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What is Disproportionality in Child Welfare

Research and data from states tell us that American Indian/Alaska Native (AlI/AN) children are disproportionately
represented (or overrepresented) in the child welfare system nationwide, especially in foster care. This means that higher
percentages of Al/AN children are found in the child welfare system than in the general population. The
overrepresentation of AI/AN children often starts with reports of abuse and neglect at rates proportionate to their
population numbers, but grows higher at each major decision point from investigation to placement culminating in the
overrepresentation of AI/AN children in placements outside the home. One study has found that, due in large part to
systematic bias, where abuse has been reported AlI/AN children are 2 times more likely to be investigated, 2 times more
likely to have allegations of abuse substantiated, and 4 times more likely to be placed in foster care than white children.

American Indian/Alaska Natives Disproportionality in Child Welfare Nationally

Nationwide AI/AN children are overrepresented in foster care at a rate 2.4 times greater than their rate in the general
population. This means that although AI/AN children are just 0.9% of all children in the United States they are 2.1% of all
children who are placed outside their homes in foster care. Compare this to Caucasian/White children who are
underrepresented nationwide at a rate of 0.8 times lower than their rate in the general population. Caucasian/White
children mazke up 53.5% of all children in the United States but only 41.6% of all children placed outside their homes in
foster care.

The data that is used to create these statistics typically relies on a formula that compares the total population of AI/AN
children in the state, including those AI/AN children both on and off tribal lands, to the numbers of AlI/AN children in state
care. However, there are often significant numbers of AI/AN children in state care who are not correctly identified as AI/AN
in data reporting. Additionally, in some states, tribes are the primary governments responsible for providing child welfare
services to tribal children on tribal lands. In these states, the inclusion of the tribal children who reside on tribal lands in
the population numbers may skew the disproportionality data because the state is not responsible for the care of these
children.

Disproportional Foster Care of AI/AN Children: 15 States with the Highest Rates

Although national data highlights the overrepresentation of Al/AN children in the child welfare system, a closer look at
individual state data illustrates how specific state policies and practices impact Al/AN children and families.
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