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ABSTRACT

Racial disproportionality has been a longstanding issue within
child welfare. The continued overrepresentation of black children
in the foster care system is troubling. The authors of this article
conducted a case study of two counties in New York State that
have steadily decreased the number of black children in foster care
in an effort to identify what aspects of their child welfare practice
impacted the decline. The case study employed document analy-
sis, in-depth interviews, and focus groups with child removal deci-
sion makers. Utilizing a grounded theory approach to content
organization and analysis, several themes emerged as noticeable
factors. Some of the most salient themes included preventive
services and resources, community collaborations, case practice
development, family meetings, workforce diversity, the court sys-
tem, and, the most unique, blind removal meetings. The themes
found in this study present promising practices to assist in decreas-
ing the racial disparity in child welfare removal decisions.
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Introduction

The overrepresentation of black children in the child welfare system has been a

persistent issue. Black children are more likely to be placed in foster care,

experience a longer stay in foster care, wait for longer periods of time to reunify

with their families, and endure slower exit rates than non-minority children

(Hill, 2006; Lu, Landsverk, Ellis-Macleod, Newton, Ganger, & Johnson, 2004;

Putnam-Hornstein, Needell, King, & Johnson-Motoyama, 2013). Over time,

there has been a shift from identifying and understanding racial disproportion-

ality as a problem through numerous meta-analytic reports and editorials (e.g.

Austin, 2007; Billingsley &Giovannoni, 1972; Hill, 2006) toward an emphasis on

addressing this problem by offering strategic policy changes and action (Alliance

for Racial Equity in Child Welfare, 2009).

Racial disproportionality and racial disparity are terms that are commonly used

when discussing representation of certain racial and ethnic groups of children in
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the child welfare system. These terms are often used interchangeably, but due to

their distinct implications, it is worth discussing key differences. In the context of

this paper, racial disproportionality refers to when certain subgroups are over- or

underrepresented in the child welfare system “at levels that are disproportionate to

their numbers in the overall child and family population” (Courtney & Skyles,

2003, p.2). Racial disparity refers to the unequal treatment of certain subgroups

due to their race (Dettlaff, 2015; Lery & Wulczyn, 2009), which potentially

increases disproportionality. Unequal treatment often results from differential

resource allocation, access and services between racial groups (Farrow, Notkin,

Derezotes, & Miller, 2010; Font, Berger, & Slack, 2012; Putnam-Hornstein et al.,

2013). Literature suggests that race impacts the types of services that families are

referred to in the child welfare system (Lovato-Hermann, Dellor, Tam, Curry, &

Freisthler, 2017). When compared to whites, black children and families in the

child welfare system experience lower access to services and higher rates of

placement instability (Garcia, Kim, & DeNard, 2016), as well as less engagement

with caseworkers (Cheng & Lo, 2012).

Many states have become aware of this issue and put forth effort to

address the disparity. This study focused on New York State and their

prioritization within the last 10 years to illuminate the racial dispro-

portionality through a statewide initiative called Disproportionate

Minority Representation (DMR). Fourteen out of 62 counties have

actively engaged in efforts to reduce the high frequency of disparities

for black children in out-of-home placement decisions (Office of

Children and Family Services [OCFS], 2015). Through statewide data

tracking, it is evident that at least two counties have been able to

significantly reduce the disparity in their foster care system (OCFS,

2015). This study sought to investigate key factors that may have

contributed to the decreases shown in those two counties. The research-

ers conducted a comparative case study with both counties, utilizing

three different data sources (in-depth interviews, focus groups, and

document analysis) to develop a description of the experiences and

practices. The findings from the case study assist in highlighting the

potential impact these practices may have on the reduction of foster

care entry for black children.

Literature review

Explanatory factors for racial disproportionality and racial disparity

The occurrence of racial disproportionality and disparity in child welfare can

be explained in many ways. One explanation is the disproportionate needs of

black children. Black children are often exposed to certain family situations

and socioeconomic challenges (e.g. poverty, unemployment, homelessness,
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parental incarceration, mental illness, substance abuse, domestic violence,

and limited access to community resources) that place them at greater risk of

child maltreatment (Boyd, 2015; Fluke, Jones Harden, Jenkins, & Ruehrdanz,

2010). This, in turn, could lead to a higher rate of child maltreatment,

resulting in a disproportionate need for black children to access child welfare

services (Boyd, 2015).

Another explanation emphasizes the role of human decision-making in

racial disproportionality and disparity. Research indicates that disproportion-

ality and disparity occur at various child welfare decision points. For exam-

ple, black families and children are more likely to be reported for abuse and

neglect, and their cases are more likely to be investigated and substantiated

when compared to white families and children (e.g. Fluke, Yuan, Hedderson,

& Curtis, 2003; Hill, 2007; Krase, 2013; Putnam-Hornstein et al., 2013).

Explicit and implicit racial bias and discrimination of the people who are

making case decisions (e.g. caseworkers, mandated reporters, community

members), along with lack of cultural competence training, can perpetuate

the disproportionality at each stage (i.e. reporting, investigation, substantia-

tion, placement, and exits) in the child welfare system (Boyd, 2015; Fluke,

Harden, Jenkins, & Ruehrdanz, 2010).

At an agency level, the child welfare agencies’ infrastructure, race of the

caseworker, lack of resources for families of color, institutional racism,

organizational culture, disconnection from the community, and quality of

services are all factors that could explain racial disproportionality and dis-

parity (Boyd, 2015; Font, 2013). Literature also suggests that a lack of agency

policies and programs for the employees (e.g. trainings and workforce diver-

sity) influences their racial biases, decision-making, and service provision

(Dettlaff & Rycraft, 2008; Fluke et al., 2010; Johnson, Antle, & Barbee, 2009;

Rolock & Testa, 2005).

At the policy level, federal policies that do not take into account the

unique needs of children of color, along with “race-neutral” policies, dis-

proportionately affect African American families and result in their increased

involvement in the child welfare system (Boyd, 2015). For example, federal

legislation that emphasizes permanency and adoption disproportionately

impacts black families, threatening family preservation when a chance for

reunification may have existed had these families been afforded more

resources, preventive services, or options for relative care placement

(Roberts, 2002). Additionally, it has been posited that the child welfare

system acts as a method of surveillance and policing of black families rather

than addressing racism and the societal roots of the problem (Roberts, 2002,

2014). Scholars also argue that racism is embedded in the structure of society

and institutions, unjustly impacting the child welfare laws and systems that

reinforce the unequal treatment of black families (Denby & Curtis, 2013;

Dixon, 2008; Roberts, 2002).
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Though presented as distinct from each other, it has been noted that these

explanations can coexist (Fluke et al., 2010). Utilizing several explanations at

once may provide a deeper understanding of this phenomenon and can

inform child welfare policy and practice decisions in a more comprehensive

manner.

