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The Framework for Action at a Glance
Step 1: Getting Started – Building a Stakeholder
Coalition

Local Context
Planning

Local Action
Checklist

Review Current Data

Convene Planning Group
(5‐10 people)

Identify Strategic Leaders and
Technical Experts

Line Up Initial Funding

• Identify existence of disproportionality
problem

• Local leader steps up
• Consultant hired to facilitate process
and analyze data

Build Planning Team and
Steering Committee
• Fill needed skill sets
• Look for committment and reliability
• Invite a diversity of perspectives

Build Broad‐Based
Stakeholder Coalition

• Identify diverse constituent groups with
stake in outcome

Determine Logistics for
Moving Forward

Design Process To Guide
Project
• Consider OJJDP 5 Phase Model
• Include initial orientation and training
for all participants

Mobilize Steering Committee
and Stakeholder Coalition
• Set tone of inclusiveness and
transparency
• Reduce barriers to participation

Organize and Hold First
Meeting
• Set goals and proposed timeline for
project
• Decide when/where/frequency of
meetings
• Divide workload into subgroups
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Step 2: Dealing with the Data – Understanding
the Number

Local Context
Planning

Local Action
Checklist

Determine Scope of Study

Assign Workgroup to Data
Collection/Analysis Task

Decide Whether Data Analyst
is Needed
• Consider need for analytic neutrality
• Determine level of expertise needed

Identify Decision Points for
Data Collection

Identify Data Points for
Collection
• Examine stages of activity/decisions in
the system

Determine Type of Data to
Collect
• Decide how data will be measured
• Determine quality of available data
• Identify how data is organized and
where it is kept

Determine Logistics for
Moving Forward
• Resolve confidentiality issues
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Determine Location of Data
• Examine reliability of current data
collection methods
• Identify and resolve barriers to data
accessibility

Collect Data for Specific Time
Frame

Analyze Data
• Determine extent of racial
disproportionality in the system

Step 3: Community Assessment – Identifying
Factors and Causes

Local Context
Planning
Determine Type of Data
Needed to Interpret DMC
Results
• Consider focus groups, key informant
interviews, surveys, asset mapping,
public forum, and inferential analysis

Local Action
Checklist
Decide Which Qualitative
Data Collection Methods to
Use
• Maximize resources available
• Clarify purpose and scope of each
method used

Conduct the Qualitative
Studies
• Determine timeline and resources
needed
• Anticipate and resolve barriers to data
collection

Decide Level of Expertise
Needed to Conduct
Assessment and Analyze
Qualitative Data

Organize and Analyze Data
Collected
• Categorize causal factors according to
themes (Upstream, Midstream, and
Downstream)
• Differentiate between institutional vs.
individual factors
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Step 4: Weighing the Options – Prioritizing and
Implementing Interventions

Local Context
Planning
Determine Where in the
System to Intervene
• Consider Upstream, Midstream, and
Downstream

Determine the Target of the
Intervention
• Consider focusing on consumers, the
system, or providers

Prioritize Intervention Options
• Research evidence‐based interventions
with proven impact on disproportionality
• Consider hiring expert for literature
review

Determine Capacity to
Replicate Proven Programs
• Identify funding and staffing needed
• Clarify level of training, nonitoring
needed

Identify Existing Programs and
Resources
• Review community asset map
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Local Action
Checklist
Report Results of Data
Collection to Full Coalition

Identify Appropriate
Intervention Options

Align Intervention Options
with Existing and Available
Funding and Infrastructure

Narrow Options and Choose
Intervention

Implement the Intervention

Step 5: Staying Engaged – Evaluation and
Sustainability

Local Context
Planning

Local Action
Checklist

Determine Results to Evaluate
• Consider disproportionality trends over
time
• Consider implementation fidelity and
effectiveness of intervention

Consider Evaluating the
Collaborative Process Over
Time

Foster Ongoing Engagement
of Coalition Members
• Develop orientation packet for new
members
• Maintain regular communication

• Determine factors to monitor and
evaluate

Determine Project Next Steps
• Clarify future of coalition
• Identify next stages of work

Measure Success of
Collaborative Process

Identify Funding Needs for
Moving Forward

• Provide surveys, interviews
• Planning team debrief after each
meeting
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Introduction: The Guidebook Explained
Identifying the Problem
It is well established that throughout the United States, children of color consistently
experience the child welfare and juvenile justice systems at higher rates than white
children. While many experts have speculated on possible reasons for this, the data is
unequivocal that in most jurisdictions children of color are overrepresented in both the
foster care system and in juvenile detention facilities, as well as at other points along the
child welfare or juvenile justice continuum (Chapin Hall Center for Children, 2008;
Fluke, Harden, Jenkins, & Ruehrdanz, 2010). In addition, once in the system, these
children are much less likely to be reunified with their families and much more likely to
suffer poor outcomes over their lifetimes, such as homelessness, criminal behavior,
mental illness, low educational achievement, and substance abuse. The factors
potentially contributing to these results are complex, as are the remedies to correct
them.

Exploring Collaborative Solutions
The road to correcting racial inequities in child welfare or juvenile justice is long and
hard, and not for the faint of heart. A successful effort to redress differential treatment
and disparate outcomes for parents and children going through either system requires
strong leadership and collaboration among stakeholders who hold differing
perspectives and agendas. It requires an unwavering long‐term commitment to
achieving the remedial goals of the process and a tolerance for tension and even conflict
at times. Finally, the approach to addressing racial inequities that is promoted here
requires a high level of confidence in a community’s ability to make collective decisions
that are in the best interests of the families and children it serves.
Around the country entire communities are working together to improve the lives of
their families and find the answers to the vexing problem of child welfare and juvenile
justice disproportionality. They are applying collaborative, inclusive strategies, coupled
with a collective long‐term commitment to eliminate disparities and provide adequate
resources to support the health, safety and well‐being of all children and families. To
many of these local communities, this type of coming together to solve a social problem
is a fairly new experience. In many communities there is a history of tension, mistrust,
and even conflict between organizations, institutions, and individuals. Nevertheless,
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community leaders and residents must be able to navigate uncharted territory together
if there is any chance of overcoming the barriers that prevent children and families from
being successful, productive, contributing citizens, and achieving their full potential.
The framework proposed in this Guidebook provides the detailed roadmap to a
successful community‐based effort to improve the lives of the children and families it
serves.

Case Example
In September 2011 a statewide Race Equity Coalition (REC) was formed in Michigan,
and included a cross section of leaders from Michigan’s children and family services
and juvenile justice systems, members of the judiciary, state legislators, state and local
officials, public and private agency leaders, educators, health and child welfare
professionals, philanthropic leaders, and advocates for the state’s children and their
families. The Michigan REC was charged with overseeing a systematic, data‐informed
examination of the scope and underlying causes of racial/ethnic disproportionality and
disparate outcomes across the state in its child welfare and juvenile justice systems, and
also with the development and implementation of strategies to address the root causes
of disparate outcomes. Its ultimate vision was to eliminate racial and ethnic
disproportionality and disparity in the Michigan child welfare and juvenile justice
systems while ensuring the fulfillment of children’s basic right to safety.
Also in 2011, Michigan’s Saginaw County became a local demonstration site for the
Michigan REC project, charged with applying a community‐based, systematic, data‐
informed process at the local level that complemented what was happening at the state
level. The charge included implementing locally‐based strategies to address the root
causes of disparate treatment in that community, and monitoring results over time to
ensure equity and fairness for all youth who come into contact with the system. The
Saginaw County Disproportionate Minority Contact Steering Committee (DMC) was
initiated by the Honorable Faye M. Harrison of Saginaw County’s 10th Circuit Court,
Family Division, and involved many community leaders from the county’s courts, faith‐
based community, human services, law enforcement, the legislature, mental health
department, schools, as well as parent and youth representatives.
While both projects are still ongoing, much has been accomplished, with many lessons
learned, and hopeful results beginning to emerge. This Guidebook is an outgrowth of
the state and county projects, offered to local communities everywhere as a roadmap for
reversing the long‐standing inequities of a system intended to serve the best interests of
all families.
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Organization and Use of the Guidebook
The overarching goal of this Guidebook is to propose a process for addressing racial
disparities in child welfare and juvenile justice that is applicable to a wide variety of
jurisdictions. The recommendations here are intended to help communities build on
their existing strengths, knowledge, and capacities, and can be adapted to serve the
unique needs of different communities. It is intended to provide an easy yet
comprehensive way to think through the different components that make up this type
of community work, and is designed to be helpful to any group of leaders regardless of
whether or how they may have worked together on other issues, programs or projects
in the past.
This Guidebook provides a conceptual framework to help local communities build a
coalition of committed leaders and residents that will stand the test of time. Strong
relationships will form, a collective sense of ownership over the destiny of each
community will take hold, and together community members will work to address the
most pressing issues facing the children and families who depend upon that
community’s faith in their potential for success.
The Guidebook has been organized around a basic framework for action. It consists of
five primary sections, or steps:
z
z
z
z
z

Step 1:
Step 2:
Step 3:
Step 4:
Step 5:
Term

Getting Started – Building a Stakeholder Coalition
Dealing With the Data – Understanding the Numbers
Community Assessment – Identifying Underlying Factors and Causes
Weighing the Options – Prioritizing and Implementing Interventions
Keeping Up Momentum – Evaluating and Monitoring Results Over the Long

It is important to note that these five steps are not necessarily linear, but do follow a
clear progression of thought and strategy. A scan of the entire Guidebook before
launching a project will help planners identify areas of particular interest to each
community, as different groups will likely be starting this process at different points
along the continuum. A number of the action items described in the different steps will
likely follow a parallel process rather than a linear one, and will need to occur
simultaneously. How and when the different activities happen will depend on the
unique circumstances in a given community.
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At the beginning of the Guidebook is a set of definitions to promote a common
language and understanding of the terminology encountered in this document. As part
of their process, different community groups may develop their own understanding
and definitions of certain terms. At the end of the Guidebook is a list of additional
resources and websites where more detailed information and support about some of the
concepts discussed here are available.
Each of the five steps is organized into sections designed to increase understanding of
how the broader, national context can inform local discussions and decision making.
Subsections further categorize information, provide examples, and offer tools that will
aid in navigating the different tasks and responsibilities. The major subsections are:
z

Key Question: Identifies the major theme that guides the content in that section.
z The Big Picture: Summarizes relevant research, evidence base, and general
knowledge about the topic areas within the section and provides a national context.
z Local Context: Identifies specific strategic issues that need to be considered or
decided before or as the group takes action and moves forward at the local level.
z Checklist for Local Action: Some “nuts and bolts” of how to proceed once the initial
strategic decisions have been made.
The appendices at the end of the Guidebook provide even more detailed information
about some of the concepts discussed in each section. These include additional
resources, samples of forms, letters and other documents, and more detailed
explanations of certain information mentioned. These additional resources provide an
opportunity for communities using this Guidebook to access more detailed information
on particular items of interest.
Throughout the Guidebook, specific case examples are provided to illustrate what some
of the concepts might look like in actual practice. The primary case study chosen for
this purpose is the Michigan REC project and the corresponding Saginaw County
Disproportionate Minority Contact Demonstration Project described earlier. The level
of involvement and long term commitment of the Saginaw DMC Committee members
to their collaborative process made this community an appropriate choice to showcase.
The fact that the Saginaw group’s process closely paralleled what was happening at the
state level in Michigan provided additional depth of experience for the Guidebook to
draw upon in developing a process targeting the needs of local communities. The
Saginaw experience has stood the test of time, is ongoing, and offers valuable insight,
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which has been incorporated into the Guidebook’s recommended process that is
outlined and described here.

A Note About Terminology
Any large collaborative change effort requires many different people coming together
in large and small combinations. These different groups of people have different
purposes according to their designated responsibilities and activities. Some groups
may be long term and ongoing, while others may be short term and limited to specific
tasks or projects. These different groups may be called different names at different times
by different communities, and many are common and familiar: coalition, team,
committee, task group, subcommittee, to name just a few.
In this Guidebook, while some terms may be used interchangeably, such as the more
generic terms “group” or “team,” some terms refer to the specific types of groups that
are discussed throughout the document. Throughout this Guidebook, the following
words correspond with the following roles and responsibilities, which are explained in
more detail in the relevant portions of the document:
z

Planning Team: The small, focused core group of persons behind the scenes that is
responsible for the logistics associated with planning and coordinating the larger
collaborative effort and maintaining its forward progress.
z Steering Committee: The group of community leaders and decision‐makers that meet
regularly to steer the process of research, exploration, and decision making.
z Stakeholder Group, Coalition: The larger group of representative community
stakeholders that guide and provide important input to the overall effort.
z Workgroup or Subcommittee: A smaller subset of the Coalition or Steering Committee
that is project‐specific or time‐limited. This group works independently but is under
the direction of and accountable to the Coalition or Steering Committee.

Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term
Adjudication/Delinquent
Findings

Description
Youth are judged or found to be delinquent during adjudication hearings in
juvenile court. Being found (or adjudicated) delinquent is roughly
equivalent to being convicted in criminal court. It is a formal legal finding
of responsibility. If found to be delinquent, youth normally proceed to
disposition hearings where they may be placed on probation, committed to
residential facilities, ordered to perform community service, or given
various other sanctions.
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Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term

Description

American Indian or Alaska
Native (non‐Hispanic)

Arrest

Asian (non‐Hispanic)

Asset Mapping
Best Practices

Black or African‐American
(non‐Hispanic)
Confinement

Data

Data‐Driven Process
Decision Point

12

A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South
America (including Central America) and who maintains tribal affiliation or
community attachment.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
Youth are considered to be arrested when law enforcement agencies
apprehend, stop, or otherwise contact them and suspect them of having
committed a delinquent act. Delinquent acts are those that, if an adult
commits them, would be criminal, including crimes against persons, crimes
against property, drug offenses, and crimes against the public order.
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East,
Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including, for example,
Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine
Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
Data collection process that focuses on the positive attributes of a
community.
Based on collective experience and wisdom in the field; not based on
outcomes or evidence; what seems to work based on practitioners’
experience.
A person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
Following an adjudication or finding of delinquency, youth are placed in
secure residential or correctional facilities for delinquent offenders. The
term does not include all youth placed in other types of out‐of‐home
placement, such as group homes, shelter homes, and mental health
treatment facilities. Jurisdictions collecting DMC data must specify which
forms of placement do and do not qualify as confinement.
Information about individuals entering or having contact with the child
welfare or juvenile justice system. The data collected corresponds with
specific decisions that are made about each individual’s contact or
penetration further into the system.
A decision‐making process that relies on data to inform.
A decision point reflects a contact with either the child welfare or juvenile
justice system that potentially results in more minority youth/children
entering or penetrating further into that system. The cumulative effect of
previous decision making may influence a child’s further movement into
the system; therefore, a study of multiple decision points is needed to
capture the decision‐making process.
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Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term
Detention

Disparity

Disproportionate Minority
Contact (DMC)

Diversion

Diversity

Evidence Based

Experimental and Control
Group Equivalence

Description
Detention refers to youth held in secure detention facilities at some point
during court processing of delinquency cases (i.e., prior to disposition). In
some jurisdictions, the detention population may also include youth held in
secure detention to await placement following a court disposition. For the
purposes of DMC, detention may also include youth held in jails and
lockups. Detention should not include youth held in shelters, group homes,
or other nonsecure facilities.
Differential likelihood of a child from one racial or ethnic subgroup
entering or exiting the child welfare system compared to a young person of
another background.
Overrepresentation or underrepresentation of a subgroup of youth at
different stages in the child welfare intervention process, relative to their
proportion in the general population. A rate of contact with the juvenile
justice/child welfare system among juveniles of a specific minority group
that is significantly different from the rate of contact for whites (i.e., non‐
Hispanic Caucasians) or for other minority groups.
Youth referred to juvenile court for delinquent acts are often screened by an
intake department (either within or outside the court). The intake
department may decide to dismiss the case for lack of legal sufficiency,
resolve the matter informally (without the filing of charges), or resolve it
formally (with the filing of charges). The diversion population includes all
youth referred for legal processing but handled without the filing of formal
charges.
The concept of diversity as used in this Guidebook encompasses not only
racial or ethnic differences, but also differences based on class, wealth,
education, sexual orientation, income, health, opportunity, and any other
attribute that an individual may carry that can lead to differentiation and
unequal treatment or response.
Program or practice that has been proven through established research or
evaluation methods as achieving the goals for which it was designed.
Evidence‐based practice is a philosophical approach that is in opposition to
rules of thumb, folklore, and tradition.
Experimental and control groups are similar on key characteristics. The
confidence with which evaluators using a quasi‐experimental study can
claim that an intervention or program is responsible for creating a desired
outcome depends on the extent to which they can demonstrate
experimental and control group equivalence before receiving the
intervention. Evidence from studies that fail to demonstrate group
equivalence is not as credible as evidence from studies that do because it
leaves open the possibility that post‐intervention differences between the
groups resulted from pre‐existing differences rather than from the
intervention.

Addressing Racial Imbalances | Public Policy Associates, Inc.

13

Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term

Description

Facilitator

Fidelity
Focus Group

Global Data
Hispanic or Latino

Ineffective Program

Inferential Analysis

Insufficiently‐Tested
Program

Key Informant Interviews
Native Hawaiian or Other
Pacific Islander (Non‐
Hispanic)
Petition/Charge

14

Neutral person, ideally with no stake in the outcome, who is trained in the
art and practice of managing large or small group discussions and helping
small and large groups work effectively together.
Whether an intervention was implemented as planned, according to the
components of success identified through research.
Qualitative research method in which a small group of people are asked
about their perceptions, beliefs, and/or opinions about a specific item or
topic.
Data that is pulled at each decision point for which it is available.
A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or
other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
These programs were tested using reasonably rigorous methods, but did
not find any evidence that program participation made a difference for
subjects. Specifically, these programs do not meet the criteria for any of the
other evidence rating categories and there is at least one randomized
controlled trial, quasi‐experimental or pretest‐posttest single group design
study that measured program outcomes but failed to detect any statistically
significant program effects, neither positive nor negative/harmful.
A method of analysis that looks at quantitative case data in the context of
neighborhood characteristic and demographics, looking for relationships
between what is known about the families in the child welfare or juvenile
justice systems and neighborhood factors that may correlate to certain
outcomes
These programs lack credible evidence to support their effectiveness, even
on a preliminary basis, because they have not yet been studied with
sufficient methodological rigor to meaningfully assess their impact. Please
note that: this does not mean that the program is ineffective, only that it had
not been adequately tested.
Qualitative research method in which a person with extensive knowledge
or experience with a particular topic or issue is interviewed in depth.
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam,
Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
Formally‐charged (petitioned) delinquency cases are those that appear on a
court calendar in response to the filing of a petition, complaint, or other
legal instrument requesting the court to adjudicate a youth as a delinquent
or status offender or to waive jurisdiction and transfer a youth to criminal
court. Petitioning occurs when a juvenile court intake officer, prosecutor, or
other official determines that a case should be handled formally. In
contrast, informal handling is voluntary and does not include the filing of
charges.
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Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term
Pretest‐Posttest Single
Group Studies

Probation

Problematic Program
Promising Program

Proven Program

Quasi‐Experimental Study
(QED)

Description
Assess subjects’ outcomes following receipt of an intervention. Because
there is no comparison group in these studies, there is no way to know for
certain whether subjects would have experienced improved outcomes even
if they had not received the intervention. However, these studies are more
credible than single group posttest only evaluations, which simply report
program participant outcomes after they receive an intervention without
providing any information about how subjects were doing at baseline, prior
to receiving the intervention.
Probation cases are those in which a youth is placed on formal or court‐
ordered supervision following a juvenile court disposition. Notably, youth
on “probation” under voluntary agreements without adjudication should
not be counted here but should instead be part of the diverted population.
These programs have been found to have a counterproductive or harmful
effect on participants and therefore should be replicated with caution.
The potential of these programs to reduce racial/ethnic disproportionality is
supported by preliminary research evidence. These programs do not meet
more rigorous proven program criteria, but there is:
z At least one quasi‐experimental study with nonequivalent experimental
and comparison groups or a pretest‐posttest single group design study
that supports program effectiveness by documenting one or more
positive, statistically significant program outcomes.
z No study reporting risk of harm associated with participation in the
program.
z The program has an established model or documentation that specifies
how to deliver components of the service.
The potential of these programs to reduce racial/ethnic disproportionality is
supported by research evidence. Specifically, there is:
z At least one randomized‐controlled trial or quasi‐experimental design
study with a comparable comparison group that supports program
effectiveness by documenting one or more positive and statistically
significant program outcome.
z No evaluation reporting risk of harm associated with participation in
the program.
z The program has an established model or documentation that specifies
how to deliver components of the service.
Study participants are assigned to the treatment group and control group
by a method other than random assignment. Because of the danger that the
treatment and control group may differ at the outset, researchers
conducting quasi‐experimental studies often attempt to match treatment
groups to like control groups on important characteristics.
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Table 1: Definitions Used in This Guidebook
Term

Description

Randomized‐Controlled
Trial (RCT)

Referral

Relative Rate Index (RRI)

Stakeholders

Statistically Significant
Outcomes
Waived Case/Transfer

White/Non‐Hispanic
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Generally considered the most methodologically rigorous study design for
assessing the effects of a program or intervention. It assigns study
participants randomly (by chance) to two or more groups (typically an
experimental group that receives the intervention and a control group that
does not). Differences in outcomes between the groups can therefore be
reasonably assumed to result from receipt of the intervention rather than
any pre‐existing differences between group members.
Referral is when a potentially delinquent youth is sent forward for legal
processing and received by a juvenile or family court or juvenile intake
agency, either as a result of law enforcement action or upon a complaint by
a citizen or school.
Rates are used to standardize and compare the volume of activity when the
number of minority youth/children and the number of white
youth/children are dissimilar. Rates reflect the movement from one
decision point to the next (with each decision point representing deeper
penetration into the juvenile justice or child welfare systems). RRI is
calculated by dividing the minority rate at a certain decision point by the
white rate at that same point.
Stakeholders include any individual, group or organization that has a
“stake,” or interest, in the outcome of a given process, service, or effort.
When working to resolve community‐based problems, or foster
community‐based change, the term would include any person or group that
could be directly or indirectly impacted by decisions made as part of that
effort.
Those outcomes that are unlikely to have occurred by chance. Generally
requires interpretation by a trained researcher or statistician.
Waived cases in which a youth is transferred to criminal court as a result of
a judicial finding in juvenile court. During a waiver hearing, the juvenile
court usually files a petition asking the juvenile court judge to waive
jurisdiction over the case. The juvenile court judge decides whether the
case merits criminal prosecution in an adult court.
A person having origins in any of the original people of Europe, the Middle
East, or North Africa.
Source: http://www.whitehouse.gov/OMB/fedreg/1997standards.html
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Step 1: Getting Started – Building a
Stakeholder Coalition ________________
Key Question: Are you ready?
Before embarking on this important journey, a community needs to be at a certain stage
of readiness when it comes to building a stakeholder coalition that is going to look at
issues of racial or ethnic disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice. A few
people coming together, wanting to do the right thing, likely won’t be enough. A firm
foundation is needed in order for any community collaboration to be successful, and
that requires planning, strategy, and the right people.

