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Overview

Introduction

This brief summarizes practices related to collecting detailed demographic data—such as race, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, gender identity, and gender expression—and other data to measure equity in child welfare. We
compiled these data practices from an environmental scan of academic literature, policy documents, and other
relevant sources to examine how state and local child welfare agencies and their partners determine what data
they will collect, why they will collect these data, and how they will collect and use the data to measure and
understand inequities.

Primary research questions
The following research questions guided the environmental scan and development of this research brief:

/ How do state and local child welfare agencies and their partners collect and use demographic and other data to
understand and advance equity in service delivery and child and family outcomes?

/ How are communities represented in data collection efforts to promote equity?

Purpose

This brief aims to highlight how demographic and other data can be collected and used to identify and address
disparities. We provide examples of current and emerging data practices and highlight factors child welfare
agencies should consider when implementing these practices. This information about data practices to better
understand and improve equity may be helpful for a wide audience of child welfare agency staff and their
partners, including agency leadership, frontline staff, research and data staff, as well as advisory councils and
community partners.

Key findings and highlights

When using existing demographic or other data, collecting new data, or improving how data are collected to
understand and improve equity, child welfare agencies should consider the following factors:

/ The what, why and how — what types of demographic and other data to use or collect, why use or collect the
data, and how the data will be collected and used.

/ How to ensure data reflects the demographic makeup of the local communities and is informed by input from
the community.
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/ The feasibility of collecting and using disaggregated demographic data to advance equity, including the
resources needed to improve the quality of data, staff training, and data collection instruments, and the
management, security, storage, analysis, and reporting of data.

When using data to measure disparity and disproportionality, child welfare agencies should aim to:

/ Define the populations or groups that will be used in calculations based on the goals of the analysis.
/ Understand the different measures of disparity and disproportionality and how to perform the calculations.
/ Use multiple measures to gain a more complete understanding of the extent of the disparity.

/ Develop a plan, with input from the local community, to use the data and findings to address disparities.

Methods

Our team identified data practices from an environmental scan of published literature and state and federal
documents, conducted for the Child Welfare Study to Enhance Equity with Data (CW-SEED). We conducted the
scan in four stages between February and August 2022:

1. Search: We identified relevant academic and grey literature, published between January 2012 and March
2022, using key search terms.

2. Screen: Trained screeners reviewed titles and abstracts of each document for relevancy.
Review: We conducted a detailed review of highly relevant documents using a standardized template.

4. Synthesize: We used thematic and descriptive analysis techniques to summarize key findings.
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Understanding inequities in child
welfare

There is general acknowledgment in the field of child
welfare that inequities exist along the child welfare
continuum of services (Child Welfare Information
Gateway 2021; Tajima et al. 2022). These inequities
include disparities and disproportionalities among
children who are involved in reports, investigations,
and out-of-home placements, and who receive child
welfare support services (Summers 2015). Data can
play an important role in identifying where inequities
exist, and which children are most affected by
inequities (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2016). Therefore,
many public and private child welfare agencies are
searching for ways to improve how they collect and
use demographic and other data to identify and
address inequities.

Identifying equity-focused data practices

To help child welfare agencies and their partners
understand the type and magnitude of inequities in
their jurisdictions, this brief highlights several equity-
focused data practices for collecting demographic and
other data and measuring inequities in child welfare.
We identified the data practices from an
environmental scan of recently published literature
and federal policy documents conducted for the Child
Welfare Study to Enhance Equity with Data (CW-SEED)
project. Mathematica and its partners—the Center for
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Key terms as defined for the project’

Data practice: All activities that involve data, including
planning for data collection, and collecting, accessing,
analyzing, reporting, and disseminating data.
Disaggregated data: Data that have been broken down
into separate categories. For example, many racial or
ethnic groups can be further disaggregated into more
specific racial or ethnic subpopulations (OIAA 2021).
Disparity: The unequal outcomes of one group compared
with outcomes for another group (Child Welfare
Information Gateway 2021).

Disproportionality: The underrepresentation or
overrepresentation of a particular group when compared
with its percentage in the general population (Child
Welfare Information Gateway 2021).

the Study of Social Policy and the University of North
Carolina School of Social Work—conducted this work
under a contract with the Office of Planning, Research,
and Evaluation in collaboration with the Children’s
Bureau within the Administration for Children and
Families.