Approaches to address racial disproportionality and racial disparity

Awareness of this issue in the child welfare system has prompted responses

on state and local levels. In the report Places to Watch, the Center for

Community Partnerships in Child Welfare (2006) identifies the promising

practices of 10 jurisdictions (state and county) used to address racial dis-

proportionality in the child welfare system. These include paying increased

attention to racial disparities (i.e. establishing a task force/committee, target-

ing specific child welfare decision points), developing and using data, part-

nering with the community, improving service delivery, developing policy

interventions, engaging in ongoing evaluation, and obtaining external fund-

ing. In 2009, the Alliance for Racial Equity in Child Welfare compared policy

changes in 11 States across the U.S. and recommended legislation that would

require child welfare agencies to adopt practices such as those mentioned in

the Places to Watch report. Other recommendations from the Alliance for

Race Equity in Child Welfare include: increasing public awareness, creating

culturally competent recruitment policies and workforce development train-

ings, providing more specialized services and supports (i.e. Family Group

Decision Making, Differential Response, recruiting diverse families to foster

or adopt children, and kinship care), and implementing specific system

strategies and assessments. Recently, Miller and Esenstad (2015) also showed

that 13 states and 2 counties used strategies to reduce racial disparity that

mirrored those identified in the Places to Watch report.

In 2011, a study completed at the county level found that characteristics,

such as unemployment rates and child poverty, have significant impacts on

racial disparity in the child welfare system (Kim, Chenot, & Ji, 2011). One

way to explain this finding is that poverty is a significant risk factor for child

maltreatment, conflated with and possibly surpassing the risk associated with

race (Kim et al., 2011). There was no clear causal link between the variables

in this study, and the authors suggest conducting further research that looks

at racially specific poverty rates and how they impact disparity with the

corresponding racial groups. Additionally, the authors encourage future

research that focuses on the role of race in child welfare decision-making,

stating that “there is need for an intervention/strategy that will accomplish

disparity reduction overtime” (Kim et al., 2011, p. 1243).

County-level studies also highlight the need to consider unique social and

geographic conditions from a community perspective. A qualitative study in
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Texas used focus groups with community members, legal professionals, and

child protective caseworkers and suggested the importance of examining

agency- and community-level factors in discussions about racial disparity

(Dettlaff & Rycraft, 2008). A different local study conducted in a neighbor-

hood in Chicago revealed that the awareness of child welfare agency involve-

ment in the community negatively impacts social relationships and can

interfere with parental authority, sometimes threatening parents’ sense of

autonomy (Roberts, 2008). It can also lead to more instability, psychological

injury, and sense of disconnection for the children in foster care and can

create distrust among neighbors, thus further impairing social relationships

in the community (Roberts, 2008). Each neighborhood and community thus

presents its own racial geography that must be put into its proper context.

Despite these recent developments, evidence of the efficacy of strategies to

reduce racial disparity is still emerging. More empirical studies are needed to

determine the range of strategies that have been implemented at the county

level and to evaluate the efficacy of these strategies. Obtaining this informa-

tion may lead to reductions in foster care entries and improvements in

services and outcomes for black families. To understand potential strategies

at the county level, this study examined two agencies in which the dispro-

portionality of black children in the child welfare system has steadily

decreased over the past several years. This study explored what types of

strategies were implemented to reduce racial disparity in child removal

decisions and presents the perspectives of employees at multiple levels in

the organization. Understanding the perspective of caseworkers and child

welfare professionals is crucial to advancing the work with racial disparity.

Decision-making within child welfare has high stakes, and frontline workers

are negotiating these decisions on a daily basis. It behooves scholars to listen

to those who are working directly with families. Understanding their percep-

tion of what is working will inform future evaluation of the strategies with

the goal of producing well supported and effective interventions that create

consistent and comparable outcomes across racial groups.

Methods

The researchers employed qualitative methods in two counties in New York

State. A multiple case study design was applied that is useful for identifying

generalizable knowledge about how and why particular organizations, pro-

grams, or policies found success or failure (Goodrick, 2014). For the purposes

of this study, a case study refers to the research inquiry that aims at the detailed

development of a particular person, place, or group (Creswell, 2013). This is not

to be mistaken with the actual maltreatment case that is investigated by child

protective frontline workers. The guiding research question was, “This County

has been able to lower their rates of black children entering foster care. In your
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experience, during 2010–2014, what may have caused the decrease?” All of the

interview questions that were developed centered around this guiding question

and were also informed by the existing data from each county. Interviews and

focus groups were semi-structured in nature. This study was based on a year-

long project, from January 2016 to December 2016, which consisted of gaining

the IRB approval, developing the data collection protocol, recruitment and

sampling, conducting in-depth interviews and focus groups, and data analysis.

Case study sites

Two case study sites (hereafter referred to as County A and County B) were

selected based on their data trends of racial disproportionality (Office of

Children and Family Services, 2015). In New York State, 35 out of 62 counties

have an overrepresentation of black children in their foster care system, and 14

of those counties have been engaged in work to reduce the rate of foster care

entry of black children. Among the 14, both County A and B received a DMR

pilot project grant in 2009, which was provided by the Office of Children and

Family Services and Casey Family Programs. According to the OCFS

Memorandum of Understanding, $40,000 was awarded to support activity

planning, training, technical assistance, data collection, and implementation

of strategies that reduce the overrepresentation of black children in out-of-

home placement. In addition to the DMR project grant, County B was awarded

an additional grant (Oncare Systems of Care) through SAMSHA, which

focused on improving outcomes for at-risk youth in their child welfare system.

According to the OCFS data (2015), both counties showed a noticeable decrease

in the ratio of black children in out of home care. In County A, in 2010, black

children were 15 times more likely to be placed in foster care compared to white

children, whereas in 2013, the ratio decreased to 11 to 1. Likewise, in County B,

in 2011, black children were 6 times more likely to be placed in out-of-home

care. Within the next year, 2012, the disparity ratio decreased by 50 percent,

with black children 3 times more likely to be placed in foster care. The decrease

in these two counties was the most noticeable and consistent among the other

counties, which sparked the interest of the Office of Children and Family

Services. In addition, the executive leadership in both counties showed interest

in discussing their system-wide initiatives and progress.

Sampling and characteristics of study participants

Researchers employed a purposive, nonprobability sampling strategy to

recruit participants into the study. This strategy focuses on selecting partici-

pants that have unique qualities and criteria that align with the objective of

the study (Etikan, Abubakar Musa, & Sunusi Alkassim, 2016). In this

instance, the criterion was that participants worked in one of the two
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counties and had knowledge and experiences in organizational policy-mak-

ing or case-level decision-making.

After leadership in each county sent out an invitation to their eligible staff

and encouraged them to join the study, all participation occurred voluntarily.

Commissioners and directors were interviewed, while assistant directors,

supervisors and caseworkers were invited into focus groups. The years of

child welfare experience among the directors ranged from 21 to 35 years, the

assistant directors from 13 to 30 years, supervisors from 16 to 25 years, and

caseworkers from 3 to 11 years. There were a total of 30 participants in this

study. Nine of the 30 participants were male, and 21 were female. Ten of the

participants were black, and 20 were white.

Data collection process

The interview questions and focus group facilitation prompts were informed

by the county specific data provided by OCFS. The research protocol was

reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the

university to which the research team belongs. The principal investigator

spoke with the Commissioners of each participating county to discuss the

project and obtain consent. An administrator at the OCFS as well as the

senior leadership from each participating county reviewed the data collection

protocol (e.g. guiding questions, schedule, and recruitment logistics) and

provided feedback and approval.