The Big Picture
What we know about disproportionality, successful community collaborations, and
inclusive decision‐making processes.
The fact of racial disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice seems clear, as
pointed out in the Introduction. What is less clear are the root causes of the problem,
and proven solutions that will prevent or eliminate it. There seem to be no shortage of
opinions about what is wrong with the system or with the organizations or policy
makers charged with keeping our children and communities safe and secure. Every
state in the union struggles with varying degrees of overburdened bureaucratic
structures, overworked and burned out caseworkers, insufficient resources to manage
caseloads and provided much needed services, and general hostility to and avoidance
of the topic by the public and the media. When trying to explain the large numbers of
children in detention or foster care, the media and general public often seem quick to
blame the breakdown of our social fabric or the failure of parents to control either
themselves or their children. The search for solutions is longstanding and widespread.
In 2000, the federal government stepped in not only to establish standards of practice in
the area of child welfare, but it also began providing financial and technical assistance
to states seeking to improve their institutional systems and outcomes. Thus was born
the Child and Family Services Reviews (CFSR)(Rycraft & Dettlaff, 2009). At about the
same time, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) began
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requiring states to address the issue of disproportionality within the juvenile justice
system as a condition to receiving federal funds (Hanes, 2012).
For many years, across the country, state and local jurisdictions have been seeking
effective ways to address the impacts of racial disparities within their communities.
The work can be complex, expensive, and time consuming. The groups making the
most progress are the ones that take a collaborative, community‐based approach to
decision making, utilizing principles known to facilitate wide‐ranging public debate,
and that include perspectives of all community stakeholders and interested parties.
There are numerous examples of successful public engagement efforts working to
address a broad range of social, environmental, and economic issues (Fagotto & Fung,
2009; Gibson, 2006; Heath & Frey, 2004; Julian & Ross, 2013; NCDD, 2010). Similarly,
the literature provides a number of examples of community collaborations addressing
issues specific to improving outcomes in the child welfare or juvenile justice systems
(Bruns, Rast, Peterson, Walker, & Bosworth, 2006; Center for Community Partnerships
in Child Welfare, 2006; Duarte & Summers, 2012; Kopels, Carter‐Black, & Poertner,
2003; Rycraft & Dettlaff, 2009; Wall, Koch, Link, & Graham, 2010).
This Guidebook promotes the core principle that community problems require
community solutions, and that no one entity should shoulder that burden alone. The
underlying principles that guide collaborative work manifest in different ways
according to the needs of each unique community and the type and complexity of the
problems they are trying to address. However, the most successful processes have a
striking similarity in how they are designed and the values they uphold. These include:
1. Making sure all stakeholder groups have a seat at the table.
2. Openness to hearing all perspectives and considering all options before major
decisions are made.
3. Communicating within and across systems in ways that foster respect and
encourage conversation.
4. Cultivating a sense of collective responsibility and personal investment in reaching
decisions that address the common good.
5. Utilizing leadership and professional expertise to design and guide the process in a
way that will keep it moving forward even when engagement becomes
uncomfortable or difficult.
6. Ongoing commitment to the process and to the value of public deliberation as a way
to solve problems facing a given community.
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When these elements are in place and preserved over the long term, the evidence is
clear that community residents can work effectively together with policy makers to
address problems and meet the needs and interests of those most impacted by the
decisions (Fagotto & Fung, 2009). Top‐down approaches to solving community
problems, or isolated approaches that do not include all constituent groups, are by their
very nature limited in scope and depth. The best solutions emerge out of deliberative,
comprehensive, and inclusive processes where diversity of perspective is invited and
encouraged. Over time, a level of trust develops that allows the blending of viewpoints
and ideas, however polarized they may seem at times. This inclusive, open process
ensures that the final result is indeed the work of the whole community, with a sense of
collective stake in its success (Heath & Frey, 2004). All stakeholder groups are critical to
this process, including the voices of ordinary citizens and community leaders (Gibson,
2006).

Local Context: What to Consider in the Planning
Stage
In order to effectively examine and address the issue of racial disproportionality in
child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems, and to take advantage of what is known
about what works and what does not, a local community embarking on this journey
must answer some initial questions.

Is there data available now that supports this issue as a
priority for the community?
Before launching into this potentially time‐consuming and costly effort, it is important
to understand the data as it currently exists. Mandatory information tracking that
already takes place by public agencies needs to be reviewed as a starting point. As
pointed out above, states are already required to report some disproportionality
numbers as a condition to receiving federal funding. Examining that data at the local
level to see where concerns may exist in a particular community is an important first
step. If the initial numbers clearly point to the need for further, more in depth review,
then the community will be poised to continue on and develop a plan for how it will go
about conducting that examination. If the data does not support further investigation
into racial disparities, there may be other issues of concern that warrant a community
problem‐solving response. Aspects of the collaborative process described in this
Guidebook may also apply to other types of community problem‐solving in the areas of
child welfare and juvenile justice.
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Case Study Example
In Saginaw County, Michigan, there was ample evidence available to support the need for further
examination and action. Data over a period of many years consistently showed disproportionate
numbers of African American and other ethnic minorities involved with the child welfare and
juvenile justice systems as compared to their white counterparts. This information came from the
Michigan Department of Human Services as well as from the county itself, and was supported
through anecdotal reports and experiences of local caseworkers, law enforcement, courts, and other
practitioners.
Utilizing this information, community leaders in Saginaw decided to form a coalition of local
stakeholders committed to understanding and addressing this issue over the long term.

Where will the strategic leadership and technical expertise
for this project come from?
Strategic Leadership
A critical question at the beginning of any community change process has to do with
the leadership behind the effort and the technical expertise that will be needed to guide
the process as well as collect and interpret the data. The person driving the community
change effort needs to be someone who already commands the respect of the entire
community. As the judge who initiated the effort in Saginaw said, “You need a
champion.” If an organization is leading the change, the leaders of that organization
ideally will be respected ambassadors of both the organization and the community. If
the person leading the effort is seen by other key stakeholders as a divider, a
controversial or polarizing figure, or someone who does not have the vision of the
community and its best interests at heart, then it will be difficult if not impossible to
convince those doubters that this is a genuine effort to improve the community. When
the process is seen as mere window‐dressing or a political move with hidden agendas,
people whose voices are sorely needed in the conversation will choose not to participate
because they do not believe anyone actually wants to hear or consider what they have
to say.
A local leader with a proven track record of bringing people together and a history of
involvement in community‐based problem solving, is an ideal person to convene the
initial planning team. This person needs to model the behavior and thinking that he or
she expects of others, and also will likely serve as the public face of the project. This
leader needs to be perceived by others as someone who can unite people to the cause of
working together toward the common goal of making the community function well for
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all of its families and residents, not just a select few. Key attributes needed for
leadership success include:
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

z
z
z
z

Belief in the value and inevitability of change, coupled with a vision for what the
end result might look like.
Belief in the ability of the community to transform old ways of thinking to align with
new goals and strategies.
Willingness to take risks, try new approaches and new ideas, and to anticipate
obstacles and barriers.
Ability to reflect on and learn from mistakes, and to make adjustments without
losing momentum.
Ability to lead with patience where appropriate and persistence where needed.
Ability to assess the environment, always thinking of the long term goals.
Committed to a collaborative, inclusive approach to achieving the vision.
Strategic thinker who understands the context for change and isable to set priorities
and design the complex processes that will build on strengths and anticipate the
obstacles.
Ability to apply disciplined thinking, creating clarity when needed and motivating
participants to reach beyond their comfort zones.
Committed to bringing out the best in others and able to build and sustain trust.
Willingness to share power and influence, developing the synergy of people,
organizations & communities to accomplish goals.
Ability to be self‐reflective and aware of how one’s own values, attitudes, and
behavior can impact behavior of others.
Case Study Example
In Saginaw County, a local juvenile court judge, with deep and long standing roots in the
community, was instrumental in providing early and continuing leadership to the county’s DMC
project. Well known and well respected, the judge had been working at the community level to
improve child welfare and juvenile justice practices and systems for many years.

Technical Expertise: Professional facilitation to ensure effective meeting
management and process design
One way to support the local leader’s ability to focus on the overall goals and strategy
of the community effort is to employ an outside facilitator skilled in the art of managing
community‐based dialogue and deliberation. A professional facilitator is trained in the
art of managing large group discussions and helping both small and large groups work
effectively together. The facilitator skillfully guides the group through a process that is
productive and efficient, and this in turn maximizes the opportunity to discover the
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creative and innovative ideas that will lead to successful achievement of the group’s
goals. Additional benefits to consider when deciding whether to bring in an outside
facilitator include:
z

Group participants, including the local leaders and planners, have the freedom to
focus solely on the task of the group. Stakeholders attending the meeting will be
equally involved in the discussion. The facilitator can create the “safe” environment
that invites all voices to be heard, regardless of the power differential or competing
agendas that may exist between different stakeholders or the groups they may
represent. A skilled facilitator will guide the discussion in a way that encourages
everyone present to fully participate.
z Facilitators are neutral observers and have no personal stake in the ultimate
outcome of the meeting. Therefore, group members do not need to be concerned
that the structure of the discussion or “hidden agendas” of group leaders will
impede the group’s progress. An added benefit is that a neutral facilitator can help
the group navigate complex discussions where there may be divergent views and
interests, or outright disagreements and strong feelings that can escalate tensions.
z Facilitators make sure that their respective roles are clear and that time is used
efficiently by the group. They are focused on the process and typically employ
different types of structural and process tools to help a group reach consensus or
convergence when considering a big decision, discussing difficult issues, or
exploring new strategies.
z Meetings that are facilitated with efficiency and purpose save valuable staff time
and increase overall productivity and effectiveness of the meeting outcomes.
Working with the local planning team, the facilitator can design a process that
maximizes the stakeholder group’s ability to discover and consider the most creative
and innovative solutions.
Objective Data Analysis
Depending upon the depth of inquiry that is being contemplated, there will likely be a
need not only to gather, but also analyze additional data, information and evidence. As
will be discussed in more detail in steps 2 and 3, this data and information may take
many forms and come from various places, and a high level of expertise will be
required in the collection, organization, and analysis of what is likely to be voluminous
data. For this reason, it may be beneficial to the overall project to work with a paid
institutional partner or consultant that can provide the necessary technical assistance in
gathering and understanding the data. Such a partner should be brought into the early
planning and design of the process, and be clearly neutral and nonpartisan, with no
personal stake in the outcome or findings that the data may reveal.
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Objectivity in the review and analysis
of the data is critical to the credibility
and integrity of the overall process.
By definition, stakeholders have a
stake in the outcome and ideally
should be removed from the process
of analyzing data, to avoid any
appearance of potential impropriety.
This is particularly important where
there has been a history of mistrust, or
where there is a potential for
disagreement over the integrity or
accuracy of the data. An outside
expert reviewing the data will have no
vested interest in what the data says
about what is going on, either
systemically or individually, in a
given community.
Hiring the Right Experts
Hiring experts to provide facilitation
and technical assistance is not cheap,
so it will likely be necessary to secure
funding dedicated to supporting the
project over both the short and long
term. While this Guidebook is not a
primer on fundraising strategies, it is
nevertheless never too early to begin
having conversations with individuals
and organizations that can help
provide or secure funds to support the
project. For example, there may be
local foundations in your community
who see this as an important project
and are willing to fund it. There may
be ways to reallocate or leverage
existing public funding to support this
aspect of the project. There are also

Case Study Example
When the Saginaw planning team decided to push
forward the disproportionality agenda, it brought
in three key players early on.
z First, it knew of the statewide effort getting
underway by the state that was funded by
Casey Family Programs, and offered to be a
local demonstration project to mirror the
process that was happening at the state level.
As a demonstration project, Saginaw was able
to procure significant funding from the
Michigan Committee on Juvenile Justice
(MCJJ) which was critical to that local effort
getting off the ground. The MCJJ advises the
Governor’s Office on juvenile justice issues
and works collaboratively with state agencies,
distributing grants to support prevention,
aftercare and other services to youth, as well as
grants focused on OJJDP data collection and
analysis requirements. It was a natural
funding partner for the Saginaw
demonstration project.
z Second, after receiving the go‐ahead to be the
demonstration site, the county used some of its
funding to hire the consulting group that was
guiding the state process, to also guide the
local process. This ensured continuity
between the two similar but different projects,
and also meant that the information gathered
at the state level would be available to the local
community in a timely fashion.
z Third, a team from a local university school of
social work was hired as a consultant to
evaluate the process Saginaw was following
and to assist in the collection and analysis of
qualitative data. Later in the process the
university also conducted a literature review
to identify promising evidence‐based practices,
so that the community would have this
important information when they reached the
intervention stage of the project.
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foundations active at the national level that prioritize their funding around projects
related to child welfare and juvenile justice in general, and to disproportionality and
race equity in particular. It will be important for each local community to explore both
private funding sources and public funding streams that might be available for this
work.
When it comes to finding the right expert, colleges and universities are often rich
resources for data gathering and analytical expertise. Locally‐based public policy or
other organizations specializing in collaboration, facilitation, community organizing,
and deliberative processes may also yield possible partners. Community leaders who
form the initial core planning group may be able to tap into their various networks to
identify possible candidates for facilitation, process design, and data analysis. The cost
of that expertise then gets built into any funding proposal or contract that is generated
in the early stages of the work.

What is the best way to go about building the planning team
and initial stakeholder group?
Once the visionary leader sees the need for the community to come together and takes
on the responsibility of getting the project off the ground, he or she will need to
convene a small group of people to discuss and decide how to begin and who should be
involved. Ideally, this small planning group will include an outside facilitator or
institutional partner as a technical advisor.
One effective way to establish trust in new relationships is by building on previous
successful ones. If a community already has a track record of working together on
certain issues, then it will be much easier to identify key players and quickly establish
productive working relationships with regard to a new project. This is particularly
important when deciding who should be on the initial planning committee that will
ultimately convene the larger coalition. While it is the common interest in improving
child welfare and juvenile justice outcomes that may bring people together initially, it is
the relationships that form and each person’s personal experience in the group that will
keep them involved over the long term.
If a trusting relationship and collegial respect already exist among at least some
members of the planning group, the process of establishing trust among new members
will be that much easier. In this sense, small successes breed big successes, and
established relationships pave the way to building new relationships. At the same time,
certain attributes among planning group members will be needed, and the following
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questions are important to consider when identifying who will be invited to be part of
this small planning team:
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

What skill set is the person bringing to the project and how will those skills
contribute to achieving project goals?
Will that person deliver on what he/she promises?
Will the person be flexible and open to mid‐course adjustments when needed?
Is the person serious about their commitment to the relationship?
To what extent does the person have a personal or institutional investment in a
successful outcome?
Does the person understand the “big picture”?
Has the person demonstrated the willingness to do what it takes to work
collaboratively?

These questions are also relevant when identifying who to invite to participate in the
larger coalition, but the planning group will be working closely together throughout the
project and potentially over the long term. It needs to be a well‐knit group with
complementary skills and expertise. Therefore, it is critically important that the
planning group be made up of skilled persons who can see the big picture but also
attend to details when it comes to getting things done.

Case Study Example
In Saginaw, the initial planning group all knew of each other and had worked together in
different ways and in different combinations on a variety of projects over the years. This early
group included key leaders of the three major systems involved in child welfare and juvenile
justice: the court, the department of human services, and the community mental health system.
These representatives were able to recommend other individuals they knew and had worked with
to be part of the early discussions. While each person did not necessarily know every other
member of the planning team at first, they all had similar motives for being there, and they all
wanted the same ultimate result, which was to improve the child welfare and juvenile justice
delivery systems in the county. This overriding goal was a powerful motivator, and each person
on the planning team was committed to building the productive working relationships that would
enable them to get to the root of the issues and achieve change.
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Who are the stakeholders who need to be part of the larger
coalition?
The principles that guide the formation of the small planning group also hold true
when the planners are identifying who to include as initial members of the larger
stakeholder group. However, in the case of building the bigger group, there is the
additional consideration of inclusivity, which may be more important than merely
building on existing relationships. In other words, certain stakeholders need to be
invited to the table regardless of whether any known relationships exist. The collegial
relationships that do exist, however, will serve as important models and guideposts for
how interactions are expected to take place, and can create an inviting, inclusive,
atmosphere for participation.
As described earlier, the most successful community collaborations involve participants
that represent the most diverse perspectives on the issue. It is important to apply a
broad definition of diversity, and invite all possible stakeholders to the conversation so
that comprehensive discussion and brainstorming can take place. The goal is to ensure
that the needs and interests of each stakeholder group are heard, understood, and
considered by all other groups. Therefore, it is necessary to identify those people who
bring the most diversity into the room: diversity of race/ethnicity; diversity of politics;
diversity of occupation; diversity of wealth and income; diversity of religion; and so on.
Each person will bring his or her own set of personal and professional values and
experiences to the table, which will provide depth to any discussion about how to
address community and systemic problems.
When identifying potential coalition participants, be clear about who should be
included on the task force and why they are important to the project. Any constituent
group whose members have a personal stake in the outcome of this project should be
invited to sit at the table and provide input and generally be part of the conversation.
Some stakeholder groups to consider including:
z

Courts: Judges; attorneys who represent the state, child welfare agencies, parents, or
children; prosecutors.
z Child welfare service providers: Caseworkers and social workers; supervisors; child
protection specialists; foster care and adoption specialists; public and private
agencies; residential care workers and supervisors; and public and private service
providers.
z Juvenile justice service providers: Caseworkers and supervisors; probation officers;
and detention facility personnel.
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z
z
z
z
z

z

z

z

z

Mental health service providers: Therapists and social workers; program directors; and
public and private providers.
Faith communities: All faith based organizations should be invited, especially those
with a strong record of community outreach and service.
Educational system: Teachers; administrators; and school social workers.
Law enforcement: Local police and sheriff’s offices.
Public policy makers: State and local elected officials, particularly anyone serving on a
legislative committee that addresses policy issues relating to appropriation of funds
or otherwise deals with child welfare or juvenile justice.
Local foundations: Not only will local foundation representatives be interested in the
community work that is happening, but the more connected a foundation is to the
work of the coalition, the more likely it will be interested in funding efforts to keep
that work going. Local foundations can also be excellent sources of support for
convening and facilitating community discussions on issues central to the health of
the community.
Consumers: Family members who have experienced what it means to have children
removed from their homes; people who have experienced what it means to grow up
in the foster care system; former youth who spent time in juvenile detention
facilities; and families who have served as foster parents.
Advocacy groups and grassroots organizations: People who are on the front lines of
advocating for social justice and equity issues in the community on behalf of
vulnerable populations or certain ethnic or cultural groups.
Tribal representatives: For communities with a tribal presence or that serve tribal
populations, outreach to the tribal chairperson and tribal social services director for
each tribe in the area is important to obtain input and participation from these
sovereign entities whose youth are frequently disproportionality represented in both
systems.

Ideally, there will be at least one member from each of these stakeholder groups present
at every meeting. The role of these participants is to take what is learned and discussed
at the larger meetings back to their respective communities for further discussion and
input before the next meeting. In this way, the input and feedback that occurs during
the larger discussions is truly representative of the different constituent groups.
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Case Study Example
The Saginaw County group took care to identify and invite many different stakeholder groups to
participate in the steering committee. These included not only the “usual suspects” such as
Department of Human Services, the courts, and community mental health groups and social
service providers, but also the county police and sheriff’s departments, the county prosecutor, faith‐
based groups, a federally‐recognized tribe, advocacy groups, and parents and children who had been
involved in the system as consumers.

How will the logistics get worked out?
Questions from where and when to meet, who will be responsible for communications
to the stakeholder group and making arrangements for meetings, to documenting and
tracking progress needs to be considered at the front end of the process. There will
need to be a certain amount of administrative staff support for this type of effort in
order to maintain the lists of e‐mail participants and handle logistics and other details
between meetings.
When deciding where to hold meetings of the coalition, accessibility may be an issue
that needs to be discussed. Are people going to be coming from long distances? Does
everyone have adequate transportation? If not, what can be done to increase the level
of participation by those who are challenged? Are public transportation systems a
reliable means of travel to reach the meeting location? Is there adequate meeting space
available through one of the stakeholders at no cost?

Case Study Example
In Saginaw County, meetings were most often held in the Juvenile Justice Center which was
located just outside of town. Public transportation to that location was not adequate to the needs
of some participants, and so sometimes carpooling was necessary in order to ensure that everyone
who wanted to attend was able to do so.
Administrative support was supplied through the county juvenile court office. Early funding for
the project supported the hiring of a person to handle these functions. When that funding ran out,
the functions had to be spread among existing staff.
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Checklist for Local Action
Once the initial conversations and decisions have occurred, it is time to take action.
Following the steps below will ensure a successful beginning to this important process,
and set the tone for all that follows.

1. Convene the planning group
As noted above, the group who does the hard work of getting this effort off the ground
should be relatively small, probably no more than 5‐10 people. This is the group that
will serve as the key drivers of the process and who, ideally, are in it for the long term.
In order to to examine the issue of racial disproportionality in a given community, it is
important for the individuals spearheading the effort to first ask themselves who else
they know and trust who is also interested in the issue. These convenors should also
ask who is best positioned to get other key people involved, whether at this early
planning stage or when it is time to convene the larger group.
Begin by listing the key local leaders who are not only on the forefront of the problems
facing child welfare and juvenile justice, but who are also known and respected in the
community by all major groups and subgroups, regardless of ideology or political
persuasion. If the decision has not yet been made, this is also the time to explore
options for bringing in an outside facilitator and addressing the administrative staff
support needs that will be present as the project progresses.
The initial tasks of the planning group will be to strategize and plan the different
options for getting this project started. Funding, staffing, process design, logistics,
communication, scheduling, and other “nuts and bolts” will need to be discussed.
Equally important are the tasks of articulating the overall purpose and goals of the
project, both in the short and long term. Deciding the scope of the project, projected
outcomes, the role of both the planning team and the larger stakeholder group, and an
overall timeline and work plan, are important early discussions. If outside funding is
being sought to support this project, many of these matters will be considered then and
incorporated into a funding proposal. Thinking through the entire project at the front
end and making an initial work plan and timeline, is an important early function of the
planning team.