Although there are multiple dimensions of equity, we
focus on two types of demographic characteristics that
were the focus of many articles identified in the
environmental scan and in two recent federal executive
orders on advancing equity (White House 2021 2022):
(1) data on race and ethnicity and (2) data on sexual
orientation, gender identity, and gender expression
(SOGIE).

1 While the CW-SEED project has adopted these definitions of key terms, there are multiple ways to define and operationalize the terms

disparity and disproportionality (McDaniel et al. 2017).
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Although the CW-SEED environmental scan identified
a wide variety of data practices, this brief is limited to
providing a high-level overview of the data collection
and measurement data practices that were identified
in the environmental scan, which included peer-
reviewed and grey-literature and federal policy
documents published between January 2012 and
March 2022. Another brief in this series, titled “Using
Data to Enhance Equity in Child Welfare: Findings from
an Environmental Scan,” provides a synthesis of the
environmental scan findings and describes a broader
array of data practices across the data life cycle.
Additional details about specific data practices may
also be found in the cited sources found throughout
the brief.

A framework for implementing data practices

Throughout the brief, we use a framework of key
questions to guide child welfare agencies and their
partners when implementing data practices related to
data collection and measurement using disaggregated
demographic and other data. When considering how
to implement data practices, specifically for data
collection and measurement, we recommend asking
three key questions: What, why, and how? We use the
framework of three questions throughout the brief to
highlight data practices child welfare agencies could
consider when improving how they use existing
demographic and other data, collect demographic and
other data from children and families, and better
measure equity.

For example, child welfare agencies and their partner
organizations could consider the following questions:

é@g What demographic and other data could
o
E52  we use or collect to understand and

enhance equity?

S,/@ Why do we want to collect disaggregated
288 demographic or other data or measure
equity?

How can we improve our collection of
current demographic or other data? How
can we collect new data?

In addition, we highlight examples of how child welfare
agencies are currently implementing data collection
and measurement data practices and some important

considerations agencies could use to inform decisions
about implementing these data practices. While we
feature many examples of data practices and share
helpful issues to consider, the efforts to implement
data practices are often more nuanced than what can
be conveyed in this brief. However, this overview of
data practices and selected examples could be used as
a starting point to prompt consideration of what might
be possible among child welfare agencies and their
partners.

Collecting disaggregated data

Using disaggregated demographic data to
understand inequities

Child welfare agencies routinely collect disaggregated
data (narrow, specific subcategories of data) on child
and family characteristics. For example, the U.S. Office
of Management and Budget's (OMB's) standard, broad
category of Black or African American can be broken
down to reflect the diversity of the Black population in
the United States (for example, people from Caribbean
and African countries). Disaggregated data can be
used for numerous reasons, such as matching children
to age-appropriate clinical services, informing
continuous quality improvement efforts, and
evaluating the impact of service outcomes by
demographic characteristics, which can reveal
disparities between specific subcategories of child and
family demographic data (Child Welfare Information
Gateway 2021).

{Q} What types of data can child
Qo Q. welfare agencies collect or use to
> understand inequities?

Before making any changes to data collection
practices, agencies could assess the adequacy of
existing disaggregated demographic or other data and
determine what types of data would help identify
children, families, and communities in greatest need of
services (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2016; Esposito et
al. 2021; Dorsey et al. 2014; Vega Perez et al. 2022).
Identifying what data are needed would enable
agencies to improve data collection and uncover gaps
in services and engagement that could contribute to
inequitable outcomes (Child Welfare Information
Gateway 2021).
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lllustrative questions regarding collecting
and using demographic and other data

e What existing data can we use to understand
disparities?

e What key decision points, time frames, and
demographic groups should be the focus of data

collection and measurement?
e Are there any limitations to our data?

e What additional data do we need to collect to better
measure inequity and better understand the
experiences of children and families we serve?

Data on race and ethnicity

Data on race and ethnicity provide important
information about who in the community is being
reported to the child welfare agency (Luken et al.
2021). Collecting these demographic data can help
child welfare agencies understand the experiences of
racial and ethnic groups and identify any racial
differences in service engagement and outcomes
(Martin and Dean Connelly 2015; OIAA 2021).