Subsequently, each commissioner mobilized their leadership team in order to

recruit participants (i.e. assistant directors, supervisors, and caseworkers). The

research team traveled to each county to conduct 60-minute in-depth, face-to-

face interviews and 90-minute focus groups. In-depth interviews were com-

pleted with each commissioner and each director from their respective counties.

Researchers selected commissioners and directors to be interviewed one-on-one

in order to obtain high-level organizational information. The other categories of

employees (assistant directors, supervisors, caseworkers) were assigned to focus

groups. Focus groups were chosen as the format for data collection from these

employees to foster group dynamics and stimulate in-depth conversations,

which led to deep exploration of topics (Creswell, 2013). Researchers sought

to gather detailed information from assistant directors, supervisors, and case-

workers. Each participant provided unique perspectives of the decision-making

process. Commissioners provided insights into their agency structure and orga-

nizational policies; directors shared their experiences with implementing and

overseeing programs; assistant directors provided information on how they

support front line supervisory practices; supervisors offered perspectives on

directly supporting caseworkers in their case practice and decisions; and case-

workers provided examples of their close relationships with families in crisis and

managing the weight of decisions.
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After each focus group, facilitators asked for volunteers to have an in-

depth interview to discuss specific experiences in more detail. Four

participants volunteered to be interviewed following their focus group.

One participant who volunteered was a caseworker, two were supervisors

and one was an assistant director. After the interviews and focus groups,

the researchers conducted content analysis of training curriculum and

community services/resources provided by each county.

Analysis

Strategies of rigor

An essential component to qualitative methods is ensuring the credibility of

the research findings. Patton (1999) recommends that techniques be

employed to enhance the quality of the analysis and show the credibility

and trustworthiness of the findings. Literature strongly suggests that transfer-

ability, confirmability, and dependability be established within qualitative

research (Patton, 1999; Shenton, 2004).

Transferability is often scrutinized in qualitative work due to the limita-

tions in generalizability. Though, even with small numbers within a sam-

ple, those numbers are examples of a broader group, and so transferability

should not be rejected (Stake, 2005). Within a child welfare context, the

decision-making process is similar from agency to agency. Based on the

judgment of the caseworker, presenting maltreatment, past history, and

potential risk, a child is either removed from their home or left to remain

in the home with supportive services. The findings from this study fit into

processes that are already embedded within child welfare agencies. The

biggest indicator of transferability is the reality that racial disproportio-

nately is plaguing child welfare in almost every state (Summers, 2015),

which behooves agencies to consider effective strategies. The strategies that

are being described within these two counties have potential to be trans-

ferred to other agencies.

Confirmability refers to the assurance that the findings are a result of the

experiences of the participants and not the preferences of the researcher

(Shenton, 2004). Triangulation is often used to establish confirmability in

qualitative research. Triangulation involves the utilization of three different

data sources that are cross-checked for corroboration and consistency

(Patton, 1999). This strategy also guards against the notion that the study

findings are simply an artifact of a single method, single source or single

investigator bias. In this study, researchers conducted content analyses, focus

groups, and in-depth interviews in order to triangulate the data from each

county. In addition, triangulation consists of involving a wide range of study

participants so that varying viewpoints are offered and that information can

be verified against each other (Shenton, 2004).
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Analysis process

In total, there were eight in-depth interviews and six focus groups, con-

sisting of over 700 minutes of audio collected and 84,000 words on 175

pages of transcriptions. The interviews and focus groups were transcribed

as the first step of data analysis. All team members who led a focus group

or an interview completed word-for-word transcriptions. All transcrip-

tions were imported into ATLAS.ti for analysis. In an effort to strengthen

the credibility of the findings, the principal investigator (PI) instructed

each member of the research team to do an initial read of the data and

then a re-read (Taylor-Powell & Renner, 2003). The team then made notes

of significant themes that were emerging. Following these notes, team

members completed a first round of grouping those themes into cate-

gories, which led to the identification of preliminary codes. The PI

analyzed that first round of codes from three separate research team

members for consistency and corroboration (Patton, 1999). In examining

the codes, there was an iterative and recursive process of identifying

commonalities and variations.

The analysis was completed utilizing ATLAS.ti’s 3-prong coding system

that included preliminary coding, neighbor coding, and selective coding (see

Table 1). After the preliminary round of coding was completed by research

team members, the PI created Code Neighbors. Code Neighboring is a process

where ATLAS.ti groups codes, notates where they are found throughout the

transcript and shows if they are similar to other codes, indicating a

Table 1. Analytic Strategy: Preliminary Coding, Neighbor Coding, and Selective Coding.

Steps Description of Process

1. Transcription of audio-recordings
Researchers listened to audio recordings and transcribed

them word for word.

2. Reading and Re-reading
Researchers completed an initial read of their transcripts

and then did a re-read.

3. Initial Noting
Researchers began making initial notations of emergent

themes relating to phenomena under study.

4. Preliminary Coding
Researcher examined notes and initial themes for pat-

terns and categories that led to preliminary coding.

5. Neighbor Coding
Researcher began to group codes together due to con-

sistency and familiarity.

6. Selective Coding

Researcher examined code neighbors in order to create

overall themes that would drive the answer to the

qualitative inquiry.
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neighboring. Approximately 20 overall codes emerged from the analysis, and

while studying those codes, more specific and targeted codes emerged

through Selective Coding (Rabinovich & Kacen, 2010). Selective Coding, a

process that establishes the main phenomena of the analysis (Bohm, 2004),

resulted in a final list of main themes that are described in the findings

section.

Findings

Each theme below presents the factors that participants perceived as instru-

mental in lowering placement rates of black children. Some themes are

shared between the two counties, and some are unique to a county. A

summary of these findings is shown in Table 2.

Common themes from both counties

We discuss four themes that emerged under two different levels: two themes

under a community level and another two themes under a case level.

Community-level factors focus on the factors related to the ways that child

welfare workers navigate community resources. Case-level factors focus on

the factors that affect how each child removal case is prepared and discussed

among people who are involved in the decision-making process. Both aspects

are central to understanding multilevel factors related to reduced racial

disparity rates.

Table 2. Findings.

Common themes for both counties

(1) Community-level

Theme 1: community resources and preventive services

- A variety of community services provided (e.g., comprehensive community resource manual)

- Prevention-focused services provided (e.g., family support, family connections)

Theme 2: community collaborations

- Collaborations across the system occurred (e.g., Juvenile Justice, Foster Care, Adoption, Parenting,

Minority Affairs, Counseling, Mental Health, etc.)

- School-based initiatives implemented (e.g., partnership between families and schools)

(2) Case-level

Theme 1: case practice development

- Staff training provided (e.g., Race Equity Learning Exchange, Knowing Who You Are)

- Family Assessment Response (FAR) approach implemented

Theme 2: family meetings and alternative resources

- Family input and involvement sought to a greater degree (e.g., family meetings)

- Alternative family members sought (e.g., family recruitment)

Distinct themes for each county

County A County B

Blind removal System of care

Workforce diversity Court system
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Community-level theme 1: community resources and preventive services

Both counties discussed a variety of community services available to children

and families by which caseworkers can reduce risk and increase safety and,

thus, reduce racial disproportionality in the child welfare system. County A

reported community services that included domestic violence, housing,

employment, medical, daycare, community outreach, legal, financial, and

emergency services. One caseworker commented:

We have a lot of services. . .we do a pretty good job as an agency putting informa-
tion out to our workers about what’s available to our families and then connecting
our families to those things before we’re even getting to the point where we would
have to do a removal.

