
Addressing Disproportionality in the Child Welfare System:
Defining the Issue

- Overview -

Terminology: Moving from Overrepresentation to
Disproportionality

Overrepresentation – particularly in reference to African
American children – has traditionally been used to define
the high numbers of children of color in the child welfare
system that are larger in number than their proportion in
the general population. However, with more frequency
the term disproportionality is being used to identify a broader
concept of  this problem. For many people,  both terms
hold the same meaning and are used interchangeably, but
in fact they are not equivalent. Following is a brief
discussion to help highlight the differences..

Overrepresentation

Overrepresentation looks at the difference between how
children are represented at some point in the child welfare
system and how they are represented in the general
population. For example, if  40 percent of  all children
aged 3-12 in foster care are African-American and 15
percent of all children aged 3-12 in the general population
are African-American, then we would say that African-
American children are overrepresented in foster care.

Often times point in time census data is used as the basis
for determining overrepresentation. It’s a method that is
vulnerable because it relies on data that is fraught with
inaccuracies in counting communities of color and

residents with limited English proficiency. Additionally,
more accurate counts of communities of color can
dramatically and suddenly increase the baseline population
data used to determine overrepresentation.  A dramatic
increase in this baseline number/percentage may make it
appear as though overrepresentation no longer exists.

Any discussion of overrepresentation should use the most
accurate population data possible. And trend data over
time is necessary to determine if  an unusual spike or
temporary decrease in the placement of certain ethnic
groups may be occurring.

Disproportionality in Placement Rates

By contrast, disproportionality refers to a situation in which
a particular racial/ethnic group of children is represented
in foster care at a different percentage than other racial/
ethnic groups. Disproportionality looks across racial/
ethnic groups at relative ratios of children at various points
in the child welfare system to their numbers in the general
population and could represent too great or  too small a
proportion in relation to other groups . For example, if
5 percent of all African-American children aged 3-12 are
in foster care and 1 percent of all White children aged 3-
12 are in foster care, then we would say  the ratio of
African-American children aged 3-12 in foster care relative
to white children is disproportional (see Table 1).
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Disproportionality in Terms of  Caregiver and Child
Services Provision and Outcomes

While the concept of disproportionality is often applied to
determine disproportional use of  foster care as a solution
across racial/ethnic groups, it also can be used to highlight
at least two other areas of concern:  (a) underutilization
of  or access to services; and (b) disproportional rates of
poor prevention and child service outcomes (e.g., time to achieve
permanency, re-placement rates, child abuse and neglect
recidivism, as well as child well-being indicators such as
educational achievement, access to healthcare, employment
skills, adequate housing, and the establishment of positive,
enduring relationships with caring adults and peers).

Recommendation to Use Disproportionality as an
Organizing Concept

In many ways, disproportionality and overrepresentation
are two sides of the same coin, but they are not equivalent.
For example, because of  the large degree of
disproportionality of African-American children in child
welfare relative to all other racial/ethnic groups, they are
greatly overrepresented in child welfare. Hispanic children,
while disproportionately represented relative to White

children, are underrepresented in child welfare since they
are disproportionately under-represented relative to
African-American children.

Maybe it’s a fine point but studying disproportionality
means examining relative reasons why each racial/ethnic
group is more or less prone to be in the system. Studying
overrepresentation means examining why only those
groups who are overrepresented (possibly only African-
Americans) are more prone to be in the system than
everyone else.

Disproportionality is a potentially more useful term. It
enables us to think more clearly and comprehensively
about a complex issue and the . research, policy, and
practice strategies that could alter the situation for the
betterment of  all children.

Developed by Casey Family Programs with input from the
Children and Family Research Center, SSW, University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and Westat

 Caucasian 4,000 (40%) 20 20% (under-representation) 0. 5%

 African American 3,000 (30%) 52 52% (overrepresentation) 1.7% Over 3 times more
likely than Caucasian
children to be in care
(1.7% vs. 0 .5%)

 Hispanic 2,500 (25%) 20 20% (under-representation) 0. 8% Slightly more likely
than Caucasian children

 Asian Pacific 300   (3%) 3 3%   (neither over nor under) 1% 2 times more likely
 Islander than Caucasian children

to be in care

 Native American 200   (2%) 5 5%   (mild overrepresentation) 2. 5% 5 times more likely
than Caucasian children
to be in care

 Totals 10,000 100 100%
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Table 1: Overrepresentation vs. Disproportionality in a Community of  10,000 Youth
Ages 18 and Under


