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Abstract
The racial and ethnic disproportionality and disparity in the child protective system (CPS) has been a concern for decades. 
Structural factors strongly influence engagement with the child welfare system and families experiencing poverty or financial 
hardship are at a heightened risk. The economic factors influencing child welfare involvement are further complicated by 
structural racism which has resulted in a greater prevalence of poverty and financial hardship for families who are Black, 
Native American or Alaska Native (Indigenous), or and Latino/Hispanic (Latino) and their communities. The multiple deci-
sion points within CPS are an opportunity to reify or correct for bias in child welfare outcomes. One major effort to eliminate 
racial disparities and disproportionalities has been to enact standardized decision-making procedures that aim to control for 
implicit or explicit bias in CPS. The Structured Decision-Making Model’s (SDM) actuarial-based risk assessment (RA) is the 
gold-standard of these efforts. In this conceptual article, we ask (1) How are structural factors accounted for in assessment 
of risk within CPS? and (2) What are the consequences when structural factors are left out of risk assessments procedures? 
We posit that the exclusion of race, ethnicity, and economic factors from the RA has inflated the importance of variables 
that become proxies for these factors, resulting in inaccurate assessments of risk. The construction of this tool reflects how 
structural racism has been overlooked as an important cause of disproportionality in CPS, with interventions then focused 
on individual workers and cases, rather than the system at large. We suggest a new framework for thinking about risk, the 
structural risk perspective, and call for a revisioning of assessment of risk within child welfare that acknowledges the social 
determinants of CPS involvement.

Keywords Disproportionality · Disparities · Structural racism · Socioeconomic disadvantage · Algorithms · Actuarial-based 
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Introduction

Child welfare decision-making is a high-stakes task. When 
decisions about whether child maltreatment has taken place 
are incorrect children left in homes who should have been 

removed can die or experience further abuse. Separations 
between children and their primary caregivers can cause 
lasting disruptions in their social, emotional, and cognitive 
development (Bowlby 1969/1982, 1979, 1980) as well as 
be deeply traumatic to caregivers, especially when they are 
unwarranted. Once children have been removed from their 
families, the simple fact of the separation itself can make 
reunification difficult. Figuring out how to do decision-
making well and fairly is just as highly fraught as the actual 
decision-making itself. Child welfare workers must make 
decisions with incomplete information, under time pressure, 
and often with competing mandates to privilege safety and 
maintain children in their home (Gambrill and Shlonsky 
2000, 2001; Regher 2018). Further, decisions must be made 
at multiple points, each with their own potential for error and 
to undermine core values of equity.
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Not only are these decisions difficult to make, they are 
made about a large number of children. By age 18, approxi-
mately one-third of all children in the USA will have been 
the subject of a CPS investigation (Kim et al. 2017). Among 
them, only a small percentage will have had the allegations 
confirmed (approximately one in eight) (Wildeman et. al. 
2014), with the majority (around 95%) of children remaining 
in their homes at the conclusion of an investigation (DHHS 
2020). Child maltreatment includes both abuse and neglect 
with neglect comprising approximately three-quarters of 
reports (DHHS 2019). Despite the large number of children 
involved with CPS over their lifetime, this experience is not 
equally shared across the population but rather it is, instead, 
bounded by race as well as class (Fong 2020, 2019). Black, 
Native American or Indigenous, and Latino families and 
families of low socioeconomic status have higher rates of 
child welfare involvement compared to their representation 
in the general population (e.g., Derezotes et al. 2004; Sedlak 
et al. 2010). Studies have demonstrated that economic hard-
ship is causally associated with child maltreatment and child 
welfare involvement (Conrad-Hiebner and Byram 2020). 
Further, the distribution of economic hardship is heavily 
influenced by structural racism, resulting in proportionally 
more Black, Indigenous and Latino families experiencing 
economic hardship.

Given that both structural1 racism and economic hard-
ship are relevant in causing and preventing maltreatment, we 
ask: How are those structural factors accounted for in risk 
assessment within child welfare systems? What are the con-
sequences when these factors are left out of risk assessment 
design and procedures? In this conceptual paper, we analyze 
the most common tool for decision-making to determine the 
likelihood of future maltreatment in child welfare cases, the 
Structured Decision-Making Model’s (SDM) risk assess-
ment (RA). We deconstruct the RA to highlight how the 
RA focuses on individual behaviors and ignores structural 
factors, which in turn, obscures systematic risk and struc-
tural solutions for maltreatment. Specifically, we consider 
the ways in which risk factors selected for inclusion and 
those factors left out of the RA function to amplify racial 
disproportionalities in the child welfare system, obfuscat-
ing their connection to structurally created poverty. In doing 
so, we identify the mechanisms explaining Hirschman and 
Bosk’s (2019) finding that actuarial-based risk assessments 
are unlikely to function as a vehicle for reducing racial dis-
proportionality in child welfare, despite their explicit inten-
tion to do so.

In this article, we first review the role of structural fac-
tors, particularly economic hardship, in child maltreatment. 
Next, we discuss the bias and differential risk explanations 
for racial disproportionality in the child welfare system, 
introducing structural risk as a new explanation for dispro-
portionality that builds on both the bias and differential risk 
perspectives. Following this, we discuss the different and 
implicit interpretations of fairness embedded in each of these 
explanations, connecting their distinct logics to different 
policy and practice solutions. We then turn our attention to 
how the RA individualizes structural inequality in its assess-
ment of maltreatment risk, identifying the consequences of 
inaccurate risk assessment. We conclude with a discussion 
of how child welfare risk assessment could be revisioned to 
better account for both structural and individual risk factors.