2. Line up initial funding
As described earlier, depending on the opportunities that are available in a given
community or state, there needs to be a strategy in place to make sure that the different
phases of the project have the funding needed to support them. It may be that one large
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multiyear grant proposal will suffice, at least initially, or it may be that several smaller
grants from different public and private sources will be needed. If utilizing the
expertise of outside facilitators or educational institutions, it may be possible to obtain
not only strategic guidance but also writing support in making the case to potential
public and private supporters.
This is not an insignificant step, and the question of resources to support this type of
intensive multiyear effort needs to be addressed early in the planning. Very likely some
sort of additional funding will be necessary in order to get this effort off the ground,
and where it comes from will depend upon the opportunities available in a particular
community, as described previously. Inviting someone to be part of the planning team
who has connections to funding networks or who is skilled in raising money or grant
writing, could be very beneficial in securing and maintaining resources to support the
project.

3. Design the process
As the planning group explores initial funding opportunities, it will also be designing
the overall process that will guide the activities of both the planning group and the
larger coalition. The initial process design should be considered a general framework
only and not tied to any specific result, because it is important that the stakeholder
group actually drives the process and sets priorities once the project is underway.
Although there are numerous collaborative models to choose from, this Guidebook
proposes adapting the model of inquiry originally developed by the Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP, 2009). The OJJDP model was developed as
a guide for states examining issues of disproportionate minority contact in juvenile
justice jurisdictions across the country, but it serves as a useful model for examining
disproportionality in child welfare as well. The model proposes a five phase process,
illustrated in Figure 1:
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Phase I
Identification

Phase II
Assessment/
Diagnosis

Phase V
Monitoring

Phase IV
Evaluation

Phase III
Intervention

Figure 1. OJJDP, 2009, p. Intro–4

This Guidebook proposes adding an additional, preliminary phase, Orientation and
Training, to the OJJDP model, for reasons explained below. These phases provide an
effective roadmap for identifying the extent of disproportionate minority contact and
figuring out the best way to address it. It is strongly recommended that jurisdictions
planning to use the OJJDP model consult the detailed manual compiled by OJJDP for
this purpose. The OJJDP manual, referenced in the bibliography at the end of this
Guidebook, and available online, provides extensive and comprehensive guidance
regarding implementation of each phase. For initial planning and process design
purposes, the phases are described briefly below. This suggested model, while a useful
starting point, should be adapted to meet the specific needs of a given community.
Preliminary Phase: Orientation and Training
It is strongly suggested that if a truly diverse coalition made up of different and
potentially divergent perspectives and experiences with regard to issues of race and
equity is being assembled, then a foundational base for the important work that needs
to be done needs to be established first. This foundation establishes a common
language and understanding on the part of coalition participants, and will also move
the group forward more quickly in developing a culture of trust, connection, and
mutual respect right from the beginning.
This preliminary phase would consist of training everyone on the planning team and in
the larger coalition on issues related to diversity, disproportionality, disparity, and
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racism. The training will ensure that everyone is using a common vocabulary for race
equity issues and begins the work with an understanding that the purpose of the
initiative is to provide equitable opportunities for all children. The orientation and
training experience also provides a specific point of reference on addressing unequal
opportunities and experiences by race that will guide the interactions among
participants as they move through the other phases of the process.

Case Study Example
The curriculum used by the State of Michigan’s Race Equity Coalition was the Casey Family
Program’s “Knowing Who You Are” training. The Michigan State Court Administrative Office’s
Child Welfare Services Division was able to use Court Improvement Program funds to provide this
initial training to the state‐wide advisory committee and for the local Saginaw pilot site. In all, 27
people participated at the state level and 46 people participated in Saginaw, and the evaluations
were uniformly positive that this particular curriculum was effective in diffusing much of the
tension that can often exist when discussing issues of race.

Phase One: Identification
This phase develops the capacity, infrastructure, and a systematic approach for
collecting and analyzing child welfare and juvenile justice data on an ongoing basis.
The purpose of gathering and analyzing the data is to determine if racial
disproportionality and disparate treatment are occurring at specific decision points in
the system. Where statistically significant differences in decision making occur, those
decision points are targeted for assessment, intervention, evaluation, and monitoring.
After interventions have been applied, this data will be used to determine whether local
interventions and change efforts have positively impacted disparate outcomes.
Utilizing a data‐driven approach results in decisions that are based on hard evidence
rather than simple supposition.
z

This phase is addressed separately in more detail in step 2 of the Guidebook.

Phase Two: Assessment/Diagnosis
After phase one is complete, the collection of additional quantitative and qualitative
data will help identify the factors and mechanisms that contribute to any observed
disproportionality. Whereas phase one provides a description or account of the extent
of minority overrepresentation, phase two provides a more in‐depth examination of
how and when this disproportionality occurs. The assessment involves a search for the
factors that contribute to the identified problem, with the goal of developing strategies
or interventions to reduce disproportionality.
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z

This phase is dealt with more extensively in step 3 of the Guidebook.

Case Study Example
At the state level the Michigan Race Equity Coalition was guided through a process to identify
and answer critical data‐related questions about racial disproportionality and disparate treatment
in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems. This effort was administered by the Michigan
State Court Administrative Office utilizing Casey Family Programs funding and technical
assistance to enable the statewide coalition and any pilot jurisdictions to complete this phase.
Project consultant, Public Policy Associates, Inc. (PPA) assisted by conducting assessment and
analysis services for the statewide coalition and targeted jurisdictions, and the Michigan State
University School of Social Work (MSU/SSW) assisted by conducting a formative evaluation to
document the process and the important lessons learned. In the Saginaw pilot site, MSU/SSW
conducted extensive focus groups and key informant interviews to collect important qualitative
data about perceptions and experiences relating to disproportionality and its causes, as well as
thoughts about potential solutions to the problems that were identified in earlier phases.

Phase Three: Intervention
Once a jurisdiction completes phase two, efforts shift to selecting and implementing
evidence‐based intervention strategies to reduce the disproportionality identified
earlier. During this phase, the coalition will develop intervention plans that can serve
as a road map for how the overrepresentation will be reduced in the local child welfare
and juvenile justice systems.
Intervention strategies should ideally be evidence based and organized into three
categories corresponding to the targeted purposes for which they were designed: (1)
direct services, which target at‐risk or system‐involved youth, their families, and
communities; (2) training and technical assistance, targeting primarily child welfare
and/or juvenile justice personnel; and (3) system change, which strives to modify
institutionalized practices or beliefs present in the child welfare and/or juvenile justice
system that may contribute to disproportionality.
z

This phase is dealt with more extensively in step 4 of this Guidebook.

Phase Four: Evaluation
While evaluation of the entire process, beginning with the initial meeting of the
planning team, should be frequent and ongoing, in this phase, it is critical following
phase three to evaluate the applicable interventions to determine if they have
successfully addressed the underlying causes of disproportionality and disparate
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treatment. In other words, there should be statistically significant improvements. Both
process and outcome evaluation are used to assess the effectiveness of the interventions.
Process Evaluation
Assessment of the development and implementation process will focus on: 1) whether
the interventions are developed and carried out as planned; and 2) what, if any, changes
in the development and intervention strategies and practices could improve
effectiveness.
Outcome Evaluation
Performance measurement data, such as output and outcome measures, will determine:
1. Whether the interventions achieved the targeted objectives.
2. How the interventions achieved the objectives.
3. Whether and to what extent the achievement of the objectives reduced
disproportionality and disparity.
Overall, the evaluation will assess the effectiveness of each intervention in achieving its
goals and objectives, and help to determine whether modifications of the interventions
are necessary.
z

This phase, together with the next phase described below, is detailed in step 5 of this
Guidebook.

Phase Five: Monitoring
Monitoring and reporting out involve assessing information over time and looking for
patterns in the data. The purposes of monitoring disproportionality on an ongoing
basis are at least threefold:
1. The ultimate question that the coalition and jurisdictions must answer is: Has
disproportionality been reduced? Whether such a change is directly attributable to
specific interventions is a secondary issue that requires a specific evaluation, but the
first issue is determining whether a high rate of disproportionality has been reduced
and whether the rate of disproportionality is increasing or decreasing over time.
2. When rates of disproportionality change, adjustments can be made in the
intervention strategies, e.g., by selecting new targets, making sure that past
improvements are not lost, and ensuring that the system is managed in a consistent
manner.
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3. Monitoring and providing feedback of simple data may encourage change. Positive
results provide tremendous encouragement for community‐based efforts to reduce
disproportionality. The ongoing monitoring of rates of disparities keeps the issue
alive and fuels the urgency to reverse inequitable results.

4. Mobilize an inclusive stakeholder coalition
As the planning group is developing the overall process, or roadmap, that will guide
the ongoing activities, planning team members should also be identifying the
individuals and organizations that will need to be part of the larger stakeholder group.
Once the funding is in place and the project is actively moving forward, the planning
team members will invite these stakeholders to attend the first meeting of the coalition.
Depending on the community, there may be a history of tension and mistrust between
certain stakeholder groups. For example, the local agency charged with investigating
child abuse and neglect may be mistrusted by parents whose children have been
removed. Certain neighborhoods may or may not trust law enforcement. There may be
historical discord between public agencies and private providers of social and mental
health services. Mental health providers may have different priorities regarding the
families they work with than court or educational personnel.
Where any such tensions exist, it is important to acknowledge them but to set the tone
of inclusiveness and transparency at the outset by making it clear that the process is
designed to include all voices as valued and important at this initial meeting. Some
groups or individuals may choose not to participate at first, based on past experiences
with certain people or organizations. If this happens, it is important to continue
inviting the same groups to subsequent meetings, and to look for opportunities to build
the trusting relationships that might result in future participation.
To the extent that some stakeholder groups are not initially represented, it is important
to explore in detail the reasons for non‐participation, and to actively work on removing
barriers. As a successful track record for collaboration builds, groups and individuals
who were initially reluctant to participate, will see the value of their participation and
perhaps begin coming to meetings. There may be strategies that can be put in place at
the beginning to keep these groups apprised of the coalition’s progress as it moves
through the different phases, and it is critically important to leave the invitation open to
attend and participate at any time.
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5. Organize and hold first meeting
The first coalition meeting should be an open and inclusive meeting that provides
immediate opportunities for discussion and decision making. It is important that the
tone at the beginning of the venture be positive, supportive, inclusive and transparent.
In many respects this initial meeting will set the stage for everything that follows.
Building productive working relationships and fostering mutual trust and respect right
from the beginning will set the stage for working through what are likely to be more
difficult discussions later in the process.
Setting a positive and inclusive tone at the beginning may be an easy or difficult task,
depending on the history of different institutional and individual relationships in a
particular community. Even if the community is historically a very harmonious one,
raising issues of race in the quest to determine the extent and cause of
disproportionality may give rise to issues and tensions lurking just under the surface. It
is important, therefore, to anticipate potential problems, and provide a structure for
dealing with them right from the beginning.
Below are some tools that will help the planning team set a positive tone, encourage
mutual respect throughout the project, and foster a culture of collaboration that
prevents tensions from bubbling over into open conflict, which can threaten to derail
the process.
Set Goals and Determine Agenda for First Meeting
As stated above, the first meeting sets the stage for all that follows, and therefore, must
be well organized, meaningful, and productive. Participants should leave feeling they
are on the ground floor of an important undertaking, and that their individual voices
matter to the ultimate outcome. There needs to be a clear purpose for their
involvement, and clear goals to be accomplished through their effort. The first meeting
provides the structure for establishing the ground rules and process that will guide all
future meetings.
The planning group needs to have specific long‐ and short‐term goals of the project to
recommend to the larger group. Both timeline and goals will, to some degree, be based
on priorities that emerged during the initial planning meetings, especially if the project
is being guided by goals and objectives connected to a funding proposal. The planning
team will likely present some proposals or recommendations to the coalition, and it is
important for the coalition to feel they also “own” any goals that were established
before the stakeholder group came together for the first meeting.
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To give the coalition an immediate sense of purpose, the first meeting should include
deliberations that are relatively non‐controversial, but which give the members some
practice in learning how to interact with each other when discussing a topic and
reaching a decision. Small successes early on lead to big successes later, once trust and
cohesiveness has been established and the participants have a track record of working
together.
Suggested agenda items that the coalition could discuss and reach consensus on at the
first meeting:
z

z

z

z

z

Adoption of overall purpose/goals of coalition: It is important that participants have a
collective sense of purpose in terms of what they are trying to accomplish and that
they understand both the short‐ and long‐term goals of the project.
Rules of engagement: It might be useful at the beginning to set some ground rules for
participating. The planning team could have some proposed ground rules premised
on mutual respect, openness to diverse views, inclusiveness, and participation, then
could invite feedback and adjustment to the proposed list. The list of rules that the
group ends up with is then truly owned by the group, and not one that is imposed
upon them by the planning team. The more the participants can be in charge of
their own process, the more productive and cohesive the group is likely to become.
It is important that the coalition openly discuss the guidelines and collectively agree
to be bound by them. Later, if discussions begin to stray from the agreement, the
facilitator can step in and remind the group of the initial contract.
Frequency and location of meetings: How often is the larger group going to meet?
Experience demonstrates that more frequent meetings tend to bind a group closer
and keep them on task over a longer period of time (Duarte & Summers, 2012). Less
frequent meetings allow participants the luxury of “forgetting” what took place
earlier in the process. The community project may end up getting pushed near the
bottom of an individual’s list of priorities, and replaced with more immediate daily
and professional concerns.
Workgroups: One way to maintain interest and involvement of participants is to
break the big project up into component parts and assign specific tasks to smaller
workgroups. The planning team should discuss ahead of time the actual work that
will need to be done in order to complete the project through the different phases,
and what expertise is needed to accomplish the different tasks. As noted earlier, the
steps in this Guidebook are not linear, but involve a number of simultaneous
occurring processes and tasks.
Project timeline: A proposed plan for getting the work accomplished should be
presented and discussed at the first meeting. This will give the stakeholder group
focus and direction throughout the project. Providing the overall framework,

Addressing Racial Imbalances | Public Policy Associates, Inc.

37

whether using the OJJDP model described earlier or another structure, gives the
coalition a clear sense of where things stand currently, and where the group needs to
go. The timeline also provides important benchmarks for evaluation purposes. If
and when deadlines are not met, it will be important to examine the reasons and
make adjustments accordingly. Timelines are often dictated by funding decisions,
and may or may not be negotiable. If project goals are not completed in the
expected time frames, the planning team needs to be able to explain the reasons for
that. The smaller workgroups need to have a sense of urgency about getting the
work done, especially where future funding depends on outcomes achieved in the
early stages. This roadmap helps the planning team, project workgroups, and the
larger community coalition, stay on track and maintain clear focus as they move
through the different phases of the project.
Individuals who have the necessary skills and knowledge should be invited to lead
each smaller workgroup, and other coalition members can then be encouraged to join
the workgroup of their choice, depending on their interests and expertise. When the
larger group meets, the workgroups report any progress or challenges and invite input
from the larger stakeholder group to address any problems or barriers to progress.

Case Study Example
While each community will have its own set of priorities in terms of how to organize the work into
manageable components, the experience of The Michigan REC is instructive. The coalition
identified four topical workgroups: (1) data and assessment, (2) policy, (3) training, and (4)
funding. Each workgroup consisted of various coalition members, supporters, and staff. Each
group had specific objectives that informed the full coalition. These objectives were based on the
coalition’s project timeline, and the charge of each group and what they accomplished
demonstrates the value of organizing and guiding subgroup activities that in turn serve the
purpose and goals of the overall project. This organization of the work proved to be very useful,
and the groups were able to accomplish their goals within the timelines set by the project.
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Step 2: Dealing with the Data –
Understanding the Numbers __________
Key Question: Where in the system does
disproportionality occur?
When the preliminary review of data suggests that disproportionality may be a
problem in a given community and once the planning group has mobilized community
stakeholders to tackle the issue head on, it will be necessary to examine the data more
closely to understand the extent of the problem. Before a solution can be crafted the
community must know where and when the disparities are occurring in the child
welfare and/or juvenile justice systems. What are the actual numbers, how does one
compare them, and what is their significance?

The Big Picture
What we know about disproportionality and disparate outcomes and how to define
and measure the problem.
There is ample evidence that across the nation African American and other ethnic
minority children experience the child welfare and juvenile justice systems in greater
proportions than their white counterparts. The report “Racial Equity in Child Welfare:
Key Themes, Findings and Perspectives,” after examining the national data,
summarized the problem in the child welfare system this way:
By most measures of child well‐being, African American, American Indian,
Hawaiian and Alaska‐Native children who are involved in the nation’s child
welfare system have worse experiences and outcomes than do white children.
Although the situation varies significantly across states and local jurisdictions,
African American and American Indian children served by child protective
services and child welfare agencies generally enter care more often, stay longer in
care, are reunified with their families less frequently and move into adoption only
after longer periods of time than do white children. (Farrow, Notkin, Derezotes, &
Miller, 2010, p. 128)
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Similarly, the unequal treatment of ethnic minorities in the juvenile justice system is
also well documented. As reported by the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency, “Youth of color are more likely than white youth to become involved in
the system, and their overrepresentation increases at each stage of the process.”
(NCCD, 2007, 4). This means that as minority youth come into contact with the juvenile
justice system, they tend to experience larger and larger rates of proportionate
representation as they move through the system, from arrest, to referral, to detention, to
adjudication, etc. These trends hold true not only for African‐American youth, but also
Native‐American youth (Hartney, 2008).
Regarding Hispanic youth, the trends are a bit different. Historically, Hispanic youth
have been shown to be underrepresented in the child welfare system when aggregating
numbers at the national level. However, a state‐by‐state analysis reveals that focusing
on a national trend does not tell the whole story. In some states Hispanic children are
overrepresented and in some states they are underrepresented. More significantly, in
the states where they are overrepresented, the numbers are increasing at alarming rates
(Dettlaff, 2010). There are a number of possible reasons for this, ranging from
inconsistencies in the way data is collected (NCCD, 2007), to cultural differences in
child‐rearing practices, to speculation about fewer reports of abuse or neglect in
communities with high concentrations of undocumented residents. A complete
understanding of disproportionality in Hispanic communities is not yet well‐developed
and warrants further study.
A related problem to the above trends in child welfare and juvenile justice is the extent
of “cross‐over” between the two systems. There is a well‐established connection
between juveniles who are abused or neglected and those who end up committing
crimes. In the report “Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice: Two Sides of the Same Coin”
it was noted that “race is an important predictor as to whether a youth will become
known to multiple systems” ( Bilchik & Nash, 2008, p. 17). This statement is consistent
with what is known about the short‐ and long‐term effects of child maltreatment.
Children who have been maltreated have been shown to be at much higher risk than
the general population of committing criminal or violent acts, not only while they are
still children but also into adulthood (Gilbert et al., 2009).
When it comes to measuring the extent of disproportionality, jurisdictions typically
apply a “relative rate” analysis to the data at specific points in the decision‐making
process. Described in more detail below, this is the method proposed by OJJDP (OJJDP,
2009) and recommended in this Guidebook. Applying the relative rate index (RRI)
method of analysis can answer the question whether the rate of contact with the
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juvenile justice or child welfare system for minority youth in a given geographic area is
significantly different from the rate of contact for white youth living in that same
geographic area. This method can also be used to compare rates among different
minority populations. If the differences are significant and minorities are
overrepresented when compared to their white counterparts, then disproportionality is
present, indicating a need for further inquiry into the underlying factors that would
explain why that is occurring.

Local Context: What to consider in the planning
stage
As a community begins to wrestle with how to go about analyzing the data available to
it, there are several considerations that will need to be discussed. Ideally, the planning
group will have some recommendations for the larger coalition regarding the issues
discussed below, based on the resources available for the project and early planning
discussions. Some of the deliberations mentioned here may need to happen earlier in
the process as part of a funding proposal, for example. In any case, the following issues
will need to be addressed and decided before simply diving into the data collection
process.

What is the scope of the study?
One of the early decisions that will have
to be made by the community is the
overall scope of the study you are
about to undertake. Will the coalition
be examining only child welfare
disproportionality? Only juvenile
justice disproportionality? Both? How
will the crossover cases where families
and youth are involved in both
systems be handled?
The answer to these questions may
depend upon the resources of a
particular community, how accessible
and current the data is, and the
capacity of the community for
collecting and analyzing it.

