOR = 1.10, 95% CI [1.09, 1.13]), 7% higher odds among Black
(AOR = 1.07,95% CI [1.03, 1.11]), 12% higher odds among multi-
racial (AOR = 1.12,95% CI[1.07, 1.12]), and 9% higher odds among
Hispanic (AOR = 1.09, 95% CI [1.05, 1.12]) children.

County-Level Characteristics and Out-of-
Home Placement by Race/Ethnicity

Table 5 provides the results of the out-of-home placement
models (M10-M16) examining the role of county factors by
race/ethnicity. As with substantiation, percent single-headed
households was associated with increased odds of out-of-home
placement for all groups except Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
children (though trended in the same direction). High child poverty

rate was associated with 15% lower odds of out-of-home place-
ment among Black children (AOR = 0.85, 95% CI [0.78, 0.94])
and 7% lower odds among White children (AOR = 0.93, 95% CI
[0.87, 0.99]), and had no association with out-of-home place-
ment for any other group. Percent Black was associated with
8% lower odds of out-of-home placement for White (AOR =
0.92, 95% CI [0.89, 0.94]), 87% lower odds among multiracial
(AOR = 0.93,95% CI [0.89, 0.98]), and 9% lower odds among
Hispanic children (AOR = 0.91, 95% CI [0.87, 0.95]), and 22%
higher odds of out-of-home placement among American Indian/
Alaskan Native children (AOR = 1.22, 95% CI [1.05, 1.41]); it
was not associated with out-of-home placement for Black,
Asian, or Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children. Percent Hispanic
was associated with 6% lower odds of out-of-home placement
for Hispanic children (AOR = 0.94, 95% CI [0.91, 0.98]).
Percent American Indian/Alaskan Native was associated with
51% higher odds of out-of-home placement for Asian children
(AOR = 1.51, 95% CI [1.05, 1.26]). For all groups except
American Indian/Alaskan Native, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander,
and multiracial children, the juvenile arrest rate was associated
with lower odds of out-of-home placement.

Discussion

Results revealed that a child’s race and ethnicity are associ-
ated with their likelihood of being substantiated or removed
from the home, net of child, case, and county characteristics,
and state of residence. Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native,
and multiracial children all had significantly greater odds of
substantiation and out-of-home placement when compared with
non-Hispanic White children. Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
and Hispanic children had greater odds of substantiation, but
not out-of-home placement. To the contrary, Asian children had
lower odds of substantiation and out-of-home placement as
compared with non-Hispanic White children. Though not
widely studied, most existing studies that include Asian chil-
dren have found them to be at lower risk of investigation,
substantiation, and foster care placement (Bywaters, Brady,
Sparks, & Bos, 2016; Kim et al., 2017; King et al., 2017;
Wildeman & Emanuel, 2014; Wildeman et al., 2014).

Thus, geography alone cannot fully account for racial dispro-
portionality in out-of-home placement among the investigated
population. Notably, because investigation does not fully account
for underlying risk, we cannot say for certain that observed dif-
ferences are solely driven by bias. Nevertheless, it is interesting
that we do not observe higher rates of out-of-home placement
among Hispanic children. Although others have described a “His-
panic paradox,” in which Hispanic children experience more fa-
vorable outcomes than would be expected given their socioeco-
nomic disadvantages (Drake et al., 2011), it is also worth noting
that Hispanic (and Asian) populations do not have the same history
of state-sanctioned discrimination and violence that American
Indian/Alaskan Natives and Black populations do. This has re-
sulted in entrenched and longstanding stereotypes linking Black
and American Indian/Alaskan Native people with perceived char-
acter deficits, such as laziness and criminality (Lintner, 2004),
which may affect how caseworkers and judges perceive risk to
children. Moreover, this history may shape the quality of interac-
tions with governmental agents. One of the factors caseworkers
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weigh when evaluating substantiation and out-of-home placement
decisions is the cooperativeness of the parents (Jones, 1993).
Populations whose historical or current experiences with govern-
mental authorities are largely negative may be—perhaps justifi-
ably—more hostile and less willing to cooperate voluntarily. For
example, research has shown that cultural mistrust among Black
and American Indian/Alaskan Native (but not Hispanic and Asian)
adults affects help-seeking and cooperation with medical interven-
tions (Ahluwalia, 1991; Whaley, 2001). Future research should
examine the quality of interactions that Black and American Indi-
an/Alaskan Native families have with the CPS system and, if
necessary, evaluate options for improving relationships between
agencies and the communities they serve.