Structural Factors and the U.S. Child Welfare 
System

The majority of families involved in CPS in the USA experi-
ence some form of financial hardship, whether that is having 
an income below the poverty line or economic instability, 
such as lack of employment (Sedlak et al. 2010). In the last 
20 years, research has indicated a causal role for structural 
economic factors in child maltreatment, particularly child 
neglect, and has identified the inverse relationship between 
a families’ financial situation and the risk of official reports 
of maltreatment and of self-reported proxies for abusive or 
neglecting parenting behaviors (Berger 2004; Slack et al. 
2004; Warren and Font 2015). When the number of eco-
nomic resources that families have increases, child mal-
treatment decreases; conversely when economic resources 
decrease, child maltreatment increases (e.g., Berger 2017; 
Bullinger et al. 2019; Conrad-Hiebner and Byram 2020). 
These findings are consistent across studies of child sup-
port, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), and in stud-
ies of changes in economic policy such as minimum wage 
increases, or macro-economic trends, such as unemploy-
ment, and economic uncertainty (Berger 2017; Raissian and 
Bullinger 2017; Schneider et al. 2017; Russell-Brown and 
DeCao 2018).

Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare

Socioeconomic structural factors converge with structural 
racism, leading to the overrepresentation of Black, Indig-
enous, and Latino families and children in CPS relative to 
their percentages of the US population (CWIG 2016). This 
discrepancy is more pronounced and more consistent for 
children and families who are Black and Indigenous than it 
is for children and families who are Latino (Maguire-Jack 

1 We define systematic and structural racism as the intersecting 
effects of residential segregation, White political power, inequality in 
educational opportunities and economic opportunities, and policies 
and practices designed to restrict access based on race.
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et al. 2020).2 In contrast to these groups, White families are 
proportionally underrepresented in their CPS involvement. 
Research has also consistently noted under-representation 
of children who are Asian American or Pacific Islander 
(Maguire-Jack et al. 2020; AECF 2020).

While these trends are long-standing, issues of racial 
disproportionality and inequality have often been examined 
apart from socioeconomic conditions. Evidence of racial 
disproportionality were initially based on comparisons of 
the percentage of a given group in the CPS population with 
their percentage in the general population; with most of the 
focus on children in the foster care system rather than on 
other points of contact with the child welfare system (Fluke 
et al. 2003). This focus excluded the most common type 
of involvement with the child welfare system: reports and 
investigations. More recent studies correct this issue by pri-
marily using administrative data with indicators of economic 
hardship (e.g., type of insurance or receipt of social welfare 
programs) to control for a family’s risk of maltreatment and 
to identify the role of race or ethnicity at various points in 
the child welfare process (Drake et al. 2009; Putnam-Horn-
stein and Needell 2011; Kim and Drake 2018). These stud-
ies have generally found that after controlling for economic 
hardship, children who are Black or Latino were represented 
in proportion to estimated risk, with some studies finding 
children who are Latino are under-represented relative to 
their risk. A subset of this research has also found that at 
lower income levels, children who were White were repre-
sented at higher percentages than similarly situated families 
who were Black or Latino (Putnam-Hornstein and Needell 
2011; Kim and Drake 2018). Studies using CPS-completed 
risk assessments to statistically control for maltreatment risk 
have identified that race/ethnicity is still significantly associ-
ated with CPS decisions at all points in the life of a case. In 
these studies, children who were Black received dispropor-
tionately worse outcomes (Rivaux et al. 2008; Miller 2008). 
Using a more comprehensive assessment of risk and fam-
ily income from survey data, Font et al. (2012), contradict 
these findings, noting that children who were Black were 
represented in the child welfare system proportionate to their 
estimated risk.

Explanations for Racial Disproportionality 
and Racial Disparity

The over-representation of any population in the child wel-
fare system is problematic because of the punitive conse-
quences that often accompany it. These specific negative 
experiences can vary from stigmatization, unwillingness to 
access social services, job loss, placement on central mal-
treatment registries, temporary loss of custody, and termi-
nation of parental rights. Further, despite focused efforts to 
reduce these differences, issues related to disproportionality 
and disparities continue to persist at every point in a child 
welfare case (reporting, substantiation, out-of-home place-
ment, and reunification), challenging core values of a fair 
and equitable system. That the proportion of Black, Latino, 
Indigenous and White children involved in CPS is differ-
ent relative to their proportion of the general population is 
inarguable. However, the reasons for this disproportionality 
remain highly contentious. There are two prominent expla-
nations of this phenomenon, each with different internal log-
ics that call for different solutions, and each with research 
findings supporting their diagnosis of the problem.

The first explanation, which we call, the ‘bias’ explana-
tion contends that there is a similar amount of maltreatment 
across all families but because of racism, including implicit 
bias (i.e., bias that is unwilling or unconscious), families 
who are Black, Indigenous or Latino are reported, screened 
and become more involved in CPS at higher rates and/or the 
maltreatment of White children is overlooked (Fluke et al. 
2011). Implicit in this explanation is the idea that Black, 
Indigenous, and Latino families do not deserve these more 
negative and severe outcomes because they are based on 
racialized interpretations of parental behavior. Here, fairness 
means that involvement with CPS (e.g., allegations) and all 
attendant decisions should only be associated with ‘true’ 
risk, which in turn, is understood not to be associated with 
race or ethnicity. Decision-making that is inconsistent with 
a family’s predicted risk but rather uses other characteristics, 
such as race, to determine their outcome would be patently 
unfair. Studies that support the bias explanation have used a 
risk assessment similar to the SDM to adjust analyses for the 
risk of maltreatment, demonstrating the occurrence of biased 
decision-making based on race (Rivaux et al. 2008; Miller 
2008). These studies conclude that more Black families are 
involved in the child welfare system than is warranted based 
on their identified risk level.