The OMB established the following minimum standard
racial and ethnic categories for use in federal reporting
of child welfare data:

/ American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or
African American, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific
Islander, White (OIAA 2021)

/ Hispanic or Latino, Not Hispanic or Latino

Although an expanded set of categories to
identify race and ethnicity might be beneficial
to answer questions related to equity, there
should be a balance between protecting the
confidentiality of people within smaller subcategories and
ensuring data represent the community served (OIAA
2021). Data should be detailed enough to identify
patterns and inform decision making while protecting the
identity of children and families. Guidelines should be
developed to determine when data should be suppressed
to protect the identity of children and youth.
Although existing categorizations from federal
reporting guidelines might be sufficient for some
agencies, others might want to expand their racial and
ethnic categories to better represent the demographic

makeup of their local community (Johnson-Motoyama
et al. 2018).

Data on sexual orientation, gender identity, and
expression

SOGIE data provide information about aspects of sex,
gender, and sexuality, and capture important
information about the identities and experiences of
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or
questioning, intersex, and other (LGBTQI+) youth and
biological and foster or adoptive caregivers. Collection
of SOGIE data should be considered as important as
other demographic data, such as race, ethnicity, age,
and disability status (National Science and Technology
Council 2023). Also, SOGIE data combined with other
demographic data can improve understanding of the
effect of multiple identities on disparities (National
Science and Technology Council 2023).

Why collect or use disaggregated
> demographic data to understand

e E = Y.
* Y inequity?

Child welfare agencies might have different reasons for
collecting or using disaggregated demographic data.
These reasons might vary based on mandated federal
and state reporting guidelines, local child welfare
context, agency needs, and desired use of the data.
Also, planning what data to collect and how they will
be used to meet the agency's goals can help minimize
response burden on children and their caregivers
(White House 2022). Thus, before data collection starts,
child welfare agencies will need to carefully consider
their purpose for collecting and using the data.

For example, child welfare agencies might be
interested in the following:

/ Describing the people they serve in the local
community more accurately and inclusively

/ Using detailed data on race, ethnicity, and SOGIE to
examine trends in disparities at various points on the
child welfare service continuum

/ Analyzing multiple identities and how they intersect,
such as examining child welfare outcomes by race
and gender identity, recognizes the importance of
considering multiple dimensions of identity and how
they interconnect.
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When determining whether to collect new
disaggregated demographic data, child welfare
agencies may also want to consider the potential
tradeoffs related to additional data collection. For
example, new data collection may have additional
costs, place more burden on staff, and lead to revised
data collection polices, including provisions to ensure
data privacy and security (Data Quality Campaign
2017, Gourdine 2019). However, child welfare agencies
may consider how to balance these tradeoffs with the
benefits that come from using these data to enhance
equity.

lllustrative questions regarding collecting
demographic and other data

e Why collect more detailed or additional data on
certain demographic characteristics?

e Why would collecting or using these data enhance

equity in our agency?

Why collect detailed data on race and ethnicity?

Collecting detailed racial and ethnic groups data can
reveal demographic shifts over time and uncover
previously hidden racial differences in outcomes
between racial and ethnic subgroups. For example,
over a six-year period, Washington State experienced
an increase in percentage of children who identified as
American Indian or Alaska Native and multiracial and
Black and multiracial. In addition, disproportionality at
multiple stages of the child welfare continuum were
identified for these subgroups (OIAA 2021). Also,
collecting and examining disaggregated data on race
and ethnicity can reveal whether policy and practice
changes, such as improving the availability and
accessibility of culturally relevant services, are working
as intended to advance equity (Child Welfare
Information Gateway 2021).

Featured example

Santa Clara County Department of Family

and Children Services examined rates of
foster care placement using disaggregated data on race
and ethnicity and identified disparities in foster care
placement rates between Black and Latino families.
Community partners and the agency worked together to
develop the Nia Project, which provided families with
parent advocates, counseling, education, and other
services. Although no formal evaluation was conducted,
the program diverted slightly more than 100 families at
low- to moderate-risk of out-of-home placement from
formal departmental supervision within seven months of
operation (Duarte and Summers 2013).

Why collect detailed data on SOGIE data?