We also note that American Indian and Alaskan Native children
are subject to different protocols for removal to out-of-home care
under federal law recognizing tribal authority over Indian children
who are members of, or eligible for membership in, federally
recognized tribes (Indian Child Welfare Act, 1978). This means
that tribal courts may determine the removal of an Indian child, or
monitor and otherwise inform state court proceedings at their
discretion. The effects of tribal involvement or exclusive jurisdic-
tion on the decision to remove a child is not clear; however, to the
extent that we would expect less negative bias against Indian
families in tribal courts than state or local courts, whether the
removal request was heard in tribal court may be an important
factor. Unfortunately, we do not have that information available to
us; however, there are plans from the federal government to
require the collection and reporting of numerous additional Indian
Child Welfare Act-related information in AFCARS in the coming
years (Administration for Children & Families, 2018). Thus, future
researchers may be able to address these unresolved questions.

Several county characteristics were associated with substantia-
tion and out-of-home placement, but often in different ways than
has been found in past research focused on substantiation within
the general population (not only those investigated by CPS).
County-level poverty, percentage of Black residents, and the ju-
venile arrest rate were associated with lower odds of substantiation
and out-of-home placement among investigated children, whereas
percent single-headed households was associated with higher odds
of both outcomes. Although many prior studies have used factor
analysis to proxy county-level disadvantage linked community
disadvantage (which is often composed of poverty rate, percent
single-headed households, and percent Black residents) to child
maltreatment (Maguire-Jack, 2014) and substantiations specifi-
cally (Irwin, 2009), these prior studies investigated maltreatment
and substantiations among the general population of children and
not among investigated children.

As we stated earlier, risk characteristics should be more strongly
associated with CPS involvement (at all levels) among the general
population, but may take on a different meaning for decision-
making about those already investigated for maltreatment. Indeed,
substantiation is not an objective measure of whether maltreatment
occurred or whether a child is at risk of harm (Drake, 1996).
Rather, because substantiation often precedes the provision of
services (either in-home or through foster care), the decision to
substantiate may also reflect the availability of or perceived need
for services (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2003; Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2015). In highly disadvantaged areas, where the
demand for child welfare services is high, the threshold for inter-

vention may be raised, such that the probability of substantiation
and out-of-home placement conditional on investigation is lower
than in comparatively advantaged areas. Similarly, it is possible
that where there are the greatest constraints to effective parenting,
the expectations of parents are correspondingly lower. In other
words, agencies may evaluate the risks to children under a “com-
munity standard” rather than that of an ideal environment.

We also found that living in a rural county was associated with
greater odds of substantiation, but with lower odds of out-of-home
placement. We cannot determine with certainty why this was the
case, but it is possible that the unique contexts of rural counties
place greater constraints on the use of foster care. That is, although
rural areas may face fewer challenges related to workload burden
than urban areas and caseworkers often provide direct in-home
services to families, they have fewer resources (including fewer
foster homes) available for out-of-home placements (Child Wel-
fare Information Gateway, 2018).

Additionally, the results of this study lend support to the idea that
county characteristics matter differently for CPS decision-making
based on the race and ethnicity of the child in question. The percent-
age of Black residents is associated with reduced odds of substanti-
ation among White children, and reduced odds of out-of-home place-
ment among White, multiracial, and Hispanic children. Percentage of
Black residents is not predictive of substantiation or out-of-home
placement for Black children. In counties with high percentages of
Hispanic residents, Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and His-
panic children have higher odds of substantiation, but Hispanic chil-
dren have a lower likelihood of out-of-home placement. These find-
ings suggest that being a non-Black in a county with more Black
residents is associated with lower rates of substantiation and out-of-
home placement for several racial groups, but it is not relevant for
Black children. Although a White child does not experience higher
odds of substantiation or out-of-home placement from living in a
more diverse county, when American Indian/Alaskan Native children
live in more diverse counties (higher percentages of Black or Hispanic
residents) they have higher rates of substantiation and out-of-home
placement (with higher percentages of Black residents). Interestingly,
although Hispanic children have a higher rate of substantiation in
counties with a higher percentage of Hispanic children, they also have
a lower out-of-home placement rate.

In terms of county-level poverty, Black, Asian, and multiracial
children have lower odds of substantiation, whereas Black and
White children have lower odds of out-of-home placement. Al-
though poverty was not uniformly associated with lower odds of
substantiation and out-of-home placement across groups, the find-
ing that living in a high-poverty county is related to lower rates of
substantiation and placement among investigated children may be
due to limited resources in such communities, thus raising the
threshold for what constitutes problematic parenting.

The effect of single-headed households is startling in light of the
finding that living in a higher poverty county is associated with lower
odds of substantiation and placement. At the county level, high
proportions of single-headed households increased the likelihood of
substantiation and out-of-home placement for all racial and ethnic
groups except for Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander children. Typi-
cally, it would be expected that higher rates of single-headed house-
holds would be indicative of a higher poverty rate because single
parents are likely to have less financial resources than two-headed
households, yet these related constructs having seemingly opposite
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effects. It may be that the increased risk associated with single-headed
households may not stem from lower income, but rather from lack of
social capital, heightened stress, or having less emergency child care
options. In the face of deficit support and options to “tag-team”
parent—giving one the opportunity to step away from a situation in
which anger or frustration is experienced—single parents may be
more likely to rely on corporal punishment (Taylor, Hamvas, & Paris,
2011) or to leave their children unattended (Coohey, 1998). More
research is needed to tease out the mechanisms by which county-level
poverty and proportion of single-headed households impact child
welfare decisional processes.