The second explanation, which we call the ‘differential 
risk’ explanation, contends that there are true underlying 
differences in the rates of maltreatment across demographic 
groups and that, while bias is likely present, racial dispro-
portionality in CPS is primarily a reflection of these underly-
ing differences (e.g., Drake et al. 2009). Quantitative studies 

2 Studies that include children and families who are Native American 
or Indigenous find similar disproportionate results as studies find for 
children and families who are Black. However, the geographic dis-
tribution and much smaller size of the population means that many 
studies do not include this population or have too small of a sample to 
analyze. Therefore, we may refer only to Black families to accurately 
represent the results of studies.



52 Race and Social Problems (2021) 13:49–62

1 3

examining the differential risk explanation have attempted to 
isolate the effect of race separately from the risks associated 
with financial hardship. These studies find that once vari-
ables for economic hardship and other case characteristics 
are included, the influence of race is attenuated or eliminated 
(Drake et al. 2009; Font et al. 2012; Putnam-Hornstein et al. 
2013). Fairness in the differential risk explanation involves 
treating families in accordance with their risk of maltreat-
ment, while acknowledging the inequality in life experiences 
that may heighten this risk. From this perspective, the deci-
sion-making associated with racial disproportionality is not 
inaccurate because the distribution in CPS by race/ethnicity 
is what would be expected based on the prevalence of risk 
factors across different demographic groups. These differen-
tials are problematic because in a fair society they should not 
exist, but the disproportionality itself is not rooted in biased 
or inaccurate decision-making. Rather, child welfare work-
ers likely need to take action in a disproportionate number 
of cases involving Black, Indigenous and Latino families to 
protect child safety.

We propose a third explanation, which we call the “struc-
tural risk” perspective. This perspective builds on both the 
bias and differential risk perspectives by explicitly consider-
ing the role that structural socioeconomic conditions play in 
shaping unequal CPS involvement while also acknowledg-
ing individual explicit and implicit bias. Specifically, this 
view understands disproportionality to emerge from the 
structural racism that shapes our current society, which in 
turns, results in the unequal distribution of resources and 
opportunities, and which elevates the maltreatment risk for 
some families. These inequalities are further amplified by 
biased decision-making that occurs throughout the system. 
This perspective contends that despite its structural origins, 
risk is primarily measured and addressed at the individual 
level. The structural risk explanation views a fair response 
to racial disproportionality as appropriately identifying all 
the places where maltreatment risk is situated. Accordingly, 
ecological assessment and intervention, in addition to indi-
vidual assessment and intervention, is necessary to accu-
rately identify and mitigate risk as is continued intervention 
related to individual bias.

Implicit and Explicit Individual Bias as Cause 
of Racial and Ethnic Disproportionality 
in Child Protective Systems

Since the 1980s, explanations of racism and persistent racial 
inequality have focused on individual explanations, situat-
ing unequal outcomes as a result of prejudiced attitudes and 
belief about the inferiority of Black and Brown people and 
the superiority of Whites that are expressed through dis-
criminatory behaviors (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Golash-Boza 

2016). In this framework, the sum total of these individual 
acts results in entrenched unequal outcomes for racial and 
ethnic minorities. This view aligns with the bias explana-
tion. According to this diagnosis of racial disproportionality, 
if the actual prevalence of maltreatment is equivalent and 
the over-representation is from individual bias, then the two 
main locations of that bias are from those in the community 
reporting the maltreatment and from staff within the CPS 
making differential decisions based on demographic rather 
than case factors.

Children come to the attention of the CPS by being 
reported through a hotline by people in the community who 
observe a situation they feel constitutes maltreatment. These 
reporters may be mandated (e.g., teachers and doctors) to 
report perceived maltreatment or concerned community 
members. For biased reporting to be the primary source of 
racial disproportionality, reporters would have to consist-
ently engage in explicit or implicitly biased reporting of 
children of color at higher rates and/or ignore or overlook 
the potential maltreatment of White children. Research sup-
ports this explanation, suggesting that racial minorities are 
overrepresented in allegations of maltreatment to CPS for 
all groups of reporters (Krase 2013).

Once a child is identified and reported, a series of deci-
sions occurs within the CPS (Fig. 1), each of which consti-
tutes another potential source of bias. The bias explanation 
suggests that child welfare workers, just like reporters, are 
making, often unknowingly, differential decisions (at one 
or multiple points) based on raced interpretations of fami-
lies, resulting in a more punitive outcome for children and 
families who are Black, Indigenous, or Latino compared to 
similarly situated White children and families. One solution 
to this source of bias, then are tools that address bias in the 
screening process so that similar cases would have corre-
sponding outcomes that are only based on the facts of the 
case rather than the demographics of a family, which might 
unconsciously influence decisions.

Structural Racism and Poverty as Cause 
of Differential Risk

In contrast to an individual bias perspective, sociologists of 
race view unequal outcomes to be rooted in structural fac-
tors (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Golash-Boza 2016). In this view, 
structural racism is systemic in nature, perpetuated through 
social institutions which create inequality even when indi-
viduals themselves do not hold explicitly racist beliefs or 
are acting in explicitly racist ways. Covertly segregation-
ist policies (e.g., community funding of schools, redlin-
ing) function to engender racially discriminatory outcomes 
without being overtly racist in their intent (Ibid). Ideological 
commitments to a ‘colorblind’ meritocracy further create 
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unequal outcomes as they obscure structural advantages for 
Whites and structural disadvantages for Blacks that need 
to be addressed for equality to be achieved (Bonilla-Silva 
1997). This perspective aligns with explanations of racial 
disproportionality in the child welfare system as being 
located primarily in structural factors (Hirschman and Bosk 
2019).