Although SOGIE data in child welfare are currently
limited, many agencies want to collect these data,
which can be used to inform service delivery decisions
(GAO 2022). Moving beyond binary categories, such
as male/female or gay/straight, could reveal unique
experiences between children and youth with different
or multiple SOGIE identities. Agencies can use detailed
SOGIE data to compare safety, placement, and well-
being outcomes between members of the LGBTQI+
community and between members and non-members
of the LGBTQI+ community. Agencies can use SOGIE
data to reduce disparities in service use and outcomes,
such as by ensuring LGBTQI+ youth receive relevant
services and are placed with supporting foster families
instead of in group homes or with foster families
unwilling to provide affirming care (GAO 2022).

(oo
S~ A
Child welfare agencies can use qualitative

approaches (for example, interviews, focus groups, and
case notes) and quantitative approaches (for example,
intake forms, surveys and questionnaires,
administrative records, and other sources of numerical
data) to gather demographic and other data. In the
following sections, we summarize data practices
agencies can use regardless of which type of data (race
and ethnicity, SOGIE, or both) or approach
(quantitative, qualitative, or both) is selected for
improving data collection.

How can agencies collect
demographic and other data?
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lllustrative questions about how to collect
demographic and other data

e How will we collect the data?
e Who will collect the data?
e When will we collect the data?

e What instruments will we use to collect the data?

Quantitative data collection approaches or
practices can include adding disaggregated multiracial
and multiethnic categories (OIAA 2021), such as Not
Hispanic/Latino Black and White, or Not
Hispanic/Latino White and American Indian. Also,
agencies can collect information on parental nativity,
such as “Latino with U.S.-born mother” and “Latino
with foreign-born mother” (Putnam-Hornstein et al.
2013).

To collect disaggregated demographic data accurately,
child welfare agencies can include multiple response
options and open text questions on surveys or intake
forms, such as providing an “other - write in” response
option that the respondent defines (White House
2022).

Disaggregated demographic data can be collected in
conjunction with other data, such as geographic data
(for example, county, city, and zip code), to identify
geographic patterns or trends in outcomes by
demographic group at a single point in time or
longitudinally. For example, using detailed data on
race, ethnicity, SOGIE, and geography to generate
maps would enable agencies to provide focused
services in specific counties or even neighborhoods.

Featured example

Mapping the location of Latino youth

involved in juvenile detention revealed that
two-thirds of youth who were arrested for probation
violations or failure to show up for a court appearance
were concentrated in a handful of zip codes in the same
county. As a result of these maps, community partners
developed strategies especially for these specific
communities, leading to a 53 percent reduction in the
number of Latino youth sentenced to youth detention
within three years (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2016).

In addition, ongoing data collection can capture
changes in individuals’ identity over time and also
create opportunities to track changes in systematic
inequities over time. At the individual-level, agencies
can provide multiple opportunities for people to
change their responses to questions about their racial
and ethnic identity and SOGIE, as identity formation
can be an ongoing process for some, and responses to
these questions or the terminology used to refer to
their identity might change over time (Child Welfare
Information Gateway 2021; White House 2022).
Regular assessment of identity can inform decision
making about the appropriateness of services or a
foster family for a child. At the systemic-level,
continuous data collection can help agencies improve
categorization of demographic data, identify trends in
inequalities, and target the provision of services to
help address inequities.

Featured example

A child welfare agency representative
underscored the need to collect
demographic data on an ongoing basis, because it might

not be possible to know whether a young person will
identify as LGBTQI+ at the time of placement (GAO 2022).

Qualitative data collection approaches or practices
involve engaging people through interviews, focus
groups, or other means to gather data about the
opinions and experiences of those impacted by the child
welfare agency. Children and families served by child
welfare agencies should be considered primary
sources for reporting their racial and ethnic identity,
SOGIE, and child welfare experiences (OIAA 2021). In
addition, collecting qualitative data from children,
youth, and caregivers can help agencies better
understand their nuanced experiences, which are
difficult to capture via administrative or survey data
collection efforts. For example, input from youth can
improve how workers communicate respectfully with
youth, such as by asking about preferred pronouns
and using inclusive language, and provide services and
placements that are safe and supportive of children’s
cultural identity (GAO 2022).
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Featured example

In 2007, Washington State created a

statewide Racial Disproportionality Advisory
Committee that included members of local tribes to serve
as liaisons between tribes and federal or state
governments on social service issues. The committee
collected data on racial and ethnic groups, Indian Child
Welfare Act (ICWA) eligibility, and geographic region, and
submitted annual reports to the state legislature that
included findings and strategies for reducing inequity
(Martin and Connelly 2015).