Greater juvenile justice involvement at the county level was asso-
ciated with lower odds of child out-of-home placement for White,
Multiracial, and Asian children, in addition to being associated with
lower odds of substantiation for White children. A few possible
explanations exist for this finding. First, the high juvenile arrest rate
may be indicative of a greater pattern of violence at the community
level, which could potentially overshadow less visible in-home forms
of violence, such as child maltreatment. Second, we note that children
who are maltreated are more likely to be delinquent or reach the
attention of the juvenile justice system (Evans & Burton, 2013; Smith
& Thornberry, 1995) and this overlap could affect how each system
responds. In areas with a greater rate of juvenile arrests, children
exposed to or at risk of maltreatment may be caught up in the juvenile
justice system before reaching the attention of CPS. Similarly, cross-
over youth (those simultaneously involved in both CPS and juvenile
justice systems) may have lower rates of out-of-home placement
through CPS if they are placed out-of-home through the juvenile
justice system rather than the CPS system. Lastly, this association
could reflect reverse causality: the incidence of juvenile crime may be
lower in areas where CPS more frequently provides services (in-home
or out-of-home) to protect children from recurrent maltreatment.

Implications

Categorizations of race and ethnicity are used inconsistently across
states and counties. To better understand how states and their CPS
systems use the information, standardized definitions and classifica-
tions of race and ethnicity are needed. This is especially true regarding
the recording of Hispanic ethnicity as it intersects with different racial
groupings. With standardized definitions and protocols for classifica-
tion, the relevance of these constructs within child serving systems
can be more easily examined.

A better understanding of how CPS workers use information
about a child’s environmental context to make substantiation
and out-of-home placement decisions is needed. Further, not
enough is known about how the neighborhood and county
environments impact the rate at which children of different
racial or ethnic groups are reported to the child welfare system.
More research is needed to determine whether county factors
impact reporting patterns and, if so, in what ways those dispar-
ities contribute to observed disparities in substantiation and
out-of-home placement decisions. Additionally, community-
level interventions may help improve community conditions
that affect the likelihood that a child is maltreated or removed
from their home.

Strengths and Limitations

This study was among the first to study racial disparities nationally
with complete information by county. Because CPS is organized at
the county level and racial composition varies significantly across
county, studies of racial and ethnic disparities that cannot account for
the county in which the case occurred are unable to separate geo-
graphic disparities from racial and ethnic disparities. In addition, by
modeling outcomes at the child level, we avoid the problems of
aggregate data, including within-county heterogeneity. By leveraging
complete county identifiers and child level data, and including racial
and ethnic groups commonly excluded in the literature on racial
disparities, this study provides new information on the size and
context of disparities in substantiation and out-of-home placement.

Nevertheless, we caution that this study contains important limita-
tions. First, we cannot fully differentiate between actual differences in
maltreatment behaviors and differences in decision-making. Admin-
istrative data tend to contain fairly reductive information about mal-
treatment risks (e.g., type of maltreatment without reference to sever-
ity or frequency) and little to no information about key risk factors
(e.g., poverty). As a result, there may be omitted variables that bias
our findings by failing to adequately adjust for differences in risk
characteristics across racial and ethnic groups. Second, the dataset is
also limited in that some states do not provide race data or allow for
linkages across NCANDS and AFCARS, thus we do not have a true
population dataset. Third, although county-level factors are important
to consider given that CPS agencies are largely organized by county,
there is significant variability within counties in terms of poverty,
racial composition, and other attributes. These factors may play a
different role at the neighborhood level. Fourth, the models fail to
account for spatial autocorrelation, making it impossible for the re-
searchers to gauge the impact of neighboring county effects on ob-
served trends. Finally, individuals may select a county of residence for
a variety of reasons that are unobserved and could potentially relate to
the individual’s propensity to maltreat.

Conclusion

This study was the first to examine factors influencing substan-
tiation and out-of-home placement by race in a national sample
with information from counties with fewer than 1,000 maltreat-
ment reports. Despites decades of study and a large body of
research, the sources of racial and ethnic disparities in CPS
decision-making remain disputed, thus providing little information
for states and counties to seek meaningful reforms. As child
welfare agencies move into an era of predictive analytics (Teixeira
& Boyas, 2017)—that is, using data to model and attempt to
predict the outcomes that will occur for a child—understanding
the limitations and biases that may be built into the data that are
used to build such models is critical for ensuring their legitimacy.
Among investigated children, the context in which children live
differentially affects their likelihood of having their case substan-
tiated or of being removed into out-of-home care depending on
their race. Further research is needed to understand the cause of
these differences so that protective services can ensure equitable
outcomes for all children.

Keywords: decision-making ecology; child welfare; racial
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