One outcome of implicitly racist social policies has been 
the intergenerational transmission of poverty or socioeco-
nomic disadvantage. Decades of sociological research have 

mapped out the enduring nature of poverty, contradicting 
cherished cultural ideals of easily attainable class mobility 
within the USA (Corcoran 2001; Duncan et al. 1998; Putnam 
2015; Sharkey 2008; Sharkey and Elwert 2011; Wagmiller 
and Adelman 2009). Explanations for why poverty is diffi-
cult to move out of draw on both structural, cultural, and bio-
logical descriptions ranging from inadequate resources, par-
ticularly educational ones, insufficient social support, social 
networks that do not promote access to job or educational 
opportunities (McEwaen and McEwen 2017), hopelessness, 

Fig. 1  Child welfare decision-
making points in relation to the 
SDM
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and environmental harm that alters brain structures and 
which limits advancement. Newer theories related to the 
intersection of cumulative disadvantage, toxic stress, and 
structural inequality highlight how early life adversity (much 
of which is structured by poverty), creates physiological 
changes that impact cognitive development and capacities 
for affective and behavioral regulation. Disrupted biologi-
cal capacities intersect with inadequate provision of social 
goods (such as an adequate education, health care) to create 
challenges to economic advancement. Early adversity and 
cumulative disadvantage have been associated with lack of 
educational attainment, poor physical health in adulthood, 
and even early death (Shonkoff et al. 2012). McEwan and 
McEwen (2017) succinctly summarize these intersections as 
they relate to the intergenerational transmission of poverty:

A bio-social-ecological perspective (Ungar et al.2013) 
highlights multiple, interconnected systems: macrosys-
tems of resource distribution; community, neighbor-
hood, and institutional structures and their program-
matic resources; relational networks of families, 
caregivers, friends, and neighbors; microsystems of 
interaction among children and between children and 
others in their social environments; and biological sys-
tems affected by and affecting these social systems. 
Because these systems connect with and depend upon 
one another, they are mutually reinforcing access or 
lack of access to resources at one level often leads to 
access to or lack of resources at another level (Miller 
et al. 2011).

Researchers have developed an extensive body of empiri-
cal research trying to disentangle the issue of poverty or 
financial hardship from maltreatment (Cancian et al. 2013; 
Conger et al. 1992; Conrad-Hiebner and Byram 2020; Drake 
et al. 2011; Feely et al. 2019; Marcal 2018; Maguire-Jack 
and Font 2017; Raissian 2015). These data consistently point 
to some causal role of financial hardship in maltreatment, 
most likely because it is difficult to constantly provide safe 
and consistent care for children with insufficient resources. 
While research has not determined all of the specific media-
tors between financial hardship and maltreatment, much of 
the research suggests that neglect (which accounts for three-
quarters of child welfare cases) is more strongly influenced 
by resources than abusive parenting practices (e.g., Berger 
et al. 2017; Feely et al. 2019; Raissian and Bullinger 2017).

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response theory 
provides a theoretical framework for understanding the 
relationship between financial hardship and child neglect 
(Patterson 2002). This theory proposes that families have 
a certain amount of resources that primarily distill to time 
and money and they leverage these resources to deal with 
demands. When demands outweigh the resources to man-
age them, the family can tip into chaos, and, in the case of 

child neglect, be unable to provide safe and consistent care 
for their children (Feely et al. 2020). For families living in 
financially precarious situations, small increases in strains or 
decreases in resources can have significant effects. Some of 
the myriad ways that insufficient resources make it difficult 
to provide care include, but are not limited to, the inability 
to afford childcare, especially for shiftwork, unreliable trans-
portation, living in housing where the building or neighbor-
hood is unsafe resulting in a higher need for supervision, and 
insufficient money for food or clothing (Pelton 2015). The 
disproportionate number of families experiencing financial 
hardship in the child welfare system could look like biased 
representation because of the underlying historical structural 
racism of US society that has resulted in much larger num-
bers of families who are Black, Indigenous or Latino expe-
riencing financial hardship. These families also are more 
likely to experience more financially precarious situations 
as their opportunities are continually suppressed by various 
forms of racism (Storer et al. 2020).

Debates about the cause of racial disproportionality in the 
child welfare system tend to frame the issue as dichotomous; 
either the child welfare system is racist and families do not 
present with differential risk or parents identified by the sys-
tem are maltreating their children and therefore, racism is 
not the primary driver of the disproportionality. Our conten-
tion is that disproportionality in the child welfare system 
must be viewed from a sociological standpoint that charac-
terizes disproportionality as emerging from a complex set 
of interactions between structural bias at the societal level 
and systemic bias within the child welfare system that then 
creates a greater risk for maltreatment among certain groups. 
Specifically, structural inequality shapes, and is shaped by, 
inadequate resources which in turn influences parent choices 
and behavior, and which is further amplified by biased deci-
sions. We use the following inferences to propose a broader 
explanation of the emergence of racial disproportionality in 
CPS which we call the structural risk explanation:

1. The over-representation of children and families who are 
Black, Native American and Latino is a direct result of 
explicit structural and implicit individual bias; and,

2. That the largest source of this bias is the long-standing 
structural racism that has resulted in a greater proportion 
of families who are Black, Native American and Latino 
with insufficient resources to provide constant safe and 
consistent care for their children; and

3. As a result of these insufficient social and economic 
resources, that intermittent lapses in care do leave chil-
dren at risk of harm, which results in parents being 
reported for maltreatment; and,

4. That as a field, while there has been a growing focus 
on the role of financial hardship, the role of structural 
racism leading to differential rates of poverty by race or 
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ethnicity has been overlooked because individual bias 
by race and ethnicity is still prevalent and problematic; 
and

5. The way we typically assess and research maltreatment 
has severely limited our ability to locate the more sig-
nificant role that structural racism and poverty plays; and

6. Complex interactions between social conditions and 
individual behavior can obscure the distal causes of 
maltreatment and focus interventions only on individu-
als (either child welfare workers or parents), rather than 
the underlying cause of maltreatment.