To ensure data collection efforts are informed by input
from the community, child welfare agencies can involve
the community in (1) developing questions about race
and ethnicity and SOGIE, (2) creating strategies
caseworkers can use to inquire about dimensions of a
child’s or family's identity, and (3) analyzing and
interpreting the data (GAO 2022). Gathering input
from the community can help agencies improve the
data collection process and the quality, accuracy,
completeness, and interpretation of the data.

One way to involve the community is by creating
community advisory groups, including those with lived
experience, that reflect the demographic makeup of
the local community served by the child welfare
agency.

Featured example

Researchers from Think of Us, a research and

design lab, included a panel of youth with
recent lived experience with the foster care system to help
review findings from its Away From Home study. Based on
input from the youth, the analysis and interpretation of
the study’s data were changed significantly to more
accurately reflect the experiences of young people in
foster care (Tajima et al. 2022).

Before engaging children and youth in data collection
practices, agencies can review relevant resources or
gather qualitative data from older youth, researchers,
and clinicians about sensitive and age-appropriate ways
to inform practice guidelines on how to collect data
from children and youth (GAO 2022). For example,
focus groups and interviews with youth exiting foster
care can be used to understand these youth's
perceptions about (1) the types of questions that are
asked about race, ethnicity, and SOGIE and how,

where, and at what age to ask youth about this
information, (2) what terminology to use to accurately
collect this information, and (3) any differences in
experiences and outcomes based on race or ethnicity,
SOGIE, or both.

Featured example

A 2022 report from the U.S. Government

Accountability Office (GAO) described a
proposed data practice from the Massachusetts
Commission on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender,
Queer, and Questioning Youth. The practice would update
data systems to collect information on whether foster
parents are willing to provide affirming care (GAO 2022).

Also, child welfare agencies can collect qualitative and
quantitative data from prospective foster parents to
improve efforts to recruit foster parents and increase
the number of foster parents willing to provide
affirming care regardless of the racial or ethnic
identity, sexual orientation, or gender identity of a
child or youth.

Important suggestions for collecting demographic
and other data

/ Encourage the systematic collection and use of
disaggregated demographic data to promote
standardized data collection across systems and
programs within the state.

Featured example

In 2013, Oregon'’s legislature mandated the

standardized collection of race, ethnicity, and
language data, which has supported policymaking efforts
to promote racial equity. Data were used to assess
compliance with the Indian Child Welfare Act and to
understand the experiences of children who identify as
American Indian or Alaska Native, are eligible for
membership in their tribe, and are protected under the
Indian Child Welfare Act (Martin and Connelly 2015).

/ Train child welfare staff on current and emerging
practices for collecting accurate and reliable data
(Cruz and Smith 2021; Cuccaro-Alamin et al. 2017).
For example, establish standards and guidelines for
obtaining detailed, high-quality data that include
focusing on data consistency, completeness, and
accuracy.
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A key aspect to data collection is building Ay
trust with children and youth to improve the
collection of sensitive demographic data (GAO =
2022). One way to build trust is to share the

purpose of the data collection and how the information
will be handled and protected. Agencies can develop
policies and guidelines to determine the types of
questions to ask and at what age children can and should
provide their own data.

/ Consider available resources for improving collection
of demographic and other data. For example, use
opportunities to support upgrades to data systems
(for example, the state’s Comprehensive Child
Welfare Information System (CCWIS), perform data
quality assessments, adapt or adopt data collection
tools, and hire and train staff responsible for
collecting and entering data (Nelson et al. 2020;
Tajima et al. 2022).

Implement best practices for collecting sexual
orientation and gender identity data, such as those
recommended by the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2022) and the
Office of the Chief Statistician of the United States
(Federal recommendations for SOGIE data collection;
White House 2023).

Develop and implement privacy and data security
policies to protect the sensitive nature of the data
and minimize disclosure, especially for SOGIE data,
to support the safety and well-being of those who
identify as LGBTQI+ (National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2022; Nelson et
al. 2020).