County B has developed a comprehensive manual of different programs

and services which caseworkers utilize as a resource guide. The 73-page

manual details various community agencies that offer specific services to

families and community members in need, including counseling, early

childhood education, after school programs, behavioral health, financial

support, insurance, legal and advocacy help, housing, vocational and con-

tinuing education, transportation, trainings, and emergency services.

Caseworkers also mentioned other resources that exist in addition to the

services listed in the manual, such as refugee services and community

health centers.

Some of the aforementioned services focus on prevention, which was a

common characteristic between the two counties. Preventive services are

often provided to families by the court system and aim to offer support

that prevents children from being removed from the home. Some preventive

services were voluntary and others mandated, but all of them aim to prevent

removal. “We need to nip this in the bud before 6 months, a year, 5 years

down the road we get to the point where the children are no longer safe in

their environment,” noted one caseworker while discussing the importance

of addressing current problems to prevent future removals. Another director

linked preventive services with the decrease in the number of black children

in foster care and commented:

Our number of black children in foster care decreased dramatically over the years.
So why is that? I think it’s because we are providing better services to the family,
we’re giving them more preventive services. . .we’re more into maintaining families
and giving them the skills that they need.

Both counties utilize preventive services to stabilize families, to provide

necessary resources and programs, and to improve skills to build capacity.

Family Support for Student Success, Family Connections, Let’s Go to

Kindergarten, and Family Support Center are among some of the specific

programs mentioned that aim to prevent removals.
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Community-level theme 2: community collaborations

Collaborating with other systems in the community that impact children and

families is a theme that was emphasized in both counties. In County A, there

was a focus on the importance of giving a voice to each community agency

and gathering them together to share ideas. For example, many community

agencies (e.g. Department of Juvenile Justice, Foster and Adoptive Parent

Association, Office of Minority Affairs, Hispanic Counseling Center) come

together to discuss potential solutions to the problem of racial disparity in

foster care in large stakeholder meetings. Other events, such as community

trainings, also bring community agencies together to directly address the

racial disparity in foster care. Members of the clergy, school districts and

numerous community organizations were brought together to brainstorm

ways to reduce racial disproportionality within certain geographic locations.

These collaborative partnerships have contributed to promoting community

involvement and investment.

While County A focused on various community agencies partnering

together to address racial disproportionality, County B focused on school-

based initiatives. Programs such as Say Yes, Family Support for Student

Success, and Promise Zone were identified as school-based initiatives. The

purpose of these initiatives is to have families and schools partner together to

try to match specific services and interventions to the needs of both the

caregivers and the children in an effort to reduce risk and increase safety.

Afterschool care, medical, behavioral, and mental health treatment programs

are among the many services that school-based initiatives can offer to

families.

Case-level theme 1: case practice development

One theme that emerged as a factor that influences the outcome of all

casework is related to how each case is developed and managed by

caseworkers. Study participants reported a number of factors that have

helped their case development become more sensitive to the issue of race.

For example, both counties prioritized staff development throughout the

past five to seven years. Three trainings consistently came up during

interviews and focus groups, including The Race Equity Learning

Exchange (RELE) by Katib Waheed, Knowing Who You Are by Casey

Family Programs, and Bridges out of Poverty by Denise Schaller, as

particularly effective tools for casework development. The majority of

the caseworkers in the study reported that they gathered valuable infor-

mation from the trainings, but they also noted the importance of follow-

ing up and holding everyone accountable to the training content. County

A has put committees in place to follow up on trainings with caseworkers

and supervisors in an effort to facilitate continual learning. A director of

service stated:

46 J. PRYCE ET AL.



In terms of follow-up, we also have a workgroup for caseworkers and supervisors,
and then we have a stakeholder’s group/executive group where we meet monthly.
That group discusses DMR and RELE (training). And with RELE, we created a
third day follow-up to the 2-day training, we broke down the objectives into flow
charts that outlined how we could make changes and reduce the inequity. We are
now creating action plans, what we can change, time for change, and we are
developing that with the active group.

In addition, both counties discussed a distinguishable review process for

cases called Family Assessment Response (FAR). When a child abuse report

is made and sent to the county, DSS (with a FAR program in place) can select

to assign the case to a FAR track instead of pursuing a formal investigation

track at CPS. This is also known as Differential Response (DR) in some areas.

One of the key premises of the FAR approach, according to one director, is

that “every parent has these skills (to become good parents),” and thus FAR

caseworkers work with each family to enhance these skills and expand their

resources to prevent child removal. Every new employee receives FAR train-

ing, which focuses on family engagement principles and working with the

family to link them with appropriate services. The FAR approach allows

caseworkers to use various styles of engagement, models, and principles that

will help each family meet their unique needs and build the skills necessary to

prevent children from being removed from the home and placed into foster

care. Regarding the outcome, one director noted, “[FAR results in] less kids

getting removed, less families getting trapped in the investigation process,

more families that get helped and less recidivism.”

Some of these trainings and preventive measures also seemed to be related

to caseworkers’ willingness to conduct assessments that minimize racial

biases. Case workers are expected to make a removal decision based on

level of risk; therefore, a thorough assessment of risk is critical. One case-

worker states the importance of being thorough, “Crossing all T’s and dotting

all I’s,” to delve further into the case in determining whether a child should

be removed or maintained in the home with supportive services. This will-

ingness to be thorough, coupled with adopting less rigid thinking, is valued

by some caseworkers.

I think we tend to not think of things just so black and white. . .Just thinking out of
the box and not focusing anything on race. . .I don’t even think I look at what the
race is when I get a case.

Examining the facts and circumstances of the case and identifying strengths and

resources appears to be the focus for the caseworkers. This way, they make an

assessment based upon the unique circumstances of each case rather than allow

bias to cloud their judgment and guide their decision-making. These compo-

nents were all part of the development of casework in both counties.
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Case-level theme 2: family meetings and alternative resources

Another factor that emerged at a case level was greater involvement with

families or alternative members in the case development process. Many

caseworkers and directors in both counties indicate that there used to be

more of a “quickness” to remove children or send them to foster care when

there was not an immediate relative willing or able to take care of the

children. However, this casework approach has changed: caseworkers are

spending more effort and time on engaging in a thorough assessment that

helps families identify alternative resources to prevent removal.

One of the formats that has allowed more active engagement with family

members is through family meetings. Family meetings typically include the

caseworker, the family, and the caseworker’s supervisor, though others may

also be included (e.g. other staff members, additional family members,

pastors, or other family supports). The purpose of these meetings is for the

family to have more input and involvement in their own case, thus generat-

ing more solutions. It also facilitates the chance for the family to provide

insight into their own situation as well as identify alternative resources and

“suitable others” that may be able to step in to prevent foster care placement.

For example, caseworkers try to conduct a comprehensive assessment of

family challenges and resources, not limited to mothers but also fathers,

other relatives, teachers, friends, neighbors, and so on. Study participants

noted that the family meetings and the engagement meetings are becoming

more common practice to allow parents “the opportunity to give some other

resources that maybe we haven’t come up with on our own.”