Case Study Example
The Michigan project made the decision early
on in the process to collect and examine data
from both the child welfare and juvenile justice
systems. Although the RRI method was
originally developed by OJJDP for determining
the rate of disproportionality, in the juvenile
justice system, the Michigan team decided to
apply the same method of analysis to the child
welfare system as well. This proved to be an
effective method of analysis for both systems,
and provided a level of continuity and
consistency to the information collected and
compared across systems and at the state and
local levels.
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Is an expert and/or separate subcommittee to do the data
analysis needed?
Research and analytical expertise is needed in order to manage, organize, and
understand the large amounts of data that will be used to make the relative rate index
comparisons. An institutional collaborator is highly recommended for the following
reasons:
z

An outside expert will ensure neutrality and objectivity. That expert will be
working with the data set, figuring out the relative rates of disproportionality at the
different decision points, and analyzing the trends and significance of the rates. The
person will need to build collaborative sharing arrangements with the “gatekeepers”
of the data to ensure timely and consistent release of the relevant data to the
appropriate person when it becomes available. The more that person is perceived as
independent, neutral, and trustworthy, the easier it will be to overcome barriers
during the data collection process.
z Certain skills are needed in order that the responsibilities and tasks during the data
collection stage are carried out with the necessary level of expertise and competence.
The process of collecting, evaluating, and analyzing child welfare and juvenile
justice data, particularly when doing so across systems and institutions, can be
complex, tedious, and time consuming. Maintaining the quality and integrity of the
data at all points during the analysis is critical to ensuring the overall integrity and
trustworthiness of the results.
z There are accepted professional standards of practice when it comes to collecting
and maintaining the type of information needed for the relative rate analysis.
Confidentiality concerns must be addressed, and it is important that there be
continuity and consistency of the data from one institution or system to another.
Therefore, it is recommended that only those trained and under the supervision of a
research professional be involved in this level of data analysis.
Hiring an outside expert has additional advantages. For example, data will be collected
and the analysis conducted in accordance with clear protocols for storing it
confidentially. A process for coding and organizing the information gathered will be
developed and any problems identified along the way can be resolved in a way that
will strengthen data collection protocols and facilitate future data collection efforts. The
final report will be the result of a transparent and careful process designed to produce
the most credible and trustworthy information available.
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If it is not feasible or practical to devote precious resources to hiring an expert, and it is
determined that the necessary skills and expertise exist within the planning team or
larger coalition, then it is recommended that certain safeguards and protocols be put in
place in order to ensure that the results of the analysis are beyond reproach when
presented to the coalition. This is especially important in jurisdictions where there is a
history of community mistrust of the institution that may elect to do the data collection
and analysis. The analytical process followed should be comprehensive and
transparent, and include appropriate checks and balances by involving some people
outside the institution to participate in the analytical process. In this way the final
results will be seen as objectively obtained and reliable, thereby paving the way to the
next stages of assessment and intervention.

What are the relevant stages of activity, or decision points,
within the system?
The national trend studies, referenced above, compiled data about disproportionate
outcomes by comparing outcomes at various stages in the child welfare or juvenile
justice process. These studies have shown that disproportionate representation may
occur at any point in the system, so understanding the relationship between decision
points is critical to understanding the extent of disparate treatment in a given
jurisdiction.
As a case moves through either the child welfare or juvenile justice system, there are
certain points along the continuum of activity where decisions are made and activity
occurs that can be measured. Each of these decision points reflects a contact that may
result in more minority youth entering or penetrating further into the system. Because
of the proven cumulative effect of previous decision making in predicting a child’s
further penetration into the system, the community must consider multiple decision
points in order to capture the full spectrum of activity that constitutes the decision‐
making process.
Each jurisdiction must determine for itself what decision points are most relevant, the
quality and consistency of the information that can be quantified at each of those points,
and how they will be measured and compared. It may be useful to assign this task to a
subcommittee made up of a small group of people most familiar with the different
processes. The subcommittee can focus their attention on this issue between meetings
of the larger group, then report back to the larger coalition with recommendations on
the best way to proceed. The larger coalition can then make a final decision based on
the more in depth work of the subcommittee.
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Case Study Example
The Michigan Race Equity Coalition (REC) originally identified 18 different decision points in the
child welfare system, starting with the initial referral to Child Protective Services (CPS) and ending
with the closing of the case. These 18 were eventually, through much discussion, reduced to five
major decision points, with subcategories. The juvenile justice system decision points were adopted
from the OJJDP model.
Given the complexity of the systems that govern both child welfare and juvenile justice, identifying
the points or stages in the process to be compared was not an easy task. After much discussion, it
was suggested by a coalition member that decision points, other than those related to the CPS
complaint/investigation/preponderance decisions, be tied to changes in the child’s status. Using this
approach, information/data about how decisions are made and who makes them needed to be collected
as part of the global data related to each decision point. Additional discussion was needed with child
welfare process and data experts to determine the most efficient way to access and aggregate this type
of global data. The final decision points are listed in Table 2, and the decision was made to use the
same data points for both the state level and the Saginaw demonstration site:

Table 2: Decision Points*
Juvenile Justice Decision Points
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Juvenile Arrests
Refer to Juvenile Court
Cases Diverted
Cases Involving Secure Detention
Cases Petitioned (Charge Filed)
Cases Resulting in Delinquent Findings
Cases resulting in Probation Placement
Cases Resulting in Confinement in Secure
Juvenile Correctional Facilities
9. Cases Transferred to Adult Court

Child Welfare Decision Points
1. Assignment
2a. Category 1 Disposition
2b. Category 2 Disposition
2c. Category 3 Disposition
2d. Category 4 Disposition
2e. Category 5 Disposition
3. Out of Home Placement
4. Termination of Parental Rights
5a. Exit Foster Care: Permanent Adoption
5b. Exit Foster Care: Aged Out
5c. Exit Foster Care: Death
5d. Exit Foster Care: Permanent Guardianship
5e. Exit Foster Care: Relatives
5f. Exit Foster Care: Reunification

* The decision points in the above example are defined and explained in more detail in Appendix B, along with the
rationale for why these were chosen and the method of measurement that was used.
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It is important to recognize that jurisdictions around the country have similar, but
different, processes for describing a child’s journey through the child welfare or juvenile
justice system. The different points along the continuum may use different language or
terminology, or may be monitored and managed in different ways. Organizational
structures vary from state to state, and even from county to county. Each community,
therefore, will need to have its own discussions, which may occur over a period of
several meetings, regarding the decision points and how to identify and work with
them.

How will the data be measured?
As mentioned above, the OJJDP recommends a method of analysis that utilizes a
relative rate index to compare volume of activity for minority youth to volume of
activity for white youth at different points in the system (OJJDP, 2009). Relative rates
measure how disproportionate a system is. For example, if minority juveniles are
arrested (or detained, referred to court, waived to adult court, etc.) at triple the rate of
white juveniles, that indicates greater disproportionality than if they are arrested at
double the rate of white juveniles. Relative rate data further provide standardization to
the justice system in a given geographic area: the relative rate for minority juveniles in
county A is based on the experience of white juveniles in county A’s justice system; the
relative rate for minorities in county B is based on the experience of white juveniles in
county B’s justice system, and so forth. OJJDP considers this method of comparison one
of the best measurements of the amount of disproportionate minority contact in a given
jurisdiction, and it is commonly utilized around the country in studies of this nature.
The old adage, “garbage in, garbage out” applies here. If the global data does not tell
you what you need to know and if it is not reported in the same way across the
different entry points in the systems, then understanding its significance and using it to
guide further activities and interventions will be challenging. To illustrate the problem,
if caseworker A records a child’s race as “Native American” and Caseworker B records
the same child’s race as “Hispanic” and Caseworker C records the same child’s race as
“White” then overall disproportionality results will be skewed as the child moves
through the system and interacts with different caseworkers. Where problems such as
this are apparent, discrepancies in the data may have to be explained or reconciled in
order to be sure that there is an “apples‐to‐apples” comparison.
Resources and tools that can be used to guide jurisdictions who plan to use the RRI
method of analysis are listed in Appendix G. The OJJDP manual is extremely detailed
and useful in this regard, and there are other online resources and spreadsheet tools
that can be downloaded to help communities apply this method.
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What data do you want to collect and what is the quality of
that data?
Once the decision points have been identified, the type of data that will be collected and
its overall quality need to be determined. Different organizations may capture data in
certain incompatible ways that make comparisons difficult. For example, if CPS
workers are not recording race or ethnicity of the families they investigate, then it will
be difficult to determine any racial disparities that occur prior to substantiation of
neglect or abuse allegations. One of the first tasks in the data analysis process, then,
will be to determine how and in what format data is already being collected by different
organizations. It is important to identify commonalities and differences in how data is
collected and reported, and figure out a reasonable baseline for ensuring consistent data
from all participating organizations. This means that if one organization began
collecting certain data only a short time ago, that timeframe may have to be your
baseline in order to ensure continuity of the data.
Types of Data
Global data refers to that information that is collected at every point on the continuum.
For example, when collecting child welfare data, analysts may want to know the age,
gender, and ethnicity of the child no matter what decision point the data comes from.
The same may be true for the perpetrator and for the parents of the child. If the same
information is being collected every time at every decision point, then a jurisdiction will
be able to analyze certain data consistently across decision points. As another example,
the coalition may want to compare the numbers of children at different points in the
system by the neighborhoods they come from. This is possible if zip code is one of the
data points routinely collected across the board from the beginning, but much more
difficult if such data is not typically captured at every point in the process.
Compiling the most complete data set possible and setting up the systems for collecting
and transferring the data to the group responsible for the analysis are considerations
that need to be figured out early. In addition to global data, other important data may
only exist at a certain data point, such as whether a youth was adjudicated delinquent,
or whether a youth was removed from his or her family and placed in foster care. The
coalition will need to determine the types of unique data that correspond best to each
decision point that should also be included in the analysis.
Quality of Data
Each local community will manage its data differently depending on which state it is in,
which organization houses the data, how the data is collected and tracked, and how

46

Michigan Race Equity Coalition | June 2015

accessible it is. The quality of the data will have to be determined by the committee,
and any inconsistencies or discrepancies will have to be reconciled in order to have
meaningful results. Some issues to consider:
z
z
z
z
z
z

What is the exact data to be collected?
 How is it organized in the community?
Who has the information? How accessible is it? Does the data even exist?
How accurate is the data? Does it answer the questions being asked? Is it collected
in a consistent way across systems, organizations, and personnel?
Who tracks the information (state, county, city, other)?
What expertise is needed to gather and organize it?
How will the integrity and confidentiality of the data be protected?

The Michigan Team and Data
The Michigan team identified the following global data that it felt was important to
collect at each decision point, to the extent it was available:
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

Age + gender + ethnicity/race of
child victim
Age + relationship + race/ethnicity of
perpetrator
Age and race of parents
Type of abuse or neglect
substantiated
County of referral
Referral source category
County of removal
Zip code and address of home from
which the child is removed
FANS (family assessment of needs)
score
CANS (child assessment of needs)
score

z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

Worker load number
Risk assessment score
Number of prior referrals; placement
code permanency goal changes
Child legal status
Dual ward in JJ/CW
Services recommended
Title IV‐E eligibility (proxy for
poverty measure)
Dates for complaint, disposition, and
placement in foster care
Removal date and removal code
Termination of Parental Rights date
(if applicable – as relevant to
decision points 4 and 5)

Once the data collection process began, a number of systemic issues emerged that
required resolution in order to proceed. These issues included: lack of statewide child
welfare and juvenile justice court data; inconsistency of definitions between agencies,
suggesting a need for a data dictionary; lack of a uniform interagency data‐
collection/maintenance system; and lack of statewide juvenile justice data for anything
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other than arrest, which was 1.5 years old when made publicly available. Finally, it was
discovered that information on child welfare services actually provided did not exist in
an electronically accessible format, which meant that work was needed to make the data
accessible electronically before it could be used by the data analysis team.
Regarding race‐specific information, the data workgroup discovered that lack of
mandatory race data fields had led to many “unknown” entries. In addition, there were
inconsistent racial/ethnic categories between agencies (county, state, and federal), race
did not even appear as a field on all forms, and no one person consistently oversaw
data quality and consistency. This meant that there was no system in place to hold
workers/data‐entry staff accountable (two workers in the same organization may enter
the same data element differently).
The systemic issues described above led the team to identify training issues that were
needed to improve accountability and consistency in data collection. For example, it
was discovered that workers often determined another’s race without input from that
person, which suggested a need for training to increase workers’ comfort when
inquiring about race/ethnicity and entering the data.

Preserving Confidentiality and Integrity of the Data
Each set of data corresponds to a particular child or family. The information by its very
nature is highly sensitive and subject to strict rules of confidentiality, whether imposed
by one’s professional ethics, agency policy, or state or federal statute. No public agency
is going to release data about the children and families in their sphere of responsibility
to anyone outside that agency, or even to other departments within the agency, without
adequate safeguards in place guaranteed to preserve and protect the identity of the
people behind the numbers. Trusting relationships among professionals and
institutional partners are critical, and written agreements may be needed to avoid any
misunderstandings or leaks of information that could be used to identify actual persons.
If any of the information gathered is going to be used by academic researchers, there
may be additional requirements related to that institution’s research oversight body.
Similarly, once the data has been gathered and analyzed, dialogues will be needed
before public release or discussion of the results. Careful consideration of the
ramifications and potential unintended consequences of early release of the analysis
results is critical to the integrity of the process. While this Guidebook recommends
transparency in general when it comes to the type of community collaboration being
promoted here, a very different issue arises when discussing the release of information
outside of the confines of the stakeholder group that is implementing the process and
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making strategic decisions that will impact the families and youth. Release of the data
analysis to the general public, especially when it gets into the hands of policy‐makers
and the media who may or may not have the best interests of the community at heart,
must be carefully thought through.

Checklist for Local Action
The actions needed to move the data collection and analysis phase forward are fairly
straightforward and flow directly from the strategic considerations and decisions
described above. Once the scope of the project is clear (i.e., which system will be
examined, juvenile justice, child welfare, or both), it is time to get down to the substance
of the data. Several things need to happen:

1. Workgroup of people taking responsibility for compiling
and analyzing the data needs to be in place
Dealing with demographic and tracking data of potentially hundreds or thousands of
children and families moving through the system can be daunting unless the people on
the smaller workgroup or subcommittee tasked with this responsibility are already
well‐versed in that sort of data tracking and research. Therefore, whether an expert
consultant is hired or not, it is critical that the team working on this aspect of the project
consist of people who have a high degree of comfort with data and statistics, who have
the skills to organize and analyze the data, and who have clear pathways to obtaining
the data. This is a workgroup that will likely be meeting fairly frequently as the
logistics surrounding access, quality, and availability of data get worked out.
Relationships are very important here. Ideally, the person in charge of the data at the
public agency will be closely involved with the workgroup. If the data needed is
located in different places, maintained by different organizations or departments within
the system or between systems, it will be advisable to assign a primary contact person
who is responsible for working with the different data “gatekeepers” to get the
information collected in one place. It is generally better to have limited points of
contact between systems, to avoid confusion and misunderstandings. If the public
agency has a history of reluctance when it comes to this type of collaboration, then it
will be necessary to make sure that the overall leadership of that agency is on board
with the goals of the project and the need to make the data available in a timely and
complete way to the coalition’s contact person and the workgroup analyzing it.
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The planning team will need to consider the data access issues carefully and identify the
persons in that community who have the relationships and ability to open doors when
needed. Those persons should be invited to be part of the coalition and also participate
on the workgroup charged with collecting and analyzing data.

2. What is the data needed? Identify decision points
Before embarking on a data collection journey, it is important to know what you are
looking for and why it is important. The different types of data the workgroup could
collect is almost unlimited. Connecting data to certain decision points is only part of
the solution, but an important first step.
People who are directly involved in the systems being examined should be on the data
workgroup so that the workgroup can quickly get up to speed on how the systems
operate from the inside. This is important for the discussion of decision points.
Identifying appropriate decision points needs to flow easily from the way children and
families move through the system, and the workers themselves have the best
understanding of how that occurs. The workers will also know what data is routinely
collected at each of those points and will have insights regarding the potential quality of
that data in terms of the consistency of input.
It may take several meetings of the data workgroup to fully digest and organize the
information about decision points and access to data, before the group is in a position to
decide the best way to go about collecting and organizing it. If both child welfare and
juvenile justice are being examined, there will be different sets of people and
professionals needed to provide the foundation of those two related, but very different
systems.

3. Location of data, potential barriers
Reliable Data Collection Methods
One early objective that necessarily emerges when gathering data is to ensure that the
methods and resources dedicated to collecting detailed data are adequate and reliable.
As demonstrated in the Saginaw case study example, early steps in this part of the
process may need to focus on improving data collection systems and methods to ensure
continuity, consistency, and accuracy across institutions and between workers. With
improved collection and sharing, data can be used more effectively to detect potential
bias in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
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Timely Access to Data
The workgroup charged with data collection and analysis will need to put a plan in
place that identifies the data they intend to seek, whether and where it exists, and a
timeline for obtaining it. In addition, the workgroup members should identify the
people who control the data. While discussions are taking place to identify where and
how the data is collected, negotiations on the issue of who is going to collect the data
and how it will be transferred can also be occurring. Agency and court leadership will
need to give approval for the release of the requested data, but most likely someone
further down the chain of command will be actually responsible for making it available.
These people need to be identified and brought on board to work with the workgroup.
Identifying and Resolving Barriers to Data Accessibility
In the end the workgroup can only work with the data that is made available, and the
coalition may be in the position of making recommendations to address more
entrenched systemic barriers. Identifying barriers serves an important function, as it
alerts policy makers and the administrative leadership at the public agency and courts
that problems exist, and sets the stage for future change initiatives that would address
the systemic issues and make the data collection process more efficient and meaningful.
Personal and professional relationships are key to resolving barriers, systemic or
otherwise. Depending upon the barrier encountered, a first step to resolving it is
identifying the person on the planning committee or the larger coalition who has the
relationship that is best suited to confronting and addressing the barrier. Sometimes a
simple conversation between professionals who have mutual respect for each other is
enough to reopen communication channels and renew cooperation. In other cases, the
person who has the power to remove the barrier may not even know it exists, and
simply bringing it to that person’s attention will lead to a solution.
Barriers rooted in entrenched systems, immovable bureaucracy or long‐standing
institutional policy, by their nature, will be more complicated and difficult to overcome.
In these cases it may be possible to devise creative ways to overcome the problem
enough to allow the coalition to complete its work in a meaningful way in spite of the
roadblocks.
Michigan Department of Health and Human Services and Data
In Michigan, the state level coalition planning team members met with the Michigan
Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) Director and key executives
prior to the project launch to discuss data exchange and project parameters. This
meeting resulted in the MDHHS Director acting as the data sponsor and dedicating the
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necessary MDHHS Data Management Unit resources for the project to proceed and
succeed. The data workgroup members had several meetings with the MDHHS Data
Management Unit team members to discuss data availability issues and learn how the
data they were seeking was actually captured and by whom. Frontline workers were
also consulted to help the workgroup and coalition understand how the different data
elements were gathered at different points in the process. Additionally, a MDHHS Data
Management Unit member joined the coalition along with a frontline worker and
participated in the data workgroup.
These conversations not only helped the coalition understand data collection from a
procedural standpoint, but also aided that group’s understanding of how and when
certain decisions get made. This in turn helped the workgroup refine their list of
decision points to accommodate actual practice in the field; and when it came time to
collect the data into one place, the agency had a complete understanding of the goals of
the project and was fully on board to assist with the data collection process.
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Step 3: Community Assessment –
Identifying Factors and Causes _______
Key Question: What are the factors contributing
to disproportionate outcomes?
The data collection and analysis described in step 2 is critical to understanding the
extent of disproportionality and where in the systems it occurs. The numbers alone,
however, say nothing about how or why this is occurring in a given community. The
RRI does identify the points in the continuum of a child’s journey through the system
where decisions are being made in a racially unbalanced way. This information, in
turn, suggests the need for further research and investigation to discover the factors that
may be contributing the problem occurring at that point.
Before taking any action to address the issue of disproportionality, more evidence is
needed to either support or refute any initial assumptions about what is going on and
why it is happening. Each community is different in terms of geography, population,
demographics, economics, and so on. The process described in this step will guide
communities in their efforts to determine how serious the disproportionality is, identify
the most likely contributing factors, and decide where the community wants to focus its
attention to try to change outcomes. In other words, completing this step will provide
the additional information needed to make sense of the data the community has so far.
It also sets the stage for prioritizing and identifying potential solutions.

The Big Picture
What we know about underlying causes and factors that contribute to
disproportionate outcomes.
There is much debate in the literature when it comes to theorizing about the causes of
disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice. The major limitation of using
RRI is that it does not explain why the overrepresentation is occurring, only where it is
occurring. The temptation is to assume that the rates of contact with the system should
be in proportion to that population’s prevalence in the community at large, but this
does not take into account other relevant factors that may explain the numbers in a
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particular community. There are many variables that can impact reporting rates and
decisions made. Poverty, family structure and supports, geography, prior history,
availability of services, to name a few, may have significant impacts on the rates of
maltreatment for a given population group or given geographic area. In the study
“Examining racial disproportionality in child protective services case decision” it was
found that the black families whose CPS cases were disproportionately substantiated
were much more likely than the white families to live in poorer neighborhoods, more
likely to have a non‐relative caregiver, less likely to have both parents at home, and
more likely to have low income and be receiving public benefits (Font, Berger, & Slack,
2012). This result is consistent with what is known generally about poor neighborhoods
and families living in poverty.
The role and lingering effects of historical, institutional racism in explaining racial
imbalances in child welfare and juvenile justice is an area of inquiry and debate among
researchers. For example, it has been shown that child maltreatment occurs at higher
rates in poorer neighborhoods, and that African‐American children live in poverty at
much higher rates than white children (Drake, Lee, & Jonson‐Reid, 2009). This being
the case, it would not be surprising that African American children would be
overrepresented in the child welfare system in communities with high concentrations of
poor, black families. There is also evidence suggesting that African American and
Hispanic children receive fewer in‐home services, and fewer services and supports
related to mental health or substance abuse (Fluke et al., 2010). Again, it would not be
surprising that in communities where such services are more limited for African‐
American families in comparison to their white counterparts, disproportionate rates of
contact with the child welfare system would be occurring.
Finally, much has been written about the role of individual racial bias in predicting
disproportionate racial outcomes in child welfare and juvenile justice. Whether
intentional or unintentional, a number of studies have concluded that racial bias on the
part of those who have decision‐making power may play a significant role in
contributing to overrepresentation of minorities in both the juvenile justice and child
welfare systems (Ards et al., 2012). On the other hand, not all studies examining this
factor find such a link, and at least one study attributed disproportionate outcomes
among children entering CPS to differences in the environmental circumstances of each
family, rather than to racial bias of caseworkers (Font, Berger, & Slack, 2012).
It is clear that the mere existence of disproportionate minority contact with either the
child welfare or juvenile justice system does not tell the whole story. If the
overrepresentation is occurring due to a disproportionate need of the higher
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concentrations of black families living in densely populated areas of poor,
disadvantaged conditions, then simply reducing the disproportionate outcome will not
necessarily address the underlying problems related to poverty and other systemic
forces. The remedial measures undertaken to address outcomes related to poverty will
look very different from measures taken to address problems related to individual bias.
Understanding which factors are actually or most likely contributing to the problem is
the first step to identifying the most effective solution.