Decisions, Decisions, Decisions

While the roots of racial disproportionality and dispari-
ties in the child welfare system are multi-factorial and 
complex (Putnam-Hornstein et  al. 2013; Pelton 2015; 
Font and Maguire-Jack 2015), organizational practices in 
child welfare have primarily focused on addressing racial 
disproportionality and disparities solely through efforts 
to implement policies and practices that will eliminate 
implicit or explicitly biased decisions that result in une-
qual outcomes for families and children who are Black, 
Indigenous or Latino. Actuarial-based tools are one such 
practice designed to address the historically low reliability 
and consistency of decision-making for cases with similar 
features (Baird and Wagner 2000). The understanding that 
subjectivity and implicit bias can creep into child welfare 
decision-making has then focused solutions on ensuring 
that individual assessments of each case are consistent and 
fair. These tools, as noted above, embrace an implicit bias 
view as the cause of racial disproportionality in the child 
welfare system (Hirschman and Bosk 2019).

At the same time that child welfare agencies have 
focused on introducing race neutral interventions, meso-
level practices that support ‘colorblind’ practices in organ-
izations have received increasing attention as a vehicle 
for reproducing racist outcomes (Wooten and Coulette 
2017; Ray and Purifoy 2019). The organizational tools and 
bureaucratic procedures that make up the routine adminis-
tration of social policy and which may implicitly and inad-
vertently reinforce inequality have been largely outside 
the frame of organizational policy and decision-making 
across fields (Hirschman and Bosk 2019; Russell-Brown 
and DeCao 2018; Kalev et al. 2006). In child welfare, there 
is a need to examine the tools which shape decisions to 
understand their potential relationship to persistent dispro-
portionality in this system, particularly from a perspective 
that holds structural racism and systematic bias to be a 
main driver of racial disproportionality in child welfare 
(Hirschman and Bosk 2019).

The SDM Model

The Structured Decision-Making Model (SDM) actuar-
ial-based risk assessment (RA) is considered to be the 
‘gold standard’ for solving issues related to the low reli-
ability and bias inherent in child welfare risk assessment 
(Schwalbe 2008) and is currently used in the majority of 
the USA to frame child welfare decisions (Bosk 2018). 
Based on principles of actuarial science, The RA classi-
fies cases into low, medium, intensive, and high risk for 
future maltreatment. Intended to be prognostic rather than 
diagnostic, the RA, according to its developers, improves 
“the effectiveness of the child welfare system by increas-
ing the consistency and validity of decision-making” (CRC 
1999). The goal is to standardize risk assessment to ensure 
that every family is evaluated utilizing the same process, 
and considering the same set of factors to maximize the 
chance that different workers assessing the same case will 
come to the same conclusion. This process was designed to 
ensure that only case level factors rather than demographic 
ones are considered for case decisions.

The RA was developed and refined by the National 
Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD) using vali-
dation studies to identify characteristics of families that 
indicate the potential for future maltreatment. Measures 
are determined using administrative child welfare data 
about the characteristics of families who have been inves-
tigated or substantiated for abuse and neglect and then 
link this information to case characteristics of families 
that have been re-referred for child maltreatment after 
an initial investigation and/or substantiation. Validation 
studies seek to establish the most influential risk factors 
for maltreatment, the combination of factors that are most 
likely to contribute to abuse or neglect, and the appropriate 
statistical weights and measures necessary to create a risk 
profile for families using this information. The goal of the 
RA is to more accurately classify cases for which future 
maltreatment is likely (Johnson and Bogie 2009).

While the content of the RA varies within each state 
or country that utilizes it, the basic structure is retained 
across them. Factors empirically related to maltreatment 
are assembled into two sets of inventories (one for neglect 
and one for abuse). Items are composed from a mix of 
demographic, historical, or current risks. These items 
contain both objective indicators (e.g., the number of the 
children in the home) and more subjective questions that 
require some interpretation from the worker (e.g., primary 
caretaker views incident less seriously than the depart-
ment). Points are assigned to each item a caseworker 
endorses. At the completion of the assessment, the total 
points from the neglect inventory and the total points from 
the abuse inventory are calculated separately. The highest 
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number from either inventory reflects the final risk score, 
with higher numerical scores correlating with higher risk 
categories. A parent could score relatively low on the 
abuse inventory indicating low risk but relatively high on 
the neglect inventory, indicating high risk and the score 
for the parent would still result in a high risk designation, 
even if the allegation under investigation was for abuse.

The weight risk assessment scores carry in shaping CPS 
decision-making varies according to the policy and practice 
of each jurisdiction. The documented influence of risk scores 
range from minimal, functioning more as an after-thought or 
bureaucratic procedure, to determinative (Bosk 2018; Bosk 
2019). In places where risk scores are highly influential, 
they may directly inform a number of different aspects of a 
case ranging from the number of contacts a family has with 
CPS, the level of services a family receives, placement on 
a publicly searchable central maltreatment registry, court 
intervention, and even child removal (Bosk 2018; Bosk 
2019; Armstrong and Bosk 2020; Johnson and Bogie 2009) 
making them highly consequential in these settings.