There was consensus across both counties that the number of children of

color in foster care has decreased as a direct result of the increased focus on

family meetings, family recruitment, and finding suitable others. One case-

worker from County A passionately shared her belief that once family meet-

ings were established, the number of children of color in foster care

decreased “immediately”; she snapped her fingers and stated, “Like, faster!

Then reunifications happened and it was amazing. What we were doing- it

was crazy!” A supervisor from County B also commented on the connection

between the recent push to find suitable others and the decrease in the

number of foster care placements:

But we also have, I think, a lower number of kids in care because we have a large
number of relative placements. We tend to engage families more and investigate
before kids come into care and finding those relatives so kids don’t have to come
into care.

Aside from the general talk about family meetings and family recruitment,

Family Finding Units and KinGap were mentioned several times as specific

examples of programs that aim to find suitable others instead of placing children

48 J. PRYCE ET AL.



into foster care. Through these programs, children are able to stay with people

they already know instead of being placed into foster care with a stranger.

Distinct themes of each county

In addition to the common themes described above, our analysis identified

themes that were distinctive to each county. In the following section, two

themes are discussed from each county.

County A

Blind removal meetings

Blind removal meetings are one of the key features of County A child welfare

practice. Blind removal meetings were implemented to facilitate unbiased

decision-making. It includes a decision-making process in which all personal

and demographic information on a family is removed from the paperwork

that is distributed during the meeting. Therefore, a caseworker that is

investigating the case and his/her supervisor do not disclose personal or

demographic information while they present the case to meeting participants.

The removal decision is made without names, locations, race, ethnicity, or

any information that describes the family beyond information about current

and past allegations and risk factors. In this way, the discussion is focused on

the issues related to safety and risk factors, such as mental health, substance

abuse, stressors on the parents, and the number of kids in the family.

The data analysis shows that the blind removal process has increased staff

awareness of institutionalized racism and implicit bias. An agency adminis-

trator explained that the blind removal approach has significant implications

in the field of child welfare:

This particular field is very, very subjective because it’s a very emotional field.
There’s no one that doesn’t have emotions around child welfare. And it’s very hard
to leave all your stuff at the door when you do this work. And I don’t know that
everyone is very good at it. So I just thought if you could take the subjectivity of
race and neighborhood out of it maybe you might get different outcomes.

Other interviewees and focus group participants also shared several moments

when they realized that their internal beliefs and biases could affect the foster

care decision processes. One example is as follows:

Once you hear certain towns, right away, automatically you think the worst of that
particular community. And it’s probably about six towns that I can think off the top of
my head that they think is like, “OhmyGod.” So I think that the name and the address
have a lot, and also the next part of it is the presentation of the [case]worker.

When this county started blind removal meetings, there was apprehension

due to caseworkers feeling unsettled with the opinion that they could be
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using racial bias in their work. Trainers were brought into the agency to help

employees see their own bias and teach about how implicit bias is often an

unconscious mental process (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006). Eventually

employees were able to see the effect of blind removal meetings over time,

and as a result, the majority of the study participants reported that the blind

removal process has contributed to decreasing the number of children of

color being removed. Moreover, the blind removal approach was reported to

reinforce the values of self-examination and cultural diversity, which con-

tinues to be promoted through staff trainings.

Workforce diversity

Another aspect that was unique to County A was workforce diversity. County

A has made earnest efforts to promote a racially and culturally diverse

workforce to accommodate a community that has been growing in diversity.

Executive leadership discussed organizational efforts to assess representation

of diverse groups within the workforce as below:

We see it even in our staff over the last 7 or 8 years; 85% of our promotions have
been for minority workers, black and Latina. One-third of our entire staff has been
promoted over the past 8 years. So I believe that disproportionality refers not only
to child welfare, but it’s in our society. And every opportunity that we have to
address it in the agencies that we run, and the programs that we run, and among
our colleagues, it’s important for leaders to help their staff understand.

As of 2016, County A’s workforce collectively speaks over 40 different

languages, and the DSS brochures and program pamphlets are translated

into six different languages.

Some caseworkers also echoed that workforce diversity impacts the cul-

tural competence of the DSS services. Some of their comments reflect the

benefits of having a diverse workforce, such as, “People often identify

themselves with people that look like them” and, “When you have a more

diverse workforce, the family is able to trust you more.” However, at the

same time, caseworkers further underscored that bilingual workers must

exhibit appropriate attitude and skills in their working relationships with

clients. Merely having multilingual speakers on staff is ineffective if the staff

lacks empathy and has limited engagement skills. These insights from case-

workers demonstrate that while workforce diversity is a first step, adequate

training for case work must follow to fully see the benefits.

County B

System of care

County B has a uniquely collaborative system of care and support for

children and youth. In 2009, County B was awarded a $9 million, six-year
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grant from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration to

develop a local system of care (Onondaga Systems of Care, 2017). Based on

the grant, County B has been developing partnerships with major systems

that serve children and youth, such as schools, mental health, juvenile justice,

special education, foster care, and child welfare. The target population is

children and youth (ages 5–21) with serious emotional and behavioral

challenges, with a special focus on youth in residential care, multiple service

systems, out-of-home placements, and the mental health system.

The System of Care has contributed to streamlining services provided by

various agencies. As part of their efforts to integrate services, County B

developed an access team, which comprises frontline workers who help

clients navigate the system. Instead of having to go through multiple agencies

and assessments, clients only need to make one phone call to reach the right

places. One upper-level administrator explained how the phone call works:

If you have a child that needs PINS [Persons in Need of Supervision], you call our
access team. If you have a child that needs mental health services, call the access
team. If you are in a crisis mode, call the access team.

As a result, the services have become easier for families to navigate.

Furthermore, the administrator commented that the System of Care makes

it easier for families to “not only engage with services but also remain in

services when they needed it.” In addition to collaborative governance and

service delivery, some discussions also confirmed that the System of Care

helped to promote family-driven and community-based approaches.

Court system

In County B, the characteristics of the leadership in the court system were

identified as a major factor affecting racial disparity. Both supervisors and

caseworkers pointed out that their family court judges have played a critical

role in foster care placement outcomes. How judges rule, what their tenden-

cies are, and what kind of values their decisions are based on can have

significant impact on the final decisions. Given that these judiciary cultures

are different county-to-county, County B judges were distinctively suppor-

tive. Some of the descriptions of the judges include, “Thinking outside the

box,” “social worky,” “cooperative,” and “remembering past cases and show-

ing an interest.” One focus group participant drew a comparison as follows:

The judges we have right now are very committed to knowing more about why
these families are coming in the way they are. Whereas, I know I’ve been to other
counties and won’t name them, but where they could care less and they’re just
there to say, “This is this, and this is this,” you know? Making people’s life
decisions in the blink of an eye. But here I think the judges really get to hear
about what exactly is really going on and take each case as a unique because each
case is unique – it’s a family – there are so many different aspects to each family. A
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plan that works for this family might not work for that family. They’re open to
listening to it, I think, more than others.

These characteristics of judges not only have strengthened the relationship

between the court system and social services but have also contributed to

reducing foster care placements. Focus group participants pointed out that

judges encourage alternative caregiving and relative placement as opposed to

foster care placement. In addition, there has been a localized legal push for

children to remain with family. This data from County B suggests that the actors

in the legal system play a critical role in foster care decisions; therefore, the

relationship between the court system and social services must be considered in

the conversations concerning racial disparity in child removal decisions.