Local Context: What to consider when
assessing the community
In keeping with the data driven approach to understanding and addressing
disproportionality, the best way to understand the meaning behind the RRI numbers is
to assess the community as a whole within the context of its juvenile justice and child
welfare systems. Doing so will give the coalition a much better picture of the entire
community and how well it is functioning when it comes to responding to the needs of
its families and children. Below are the considerations that will need to be discussed
before such an assessment can begin.

What are the types of data needed to help explain the RRI
results?
The planning team, together with the
data workgroup, will need to construct
a plan for conducting the community
profile. Availability of resources may
dictate how extensive or truncated the
assessment will be, and this means that
difficult choices may need to be made.
More than one method of assessment
should be used, which will increase the
usefulness and validity of the data
collected from different sources and
methods.

Case Study Example
The Saginaw Demonstration Project utilized four
different methods for assessing the community
and determining the underlying causes of
disproportionality. Surveys, focus groups, key
informant interviews, and finally, an inferential
analysis, all provided invaluable information
that, when taken together, provided a clear
picture regarding the likely drivers of racial and
ethnic disproportionality in that community.

Focus Groups
Focus groups are a qualitative research method, in which a group of people are asked
about their perceptions, beliefs, and/or opinions about a specific topic or item. Focus
groups are typically led by a trained facilitator or researcher who poses specific,
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structured questions to the participants and encourages them to respond both to the
facilitator’s questions and to each other’s comments. This interactive format encourages
a depth of discussion that might otherwise not occur, and it allows the facilitator to
gauge whether participant responses are unique to individuals or are representative of
the group. Ideally, focus groups should consist of six to twelve participants.
Focus groups are a popular research method both because of their potential to capture
richly detailed first person data and also because they are often more cost‐efficient than
other qualitative data collection methods. However, focus groups have some inherent
limitations as they only collect responses from a small number of people whose
viewpoints may not reflect those of the entire target population. Also, participant
responses may be biased by a conscious or unconscious desire to appear “socially
desirable” to the facilitator and other group members.
The most effective focus groups are those that are homogeneous, or which share similar
characteristics as “equals.” While they do not need to have the same opinion about the
topic, it is thought that participants may be less inhibited if they consider themselves to
be on an equal footing with other participants (Acocella, 2011). In the child welfare
context, there could be separate focus groups of caseworkers, managers/supervisors,
youth, court personnel, parents, etc. Best practice dictates that more than one focus
group be conducted with each target population of a particular study and that focus
group findings be combined with other data collection approaches whenever feasible.
This will reduce the possibility that one group’s data does not reflect that population’s
views on the topic, and will allow the aggregation of data across similar groups.
Focus groups should be held in a location and environment that is relaxing and
comfortable, to increase participants’ ease and willingness to freely express their
thoughts and opinions. It should be noted that focus groups of non‐professional
subpopulations such as members of faith organizations, general community members,
parents and children who have been involved in the system, or other non‐professionals,
may prove more challenging to schedule and complete. Given the importance of the
views and perspectives of the people who are most directly impacted by the systems,
special effort and creative strategies may be needed to accommodate the needs of these
harder‐to‐reach groups and successfully engage their participation. For example,
choosing a location that takes into account transportation needs can be important.
Other strategies may include offering child care, scheduling during hours when
participants are least likely to be working or in school, or even paying a small stipend to
encourage attendance.
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Case Study Example
Over a period of two months, a series of 23 focus groups were conducted in six different
locations in Saginaw, soliciting feedback from a total of 140 community members. While
focus groups varied considerably in the number of participants (range: 3 to 25), the average
focus group size was 6 participants, which is within the recommended range of 6 to 12. To
help increase the validity of the research findings, two focus groups were scheduled for each of
the sub‐populations, except in one case when the sub‐population (juvenile probation officers)
was too small to warrant multiple focus groups, and in four cases where a second focus group
was canceled because of challenges encountered in recruiting a sufficient number of
participants.
The target populations for the focus group sub‐study included: a) birth parents, b) foster
parents and relative caregivers, c) system‐involved youth, d) Department of Human Services
and private agency child welfare workers, e) Department of Human Services and private
agency child welfare supervisors/ administrators, f) court, law enforcement and other legal
system professionals, and g) other community representatives who regularly interface with
families involved in the child welfare system, such as nonprofit adoption and foster care
agency staff, mental health professionals, teachers, and faith‐based professionals/lay leaders.
For feedback on the juvenile justice system, the study targeted: a) birth parents, b) alternative
care providers, c) system‐involved youth, d) juvenile probation officers, e) law enforcement, f)
court and other legal system professionals, and g) other community representatives who
regularly interface with families involved in the juvenile justice system, such as mental health
professionals, teachers, and faith‐based professionals/lay leaders.

Please note, more detailed description of the process followed in arranging and
conducting the focus groups, along with sample forms and questions, can be reviewed
in the attached Appendix C.
Key Informant Interviews
The key informant interview is a qualitative research method that is widely used in the
social sciences. It is a particularly useful assessment method for gathering firsthand,
detailed information from an affected community. The term “key informant” refers to
persons whose position relative to the topic or issue being investigated enables them to
provide detailed information and an informed opinion based on his or her extensive
knowledge of and personal experience with the particular issue (Marshall, 1996).
Ideally, key informant interviews seek in‐depth qualitative information that can be
cross‐checked with quantitative data, which increases its usefulness and overall
validity.
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Key informant interviews utilize a structured set of questions prepared ahead of time,
with follow‐up questions as needed to clarify information provided. This type of data
collection is by its nature more time consuming and costly, given the method of
conducting face‐to‐face conversations. However, the depth of information that can be
gained through this method makes it an important tool, even if its use may be limited in
scope.

Case Study Example
The Saginaw County Demonstration Project identified the target population for the key
informant study to be members of the Saginaw County community who were seen to have
high‐level leadership knowledge of the county’s child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems. It
was also deemed important to consider those who were thought to have a finger on the pulse of
Saginaw neighborhoods and communities with large numbers of families served by the child
welfare or juvenile justice system. Members of the data/assessment workgroup were asked to
identify a list of potential interview candidates. Based on advice from the workgroup, the
research team combined the workgroup’s list with a list of persons involved with Saginaw
County’s Disconnected Youth project. The Saginaw 10th Circuit Court Family Division Judge
and Court Administrator offered final suggestions to narrow the list to a total of 23 interviews
with 26 interviewees. Subsequently, four interviewees were added to cover additional points of
view needed for a thorough study.
A series of 25 interviews with a total of 30 people were conducted over a period of two months.
Interviews were completed by trained members of the Michigan State University School of
Social Work research team and lasted approximately one to two hours. The interviews were
semi‐structured. A predetermined questioning protocol was used to guide the discussion, and
follow‐up questions were asked as needed to clarify participant feedback.

Please note, a more detailed description of the participants interviewed, process
followed, forms used and questions asked can be reviewed in the attached Appendix D.
Surveys
Surveys can be an effective way to reach a large number of people in a very short time.
With the advent of the internet and online survey capabilities, this method of obtaining
qualitative information is potentially very low cost and very far reaching. Limitations
of an online survey are the exclusion of those community members who do not have
access to a computer or who are not aware that the survey is occurring. Additionally,
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results of the survey are limited to the number of people who know about it and choose
to participate.
Mailed paper surveys entail additional costs associated with printing, postage, and staff
time necessary to collect names and addresses and prepare and mail envelopes.
Case Study Example
The Saginaw Demonstration Project received over 700 responses to electronic surveys sent to child
welfare and juvenile justice professionals, community members, and youth and family members. E‐
mail addresses were obtained through the combined networks of coalition members, which provided
a broad array of people to contact. These responses supplemented and enhanced the results obtained
through the focus groups and key informant interviews.

Asset Mapping
This approach to data collection takes a strengths‐based perspective to assessing a
community’s full breadth of resources, skills, and opportunities. The data collected
provides a clear picture of what the resources are in a given community, where they are
located, and provides a foundation for analyzing “what is” as compared to “what
should be,” which then gives the coalition the ability to identify where gaps exist
between the two. The asset mapping process focuses on the positive attributes of a
community rather than the negative ones, which then provides a baseline of strengths
that can be used as building blocks for any change effort that is undertaken. Further, by
having a clear picture of what services are already being provided, the group can
identify which existing programs are effective and may need to be expanded, as well as
areas and locations where services and social supports are needed but not yet available.
The asset mapping process empowers a community to identify what is “right” with the
community as opposed to what is “wrong.” The approach makes certain assumptions
that guide the work (Beaulieu, 2002):
z

Every person in the community has talents, skills and gifts that are important to the
health and well‐being of that community.
z When these talents and abilities are used, individual members of the community are
empowered to work together to benefit and improve the community in a continuing
cycle of support and empowerment.
z Strong communities are those in which individual strengths and skills are
recognized, valued, and utilized for the good of the entire community.
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Given the makeup of the local coalition and planning team, the pieces should already be
in place for the asset mapping of the community. Those who know the community best
are already involved with the project, and are in the best position to identify the
organizations, resources and individuals that constitute the best of what the community
has to offer its families and youth. Typically, there are several institutions, or domains
of inquiry that form the framework for identifying a community’s assets:
z
z

z

z

z

Talents/Leadership: What are the talents of local residents? Who are the existing and
emerging leaders in the community, both formal and informal?
Social: How does the community take care of its families (children, youth, seniors,
the sick and disabled, etc.)? This includes informal social networks and supports as
well as housing, health, food, faith‐based, and caregiving resources. What are the
civic, service, social and other voluntary organizations providing opportunities for
local involvement and public participation?
Economic: What are the economic drivers of the community (employment, types of
jobs, quality of work environment, prospects for the future, etc.)? How are goods
and services distributed?
Government/Public Services: What is the state of the education and health systems in
the community? What are the governmental structures and services that are in
place, and how effective are they? How are formal social services, infrastructure
and other supports being provided in the community? What are they and where are
they located? Who benefits from these services?
Physical: How would you describe the physical environment (buildings,
infrastructure, geographic features, roads, etc.)?

Mapping the assets of a community means compiling an inventory of resources,
organizations, and individuals that provide a clear picture of what is most positive
about the community. This information is critical when the coalition begins discussing
what is needed in the way of systems, services and supports, and then compares that to
what is already being provided. To the extent that some resources are available but
perhaps not adequate to meet the need, this information can be used to build
collaborative relationships that assist in expanding networks of existing, effective,
services.
Town Hall Meeting/Public Forum
This method of information gathering is much more open‐ended than the others
described above. Rather than selecting and inviting known, targeted, stakeholder
groups and individuals to participate in highly structured, controlled meetings, the
public forum/town hall meeting approach invites and encourages all interested
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members of the public to attend. This is an effective way to educate members of the
public at large on the issue of disproportionality, to receive testimony and reports of
personal experiences from different points of view, and to identify potential leaders
who can become more actively involved in the overall process (Bruns et al., 2006;
Rycraft & Dettlaff, 2009).
This approach is also an effective way to bring members of the public together who may
have very different perspectives on the issues discussed. One potential disadvantage is
that, because public meetings are self‐selected groups, participants decide for
themselves whether to attend or not. This means you may not have all of the desired
stakeholder groups represented at the meeting. To avoid this result, great care must be
taken when publicizing a town hall meeting to ensure that the invitation to attend is as
widespread and inclusive of all stakeholder groups as possible. As with the other
qualitative approaches described here, this method of data collection is best used in
combination with one or more of the others.
Inferential Analysis using Demographic and Individual Case Data
This type of quantitative data analysis supplements the qualitative data collection
methods used in the focus group and key informant interview studies described above.
Whereas those studies are based on community members’ subjective perceptions, the
inferential analysis relies on a more objective quantitative data analysis based on
computerized case records.
This level of research and analysis is more
advanced than the other methods
described above, and requires a skilled
researcher who can access and analyze
individual case data in the context of not
only the child’s race and/or ethnicity but
also the neighborhood characteristics and
demographics. The researcher then
examines whether the disproportionality
that has been identified can be explained,
at least in part, by neighborhood and
other demographic factors that may
overlap with child race/ethnicity. This
researcher looks for relationships between
what is known about the individual
children and families in the system,

Case Study Example
The Saginaw Demonstration Project hired
Michigan State University to conduct an
inferential analysis by examining individual
case records, focusing specifically on the
decision points that occur early in the child
welfare process; namely, risk assessment,
confirmation of maltreatment, and case
disposition. While the focus groups and key
informant interviews focused on examining
factors in the community that may increase
stress in minority families and result in higher
rates of child abuse and/or neglect, the
inferential analysis focused on identifying
potential bias that families may experience once
they are involved in the child welfare system.
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caseworker decisions, and neighborhood factors known to correlate with certain child
welfare or juvenile justice outcomes.
The demographics and characteristics of a particular community can be obtained
through U.S. Census records or through a commercial GIS (Global Information System)
software package. These sources can provide neighborhood and zip code breakdowns
of income, family structure, ethnic/racial concentrations, crime rates, education, and
other information of interest to the coalition. This information can then aid in
understanding the children and families involved in the child welfare or juvenile justice
systems and the neighborhoods they live in. Inferences can then be drawn about factors
underlying disproportionality based on the results of the analysis.
Please note, more detailed information about the process followed for the inferential
analysis can be reviewed in the Appendix E.

What expertise is needed to gather and analyze the
assessment and qualitative data?
As stated earlier in this Guidebook, a planning team and coalition made up primarily of
persons whose stated reason for being there is their personal interest in the issue will be
insufficient to the needs of the project and its completion. Certain skills are critical to
ensuring that the responsibilities and tasks of the coalition are carried out with
necessary level of objectivity, expertise and competence. In this step of the process,
qualitative data is collected in order to understand the community and its
demographics and characteristics at a deeper level. This understanding will, in turn,
aid in understanding the connection between those characteristics and disparities in
child welfare/juvenile justice outcomes, thereby providing guidance to the community
on where improvements or changes may be needed.
It is strongly recommended that outside expertise be brought in to guide this part of the
data‐gathering process. There are accepted standards of practice when it comes to
conducting these types of studies and obtaining meaningful information and data
through the use of any of these described methods. Confidentiality concerns need to be
addressed, and it is important that there be continuity and consistency of procedure and
questioning from one group to another. Therefore, only those trained and under the
supervision of a professional should utilize these methods of information gathering.
Hiring an outside expert has a number of advantages. For example, an expert will
design a process using established research protocols. Goals of each study will be
clearly articulated and questions will be carefully constructed to elicit the information
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most useful to the purpose of the study. Participants will be invited based on
established criteria designed to ensure the participation of all stakeholder groups.
Interviews will be scheduled and conducted in accordance with clear procedures for
asking questions, capturing and recording data, and storing it confidentially. A process
for coding and organizing the information gathered will be developed, and finally, the
information will be analyzed and reported back to the larger coalition. The final report
will be the result of a transparent, objective, and careful process designed to produce
the most credible and trustworthy information available. Further, as described in
earlier sections, an outside expert is more likely to be seen as neutral, which enhances
credibility of the person and the process, and may enhance the likelihood of more
people being willing to participate.
There is one caveat to the above reasons supporting an outside expert to conduct the
qualitative analyses. If an academic
institution is brought in, and the
Case Study Example
principal investigator is someone who is
The Saginaw DMC steering committee decided
accountable to a larger university and its
to do a series of focus groups and key informant
research protocols, this accountability
interviews. A university researcher was hired
could result in delays in the process that
to conduct these studies, which had to be
may be beyond the control of the
completed in a very short time frame due to
researcher. This potential for delay
funding constraints. This process was made
more difficult when the university level IRB
should, therefore, be anticipated, and if
process
was unable to approve the research
any studies are conducted that will need
protocols within the needed time frame. When
to protect the identity of its participants,
the focus groups and interviews were finally
planning and preparation for these
cleared to proceed, the researchers had difficulty
activities should begin well in advance
scheduling the desired number of family and
of when focus groups or interviews need
youth participants. The time needed to
to be scheduled. Any approvals needed
accommodate the complicated schedules of
by an Institutional Review Board (IRB)
working families and coordinate those schedules
at a university should be processed as
with schools and other service providers and
early as possible, to allow the university
employers was simply not available. As a
the time it needs to review and process
result, the optimal number of family and youth
participant focus groups and interviews was
the research request.
not achieved.
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Checklist for Local Action
Once it has been decided which qualitative approaches to use in assessing the meaning
behind the disproportionality rates that were identified in step 2, several actions need to
happen in order to gather the qualitative information.

1. Decide what approaches will be used and the overall
scope of each
As discussed above, these decisions may depend on the amount of resources available
for this phase of the project and the available timeline. Questions common to each of
these methods include:
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

What is the identified purpose, or research objective, of each approach to be used?
That is, what questions do you hope to answer through that approach?
Who will conduct the study and analysis?
How will the interviews be recorded? Audiotape? Videotape? Handwritten notes
by a scribe?
What staff support and training will be needed to ensure continuity and integrity of
results?
What is the overall time frame/scheduling considerations for completing the work?
How will the information collected be organized and stored, addressing issues of
confidentiality and maintaining standardized research protocols?
What consent/disclosure forms are needed?
If an academic institutional partner is involved in conducting the study, is there
adequate time for IRB processing and approval?

Depending on which method is utilized, certain additional considerations and logistics
will need attention, as outlined below:

Table 3: Focus Group Checklist
Decide which stakeholder groups to include
At least 2 focus groups per stakeholder group, 6‐10 participants each
At least 1 facilitator per focus group
1.5‐2 hours per focus group
Location of each focus group. Travel time required for participants/facilitators
Timeline for conducting focus groups. Time of day/# per day
Amenities such as food provided for participants
Publicity. What is method of publicizing/inviting attendees and how much time is
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Table 3: Focus Group Checklist
needed to get the word out?
Development of focus group questions
Training of facilitators

Table 4: Key Informant Interview Checklist
Decide which individuals to interview
At least 1 interviewer per person
1.5‐2 hours per interview
Location of each interview. Travel time required for participants/facilitators
Timeline for conducting interviews. Time of day/# per day
Scheduling. How much time is needed to coordinate schedules?
Development of interview questions
Training of interviewers

Table 5: Survey Checklist
Decide which stakeholder groups to include (randomized vs targeted sample)
How to reach stakeholders (E‐mail? Regular mail? How to obtain addresses?)
Timeline for conducting survey
Communication. Method for getting survey to target audience
Development of survey questions
Dissemination of survey

Table 6: Public Forum/Town Meeting Checklist
Decide how many forums or town meetings to hold
Location of each: Travel time required for participants/facilitators
Timeline for conducting meetings. Time of day/# per day
Amenities such as food provided for participants
Publicity. What is method of publicizing/inviting attendees and how much time is
needed to get the word out?
Development of agenda/discussion points
Training of facilitators

Table 7: Asset Mapping Checklist
Decide which domains to map (social, talents, economic, government, physical,
etc.)
Identify coalition or other community members who have the information and
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Table 7: Asset Mapping Checklist
knowledge needed to provide the needed asset inventories
Formulate questions designed to elicit positive responses about community
strengths and assets
Collect the detailed information about community resources and assets
Organize and compile collected information in a format that can be used by
coalition members

Table 8: Inferential Analysis Checklist
Decide which neighborhood characteristics to include, based on relevant factors
identified in the literature
Identify which case level data is available and in what format (electronic vs. paper)
and the decision points that correspond to the data
Develop analytical approach to be applied to the information gathered

2. Conduct the studies
Once the planning team has decided on the overall scope of this part of the process, and
the approaches that will be utilized to gather the necessary information and data, it will
be time to conduct the studies. Be prepared for unanticipated barriers related to
scheduling problems, sample sizes, unavailability or limited availability of certain data,
and so on. Timelines and original plans may need to adapt to changing circumstances
when unforeseen difficulties emerge.
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Case Study Example
In the Saginaw Demonstration Project, several adjustments had to be made to accommodate
the realities encountered once the studies were under way. For example, after an insufficient
response from child welfare birth parents initially and given the project’s tight time frame, an
alternate recruitment approach was used. This involved the focus group team attending a
regularly scheduled meeting of parents, coordinated through the Saginaw County System of
Care Coordinator, and then conducting a focus group discussion following the meeting.
Given the delays resulting from the slower than anticipated IRB approval process, this
collaboration enabled the team to adapt quickly to address the scheduling challenges more
efficiently than would otherwise have been the case.
When conducting the inferential analysis, the study was only able to examine data in relation
to decision points early in the process because data was not available for subsequent years.
When attempting to analyze the effect of neighborhood characteristics, the child‐ and case‐
level variables could only include data elements that were regularly and reliably tracked by
the electronic system, which limited the analysis. For instance, family income data is only
recorded for the subset of CPS investigated children who are placed in foster care. This
resulted in such a high frequency of missing data that family income could not be included as
a predictor in the analysis; instead, poverty was analyzed only at the neighborhood level.
Similarly, data on maltreatment type (neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, etc.) and
perpetrator’s relationship to the child were missing for such a high volume of cases that they
could not be included as predictors in the study.