Implicit in the construction of actuarial-based assess-
ments are ideas about which aspects of child welfare cases 
should be considered over others and how case factors 
should be quantified. While these decisions are grounded 
in empirical data about risk factors for child maltreatment, 
they are also value laden (Bosk 2018; Bosk and Feely 2020; 
Hirschman and Bosk 2019). Figure 2 illustrates some of the 
choices that the developers of the RA made about which 

factors to include shown by solid lines, or exclude indicated 
by dotted lines. Unpacking these values is often overlooked 
and obscured by the more technical tasks of determin-
ing reliability and validity of assessments. Examining the 
intended and unintended consequences of what is left in and 
out of actuarial-based risk assessments is essential for under-
standing their impact on racial and ethnic disproportionality 
within the child welfare system.

The SDM as a Means to Promote Equity 
in Decision‑Making

The NCCD purposefully constructs the RA as a ‘color-blind’ 
tool intended to reduce racial disproportionality in the child 
welfare system by removing racial considerations from 
the decision-making process for both the assessor and the 
assessed (Hirschman and Bosk 2019). As such, the RA does 
not include race as a factor in either the abuse or neglect 
inventory (Hirschman and Bosk 2019). By standardizing 
the content of the decisions, the RA attempts to suppress 
implicit bias from entering into case judgements. Equity, in 
this framework, is made possible within the tool by remov-
ing race and ethnicity from the conversation entirely so that 
only ‘true’ maltreatment risk is considered rather than fac-
tors that could bias decision-making. However, despite the 
intention to be ‘color-blind,’ many of the RA items implicitly 
pick up systemically driven inequalities that are likely at the 
heart of the long-standing crisis of racial disproportionality 

Fig. 2  The relationships between measured and unmeasured risk factors and risk of future maltreatment



57Race and Social Problems (2021) 13:49–62 

1 3

in child welfare (Hirschman and Bosk 2019). Specifically, 
leaving out both race and socioeconomic status as indicators 
means that other items then become proxies for these inter-
related phenomena, also illustrated in Fig. 2.

Weak Foundation, Poor Construction: Variable 
Choice and Implications

The selection of variables included in the SDM embeds 
proxy measures for race/ethnicity and structural factors into 
its design, in particular the number of children. Four or more 
children involved in the allegation is a common factor on the 
risk assessments, yet families who are Black or Latino are 
more likely to have larger families. Twenty percent (20%) of 
Latina mothers and 18% of mothers who are Black have four 
or more children compared to only 11% of White mothers 
(Pew Research Center 2015).

Structural socioeconomic factors are also embedded in or 
represented by proxy in the numerous variables about prior 
reports. These include any prior report, number of prior 
reports by allegation (abuse or neglect), and “previously 
referred for ongoing child protective services.” Given the 
influence of structural socioeconomic factors on risk of mal-
treatment, these variables, which have some of the strong-
est correlations with adverse future outcomes, may serve as 
proxies for families who are adversely affected by the chal-
lenges related to low socioeconomic status. Functionally, 
families with low socioeconomic status are more likely to 
have multiple reports to CPS because structural barriers that 
are associated with neglect, particularly economic stabil-
ity, have not been addressed. Figure 2 visually displays how 
systemic racism structures the likelihood that these proxies 
for financial hardship are more likely to affect Black, Indig-
enous, and Latino families. Further, Black, Indigenous, and 
Latino families are more likely to come under the scrutiny of 
officials that would make a child welfare report (Fong 2020), 
linking structural factors to this item.

Homelessness and housing that is unsafe may also func-
tion as proxies for both low socioeconomic status and race or 
ethnicity. Structural factors strongly influence who is likely 
to experience homelessness or severe housing instability. 
Over half of families who experienced homelessness and 
used shelters were families who were Black (UICH 2018). 
The distribution of who lives in areas of concentrated pov-
erty, where the housing units are more likely to be unsafe, 
is also driven by structural racism with children who Black, 
Latino, American Indian or Alaska Native, or Asian/Pacific 
Islander six to nine times more likely than White children to 
live in areas of concentrated poverty (AECF 2012). These 
realities further unintentionally bake racial disparities that 
occur at the structural level into how risk is assessed at the 
individual level.

These issues are compounded by the facts that the RA 
includes variables that have a very weak correlation with 
the likelihood of future maltreatment and that its develop-
ers withhold from their published reports the results of the 
multivariable analyses that are used to determine which 
variables are included on the RA (e.g., Dankert and John-
son 2014; Johnson and Bogie 2009; NCCD 2015). Using 
publicly available SDM validation studies, the correlation 
between risk assessment items and the outcome, e.g., a 
subsequent report range, from 0.03 to 0.215 (Dankert and 
Johnson 2014; Johnson and Bogie 2009; NCCD 2015). A 
correlation represents the strength and direction of the rela-
tionship between two variables and values range from − 1 
to 1. The closer a correlation is to 1 or − 1 the stronger the 
relationship; values close to 0 represent a weak to meaning-
less association, less than 0.30 may be considered “negli-
gible” (Mukaka 2012). Correlation is separate from statis-
tical significance that is usually measured with a p-value. 
Particularly with a large sample, a value can be statistically 
significant without having a correlation that is strong enough 
to be substantively meaningful.

While the NCCD does not publish the regression results, 
other independent studies have found a weak, and, for some 
items, a nonsignificant, relationship between RA variables 
and the likelihood of a future maltreatment allegation and/or 
substantiation (Carlson et al. 2020). The weak relationship 
between the risk assessment variables and these outcomes 
is important to consider when examining the accuracy and 
validity of variables because a statistically significant rela-
tionship may not be consequential. In these cases, the real 
world connections between potential risks and the likeli-
hood of future maltreatment are likely too small to accu-
rately shape assessment and intervention. Therefore, the RA 
may be inaccurate about the risk of future maltreatment at 
the same time that it reifies racialized and classed notions of 
riskiness in its inclusion of these variables.