Featured example

Before Allegheny County Department of

Human Services (DHS) implemented
practices related to SOGIE data collection, it was required
to address privacy and data security concerns about youth
SOGIE data, the implications of sharing data with external
entities, and the complexities and costs of updating an
information technology (IT) system. In addition, DHS
engaged with IT staff to ensure they knew the importance
of these inclusive changes “to mitigate any harm during
the design process” (Nelson et al. 2020).

/ Consider the implications of missing data. Missing or
incomplete data can occur, especially when
collecting sensitive demographic information.
Missing data can lead to data quality issues which
can limit the ability to accurately use these data for
analysis (Luken et al. 2021; Russell 2015). It is
important to be mindful of these vulnerabilities
during data collection processes and consider how
they can be reduced or contextualized (Nelson et al.
2020).

How to use disaggregated
demographic data to measure
inequity

Many child welfare agencies are interested in using
demographic data to understand where and to what
extent differences in outcomes exist between two or
more demographic groups. In this section, we discuss
definitions of common metrics for measuring inequity
in child welfare, examples of questions that can be
answered by measuring inequity, factors to consider
when choosing a measure, and how measurement
choices could lead to different conclusions about
disparities.

-~ -

- -~

S

Two common methods to measure
differences between two groups of interest involve
calculating disparity or disproportionality:

What metric can agencies use to
measure inequity?

O

1. Disparity refers to the unequal outcomes of one
racial, ethnic, SOGIE, or other group compared
with outcomes for another racial, ethnic, or SOGIE
group (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2021).

2. Disproportionality refers to the
underrepresentation or overrepresentation of a
racial, ethnic, SOGIE, or other group when
compared with its percentage in the general
population (Child Welfare Information Gateway
2021).
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Featured example

Calculating racial disproportionality using
the disproportionality index.

This measure can be used to answer questions such as
whether Black children are overrepresented in foster care
compared with their representation in the general child
population.

Calculating racial disproportionality

22%

25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

14%

Non-Hispanic Black
children in the U.S.

Non-Hispanic Black
children in foster care

In this example, the Black disproportionality index is 1.57
(i.e, 22/14 = 1.57; Annie E. Casey Foundation 2021), which
indicates Black children are overrepresented in the foster
care system.

When considering measures of inequity, it is vy
important to remember that differences in
magnitude of disparity or disproportionality
across metrics can vary based on which metric
is selected, the types of comparisons made (rates versus
ratios), and the reference population used in the
calculation (for example, general child population; Kim
and Garcia 2016). Because some metrics are sensitive to
small numbers and to changes over time, some
researchers recommend using more than one metric to
measure differences between groups to obtain a full
picture of whether and to what degree disproportionality
or disparity exists (Johnson-Motoyama et al. 2018).

Featured example

A study estimated the disproportionality

representation index of lesbian, gay, bisexual,

transgender, queer or questioning (LGBTQ)
youth in foster care in Los Angeles County. Using
estimates of 8.3% of LGBTQ youth in the general
population compared to 19.1% of foster youth who
identify as LGBTQ in Los Angeles County, Wilson and
Kastanis (2015) calculated the disproportionality
representation index of 2.3 (i.e., 19.1/8.3 = 2.3), indicating
LGBTQ youth are highly overrepresented in foster care in
Los Angeles County.

There are numerous measures available that child
welfare agencies can use to measure inequity. Many
child welfare agencies and their research partners
calculate disparity or disproportionality using a
combination of rates and ratios to measures
differences between populations of interest. For
example, a disparity ratio can be calculated by taking
the rate of service use among one racial, ethnic, or
SOGIE group and dividing it by the rate of service use
among another racial, ethnic, or SOGIE group
(Johnson-Motoyama et al. 2018; Kim and Garcia 2016).
A disparity ratio of 1 indicates no disparity. A disparity
ratio greater than one indicates the magnitude of the
disparity. The use of risk ratios as a metric for assessing
inequity is commonly used across many fields. A
disproportionality index is the ratio of the
percentage of a specific group at a decision point to
the percentage of the same group in the reference
population (for example, percentage of Black children
in foster care/percentage of Black children in the
general population; Johnson-Motoyama et al. 2018). A
disproportionality index can serve as a numeric
indicator of the degree of underrepresentation (less
than 1.0) or overrepresentation (greater than 1.0) in a
child welfare agency for a particular event or outcome.