3. Organize the information and analyze the results
After the substudies are conducted, the researchers will need to organize and analyze
the information to determine any relationship to the disproportionality data that was
compiled in the last step. This is a necessary component of the process in explaining
how and why disproportionality is occurring, and is a precursor to the discussion about
potential solutions.
Taking the potentially voluminous information gleaned during the focus groups,
surveys, interviews, and other data collections methods, and making sense out of it can
be daunting, intense, and even tedious. Reviewing the information in detail is
necessary, however, in order to identify key themes that run through each process and
across the different studies. The Saginaw Demonstration Project researchers
categorized the risk factors they were analyzing according to three distinct theoretical
themes: upstream, midstream, and downstream.
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Upstream
Upstream factors are those that occur prior to a family or youth entering the juvenile
justice or child welfare systems. These risk factors exist in the general community and
are based on the theory that minorities are over‐represented in the child welfare and
juvenile justice systems primarily due to institutionalized racism that they encounter
before becoming involved in these systems.
According to this theory, minority families are more likely than white families to
experience aspects existing in the community that put them at risk (e.g., poverty) and
less likely to experience those aspects that might protect them from those risks (e.g.,
access to high quality formal and informal support systems and services). This places a
disproportionate level of stress and need on minority families, resulting in higher rates
of child maltreatment and juvenile delinquency.
Midstream
Midstream factors center on bias and differential treatment that occur as families first
come to the attention of child welfare and juvenile justice authorities. In other words,
these factors focus on what happens at the initial contact point with the child welfare or
juvenile justice system, rather than how families and youth are treated by these
authorities after the fact.
The theory supporting midstream causes of disproportionality posits that minorities are
over‐represented in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems due to racial/ethnic
bias in how minority families and youth are perceived by professional and
nonprofessional community members at the point that the initial referral is made and
they have first contact with the system. The focus is on differential referral and
reporting of suspected maltreatment and delinquent behavior by members of the
community at large as well as at the point that a case is assigned for investigation.
Downstream
Downstream factors emphasize inequitable treatment of or bias toward minorities after
they come to the attention of the child welfare and juvenile justice systems and as they
move through the system. This theory posits that downstream causes are the result of
differential case handling or decision making by professionals and front line workers
and decision makers in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
Applying this three‐pronged approach to organizing the information obtained during
the community assessment substudies will facilitate the ability to match the information
and perspectives of the participants to the decision points where disproportionality has
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been identified as an issue. Knowing where in the process the drivers of
disproportionality are occurring will aid the coalition in determining the type of
intervention or change effort that is needed to influence that factor. In this way, causes
identified by the community groups can be brought into alignment with the decision
points associated with significant levels of disproportionate overrepresentation, which
in turn lead to appropriate interventions.
Institutional Factors vs. Individual Factors
Once the coalition understands where in the process the drivers of disproportionality
are occurring, it is important to understand the information from the standpoint of
institutional vs. individual. Categorizing the causal factors this way (in addition to the
upstream, midstream and downstream method) will provide additional context that
will aid the coalition as it explores interventions. In other words, is the cause of
disproportionality in that community a systemic one, requiring a systemic solution, or
is it individual, which needs an individualized response? These are important
questions that can guide discussion and provide perspective when the coalition is
trying to figure out the appropriate intervention. For example, if the problem is seen as
parents abusing or neglecting their children because they do not have the skills to be
good parents (individual cause), then a solution might be to develop in home services
designed to help individuals develop effective parenting skills. On the other hand, if
the problem is seen as neighborhood degradation which imposes undue stress on
families because of the lack of community‐based support systems and services
(systemic cause), then addressing this aspect of the problem may entail developing
neighborhood based services and supports that are available to all.
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Step 4: Weighing the Options –
Prioritizing and Implementing
Interventions _______________________
Key Question: Where in the system do you want
to make an impact?
Armed with the information gathered in steps 2 and 3, the coalition will be positioned
to make informed decisions about where to try to impact disproportionality. It will also
have a better idea of what policy changes may be needed. These decisions will be data
driven and research based, utilizing the best of what is known in the field generally
about reducing disparate outcomes, and what is known specifically about the particular
local community.

The Big Picture
What is known about intervention strategies?
The California Evidence Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare defines evidence‐based
practice as combining the best clinical experience with the best available research and
applying that knowledge in a way that is consistent with family and client values
(CEBC, 2013). Fields of social practice such as medicine, mental health, and child
welfare are increasingly relying on the delivery of services that are supported by strong
scientific research. Both public‐ and private‐funding sources are increasingly requiring
the use of evidence‐based programming in order to ensure that programs and services
being utilized in a given community have the best chance to result in positive impact.
This means that choices about interventions in a given community need to focus on
those programs that are proven to work, preferably based on results from experimental
comparisons using control groups.

Finding Evidence-Based Practices and Programs:
Determining Quality of Research
The field of best practices research is constantly changing. There are many published
studies that attempt to evaluate social welfare practices and programs, and claim to
identify those that clearly demonstrate a positive impact on either child welfare or
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juvenile justice outcomes. Determining the quality of a given study affects the extent to
which one can confidently rely on the program to deliver those results in another
community context. Studies that focus specifically on programs or policies designed to
improve ethnic and racial disproportionality are fewer and farther between, but the
field has been growing in recent years with heightened national attention and resources
being applied to this issue.
A number of institutions, both public and private, regularly review and evaluate the
studies of child welfare and juvenile justice programs being published across the
country. These organizations maintain clearinghouses where their findings regarding
the quality of these studies are available to the general public on their respective
websites. These findings can be used by the general public when identifying programs
that (1) have been proven effective, (2) are promising, (3) have been found to be
ineffective in achieving stated goals, or (4) are problematic or insufficiently tested to
support a clear finding. The terms in bold are defined in more detail in the definitions
section of this Guidebook, and a list of the more prominent of the evaluating
organizations and their contact information is included in Appendix F.
Typically, the organizations reviewing studies that evaluate a program’s effectiveness
look for certain research characteristics and methods. These characteristics and
methods tell the reviewer how rigorous the scientific research standards were when
applied to the particular program intervention. The theory is that the more rigorous the
method, the more reliable the results. Table 1 explains the following terms which are
commonly seen in the literature when program interventions are being studied and
evaluated:
z

Experimental and control group equivalence
z Pretest‐posttest single group studies
z Quasi‐experimental study
z Randomized controlled trial
The extent to which a given study has applied a rigorous scientific method in
measuring the effectiveness of a given program intervention largely determines how
much confidence is warranted in the results. In other words, the more rigorous the
study, the more likely it will be that those results can be replicated if the program is
implemented in a different community.
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Replicating Outcomes by Maintaining Fidelity
There is increasing emphasis on utilizing proven or at least promising practices as a
condition to receiving both public and private funds. Therefore, local communities and
agencies seeking those funds need to be able to identify these proven programs. In
addition, they need to know how to implement those proven interventions in a way
that will achieve the same result as the studied program. Replicating proven or
promising programs is not just a matter of reading the academic literature and getting
some general information about the program. Programs that have stood the test of
time, and that have seen positive outcomes in multiple locations, are successful because
the communities implementing them are faithful to the original program design. The
extent to which a program being implemented in a given community mirrors the
original goals and design followed by the researched version is referred to as program
fidelity. It is well established that the more fidelity a program has with the model that
was proven to be effective, the more likely that those positive results will be repeated in
a different setting (Durlak & DuPre, 2008).
Transferring an evidence‐based program model to a real world context, particularly the
world of child welfare and juvenile justice, can be very challenging. There are a number
of reasons for this, which include lack of cooperation by providers, ineffective or
insufficient training, lack of adequate staffing or funding resources to support full
implementation, challenges in managing the collaborative relationships and logistics
needed for successful implementation, and inadequate systems and infrastructure to
monitor and support adherence to program fidelity (Aarons & Palinkas, 2007; Bond,
Drake, McHugo, Rapp, & Whitley, 2009). The communities and programs that are able
to overcome these challenges will be best positioned to achieve the benefits that
adhering to an evidence‐based program can provide.
To ensure that a proven program stays true to the original model, staff who will be
responsible for managing and implementing it need to be adequately trained. Further, a
structure needs to be in place to provide ongoing support, monitoring, and evaluation
as the program rolls out. This avoids the tendency for “slippage” to occur as the
pressures and challenges of maintaining a prescribed program model arise.

Local Context: What to consider when
developing an intervention strategy
The task of deciding where to apply precious resources to make the most impact on
disproportionate outcomes can seem overwhelming. The array of intervention choices
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can be daunting, especially when faced with the added prospect of figuring out which
ones are evidence‐based and which ones are not. As the community considers
intervention strategies, it is important not to lose sight of the need to address the
underlying disparities that lead to the disproportionate results (Chapin Hall Center for
Children, 2008). To do this, there are a number of important considerations that will
need to be thoroughly understood and discussed prior to making actual changes to
programs, systems or policies. These considerations are discussed below.

Where in the system do you want to try to impact
disproportionate outcomes?
Using the findings of the data collection process in step 3 as the starting point, the
coalition will need to decide where in the systems it is going to put its energies, and
narrow its focus to those decision points with the highest rates of disproportionality.
Setting these intervention priorities involves deciding which specific decision points
will be targeted for impact. The coalition will carefully review the results of the
community assessment and asset map, determine where the drivers of
disproportionality are originating, and identify where service gaps exist.
It will be useful to think about potential areas of impact in terms of the upstream,
midstream, or downstream analysis described in step 3. Using that approach here will
help narrow down the types of interventions warranting closer examination. In step 3
these categories were useful in
Case Study Example
identifying and understanding the
The Saginaw County Steering Committee
underlying causes of
carefully reviewed the results of both the data
disproportionality at various decision
analysis (step 2) and the community assessment
points. In step 4 these same categories
(step 3) and decided to focus its attention on the
are useful in helping a coalition
two decision points in each system that had the
determine which intervention
highest rates of disproportionality. In the child
strategies are most appropriate,
welfare system these two decision points were
depending upon which disparities
assignment and out‐of‐home placements. In the
they are meant to address. Below are
juvenile justice system the two decision points
were referrals to juvenile court and cases
the causal categories described in step
involving secure detentions (pre‐adjudication).
3, this time with suggested types of
interventions:
Upstream
Upstream drivers of racial/ethnic disproportionality are those that occur before a family
or youth enters the juvenile justice or child welfare system. To prevent
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disproportionate entry into these systems, effective intervention strategies focus on
reducing risk factors and increasing protective factors of overrepresented minorities.
Upstream solutions focus on prevention and community development. Prevention
programs concentrate more on individual families and typically provide in‐home
services to parents, group decision‐making models that encourage input and build on
the strengths of the parents, as well as court diversion programs that direct families and
youth away from intensive court involvement by referring them to needed community‐
based services.
Community development strategies, on the other hand, focus on increasing the
availability of and access to supportive resources in the community, and enhancing an
overall environment of support, mutual caring, and responsibility. Community
development solutions improve the overall community’s ability to respond systemically
and institutionally to the needs of all of its citizens, and focus less on the decision‐
making processes of individual providers of services and decision makers.
Midstream
Midstream factors focus on bias and differential treatment as families first come to the
attention of the child welfare and juvenile justice authorities. Midstream solutions
focus on reducing the risk of bias and differential treatment that may be occurring at the
initial point of contact with the system..
Specific midstream intervention strategies focus on community education, mandated
reporter training, and improved case screening processes to prevent minorities’
disproportionate entry into these systems. Midstream approaches focus both on how
decisions get made, and on making sure that persons who are reporting behavior to the
authorities are following the law when they do so.
Downstream
Downstream factors focus on inequitable treatment or bias after a person comes to the
attention of the system and as that person moves through the system. Downstream
solutions focus on preventing inappropriate case handling or decision making by
professionals based on a family or youth’s race/ethnicity.
Intervention strategies to reduce downstream disparities focus on improving the
cultural competency of professionals in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
In addition, these strategies try to improve organizational culture, practice and policies
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by reducing institutional bias in the way cases involving racial/ethnic minorities are
processed.

Who or what is the target of the intervention?
Applying the upstream, midstream or downstream concepts to the drivers of
disproportionality is a helpful tool to use when determining where the coalition wants
to focus its efforts. Once the decision points have been identified, another layer of
discussion is needed when evaluating and researching interventions, and that is
identifying the specific target of change.
Comparing approaches based on the goal or outcome that is being sought will enable a
community to clearly tailor an appropriate response to the identified problem. The
following examples illustrate the importance of this point.
z

If the cause of disproportionality is deemed to be because African‐American families
are committing maltreatment at higher rates than whites (upstream or midstream
problem), then interventions will need to achieve the goals of addressing the needs
and changing the behaviors of those individual families.
z If the cause is seen as bias and discrimination (intended or unintended) on the part
of caseworkers, law enforcement or other decision makers (downstream problem),
then remedies will likely emphasize training, with the goal of raising the level of
self‐awareness of professionals and service providers to combat the effects of
conscious and unconscious racism or insensitivities.
z If the cause is seen as community‐based and institutional (upstream problem), such
as poor economic opportunities, lack of adequate resources for families living in
certain neighborhoods, or lack of transportation or access to existing resources, then
a community level response may identify goals that call for bigger policy changes, or
different allocation of funding and resources to target the areas most in need.
The examples above are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Any given community will
need to consider implementing a range of options. Understanding the specific purpose,
where on the continuum of need the particular intervention falls, and who is the
targeted recipient, will help the community begin to narrow those options in a strategic
way. The above examples illustrate how interventions being considered will fall into
one of the three following categories according to who or what is the target of change.
Consumer Focused
These are approaches that target the caregivers and youth who commit the acts of
abuse, neglect, or crime. Examples of these types of interventions include parenting

76

Michigan Race Equity Coalition | June 2015

education, in‐home visiting programs and other direct service programs, intensive
juvenile probation and supervision, family group decision making, and intensive family
preservation programs.
System Focused
These approaches target the institutions or systems that are (or should be) in place to
serve and support the needs of families. Often these systems are easily accessed in
more affluent neighborhoods, but may be totally or largely lacking in lower income
communities that have high concentrations of minority families.
Intervention strategies in this category would focus on building up the social fabric of a
community, and improving community relations between residents and service
providers. Typical interventions include programs that divert youth and families away
from the court system and directing them to the services and supports they need, and
those that adopt a “system of care” or alternative response approach that emphasizes
institutional collaborations and cross‐system communication and referrals to ensure
families get what they need. Other approaches in this category might include
improving infrastructure such as public transportation, locating services in the
neighborhoods being served, enhancing and supporting partnerships between public
agencies and the informal helping systems, such as those offered through faith
communities and other organizations that focus on the needs of specific
subpopulations.
Provider Focused
These approaches target the individuals and professionals working in the organizations
that exist to serve the families living in the community. Such interventions are designed
to ensure that the people carrying out the policies and mandates of the community are
doing so with the best interests of the families they serve in mind, and in a way that is
not influenced by either intentional or unintentional bias, racism, or discriminatory
practices. Intervention strategies focus on training in order to improve cultural
sensitivity and understanding, and may also include an examination of existing policies
and institutional practices that lead to inappropriate and disparate results.
For each intervention being considered, it is important to understand what that
intervention is intended to do, and what it will not do. The coalition will need to
thoroughly discuss the factors driving disproportionality at each decision point in the
process that has been chosen as a priority for action, and the various strategies (i.e.,
programs, services, and activities) for addressing the problem.
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Case Study Example
As a result of several meetings of the Saginaw Steering Committee to discuss the findings of
the assessments conducted in that community, the group set goals as to which evidence‐based
interventions it thought would make the most impact on disproportionality and that could be
implemented over both the short‐ and long‐terms. These interventions were grouped as
follows:
z

Training (targets providers)
 Accurate identification of potential abuse/neglect for professionals who are mandated to
report
 Effective police interactions with youth
 Cultural competency
z Programming (targets consumers)
 Implement parent support partner program
 Expand “Strengthening Families”
 Increase diversion programming
z Systems change (targets systems)
 Expand implementation of “team decision making”
 Establish use of objective risk and needs assessment

What is the best way to evaluate intervention options?
While the field is constantly in flux when it comes to developing evidence‐based
practices in child welfare and juvenile justice, there are certain programs and practices
that have demonstrated success either in outcomes generally, or in reducing
disproportionality specifically. In order to utilize an evidence‐based decision‐making
process and set intervention priorities, coalition members need to be able to evaluate
the effectiveness of the interventions it is considering for implementation. Therefore, it
is important to do some research about programs in the areas of practice that you want
to impact, and to identify those programs with proven success.
When researching evidence‐based programs, there are several things to keep in mind.
Even if the coalition decides to rely on one or more of the clearinghouses to identify
potential interventions, it is still important to pay attention to how the evaluation of the
study was conducted, and how the original study of the program was conducted. It is
not necessary to be an expert researcher, but someone on the coalition or planning team
should have the skills and expertise to review proposed interventions in enough depth
to be able to identify factors that could impact the community’s ability to achieve
similar results. Any proven program will have certain components that need to be
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replicated according to the original model if the same results are to be achieved in a
new community. The coalition will need to assess the community’s capacity to meet
those requirements if that model is being seriously considered for implementation.
Evaluating interventions is another area where a paid consultant or university partner
could be invaluable. Conducting a systematic review of the published research
literature can be time consuming and may not be appropriate for volunteers. If the
person doing the search can utilize university library databases, this can significantly
expand the ability to not only conduct the search, but also access the studies more easily
through academic channels. Here are some tips for conducting an evidence‐based
program review:
z

Start the search through a variety of search engines, using key words and phrases.:
 Child welfare: “racial disproportionality,” “child welfare,” “race equity,” and
“race disparity intervention”
 Juvenile justice: “disproportionate minority contact,” “juvenile justice,” “racial
disparity,” and “intervention to reduce DMC”
z Select a specific program for review if at least one of the following criteria are
present:
 Program evaluations measured outcomes for minority youth compared to white
youth
 Evaluation studies described samples (i.e. groups of subjects studied) comprised
of greater than 50% minority children/youth
 The intervention was developed with the express intention of reducing racial
disproportionately in either the child welfare or juvenile justice system
z When reviewing interventions, compare them by compiling this information about
each:
 A description of the program model and key components of service delivery,
 The racial/ethnic subpopulation(s) predominately targeted and/or affected by the
program,
 The specific child welfare or juvenile justice decision point(s) targeted or affected,
and
 Key evaluation study outcomes.
z Rate each program based on its demonstrated effectiveness in reducing racial/ethnic
minority contact with the child welfare or juvenile justice systems, taking into
account both program outcomes and the methodological rigor of the evaluation
study. A simple five‐point scale can designate interventions as either: (1) proven
programs; (2) promising programs; (3) insufficiently studied programs; (4)
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ineffective programs, or (5) problematic programs. These ratings and the criteria to
support them are defined in more detail in Table 1.
This type of process for identifying programs known to be effective at impacting
disproportionate outcomes will provide important information to the coalition. The
degree of scientific rigor of the studies is relevant to the credibility of claims about
program effectiveness. A greater understanding of program effectiveness and
reliability will aid the coalition in its decision‐making process when faced with setting
priorities and allocating limited funding and staff resources.

Case Study Example
A local university school of social work was hired to conduct a scan of the literature to determine
practices and programs proven to positively impact disproportionality in child welfare or juvenile
justice. The findings and recommended solutions obtained during the focus groups and key
informant interviews were then aligned with those proven programs and the specific decision points
they impact. The Saginaw Steering Committee was then able to make more informed decisions
about potential interventions and the community’s capacity to implement them.

How does a community go about replicating a proven
program?
It is one thing to talk about the need to use evidence‐based practices and proven
programs, but it is quite another to implement such programs and practices successfully
and according to the original, studied model. Since both public and private funders
increasingly require the use of “proven” intervention models, the community that will
be choosing the interventions needs to have a clear understanding of what is needed to
replicate the results of that proven program and a commitment to achieve those goals.
Without that clear understanding and corresponding commitment there is a substantial
risk that the desired results will not be achieved.
The coalition will need to discuss how it will overcome the challenges that are inherent
in any change effort, but especially in the case of introducing evidence based programs.
These challenges include:
Training
Staff who will be responsible for the day‐to‐day operation of the program need to be
properly trained in all the required components of the proven model. There also needs
to be a plan in place to address the training needs when staff turnover occurs. These
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training costs should be anticipated and built into the overall budget for the particular
program.
Program Monitoring
The best way to ensure fidelity to the proven model over the long term is to hire or
designate someone outside the organization to monitor and evaluate the
implementation process. Maintaining fidelity to a proven program model can take
enormous effort. By holding organizations and their staff accountable to the model as
designed, desired outcomes are much more likely to occur.

Case Study Example
In focus groups conducted to discuss challenges related to maintaining fidelity to
evidence‐based programs, directors and supervisors in Saginaw County acknowledged that
without ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the program and its implementation,
“slippage” was much more likely to occur, despite good intentions. External evaluators,
or those with no direct connection to the organization, were seen by the focus group
participants as having the most objectivity when it came to identifying implementation
issues and holding organizations accountable.

Adequate Funding
In order for an established program model to be replicated successfully, all components
of the program must be implemented. This might be self‐evident, but in a tight
economic environment funding resources shift and change over time, and if a
successful, effective program loses part of its funding it may be better to terminate the
program altogether rather than implement a partial program, which could cause more
harm than good for the families it is intended to serve.
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Case Study Example
Saginaw County received funding to implement an evidence-based program that provided
individualized education and supports to teens and their parents. The program was designed to
work with both parents and youth in separate spheres to help them develop the skills to
communicate with each other more effectively. Working together with the support of the
caseworker, family relations were strengthened, behavior of the youth improved, and police and
agency involvement with these families decreased.
The program operated for a period of time as designed, but when funding was cut the following
year a decision was made to eliminate the parent education portion of the program while
continuing the youth education component. Saginaw providers reported that this change
actually caused more harm than good for the youth they were trying to help. Whereas the
youth learned more appropriate behaviors and new ways of communicating with their families,
their parents no longer received corresponding support and education. The one‐sided change in
the family dynamic resulted in ineffective responses by parents when challenged by their newly
empowered teenaged children. The resulting negative behaviors by the youth increased their
involvement in the juvenile justice system, contrary to projected outcomes based on the original
program design and previous experience.

Strong Leadership at All Levels
It is important for the decision‐makers to understand the needs and challenges facing
those who will be charged with implementing those decisions. Studies have shown that
programs with more success in maintaining fidelity over the long term are those with
more direct involvement by administrators with the line staff charged with the day‐to‐
day operations (McCollum, Yates, Laumann, & Hsieb, 2007). When the organizational
leadership enthusiastically advocates for the program, and invites input and
participation from the staff during implementation, the chance of maintaining fidelity to
the original program model is increased (Bond et al., 2009).
Strong leadership also means inviting the input and perspectives of everyone who will
be involved with implementation of the new program or practice. Bringing everyone to
the table during the discussion and decision phase will increase the chance of broad‐
based “buy in” once the decisions are actually made. Understanding the process and
rationale underlying the decision will lead to broader support for the proposed change
or intervention, which will in turn enhance the level of overall commitment to the
success of the program.
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Cross-System Collaborations
Some of the most effective interventions involve different systems working together
toward the common goal of assisting families. Child welfare agencies need to be able to
work effectively with schools. Law enforcement needs to be able to work effectively
with mental health service providers. Court systems need to work effectively with
social service agencies. These are just a small fraction of the multiple complex systems
involved in providing for the protection and general welfare of families, children, and
youth.
Coordination across systems and organizations, each of which has a different mission,
underlying values, operational structure, and organizational culture, can be difficult at
best, and nonexistent at worst. Issues of trust, confidentiality, competition,
accountability, and financing, are just some of the barriers that can prevent the ability to
implement an evidence‐based program in a community. Removing these barriers takes
commitment and a concerted effort on the part of the entire community, from those in
leadership positions all the way to the frontline staff.
Many of these barriers will slowly recede to the background as the work of the coalition
proceeds, and by the time the intervention and implementation phase is reached, may
no longer exist. Institutional and professional relationships take constant nurturing,
however, and community coalitions are cautioned against taking any relationship for
granted. The names and faces who appear at the numerous meetings of the coalition
will constantly shift and change, and the core planning group and key coalition leaders
who are in the process for the long haul will need to be vigilant in building and
nurturing these professional relationships so that the larger work of the coalition can
remain in the center stage.