Another way in which proxy variables for race and class 
can adversely affect families is through the documented high 
false-positive rate for the tool. Specifically, a large number 
of families who will never have a subsequent maltreatment 
report score high on the RA (Loman and Siegel 2004). For 
example, in a validation study of the North Carolina RA, 
70% of families identified as High or Intensive Risk did not 
have a subsequent report that merited an investigation, and 
80% did not have a case opened within that 18-month time 
period (Johnson and Bogie 2009). Risk assessment design 
inherently involves tradeoffs between sensitivity and speci-
ficity, which in turn, requires decisions to privilege either 
false-negatives or false-positives (Baird and Wagner 2000; 
Bosk 2018). In this case, specific thresholds for each risk 
category and the recommendations for the categories result 
in the more limited the precision of the tool, exacerbating 
issues related to the rate of high false-positives.
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The costs of a false-positive are more difficult to estab-
lish, document, and quantify, than the costs of false-nega-
tives. This is particularly true for families who bear the con-
sequences of incorrectly being categorized as high risk such 
as placement on the central registry for child maltreatment or 
child removal because these costs primarily are externalized 
to families and communities rather than born by the sys-
tem (Bosk 2018). These costs are primarily externalized to 
families with low socioeconomic status and disproportion-
ately on Black and Indigenous families. For example, even 
families who have had less severe consequences than having 
their child being removed due to a false-positive high score 
may be subjected to ongoing and frequent monitoring from 
CPS (Johnson and Bogie 2009). False-positives become true 
positives in future maltreatment investigations and decisions 
(Bosk 2018). As such, the negative consequences of false-
positives are more likely to remain unseen and unaddressed 
and these burdens are further unequally distributed across 
race and socioeconomic status.

The choices made during the RA design process result in 
a widely used tool that likely over-estimates some family’s 
level of risk and under-identifies others. These over- and 
under-estimations likely originate from structural inequality 
but because they are assessed at an individual level, lead to 
the misdiagnosis of the sources of risk as within an individu-
al’s control (Hirschman and Bosk 2019). Leaving out socio-
economic and structural risk factors obfuscates the role of 
structural factors in supporting or preventing families from 
providing safe care for their children (Fig. 2).

Discussion

By focusing the conversation on individual and proximal 
risk factors rather than distal risk factors, actuarial-based 
risk assessments in child welfare reflect a field that frames 
the risk of future maltreatment entirely in individual rather 
than social terms. This process redistributes responsibility 
for risk that originates at a structural or a societal level and 
places it exclusively on the individual family or CPS work-
ers to rectify (Simon 1998; Harcourt 2015). Harcourt (2015) 
refers to this process as a scrambling of social identities into 
individual practices that obscure our ability to understand 
how individual behaviors are shaped by social conditions. As 
a result, issues that have the potential for social and political 
mobilization such as the lack of appropriate childcare that 
is affordable or accessible are instead recast as individual 
decisions (e.g., the choice to leave a child unattended while a 
parent goes to work). Risky social conditions become instead 
understood as risky individuals making bad choices.

When child welfare risk assessments focus only on indi-
vidual behaviors, the ways in which these choices are linked 
to social conditions become hard to see. Risk is nested and 

layered within systemically racist social structures such as 
redlining, lack of equal access to education, and lack of 
equal access to capital which then in turn creates racially sit-
uated economic conditions which lead to constrained options 
and consequently risky behaviors. Individually focused risk 
assessments only intervene at one step of this process, mak-
ing it possible to solely consider individual parents as the 
problem without identifying the conditions that shape their 
choices or the serious economic constraints in which people 
must care for their children. The focus becomes on chang-
ing parental behaviors rather than changing the conditions 
that create their options and limits their choices. Similarly, 
CPS efforts at reducing bias have focused on implicit bias 
or diversity trainings for staff, situating the problem at the 
level of individual decision-makers rather than changing 
the options CPS workers have for supporting families. For 
example, if a family needs stable housing and help paying 
utilities for the children to be safe, these are not services that 
CPS (typically) can provide and the worker is left with few 
non-punitive options to ensure child safety.

COVID-19 has provided a grim illustration of the power 
of structural racism for shaping behavior, choices, and risk. 
People in the USA who are Black or Latino have had higher 
mortality rates from COVID-19 as a result of several different 
structural pathways (Pirtle 2020). Specifically, at a population 
level, Blacks and Latinos experience generally poorer health 
and life conditions, have higher rates of underlying health con-
ditions that made the disease more deadly, are more likely to 
work in lower-wage jobs that were considered essential, live in 
communities where governments choose not to prioritize test-
ing or personal protective equipment distribution, and were 
less likely to have healthcare that allowed them to access care 
early or to be tested before they were symptomatic.

These structural factors contributed to the higher mortal-
ity rate of people who are Black and Latino and none of 
them are a result of only individual level decisions. Solving 
racial disproportionality related to morbidity and mortality 
of COVID-19 therefore cannot only occur by targeting indi-
vidual behavior change but instead must target the unequal 
conditions that make COVID-19 more likely to negatively 
impact the Black and Latino community disproportionately. 
In contrast to how CPS workers are often held responsible 
for the bias that exists in the system, the cause of these dif-
ferential outcomes by race/ethnicity was not solely attributed 
to the patients or the medical professionals treating them. 
The robustness of the social determinants of health literature 
ensures that racial disparities, which could have otherwise 
been only blamed on the quality of care,3 have not been 

3 This is not to say that differential care has not been an issue in 
racially disparate outcomes for Blacks, Indigenous, and Latinos with 
COVID-19. There are multiple anecdotal accounts of physicians not 
taking their patients’ symptoms seriously, suggestive of widespread 
individual explicit and implicit bias in medical care.
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overlooked in the national conversation about the cause of 
these differences. A similar conversation must take place in 
child welfare and must also be reflected in how families are 
assessed for risk and how these assessments are then linked 
to intervention.