Discussion and implications

Findings from this study indicate that child welfare professionals recognize

that a range of multilevel strategies must be employed to address racial

disparity in removal decisions and disproportionality in foster care. Several

similarities emerged in both counties. First, participants from both counties

consistently reported the use of community and preventive services, along

with community collaborations, as essential to decreasing the disproportion-

ate numbers of black children entering foster care. Participants stated their

belief that the addition of these services provides the help and resources for

families to prevent removal. This finding resonates with existing literature

that also suggests that effective engagement of families with child welfare

services has potential to decrease removals (Dawson & Berry, 2002; Nelson,

Landsman, & Deutelbaum, 1990). The need to create and cultivate a robust

and effective array of community and social services is also supported by

Lindsey (1994, p. 3) who argued that the safety of children should no longer

be the sole responsibility of the parents; there are economic, community,

social, and political factors that influence family outcomes, and many

families are not able to meet certain needs of their children. Consistent

across both counties were reports of community collaborations, and the

emphasis of communities taking responsibility for ending disparity and

strengthening families.

In addition, the development of casework practice has made a significant

impact on racial disparity. Caseworkers indicated that they are putting more

time, thought, and effort into alternatives to foster care. Leadership, middle

managers, and caseworkers are discovering the importance of exhausting all

services to mitigate risk before removing a child from their home. The

discussion on prevention and alternative approaches that emerged from

both counties is indicative of a philosophical shift toward preventing

removals and maintaining families. Often the mission to protect children is
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in competition with the goals of maintaining and preserving families, though

scholars have examined differences in outcomes of children who are placed

in foster care versus children who were maltreated but remained in the home

(Lawrence, Carlson, & Egeland, 2006). Findings revealed that the children

who exited foster care exhibited more behavior issues and higher levels of

internalizing problems than those children who remained in the home

(2006). Yet, unnecessarily separating children from their families has parti-

cularly harmed the autonomy of black homes (Roberts, 2002) and “devalued

the relationships between black children and their families” (Roberts, 2014, p.

428). Therefore, the priority of providing training on implicit and racial bias

and continuing to develop case practice is essential. This study suggests

viable alternatives for black children rather than being removed (e.g. family

finding strategies, kinship care) and support for the maintenance of black

families (e.g. family and team meetings, in-home supportive services, realistic

and collaborative case plans).

The role of workforce diversity on reducing racial disparity was reported

to be significant. This study suggests that a diverse workforce has potential

benefits to family outcomes. McBeath, Chuang, Bunger, and Blakeslee (2014)

discovered differences in outcomes for families when caseworkers were

working with clients who had similar ethnic backgrounds. For example,

during the CPS investigative process, non-white caseworkers used more

active strategies to assist clients who shared their same race/ethnicity. In

light of those findings, the authors state that there are benefits to prioritizing

racial and ethnic diversity in the human service workforce. They also encou-

rage more research relating to similar and dissimilar racial dynamics in

human service organizations. In addition, it is becoming increasingly impor-

tant to consider familial and cultural norms in relation to child maltreatment

and family dynamics (Gracia & Musitu, 2003; Korbin, 1980). With these

findings, there are important implications for workforce recruitment, train-

ing, and human resource considerations.

This study also highlights the efforts in which practitioners have tried to

think critically about who they are and how their own perspectives may affect

case outcomes. Therefore, another strategy of convening blind removal meet-

ings is worthy of attention. Although all child welfare decisions, particularly

decisions regarding a child’s removal from their parents, should be free of

bias and made with as much objectivity as possible, incidences of racial bias

in removal decisions and foster care entry have been reported (Hill, 2006;

Roberts, 2008, 2014). The findings on blind removal meetings in this study

show that there is room for child welfare professionals to examine their own

biases and how they may contribute to racial disparity in their decision-

making processes. As one participant indicated, the field of child welfare can

be very emotional and subjective, and so an opportunity to engage in a blind

removal process is significant and promising.
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The blind removal model has vast implications for policy, practice and

research. More evidence around blind removals would offer agencies some

assurance that the adoption of this new model is beneficial, which would lend

itself to a discussion about whether there is a need to statutorily require

agencies to implement evidence-based strategies that address the decision-

making processes that may lead to racial disproportionality.

The role that family court judges play in the removal and placement of

children is paramount. This case study is a reminder that ultimately judges

decide the fate of children and their placement in foster care (Roberts, 2002);

therefore, any discussion of racial justice within child welfare should include

the judiciary. Participants in this study reported favorable accounts of how

the court system supported their goals of reducing racial disparity by

encouraging family findings strategies, placement in kinship care, and provi-

sion of court order services instead of removal. The critical role of the court

system affirms that child welfare agencies cannot take the charge of reducing

disparity within foster care on their own, and there is a need for a deeper

examination of the judiciary and the role that they play in removal decisions.

Lastly, the overall implications for policy and practice lie in that racial

disproportionality will not improve without concerted strategies and com-

munity investment. The two case study sites in this study were able to initiate

and implement strategies based on the new investments (e.g. DMR Grant and

Oncare-Systems of Care Grant-SAMSHA). This finding provides evidence

that counties need support in the form of financial resources, and a will-

ingness to engage broadly with community partners in an open manner to

adequately and consistently impact racial disparities within child welfare

decisions. The breadth and consistency of the community engagement pro-

vide a platform for working across systems to impact disparity within the

larger community. With many other counties still struggling to move the

needle on this issue, there needs to be more targeting of funders or organiza-

tions who will invest in this issue.

Limitations

The findings of this study need to be interpreted and applied carefully as

this study relies on cross-sectional data from participants who shared their

perspectives on how their specific county has been able to impact their

disproportionality rates. Although these internal staff members are the

valuable source of primary data, given the nature of retrospective self-

assessment, data integrity is only assured to the point which cross-referen-

cing is available. Another limitation lies in the generalizability of the

findings in this study. The participants were selected because they had a

unique perspective of their day to day work in their organization, but the

authors do not suggest that participant views are generalizable to the entire
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agency or outside agencies. Additionally, authors did not design the inter-

view and focus group protocol in a way that would definitively produce

triangulation.

In addition, because the cases were selected after positive racial disparity

outcomes were observed, the insights from each case are limited to what worked

in the local context within a particular time frame from an internal perspective.

Whether these measures could have been equally successful and effective in

other counties, however, is not confirmed. In other words, it is feasible that some

of the non-performing counties use the exact same measures but still show

different outcomes. In this regard, it is important to remember that the findings

were specific to each county and were dependent on retrospective recall of

participants. Some scholars consider the establishment of dependability a lofty

ideal (Shenton, 2004), believing that such descriptive data in qualitative research

are static and frozen. Therefore, the methods used in this study can certainly be

viewed as a “prototype model” (2004, p. 71) for future qualitative inquiry, but the

methods do not alone ensure that the findings would be similar in another

setting.

It is also important to note that there is a wide range of possible explana-

tions within each county for the decrease in the ratios of black children in the

foster care system that may not have been realized or offered by study

participants. This inquiry was mainly qualitative except for county-level

data, which showed the decrease in disparity ratios that served as the

determinants for the study (Office of Children and Family Services, 2015).