What programs and resources already exist in the
community?
Decisions about how to allocate scarce funding and staffing resources will center on
where the community is likely to get the biggest return on investment. If the
intervention is going to include new programs or services in the community, then—as
described above—it is important that the decision process include a review of evidence‐
based practice. But it is equally important for a community to have a thorough
understanding of the programs and services that already exist to serve families in that
jurisdiction. It may be that effective evidence‐based models are already in use and
could be expanded or further developed.
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In step 3 the concept of asset mapping was introduced and described in detail. This is
the process whereby the collective strengths and resources of the community are
gathered and organized in a way that allows the coalition to fully understand and
appreciate all that a given community or neighborhood has to offer. Step 4 draws on
this information when making decisions about interventions. Given the complexities of
funding streams and relative isolation of some organizational systems and departments,
it is possible for many programs and services to coexist in a community, but not be
aware of each other. Families will attest to the difficulty of navigating these challenging
waters to access services, which may be run by different organizations, have different
eligibility rules, be located in different parts of a city, or involve different professional
staff or caseworkers. Often, families must repeatedly provide the same or similar
information in each office they are required to visit. Sometimes, they receive similar
services from different organizations or departments, and sometimes the services they
need are not available at all or at a considerable distance that makes them inaccessible.
The organizations or departments responsible for providing services may or may not be
communicating with each other on a regular basis.
In order to determine what services may be missing or are inaccessible in a particular
region, it is helpful for a community coalition to know what services and programs are
already in place and where the gaps are. If coalition members are truly representative of
the community, then they will be well positioned to work together to compile the list of
resources. Once this is accomplished it will become clear where gaps in services exist,
which services need to be expanded, and which areas need more attention.
Intervention decisions will then be much more strategic and part of a larger picture of
community change that is integrated and collaborative in scope.

Checklist for Local Action
Once the planning committee and larger coalition have considered the priorities that
will guide the decision making, it is time to make the important decisions that will
change the “business as usual” approach to child welfare and juvenile justice. These
changes will be implemented in strategic, targeted ways, designed to directly impact
the root causes of ethnic disproportionality and disparate outcomes in your community.
Below are some practical guidelines when taking these important steps:

1. Report information to coalition
Much of the activity to gather information in the data collection and community
assessment phases (steps 2 and 3) takes place by smaller workgroups or outside
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consultants over a period of time. In order to make the best decisions for the
community, the larger coalition needs to be kept abreast of the process as it unfolds so
that everyone has the same foundation of information at the point when important
decisions are being made. It is important to remember that not everyone who is part of
the coalition will be participating in the focus groups or key informant interviews, for
example. Therefore, any coalition discussion about how to use the information
gathered in those studies should also include a review of the process and results.
It may work best for the coalition to come together several times in order to set
priorities, fully discuss possible courses of action, and make decisions about how to
proceed. In order to get to the point of implementing new programs or practices, these
are some of the key decisions that need to be discussed:
z

Based on the data and community
assessments, what decision points
will be the priorities for
intervention?
z Where in the system do these
decision points occur, upstream,
midstream, or downstream?
z What causes or drivers of
disproportionality will be impacted
– consumer (families and youth),
provider (professionals and service
providers), or system (policy and
institutional change)?
z Given existing and prospective
resources available to fund and staff
the interventions under
consideration, what will be the most
efficient use of time and resources
and where will you get the best
return on investment?

Case Study Example
After the community assessment phase was
completed in Saginaw County, a meeting of the
larger steering committee was held to present
and review the results of those studies in detail.
The attendees had ample opportunity to ask
questions about how the studies were conducted
and to clarify any areas of confusion. At each
meeting over the next weeks and months, as the
steering committee discussed intervention
options and adopted a plan of action, these
results were always summarized at the
beginning and attendees were brought up to
date on decisions made at previous meetings.
In this way anyone who had not been present
previously could participate in the current
discussion, knowing that a clear process and
progression of thought and activity was taking
place.
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Case Study Example
In Saginaw County a series of steering committee meetings took place to discuss the findings of the
community assessment studies and decide next directions and activities. The discussions were
lively and productive and over a period of several months a plan emerged that targeted specific
decision points chosen by the committee as having unacceptable levels of disproportionality. The
plan included interventions focused on all three areas of potential impact (consumer, provider, and
system). Members present at each meeting were able to discuss in depth each option being
considered before reaching consensus on whether to pursue it or not.

2. Research appropriate intervention options and evidencebased practice
If this has not been done already, it is important to gather this information before
proceeding to choose and implement interventions. Based on the priorities set by the
coalition and where the community wants to impact disproportionality, there will need
to be a good understanding of the interventions and programs most likely to achieve
the coalition’s stated goals.
This research can be occurring while the coalition is meeting to discuss priorities and
next steps. It may be a good task for a smaller subgroup of the coalition to work on
following the initial data collection and community assessment. As described earlier,
partnering with a local university to conduct this literature scan may be helpful in terms
of accessing scholarly journals and academic studies, and securing the expertise needed
for the analysis. As the coalition discussions occur and decisions are made about where
to make the most impact, this subgroup can be discussing the results of the scan,
reporting to the coalition, and making concrete recommendations based on the
information learned.

Case Study Example
The university consultant that conducted the Saginaw County community assessment studies also
conducted the literature review of evidence‐based programs and practices during the same time
frame. As the results of the assessments were compiled, the results of the evidence‐based literature
review were matched to different decision points according to the outcomes they impacted. When
the steering committee prioritized decision points to work on and began discussing intervention
options, they were able to explore options and make informed decisions based on the consultant’s
report.
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3. Align proposed interventions with existing community
resources
When introducing new programs and services, especially when there are multiple
programs and services already in place, it is helpful to know where the natural
intersections and potential collaborations already exist in the community. Existing
networks can facilitate new ways of working together and helps ensure the most
efficient use of limited resources.
Mapping the existing resources can be as simple as creating a list, or as complicated as
creating a visual graph showing the different systems, what programs and services they
offer, and how they intersect. As the discussions of coalition members’ progress, and
different options and opportunities are reviewed, it is likely that anecdotal information
will emerge regarding existing programs and services. For example, staff at the local
department of health and human services may learn of certain services being provided
by the local department of community mental health that they were previously
unaware of. School‐based programs may or may not be on the radar of personnel from
other governmental agencies. Law enforcement authorities and the courts may not be
aware of services available to families who are not yet involved in the legal system.
The goal of the coalition in this phase of the project should be to think creatively about
how to leverage existing services in ways that meet the needs of all families, and that
may go beyond traditional concepts of eligibility based on the “strings” attached to
funding sources. A full understanding of all community based resources across the
different systems is critical to a creative decision‐making process. By mapping or listing
these resources in one document that can be disseminated to coalition members and
updated as necessary, everyone participating in the coalition will have the same
baseline of information as decisions are being made.

4. Narrow options and choose interventions
Once the priorities are clear about where interventions will be targeted in the
community and the coalition discussions unfold over time, the opportunities for
collaborations as well as new programming will emerge. Therefore, as the coalition
sees how the different resources intersect, short and long term plans will begin to take
shape. The process and outcomes for this phase of the process will be as varied as the
communities engaged in this effort. Each community has unique needs and a unique
set of resources to build from. It is only through a series of structured, facilitated
discussions with as many stakeholder groups present as possible, that the best ideas
will emerge and take hold. The expertise and knowledge within the coalition
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membership will result in the most effective plan for implementing the chosen
interventions.

Case Study Example
As described above, the Saginaw County steering committee met over a period of months to
discuss the findings of the community assessment and determine a course of action utilizing
evidence‐based practices and programs. While these discussions were occurring, federal
funding became available to the county through the Michigan Committee on Juvenile
Justice to support the disproportionality project. The MCJJ, which knew about the work
taking place in Saginaw County and had provided funding before, invited the steering
committee to submit a proposal for how it would spend an additional $100,000. Operating
within a fairly tight time frame, the Saginaw steering committee came together for a special
session to decide the best way to spend this money. The discussion was facilitated by the
consultant who had been working with the group for almost three years, and by the end of
the session the group had decided to propose an extensive training program that would
achieve cultural competency and ethnic sensitivity at all levels throughout the community,
including law enforcement, faith communities, school systems, courts, mental health and
human services. These training opportunities would target executives, managers,
supervisors and front line personnel. The proposal was submitted and accepted for funding.
This opportunity to proceed with one of Saginaw County’s key priorities did not slow down
the steering committee’s exploration of the other interventions it had identified as part of the
overall plan. Another option under consideration was the expansion of both the juvenile
court diversion program, which had limited scope and effectiveness, and child welfare’s
system of care program, which was not able to reach all targeted families in the community.
The steering committee wanted to learn more about the design and operation of an
alternative approach in operation in another county within the state that seemed to contain
components similar to those under consideration in Saginaw. A group of steering
committee members chartered a bus and travelled to the other county to spend several hours
learning about that county’s experience—including both successes and lessons learned—
from the leaders coordinating and running that program. Attendees were then able to bring
that information back to the larger group and report on both its benefits and challenges as
they considered whether to adopt something similar in Saginaw.

5. Explore funding sources
The subgroup responsible for exploring funding sources to maintain the project as a
whole should also be actively working on funding to support specific interventions.
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This is an ongoing, long‐term responsibility, and the funding avenues pursued will shift
and change depending on the needs. Some foundations only fund certain types of
direct service programming, while others may focus more on training initiatives and
workforce development. There will be public funding opportunities as well as private
ones, and some opportunities will have geographic limitations while others are
available nationally. The degree of competition for these funds will be determined by
who is eligible to apply for them, and it often helps to have personal or professional
relationships with those individuals who control certain funding streams. If funders
have worked with individuals or organizations in the past and had good experiences,
that track record can pave the way to new collaborations. Certain funds are available
only to private nonprofit organizations, and others are only available to public agencies.
Some funders require community collaborations rather than single‐source
implementation.
The point is that the search for funding is an ongoing one and is critical at all phases of
this project. The more the coalition is working together towards a common goal, the
more likely it is that the level of competition between agencies will decrease and the
level of cooperation will increase, providing opportunities to share limited resources in
ways that will yield the biggest impact.

Case Study Example
At the end of Year 2 of the Saginaw project, it was not clear that there would be enough money to
continue paying the independent consultant who was considered key to facilitating and guiding
the work of the Steering Committee into the intervention and implementation phase. This issue
was raised by the core planning group with the steering committee, and the members considered
different options as they discussed the value and desirability of retaining the consultant. As a
result of those discussions, some steering committee members were able to allocate funds to pay
for the consultant in Year 3 through the Saginaw Community Mental Health Authority
(SCCMHA). This was possible because the work of the steering committee was considered an
important collaboration by the SCCMHA and well within SCCMHA’s own mission‐driven
priorities. The working relationships among steering committee members—coupled with the
enormous progress that had been achieved and the coalition’s desire to see the work continue—
directly impacted SCCMHA’s decision to allocate those important funds.
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6. Infrastructure to support partnerships
To the extent that interventions require collaborations across organizations or systems,
it will be necessary to have an infrastructure in place for managing the collaborative
relationships. The collaborators who are sharing the funding will need to decide:
z

Who will manage the receipt and disbursement of funds?
z Who is responsible for accountability and reporting requirements?
z Who will provide the staffing and supervision needed to manage the logistics of
implementation?
These issues will likely be resolved for the most part in the funding proposal, but they
are mentioned here because these decisions and negotiations can become very
important when working out the details of a given intervention option or plan.
Depending on the level of trust at this point in the project between different
organizations and systems, this task will either be easy or difficult. If difficult, it may
require the assistance of the outside facilitator to aid the negotiation process as funding
sources are explored and evaluated, as proposals are written and submitted, and as
programs get funded and implemented.
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Step 5: Staying Engaged – Evaluation
and Sustainability ___________________
Key Question: Are we making a difference?
Community level change is a long‐term process. Just as the circumstances resulting in a
pattern of disproportionality developed and became entrenched over a long period of
time, the solutions to reducing the negative impact of those disparities will likely take
years to achieve. Essential to any large‐scale effort to change the status quo is a
mechanism for measuring the level of success in achieving the goals set at the beginning
of the process. Equally important is developing the institutional structures that will be
needed to maintain momentum and sustain the effort into the future.

The Big Picture
What is known about measuring and sustaining change efforts over the long term?
Reducing disproportionate outcomes in child welfare and juvenile justice requires
personal commitment on the part of coalition members to monitoring and maintaining
long‐term results. It also requires financial and staff resources to establish and support
the infrastructure that will be needed over the long term. The community‐based
approach as described is multidimensional, and therefore requires a multilevel plan
(described in this section) for evaluating progress, monitoring results, and continuing
the process.

Monitoring Results/Evaluation
The importance of evaluation cannot be overstated, and ideally it will be ongoing
throughout the project. Funders, both public and private, increasingly require it as a
condition of receiving much needed financial support. Administrators and community
leaders want to be assured that organizations are operating in a way that is consistent
with improving the lives of those they serve. Frontline workers want to know that what
they do on a day‐to‐day basis is making a difference. Policymakers want to know that
if they allocate funding or mandate changes at a systemic or legislative level it will yield
results. And finally, the parents and children on the receiving end of services deserve
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to know that the interventions they participate in, whether voluntary or mandated,
truly help keep children safe and foster healthy families and communities.
Deciding exactly what to evaluate and how to go about it will connect back to the
original plan that was developed when the project first got underway. What is the best
way to measure the success of the effort? There are two primary areas that need
evaluating when it comes to collaborative efforts to reduce disproportionality in child
welfare and juvenile justice.
Looking at Outcomes to Determine Success of Interventions
A data‐driven change process, by definition, depends on reliable and consistent data to
guide decisions. The best way to know whether the process followed by the
community has been an effective one, and whether the decisions made were the right
ones, is to measure the concrete results of that process and those decisions (Tilbury &
Thoburn, 2009). Ongoing data collection, as developed during step 2, will enable these
results to be compared from year to year. These comparisons over time serve to inform
the coalition and the community whether the overriding goal of reducing disparate
outcomes has been achieved.
Monitoring the decision point data over a period of years will show patterns over time
and let the community know whether the numbers are trending upward or downward.
Without the data feeding into that larger context, communities will have difficulty
identifying ongoing or emerging problems, or making adjustments to interventions
where needed. In the report ”Places to watch: Promising practices to address racial
disproportionality in child welfare,” the importance of data was emphasized at every
level of the process (Jones, 2006). The report analyzed efforts to reduce DMC in ten
states and identified factors common across jurisdictions that were deemed essential to
success. Institutionalizing ongoing data collection and evaluation strategies were seen
as key to a community’s ability to track progress.
Outcome data is generally collected at a certain point during the year, covering a given
window of time. In order to make valid comparisons to prior years, the data should be
collected during the same time window every year. It is recommended to limit the
annual “snapshot” to a predictable time frame, and to specific decision points, rather
than tracking specific cases through the system. Data collected in this way would allow
evaluators to focus on changes occurring at different points in the process. This
approach would, in turn, lend itself to further analysis when reviewing the quality of
implemented changes to the system or programs (Wulczyn, Orlebeke, & Haight, 2009).
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Measuring outcomes in terms of the raw data associated with different decision points
is fairly straightforward once a system is in place for ensuring both quality of the data
and its consistency across the institutional spectrum and systems. Understanding how
the change was achieved can be as important as knowing whether it was achieved
(Tilbury & Thoburn, 2009). Measuring the effectiveness of the interventions and
whether there is a causal link between the intervention and the outcome, however, can
be difficult. Examining whether changes in behavior, policy, or attitude have led to
cultural and societal shifts in the ways communities approach the overall issues of race,
child welfare, and juvenile justice is an important step.
Looking at Process to Evaluate Success of the Collaboration
The ability to work effectively together across systems and cultures is not easy,
particularly over long periods of time and when stakeholders hold vastly different
agendas, missions, or approaches to their work. Therefore, in addition to tracking the
disproportionality statistics and evaluating effectiveness of the interventions, it is also
very important to evaluate the process followed by the community in undertaking this
collective effort to reduce disproportionality.
There is a movement afoot to rethink the conversation about how to achieve social
change. Collaborative partnerships have been around a long while and can take many
forms, such as stakeholder coalitions, public/private partnerships, and applying
entrepreneurial business models to social problems, to name a few. Funders tend to
encourage, and in many cases even require, collaborative efforts, but there is often a
lack of cohesion when it comes to coordination, identifying participants, and sustaining
the effort over time. Shifting priorities and institutional agendas can create barriers to
the long‐term commitment that is needed, especially when it comes to some of the
entrenched issues associated with child welfare and juvenile justice. Some of the
current thinking in this area suggests that to be successful over the long term,
community‐based social change efforts need to be able to achieve “collective impact,” or
change across sectors that work toward a common set of goals (Kania & Kramer, 2011).
This approach is relevant to the discussion about child welfare and juvenile justice,
areas of practice which, by their very nature, typically involve numerous formal and
informal institutions and systems (examples include schools, mental health, courts, law
enforcement, public health, and human services, among others). According a report
entitled “Collective Impact” from the Stanford Social Innovation Review, five
conditions are necessary for collective impact to occur:
1. Common agenda
2. Shared measurement systems
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3. Mutually‐reinforcing activities
4. Continuous communication
5. Backbone support organizations
These components were discussed individually and in more detail earlier (step 1) as
important considerations when initially setting up the community coalition and the
process that would guide it. They remain important throughout the project, but
especially in the context of evaluating and understanding the community change
process and how effective it is. When determining the level of success of a collaborative
process, there are several domains that merit examination and evaluation (Miller, Perry,
& Thomson, 2009):
z
z

z

z
z

Governance: The structures that are in place to facilitate joint decision‐making and
how well they work.
Administration: The effectiveness of structures that coordinate the various activities
of the collaboration, such as disseminating information, communication to and
among members, scheduling processes, etc.
Organized Autonomy: How well members are able to manage the inherent tensions
between their responsibility to the respective organizations they represent and their
responsibility to interests and goals of the collaborative enterprise.
Mutuality: How well members of the collaborative foster and maintain their
interdependence and shared interests and passions.
Norms: How well members develop the ability to deal fairly and respectfully with
each other, developing trusting and reciprocal relationships that transcend
differences and lead to longer‐term commitments to each other and to the
collaboration.

Research suggests that successful collaborations are those that are able to achieve a high
degree of effectiveness and participant satisfaction in navigating these domains. Doing
so results in collaborative experiences that exist independently of the individual,
subjective interpretations of reality. In other words, a successful collaboration can
become its own reality in that community, and its own “independent phenomenon”
(Miller et al., 2009, 38). Once that happens, the pieces are in place to sustain the
collaborative relationships as the community‐based effort evolves over time, adapting
to changing circumstances and shifting priorities.

Next Steps/Sustaining the Effort
There seems to be general agreement about how challenging it can be to sustain an
ambitious, community‐wide effort such as the one described here, over the long term.
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Yet, as has been stated repeatedly throughout this Guidebook, long‐term change
requires long‐term commitment. The challenges and complexities inherent in
sustaining community collaborations, especially those that have achieved positive
results for children and families, cannot be allowed to stop the important progress that
is possible. Studies indicate that it can be done, provided that the ingredients for long‐
term success remain in place. These include:
z
z

z
z
z

z
z

A common vision and shared decision‐making processes among stakeholder groups
(Rycraft & Dettlaff, 2009)
Providing continuing opportunities for dialogue about complex issues and
implementing change at multiple levels of the different systems (Duarte & Summers,
2012)
Ongoing collection and communication of outcomes to policy‐makers and the larger
community (Wall et al., 2010)
An operational structure that will ensure stability of the effort and allow it to
become institutionalized into the fabric of the community (Heath & Frey, 2004)
The collective experience and celebration of smaller successes that move the
community beyond mere dialogue and in the direction of the larger goals and
objectives (Zoller, 2000)
Flexibility to make adjustments to changing conditions, priorities, resource needs,
and leadership (National Charrette Institute, 2004)
Clear long‐term commitment from organizational leaders to a sustained effort to
achieve change (Ward, 2008)

When the importance of these components is understood, and when those components
are continually nurtured and supported, communities will be poised to maximize
available resources in ways that will achieve great things for children, youth and
families. At the same time, communities will be able to work together over time and in
different ways to minimize the impact of historical patterns of racial disparities and
disproportionate outcomes in child welfare and juvenile justice.

Local Context: What to consider when
evaluating results and planning for the future
Evaluation and long‐term planning go hand in hand. In order to move through each
phase of the project and maintain forward momentum, the community needs to know
how effective the effort to date has been. To what extent were the planners, leaders,
and coordinators successful in achieving a truly collaborative, representative,
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community based effort? What were the goals of the collaboration? Were they
achieved? Was the process followed an effective one? What could be improved going
forward?
The questions and considerations described in this final section ideally will be present
throughout the process. Sometimes they will be in the background, when priorities are
necessarily focused on more immediate activities and concerns. But often they will be in
the forefront, such as when workplans are being developed, or grant proposals are
being written, or programs being implemented. Any short‐term decision or strategy
needs to align with the long term goals of the project. This ensures that each action has
a clear purpose and can lead to the next decision, action, or project phase. To do this
well requires certain strategic considerations.
When evaluating community‐based change efforts it is useful to think in terms of not
only evaluating the results of the effort but also the process by which those results were
achieved. On the one hand it is important to know whether a reduction in
disproportionality was achieved, and if so, the extent of that reduction and whether it
occurred in child welfare, juvenile justice, or both. Equally important is the question
whether the process followed by the community was itself a successful process. In both
cases, understanding what occurred at a deeper level will enable the community to
understand the effectiveness of its undertaking, which then leads to informed decisions
to improve the process going forward.