Addressing the design limitations of the RA by including 
structural factors would only partially address the problems 
with the SDM RA. The difficulties with the implementa-
tion of the SDM are well-documented at the individual level 
(Bosk 2018, 2020; Font and Maguire-Jack 2015; Gilling-
ham and Bromfield 2008; Gillingham and Humphreys 2009; 
Knoke and Trocme 2005) and at the organizational level 
(Bosk and Feely 2020). These identified problems range 
from inconsistent application of RA items to willful misap-
plication of the RA results. There is little reason to believe 
that these problems would have been avoided with a different 
set of questions on the risk assessment.

While we have detailed the problems with the exclusion 
of structural factors, particularly economic ones on the RA, 
it is apparent that alternative possibilities such as partial 
or inaccurate inclusion of structural variables, or misap-
plication of the data could result in inaccurate assessment. 
Without the clear and accepted connection between struc-
tural factors and structural racism, the “scrambling of soci-
etal and individual factors” would still have occurred but 
been more explicitly tied to race/ethnicity. That is, the field 
might have identified that economic factors were essential 
to maltreatment risk but in the absence of a clear structural 
theory, this association could easily have been explained 
as people who are Black, Indigenous, or Latino are more 
likely to make individual decisions that keep them poor. 
Therefore, a structural lens in child welfare risk assessment 
is critical to accurately identifying the necessary target of 
change. The relationship between the structural forces of 
poverty and maltreatment is a nuanced and multi-step the-
ory, which requires a shift from attributing all maltreatment 
to individual pathology to recognizing that a majority of 
maltreatment is structurally shaped, which in turn, shapes 
individual choices and behavior. Such a theoretical realign-
ment is unlikely to be best embodied through actuarial-based 
or predictive risk assessment models.

The structural risk perspective understands fairness to be 
intervening with structural risk that shapes the likelihood 
of maltreatment, while simultaneously responding to indi-
vidual safety factors to protect children. This view contends 
that the disproportionate number of Black, Indigenous or 
Latino families who are also living in poverty or experienc-
ing economic hardship is a direct result of structural racism 
rather than primarily influenced by individual decisions and 
choices. Rather than focusing on those constrained choices, 
improving structural supports such as providing more finan-
cial resources (e.g., income support, housing, childcare sub-
sidies) would change the choices that families can make and 

that interventions that CPS workers have to offer. Separating 
families as a result of inadequate funding for these basic 
needs is a modern manifestation of debtor’s prisons.

The costs of poor prediction are currently largely exter-
nalized to those families who are surveilled and who expe-
rience the negative repercussions of child welfare involve-
ment. The child welfare system also loses when structural 
risks are ignored—families may be inaccurately assessed 
and resources poorly deployed. A society that is truly com-
mitted to addressing the problems of structural risk would 
develop a drastically different system for assessing risk and 
then, necessarily, different interventions for supporting fami-
lies and protecting children. Federal standards for accurately 
assessing maltreatment risk should be established to pre-
vent families from bearing the cost of unequal opportunity. 
These standards would also ensure that risk assessments do 
not privilege costs to organizations over costs to families in 
their design. Federal standards should include incentives for 
accuracy with penalties for poor estimates, such as increased 
state investments in areas where risk assessments were too 
inaccurate. Incentivizing organizational improvement and 
establishing accountability standards for risk assessment 
accuracy would encourage innovation and improved research 
in this area.

Just as the system has transmuted issues of structural ine-
quality on to individual parents, so to, has the system trans-
muted structural issues of bias and disproportionality onto 
individual child welfare workers. While it is clear that issues 
of racial disproportionality in the child welfare system are 
multi-factorial, and that implicit bias at all decision-making 
points remains present, focusing the majority of solutions 
for racial disproportionality on eliminating implicit bias also 
absolves the child welfare system or larger US policy from 
addressing the social conditions that may make maltreatment 
more likely. It makes sense that child welfare policy would 
choose to target efforts at individuals whether it is child wel-
fare workers or families rather than at the structure within 
which these individuals make decisions. This focus redirects 
intervention away from hard to obtain structural change that 
is outside the purview of the child welfare system to easier 
to implement individualized interventions with child welfare 
workers and families.

Conclusion

The most commonly used child welfare risk assessment does 
not include structural factors and leaving them out likely 
reflects a misdiagnosis of the racism causing disproportional-
ity in the child welfare system. Further, this misdiagnosis has 
prevented effective solutions as families’ needs go unmet while 
states focus on individual level assessments and interventions. 
There have been continued calls to focus on bias training as a 



60 Race and Social Problems (2021) 13:49–62

1 3

way to address disproportionality by race or ethnicity, which 
are likely needed to intervene with individual bias that does 
exist in child welfare decision-making. At the same time, a 
greater appreciation of the structural origins of neglect is nec-
essary to truly address racial disproportionality in the child 
welfare system. The current approach to assessment of risk is 
inaccurate, resulting in risks to both the child welfare system 
and to families. The field needs to convene a national board 
to radically revision how to assess risk of maltreatment that 
includes structural factors, accounts for the unequal distribu-
tion of risk and protective supports and develops a response 
that does not reify current structurally racist patterns.
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