Therefore, the inclusion of quantitative data (state foster care entry rates

across participating counties and other counties) is limited in this study.

However, this presents clear direction for future research opportunities.

Creating a mixed methods research design that covers racial disparity from

as many angles as possible would be an additional contribution.

Summarily, this study’s findings have the potential to be transferred

considering the similarities that exist in the agency environments and deci-

sion-making processes in the child welfare system. Future research must

continue to examine the effectiveness of the strategies that attempt to reduce

disparity in child welfare outcomes. Continuing to research and evaluate the

impact of the strategies from this study could create a cadre of evidence-

based interventions that significantly impact disparity in removal decisions

and disproportionality within foster care.

Notes on contributors

Jessica Pryce is the Executive Director of the Florida Institute for Child Welfare at Florida

State University. Her research focuses on child welfare workforce development, training and

education, and racial disparity.

JOURNAL OF PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE 55



Wonhyung Lee is an Assistant Professor at the School of Social Welfare at the University at

Albany, SUNY. Her research focuses on community development and urban revitalization.

Elizabeth Crowe is a licensed clinical social worker and a doctoral candidate at the University

at Albany, SUNY. Her dissertation research explores the bullying prevention and intervention

practices of school social workers.

Daejun Park is a doctoral student at the University at Albany. His research interests are child

welfare turnover and workforce development.

Mary McCarthy is an Instructor at the School of Social Welfare, University at Albany, SUNY.

Her research focuses on complex systems change and workforce development.

Greg Owens is the Director of Strategic Partnerships and Collaborations at the Office of

Children and Family Services. His interests focus on racial disparity and implicit bias within

child welfare.

References

Alliance for Racial Equity in Child Welfare. (2009). Policy actions to reduce racial dispropor-

tionality and disparities in child welfare: A scan of eleven States. Washington, DC: The

Center for the Study of Social Policy.

Austin, L. (2007). Uneven ground: The disproportionate representation of children and

families of color in the child welfare system. The Connection: News and Information

from the National Court Appointed Special Advocate Association. Retrieved from http://

nc.casaforchildren.org/files/public/site/publications/theconnection/connection_sum

mer2007.pdf

Billingsley, A., & Giovannoni, J. M. (1972). Children of the storm: black children and

American child welfare. New York: Harcourt, Brace: Jovanovich, Inc.

Bohm, A. (2004). Theoretical coding: Text analysis in grounded theory. In U. Flick, E.

Kardorff, & I. Steinke (Eds.), A companion to qualitative research (pp. 270–275).

London, UK: SAGE Publications.

Boyd, R. (2015). A conceptual framework for African American disproportionality and

disparity in child welfare. Retrieved from http://cascw.umn.edu/portfolio_tags/cw360/

The Center for Community Partnerships in Child Welfare of The Center for the Study of

Social Policy. (December 2006). Places to watch: Promising practices to address racial

disproportionality in child welfare. Retrieved from https://www.cssp.org/publications/docu

ments/child-welfare/document/places-to-watch-promising-practices-to-address-racial-dis

proportionality-in-child-welfare.pdf

Cheng, T. C., & Lo, C. C. (2012). Racial disparities in access to needed child welfare services

and worker–Client engagement. Children and Youth Services Review, 34(9), 1624–1632.

Courtney, M., & Skyles, A. (2003). Racial disproportionality in the child welfare system.

Children and Youth Services Review, 25(5), 355–358.

Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five approaches

(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Dawson, K., & Berry, M. (2002). Engaging families in child welfare services: An evidence-

based approach to best practice. Child Welfare, 81, 293–317.

Denby, R. W., & Curtis, C. M. (2013). African American children and families in child welfare:

Culturaladaptation of services. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

56 J. PRYCE ET AL.

http://nc.casaforchildren.org/files/public/site/publications/theconnection/connection_summer2007.pdf
http://nc.casaforchildren.org/files/public/site/publications/theconnection/connection_summer2007.pdf
http://nc.casaforchildren.org/files/public/site/publications/theconnection/connection_summer2007.pdf
http://cascw.umn.edu/portfolio_tags/cw360/
https://www.cssp.org/publications/documents/child-welfare/document/places-to-watch-promising-practices-to-address-racial-disproportionality-in-child-welfare.pdf
https://www.cssp.org/publications/documents/child-welfare/document/places-to-watch-promising-practices-to-address-racial-disproportionality-in-child-welfare.pdf
https://www.cssp.org/publications/documents/child-welfare/document/places-to-watch-promising-practices-to-address-racial-disproportionality-in-child-welfare.pdf


Dettlaff, A. J. (2015). Racial disproportionality and disparities in the child welfare system.

Retrieved from http://cascw.umn.edu/portfolio_tags/cw360/

Dettlaff, A. J., & Rycraft, J. R. (2008). Deconstructing disproportionality: Views from multiple

community stakeholders. Child Welfare, 87(2), 37–58.

Dixon, J. (2008). The African American child welfare act: A legal redress for African

American disproportionality in child protection cases. Berkeley Journal of African-

American Law and Policy, 109, 109–136.

Etikan, I., Abubakar Musa, S., & Sunusi Alkassim, R. (2016). Comparison of convenience

sampling and purposive sampling. American Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5

(1), 1–4. doi:10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11

Farrow, F., Notkin, S., Derezotes, D., & Miller, O. (2010). Racial equity in child welfare: Key

themes, findings and perspectives. In P. McCarthy (Ed.), Disparities and disproportionality

in child welfare: Analysis of the research (pp. 127–150). Washington, DC: Center for the

Study of Social Policy.

Fluke, J. D., Harden, B. J., Jenkins, M., & Ruehrdanz, A. (2010). Research synthesis on child

welfare disproportionality and disparities. In P. McCarthy (Ed.), Disparities and dispro-

portionality in child welfare: Analysis of the research (pp. 1–93). Washington, DC: Center

for the Study of Social Policy.

Fluke, J. D., Yuan, Y. T., Hedderson, J., & Curtis, P. A. (2003). Disproportionate representa-

tion of race and ethnicity in child maltreatment: Investigation and victimization. Children

and Youth Services Review, 25(5), 359–373.

Font, S. A. (2013). Service referral patterns among black and white families involved with

child protective services. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 7(4), 370–391.

Font, S. A., Berger, L. M., & Slack, K. S. (2012). Examining racial disproportionality in child

protective services case decisions. Children and Youth Services Review, 34(11), 2188–

2200.

Garcia, A. R., Kim, M., & DeNard, C. (2016). Context matters: The state of racial disparities

in mental health services among youth reported to child welfare in 1999 and 2009.

Children and Youth Services Review, 66, 101–108.

Goodrick, D. (2014). Comparative case studies. Methodological briefs: Impact evaluation 9.

Florence, Italy: UNICEF. Office of Research.

Gracia, E., & Musitu, G. (2003). Social isolation from communities and child maltreatment: A

cross-cultural comparison. Child Abuse & Neglect, 27, 153–168. doi:10.1016/S0145-2134

(02)00538-0

Greenwald, A., & Krieger, L. (2006). Implicit Bias: Scientific foundations. California Law

Review, 94(4), 945–967. doi:10.2307/20439056

Hill, R. B. (2006). Synthesis of research on disproportionality in child welfare: An update.