L@ Why choose a measure of disparity
229 or disproportionality?

lllustrative questions about choosing a
measure

e Why should we choose a particular measure?

e Why should we select these demographic groups for

comparison?

e Why should we examine disparity at a particular
decision point?

Measuring inequity is useful for understanding what, if
any, disproportionality or disparity exists at a state,
regional, or county level. The selected measure of
disproportionality or disparity can help child welfare
leaders answer questions, such as the following:

/ Which demographic groups are overrepresented or
underrepresented (that is, disproportionally
represented)?

Mathematica® Inc.

10



/ Where (at what key decision points) is disparity
occurring in the child welfare continuum?

/ What is the magnitude of the disparity or
disproportionality?

/ How does disparity or disproportionality vary over
time and within the state or local community?

How do agencies choose the right
measure?

(eef,
A

Choose a metric to answer questions of interest.

There are many measures of disproportionality and
disparity. The first step is to select whether to measure
disproportionality, disparity, or both based on the
questions agencies want to answer to understand and
address inequity. A measure of disproportionality can
help agencies understand the extent to which a
particular group may be under- or over-represented in
the child welfare system compared to this group’s
representation in the broader population. For
example, is the agency interested in learning to what
extent Black children are overrepresented in the foster
care population compared with their percentage in the
U.S. child population, state, or county (e.g.,
disproportionality index)? A measure of disparity can
help the child welfare agency understand whether they
are inequities among key child welfare outcomes
among certain groups. For example, is the agency
interested in differences in the likelihood of entering
foster care for Black children and White children (e.g.,
disparity ratio)?

Select a reference population

When selecting a reference population for the metric,
decide which reference population is most relevant to
the child welfare agency for making comparisons.
Three common reference populations for calculating
disproportionality include the following (Johnson-
Motoyama et al. 2018):

/ The total population of children

/ The total population of children living in poverty

/ The total population of children at certain points
along the child welfare service continuum (such as
the total number of children in foster care)

Common comparison groups for calculating disparities
include the following: (1) two specific demographic
groups of interest (for example, comparing service use
among White children with service use among Black
children), or (2) one demographic group versus all
others (Johnson-Motoyama et al. 2018; Kim and Garcia
2016; Greenstein 2021).

Featured example

In 2013, the Racial Disparity and

Disproportionality work group, a multistate
work group focused on monitoring and reporting racial
and ethnic disparities and disproportionality in child
welfare, used the American Community Survey as a
reliable source of population data for measuring
disproportionality and disparity (Johnson-Motoyama et al.
2018).

Important considerations when measuring inequity:

vy

e Other criteria agencies can consider, in < .
addition to race, ethnicity, and SOGIE,
when defining populations for calculation =

include age range, poverty status, family structure,
maltreatment type, geography, and date ranges for
the data.

e Because children can identify as more than one race,
when calculating inequity, agencies must ensure there
is no double counting (OIAA 2021).

e Reporting population-based rates for more detailed
racial categories might be difficult because census-
based population estimates are not classified in a way
that breaks down the multiracial category or other
subcategories of race and ethnicity (OIAA 2021).

e Measuring inequity at more than one key decision
point (for example, reports, investigations, and out-of-
home placements) on the child welfare continuum can
reveal where disproportionalities and disparities exist,
which can be helpful when determining where to
focus limited resources.

e In addition, using the most advantaged subpopulation
as the default reference group might suggest that
outcomes among advantaged subpopulations are the
norm, or should be viewed as the norm, which can be

considered problematic (Nelson et al. 2020).
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Conclusion

Collecting disaggregated demographic data—such as
race, ethnicity, and SOGIE—and other data to measure
and understand disparities are important data
practices that can inform child welfare research,
policies, programs, and services.

When using existing demographic and other data,
collecting new data, or improving how these data are
collected, child welfare agencies should consider the
following factors:

/ The what, why and how — what types of
demographic and other data to use or collect, why
use or collect the demographic or other data, and
how the demographic or other data will be collected
and used.

/ The data should reflect the demographic makeup of
the local communities and be informed by input
from the community.

/ The feasibility of collecting and using disaggregated
demographic and other data to advance equity,
including the resources needed to improve the
quality of data, staff training, and data collection
instruments, and the management, security, storage,
analysis, and reporting of data.
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