Casey-CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity in the Child Welfare System. Retrieved from http://

www.cssp.org/reform/child-welfare/other-resources/synthesis-of-research-on-dispropor

tionality-robert-hill.pdf

Hill, R. B. (2007). An analysis of racial/ethnic disproportionality and disparity at the national,

state, and county levels. Casey-CSSP Alliance for Racial Equity in the Child Welfare

System. Retrieved from http://www.f2f.ca.gov/res/pdf/AnalysisRacialEthnic.pdf

Johnson, L. M., Antle, B., & Barbee, A. P. (2009). Addressing disproportionality and disparity

in child welfare: Evaluation of an anti-racism training for community service providers.

Children and Youth Services, 31(6), 688–696.

Kim, H., Chenot, D., & Ji, J. (2011). Racial/ethnic disparity in child welfare systems: A

longitudinal study utilizing the Disparity Index (DI). Children and Youth Services

Review, 33(7), 1234–1244.

JOURNAL OF PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE 57

http://cascw.umn.edu/portfolio_tags/cw360/
http://dx.doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00538-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00538-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/20439056
http://www.cssp.org/reform/child-welfare/other-resources/synthesis-of-research-on-disproportionality-robert-hill.pdf
http://www.cssp.org/reform/child-welfare/other-resources/synthesis-of-research-on-disproportionality-robert-hill.pdf
http://www.cssp.org/reform/child-welfare/other-resources/synthesis-of-research-on-disproportionality-robert-hill.pdf
http://www.f2f.ca.gov/res/pdf/AnalysisRacialEthnic.pdf


Korbin, J. (1980). The cultural context of child abuse and neglect. In Child Abuse & Neglect, 4

(1), 3–13. ISSN 0145-2134. doi:10.1016/0145-21

Krase, K. S. (2013). Differences in racially disproportionate reporting of child maltreatment

across report sources. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 7, 351–369.

Lawrence, C. R., Carlson, E. A., & Egeland, B. (2006). The impact of foster care on develop-

ment. Development and Psychopathology, 18, 57–76.

Lery, B., &Wulczyn, F. (2009). “Racial disparity in admissions to foster care: A re-examination of

county-level findings at a smaller spatial scale.” Paper presented at the Presentation for the

Alliance State Network Teleconference Series, Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago.

Lindsey, D. (1994). The welfare of children. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Lovato-Hermann, K., Dellor, E., Tam, C. C., Curry, S., & Freisthler, B. (2017). Racial

disparities in service referrals for families in the child welfare system. Journal of Public

Child Welfare, 11(2), 133–149.

Lu, Y. E., Landsverk, J., Ellis-Macleod, E., Newton, R., Ganger, W., & Johnson, I. (2004). Race,

ethnicity, and case outcomes in child protective services. Children and Youth Services

Review, 26(5), 447–461.

McBeath, B., Chuang, E., Bunger, A., & Blakeslee, J. (2014). Under what conditions does

caseworker-caregiver racial/ethnic similarity matter for housing service provision? an

application of representative bureaucracy theory. The Social Service Review, 88(1), 135–165.

Miller, O., & Esenstad, A. (2015). Strategies to reduce racially disparate outcomes in child

welfare. Alliance for Racial Equity in Child Welfare. Retrieved from https://www.cssp.org/

publications/child-welfare/alliance/Strategies-to-Reduce-Racially-Disparate-Outcomes-in-

Child-Welfare-March-2015.pdf

Nelson, K., Landsman, M., & Deutelbaum, W. (1990). Three models of family-centered

placement prevention services. Child Welfare, 69(1), 3–21.

Office of Children and Family Services (2015). Annual progress and services report. Retrieved

from http://ocfs.ny.gov/main/reports/2016%20NYS%20APSR.pdf

Onondaga Systems of Care (2017). Substance abuse and mental health services administra-

tion. Retrieved from https://www.oncaresoc.org/

Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. Health

Services Research, 34(5 Pt 2), 1189–1208.

Putnam-Hornstein, E., Needell, B., King, B., & Johnson-Motoyama, M. (2013). Racial and

ethnic disparities: A population-based examination of risk factors for involvement with

child protective services. Child Abuse & Neglect, 37(1), 33–46.

Rabinovich, M. M., & Kacen, L. (2010). Advanced relationships between categories analysis as

a qualitative research tool. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 66(7), 698–708.

Roberts, D. (2002). Shattered bonds: The color of child welfare. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Roberts, D. E. (2008). The racial geography of child welfare: Toward a new research para-

digm. Child Welfare, 87(2), 125–150.

Roberts, D. E. (2014). Child protection as surveillance of African American families. Journal

of Social Welfare & Family Law, 36(4), 426–437.

Rolock, N., & Testa, M. (2005). Indicated child abuse and neglect reports: Is the investigation

process racially biased? In D. Derezotes, J. Poertner, & M. Testa (Eds.), Race matters in

child welfare: The overrepresentation of African American children in the system (pp. 119–

130). Washington, DC: CWLA press.

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research projects.

Education For Information, 22(2), 63–75.

Smith, J., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological analysis: Theory,

method and research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

58 J. PRYCE ET AL.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0145-21
https://www.cssp.org/publications/child-welfare/alliance/Strategies-to-Reduce-Racially-Disparate-Outcomes-in-Child-Welfare-March-2015.pdf
https://www.cssp.org/publications/child-welfare/alliance/Strategies-to-Reduce-Racially-Disparate-Outcomes-in-Child-Welfare-March-2015.pdf
https://www.cssp.org/publications/child-welfare/alliance/Strategies-to-Reduce-Racially-Disparate-Outcomes-in-Child-Welfare-March-2015.pdf
http://ocfs.ny.gov/main/reports/2016%20NYS%20APSR.pdf
https://www.oncaresoc.org/


Stake, R. E. (2005). Qualitative Case Studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (eds.), The sage

handbook of qualitative research (pp. 443–466). London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage

Publications.

Summers, A. (2015). Disproportionality rates for children of color in foster care (fiscal year

2013). Retrieved from http://www.ncjfcj.org/Dispro-TAB-2013

Taylor-Powell, E., & Renner, M. (2003). Analyzing Qualitative Data. University of Wisconsin-

Extension Program Development and Evaluation. Retrieved from https://pdfs.seman

ticscholar.org/8ee4/a0c8532720200bb4359cf5a3741fac60ca74.pdf

JOURNAL OF PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE 59

http://www.ncjfcj.org/Dispro-TAB-2013
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/8ee4/a0c8532720200bb4359cf5a3741fac60ca74.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/8ee4/a0c8532720200bb4359cf5a3741fac60ca74.pdf

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Explanatory factors for racial disproportionality and racial disparity
	Approaches to address racial disproportionality and racial disparity

	Methods
	Case study sites
	Sampling and characteristics of study participants
	Data collection process
	Analysis
	Strategies of rigor
	Analysis process


	Findings
	Common themes from both counties
	Community-level theme 1: community resources and preventive services
	Community-level theme 2: community collaborations
	Case-level theme 1: case practice development
	Case-level theme 2: family meetings and alternative resources


	Distinct themes of each county
	County A
	Blind removal meetings
	Workforce diversity

	County B
	System of care
	Court system


	Discussion and implications
	Limitations
	Notes on contributors
	References