Evaluating Results: RRI and disproportionality trends
Once the infrastructure is in place for collecting the key decision point data (step 2), that
same infrastructure can be institutionalized so that the disproportionality data for a
community will be collected routinely every year. This requires allocation of adequate
staffing resources to make sure: (1) data gets collected; and, (2) coordination with the
person, committee or organization responsible for organizing and interpreting the data
each year occurs. Continuation of the data subcommittee or workgroup established
during the initial phases of the project will help to ensure that any problems with
quality or consistency of data across systems and institutions get resolved in succeeding
years. This is important to maintaining accuracy and integrity of the data over time.
Although states and local communities are already required by various state and
federal authorities to maintain data at every step of a child’s journey through the child
welfare or juvenile justice system, care needs to be taken that the information going into
the system is entered in a consistent way and can be compared within and across
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systems for purposes of determining levels of disproportionality. Over time, as the
patterns and trends emerge over a period of years, the coalition will be able to:
z

See changes in the relative rate index (RRI) figures from year to year
z Watch trends relating to specific decision points
z Use the data to identify areas needing improvement and inform next steps
Once the trend data provided by the raw numbers and RRI information is available, the
assessment process described in step 3 provides a basis for linking the new
disproportionality data to its underlying causal factors. For example, the coalition may
decide to conduct a new community survey or another round of focus groups in order
to discover new insights that would help the coalition identify and understand any
changes that may be impacting the community. Understanding the meaning behind the
numbers is a necessary step to making new intervention decisions based on that
information.

Evaluating Results: Implementation, fidelity, and
effectiveness
Another important area of evaluation is determining the effectiveness of the
interventions implemented by the coalition. As discussed in step 4, evidence‐based
practices and programs offer the best chance of achieving the desired results because
they have been rigorously studied and understood in terms of the program components
that are necessary to achieve success. Evaluation, then, takes the form of measuring
whether and to what extent those prescribed program components were adhered to
(fidelity) and whether and to what extent the program was successful in achieving the
desired change (effectiveness). Determining effectiveness will depend on what goals a
particular intervention is intended to achieve (for example, fewer placements, more
effective parenting, reduced arrests or detentions, etc.).
The coalition will need to decide what specific criteria will best measure a given
intervention, and then ensure that structures and staffing are in place to gather the
necessary information and data. Entire volumes have been written to guide
organizations and communities in the art of effective program planning and evaluation,
and such a detailed discussion goes beyond the scope of this Guidebook. Resources
and links are included in Appendix G for communities and organizations wishing more
detailed guidance. The important point here is that once the decision has been made to
adopt a particular intervention, that is also the time to be discussing how that
intervention will be measured and evaluated, and incorporating the plan for doing so
into the overall plan for implementation.
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Evaluating the Process: How well is the collaboration
working?
A very different type of evaluation is one that looks at how well the stakeholders
themselves were able to work together towards the goal of reducing disproportionality.
As noted above, successful community collaborations take a fair amount of effort. It is
important for the planners and conveners to understand what is working well and what
needs improvement as the collaborative relationships unfold and mature. The
experience and attitude of the participants may be vastly different than that of the
organizers, and understanding how those differences may impact the project may mean
the difference between success and failure. The organizers and facilitators of the
coalition, therefore, act as key observers, and need to be able to tune in to the
perceptions of participants before, during and after each meeting. In this way, any
adjustments needed to enhance the productivity and effectiveness of the stakeholder
group can then take place, hopefully before the next meeting.
Process evaluations, sometimes called formative evaluations, need to be planned and
executed carefully. The planners will need to decide how this type of evaluation will
occur, and who will be responsible for obtaining the necessary information. A sample
format for developing a process evaluation plan is included Appendix I. Essentially,
this type of evaluation is designed to look at how effectively the different constituent
groups and stakeholders are working together, and examines the following questions:
z
z
z

z

z
z

z

How inclusive is the group? Are the right people in the room? Who might be
missing from the discussion?
How productive is the group in working together? This raises issues of efficiency
and use of time, as well as how decisions are being made.
What is the level of engagement of meeting/group participants? Do attendees feel a
sense of purpose, that they are part of something important, that their participation
or contribution is valued?
What is the quality of the relationships among group members? What is the level of
mutual trust for each other and respect for the different perspectives represented by
the different individuals and stakeholder groups?
To what degree did the group accomplish its goals (both short‐term and long‐term)?
What worked well and what did not work well in terms of the meetings,
productivity, decision making, group discussions, problem‐solving, conflict
management, logistics, etc.?
What changes are needed that would improve the experience of participants?
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Other questions may also be relevant depending upon the particular community group
and its priorities and goals. See Appendix J for sample survey questions targeting
meeting participants. Looking back at the effectiveness of the collaborative process will
avoid the temptation to make assumptions about how well it is working. Rigorously
evaluating and debriefing every meeting will foster the practice of applying the same
standard of effectiveness to the coalition activities as the coalition will apply to the data
collection and intervention activities.

Sustaining the Effort: Determining next steps
Throughout the process described in this Guidebook, coalition participants need to be
asking some basic questions: (1) Where are we in the big picture?; (2) Where do we still
need to go?; and (3) how are we going to get there? As the initial stages of the project
unfold and the community looks to continue the work into the future, there are a
number of important strategic decisions to be made. These decisions will determine
how the work of the coalition will move forward, and who will move it. They include:
z

Coalition as an active entity: Once the initial period of funding ends, the decision to
continue meeting needs to be a conscious and deliberate one that is revisited on a
regular basis. Maintaining the group and its momentum over the long term implies
a certain level of commitment on the part of the most active participants, and should
not be taken for granted or assumed. Relevant questions to consider include:
 How often will meetings occur and what is their purpose?
h In addition to reporting and decision making, bringing people together to
discuss and deliberate important issues can serve other purposes, such as
maintaining the relationships and institutional networks that were developed
earlier in the project.
h The frequency of meetings can influence participants’ sense of urgency and
commitment to the goals of the collaboration. It can also foster a broader
culture of community collaboration and collective problem‐solving, which
can then carry over to other social problems that go beyond
disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice.
 Will meetings occur only when decisions need to be made or will there be a
standing schedule for the group to come together to report on continuing
progress toward goals or to address concerns that may emerge in the
community?
 What financial and staff resources need to be in place to support the continuing
work of the coalition? Who will be responsible for exploring and securing those
resources?
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Will existing leadership (individual or agency) remain in those roles? If not, how
will the group transition to a different leadership model and who will be in
charge of convening the planning group or the larger coalition?

z

What are the stages of work yet to be done?
 Maintaining momentum means an ongoing commitment to collect and analyze
RRI data for each decision point every year. The coalition will need to figure out
how this is going to happen and whether a consultant or other outside source
will be part of that process. Other related considerations:
h If there was an issue in earlier stages regarding the quality of the data at
certain decision points, have those issues been resolved? If not, what needs to
happen and how will it be resolved going forward?
h How frequently will the data be collected? It is recommended that RRI data
be collected at least annually. What are the rationales for collecting it more or
less frequently than once a year?
h Who will be responsible for compiling and analyzing the data?
z
Maintaining continuity in terms of how the data is analyzed from year to
year will ensure that the coalition is able to make meaningful
comparisons. Therefore, if a consultant was used in the early stages to
perform this function, the coalition may decide to allocate resources
sufficient to keep that consultant in place for the future. This allows an
accumulation of data to occur that can in turn facilitate important trend
studies over time.

z

What is the infrastructure needed to move the work of the coalition into the future?
 This is an important consideration that will impact continuity, communication,
and accumulation of the “institutional memory” of the project as time unfolds.
To the extent that people come and go, if the work of the coalition is to continue
then it needs to be “owned” by an agency that can serve as the backbone of the
effort and take on the responsibility of coordinating the logistics of future work
and shepherding the process.
 Who are the institutional leaders of the work going forward? Who are the
individuals within those institutions with responsibility to move it forward?
 What are the staffing and financial resource needs to support the leadership and
the work?
 Who will be responsible for specific tasks, such as convening the planning group,
convening the full coalition, arranging for the annual data collection, setting
goals and priorities, maintaining a current list of coalition members and
communicating with them?
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Funding Considerations
Where will the funding come from to support both evaluation efforts and continuing
work toward the long‐term goals? This Guidebook has discussed the issue of funding
resources at different points throughout the document. However, there are strategic
considerations that are particularly relevant to the funding issues raised in step 5:
z

When crafting a funding proposal for a particular intervention or program, it may
be appropriate to include a specific line item in the budget to support program
evaluation. The amount to request will depend on the breadth and depth of the
evaluation process that is being proposed. Some thoughts to consider when
estimating the costs associated with evaluation:
 Will the evaluation be conducted by an outside evaluator or consultant, or will it
be handled internally?
 What expertise is needed to conduct the evaluation? Who has the skills to do the
work required?
 How much time will be required to complete the work?
 What other ancillary costs can be anticipated (travel, etc.)?
z Sources that fund long‐term goals and objectives and sustainability may be different
than those that fund shorter term aspects of the project. For example, one
foundation may be willing to fund the launch of a new program intervention, while
another may be more appropriate to fund the work of the coalition.
z Given the different funding needs for the different activities and goals, all coalition
stakeholder groups need to be vigilant at all times in watching for opportunities to
emerge. Those opportunities need to be brought to the attention of the planning
group or subcommittee responsibility for pursuing funding sources.
z Different agencies may have access to different funding streams, and there may be
legislative opportunities as well at either the state or local levels. The point is that
coalition members should not see the pursuit of funds as a competition, but rather as
a cooperative process to expand and enlarge the pie rather than fighting over
individual slices of a smaller pie.
It is important to note that private foundations, which have traditionally funded short‐
term start‐up projects, are beginning to see the value of a longer term investment in
communities that are working to collectively solve social problems. This may result in
opportunities to partner with private foundations in new ways that celebrate and
reward long‐term successes as well as short‐term ones.
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Checklist for Local Action
When it comes to evaluation and sustainability, many of the necessary activities to
ensure long‐term success, achievement of goals, and continued engagement by coalition
members will be incorporated into the process at the beginning. The considerations and
tasks that are needed to set up the coalition initially are the same ones that are needed
to sustain the effort past the initial stages. Ideally, as the project develops over time
lasting professional relationships will form, trust and respect will build, frequent
communication becomes routine, and the stakeholders’ ability to come together to
discuss, deliberate, and reach consensus on important issues will become entrenched as
part of the culture and fabric of the community itself. The following recommendations
will enhance the chance that this vision becomes a reality in any community.

1. Engaging and sustaining coalition members
An effective way to avoid staleness of ideas and burnout fatigue among coalition
members, especially those in leadership positions or on the planning team is to
continually invite new members to participate in the coalition. New ideas and new
perspectives provide freshness to the group process. New members can bring their
creativity, enthusiasm and excitement into the discussion, which can be valuable to the
group, especially if there is a thorny problem to be resolved. Unhampered by the
parameters of previous discussions, new members often provide fresh insight to old
problems, even in cases where the immediate response is “been there, done that.”
Sometimes revisiting an old idea in a new context can lead to new and better solutions.
Given that it can be intimidating for new persons to join an existing or ongoing group,
special care is needed on the part of the core planning team to make sure the experience
is a meaningful and valuable one for both the coalition as a whole and any new
participants. Here are some suggestions to help make that happen:
z

Orientation Packet. A brief “Orientation Packet” for all new members, which can be
updated as needed, will contain important information about the scope of the
project, timeline, goals, activities to date, stakeholder groups, subcommittees, etc.
Anything deemed relevant or necessary to get a new coalition member up to speed
easily and quickly can be included. Depending upon who the new members are,
there may be a need for a more extensive orientation or training in order for the new
members to feel a full part of the coalition.
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Case Study Example
In Saginaw County, the Steering Committee decided to make a concerted outreach effort to
engage youth and families involved in the systems and include them in the work of the
community group. Because the larger group included representatives and executive level
leadership of law enforcement, schools, mental health, and human services organizations,
concerns were raised about the possible intimidation youth and families might feel in the presence
of these professionals who had been meeting for some time already. The Steering Committee
wanted to find a way to ensure that this would not happen, and to empower the youth and
families to be full, contributing members of the Steering Committee whose voices were valued,
important, and critical to the efforts to reduce racial disparities. With this in mind, a separate
outreach effort and two‐day training event was planned that would attend to this population’s
unique sensitivities, provide information about the work conducted to date, and invite them to
become full members of the Steering Committee.

z

Personal Contact. To foster a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere, it is
recommended that someone on the core planning team or an established member of
the coalition extend a personal invitation to each meeting for the first few times the
newcomer attends. A casual phone call reminder about the meeting sends the
message to the person that their presence is valued, needed, and expected. This type
of personal outreach and extra effort is particularly important for individuals or
organizations that are underrepresented on the coalition. They may be
underrepresented precisely because prior attendees did not feel welcome. In this
context it is important to be mindful of how perceptions can distort reality. The
coalition as a whole may think it is a very welcoming environment for newcomers,
but the actual experience of each person attending may be very different. Personal
outreach can often break through those distorted perceptions.
z Introductions. At the meeting itself, it is important to make sure any new members
are personally greeted by the leadership and thanked for their attendance and time
commitment to the project. It is always a good idea at any meeting to go around the
room and ask people to identify themselves and the group or constituency they
represent, and everyone needs to be thanked for their time and effort occasionally.
This is also important even if some people are calling into the meeting.
Acknowledging their presence by phone will help them feel a part of the larger,
physical group.
z Use the Breaks. Not everyone has the same skill level when it comes to participating
in large group meetings. Many individuals are very competent at their jobs, and
may be experts in their field, yet be very awkward in social situations. Seasoned
members of the planning team and coalition leadership should always be on the
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lookout for people who are not talking to anyone or not participating in the meeting
itself. Striking up a short conversation before or after the meeting, or during breaks,
can help break the ice for those who may feel uncomfortable or even awkward, and
keep them coming back.
z Encourage Speaking Up. A corollary to the above is to pay attention to who is talking
and who is not. If the same people are dominating every conversation, and some
constituent or stakeholder groups are consistently left out of the conversation, then
more targeted efforts are needed to draw out a more diverse set of views,
perspectives and ideas. A skilled group facilitator will be able to do this, but
coalition members should also pay attention to whose voices are or are not being
expressed or heard.
z Regular Communication. An important way to keep participants interested and
engaged is to keep them informed through regular communications. In this day and
age of the internet and email, it is very easy to send group messages to everyone,
updating them on activities taking places between meetings. Such communications
by planning team members or the coalition leadership can provide a sense of
belonging to something bigger, something important, and can lead to higher levels
of engagement. Of course, balance is important to avoid overwhelming busy people
with emails that serve no useful purpose. Such communications should be short
and to the point, yet informative.

2. Measuring the process
There are several techniques and tools that can be used to measure how well the
coalition is working toward the goal of reducing disproportionality. These include:
z

Surveys. Consider asking all attendees at every meeting to fill out a short survey.
Questions on such a survey would target information that will let the coalition and
planning team members know whether there are any concerns related to the
collaborative process. Included in Appendix J is a sample survey, which targets the
following information:
 Demographics of attendees (how representative is the coalition of the
organizations, populations, and systems concerned with child welfare and
juvenile justice issues?)
 Meeting environment (adequacy of facilities, parking, food, seating, etc.)
 Level of participation (adequacy of opportunities to share in discussions and
offer diverse perspectives)
 Productivity and efficiency (effectiveness of the meeting mechanics – keeping to
agenda, managing conflict, allowing all voices/perspectives, goals achieved, etc.)
 Suggestions for future meetings (areas needing improvement)
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z

Interviews and Personal Check‐Ins. It is extremely important for planning team
members to regularly solicit feedback about how well the project is proceeding and
what would make the experience better for coalition members. These types of
check‐ins send an important message that all feedback is good feedback and that the
planning team is attentive to the needs of all coalition members. If someone stops
attending, it is important to know why if the person is willing to share the reason. If
anyone has any concerns about how the meetings are being conducted, there needs
to be a venue for expressing that concern. Cultivating a culture that invites all types
of feedback will encourage coalition members to come forward when something is
bothering them. They will know that their concerns are important and will be
addressed.

z

Planning Team Debriefs. After every meeting of the coalition the planning team
should schedule some time to discuss how the meeting went. The closer this debrief
is to the meeting that just occurred, the more valuable it will be. Some will go better
than others, and debriefing the experience from the planning team perspective while
everything is still fresh offers important insight that will aid in planning future
meetings. Some key questions to ask after every meeting:
 Were the goals of the meeting met? If not, why not? If yes, what made that
possible?
 What went particularly well during the meeting?
 What did not go particularly well during the meeting?
 What needs to be different next time?
 How well did the group work together?
 What constituent groups/stakeholders were present? Which were missing?

By asking these questions after every meeting, the planning team will be able to make
adjustments before the next meeting that are specifically designed to enhance coalition
members’ experience, and increase the productivity and effectiveness of the work. By
having their needs attended to, coalition members are much more likely to stay
engaged over the long term, thereby greatly increasing the chances for success of the
project in reducing racial and ethnic disparities in child welfare and juvenile justice.
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Conclusion ________________________
This Guidebook provides a framework for exploring and understanding the complex
issues that underlie ethnic disproportionality and disparate outcomes in the child
welfare and juvenile justice systems. By following the recommendations here,
communities can come together, pool their considerable resources, and work
collectively to reduce the disparities in those systems. Such a comprehensive view of
the issue, and acknowledging it as a community concern rather than the responsibility
of just one agency or entity, allows every community to be poised to provide the caring,
protective, supportive environment that all families need in order to thrive, succeed,
and contribute to the collective good of the entire community.
Additional resources can be found in the Bibliography and in the appendices that will
provide more in‐depth information about some of the topics and concepts discussed
here.
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Appendix A. Michigan Race Equity
Coalition Workgroups – Initial Charge
and Accomplishments _______________
Data & Assessment Work Group Charge
Review data and assessment recommendations in previously issued Michigan specific
child welfare and juvenile justice reports. Advise Coalition regarding data
system/assessment reforms to identify racial and ethnic disparities and the contributing
causes of those disparities. Recommend better data collection methods for dual wards
who have contact with both child welfare and juvenile justice systems. Assess and
identify the underlying causes of racial/ethnic disparities.
What they accomplished:
z Reviewed data and assessment recommendations in previously issued Michigan
specific child welfare and juvenile justice reports.
z Developed, vetted, and ratified a data collection plan with definitions for decisions
points, data elements, and other demographic and case data.
z Compiled and reviewed state and county level reports, which included Relative
Rate Indexes for each child welfare and juvenile justice decision point by county and
race/ethnicity.
z Conducted preliminary discussions about the different data systems used for
juvenile justice and child welfare data and the obstacles to collecting and analyzing
data about youth who are dual wards and those who are not dual wards but are
served sequentially or simultaneously by the two systems.
z Developed recommendations for better data and analysis related to dual wards.
z Discussed the relationship between data collected, possible underlying causes of
disproportionality, and subsequent assessment.

Policy Work Group Charge
Review program policy recommendations in previously issued Michigan specific child
welfare and juvenile justice reports. Review national reports and evaluations of
programs in other states concerning the reduction of child welfare and juvenile justice
disparities. Recommend evidence based interventions that have potential to reduce
racial/ethnic disparities. Identify successful program interventions and strategies to
reduce disparities developed by Michigan demonstration projects. Recommend
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evidence based interventions that have potential to reduce racial/ethnic disparities.
Identify and recommend potential interdisciplinary collaborations that may improve
outcomes for families and youth of color.
What they accomplished:
z Compiled a list of recommendations from previous Michigan reports.
z Identified some of the current MDHHS initiatives and activities that may have an
impact on reducing disparities.
z Reviewed and discussed the findings from the Fourth National Incidence Study of
Child Abuse and Neglect
z Developed some preliminary recommendations for further consideration after
reviewing county level data.

Training Work Group Charge
Review staff development/training recommendations in previously issued in Michigan
specific child welfare and juvenile justice reports and the Modified Settlement
Agreement. Review national reports and evaluations of training strategies in other
states to reduce child welfare and juvenile justice disparities. Recommend specific
training practices to reduce child welfare and juvenile justice disparities. Examine
specific training needs for those making “first contact” with youth and families (Child
Protective Services and law enforcement).
What they accomplished:
z Compiled a list of recommendations in previous reports.
z Developed some preliminary recommendations about supporting Knowing Who You
Are facilitators in Michigan who can deliver training at low cost on an ongoing basis.
z Documented the positive value of Knowing Who You Are training.
z Identified audiences that would need to receive the training if provided more
broadly throughout the state.
z Documented results about “pitfalls, traps and what to avoid” in planning and
developing training related to race equity and diversity.
z Identified some of the existing resources for diversity training that may be available
from the various partners involved in serving children and families in the child
welfare and juvenile justice systems.
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Funding Work Group Charge
Review data and funding recommendations in previously issued Michigan specific
child welfare and juvenile justice reports. Review national reports and funding
strategies in other states to reduce child welfare and juvenile justice disparities. Review
potential for integrating/coordination of current streams available to maximize support
services for children, youth and their families involved in the child welfare system.
Assess potential for public /private funding partnerships.
What they accomplished:
z Reviewed and compiled a list of funding recommendations in previously issued
Michigan specific child welfare and juvenile justice reports.
z Discussed several potential funding strategies including foundations, legislative
support, state agency collaborations, and tribal organization support.
z Determined that it will be able to review the underlying causes of disproportionality
and program recommendations developed to address those causes only upon
receipt of relevant findings and recommendations from the other Workgroups.
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Appendix B. Michigan and Saginaw
County Decision Points and RRI Method
of Comparing Data __________________
Definition of Child Welfare Decision Points
1. Complaints Assigned for Investigation (Assignment): Alleged child abuse or
neglect reported to the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services
(MDHHS) that if found true would constitute abuse and neglect within the meaning
of the Child Protection Law. Each child in a complaint is assigned to a worker for a
field investigation.
2. Child Protective Services (CPS) Disposition: Following a field investigation, the
Department’s findings are categorized into one of five levels:
a. Category I – CPS investigated and found a preponderance of evidence of child
abuse and/or neglect and the Child Protection Law or policy requires a petition
for court action. The perpetrator is listed on Central Registry.
b. Category II – CPS investigated and found a preponderance of evidence of child
abuse and/or neglect and the risk to children is high or intensive. CPS must open
a protective service case and provide services. The perpetrator is listed on
Central Registry.
c. Category III – CPS investigated and found there was a preponderance of
evidence of child abuse and/or neglect and the risk to children was low or
moderate. CPS must assist the family in receiving community‐based services
commensurate with the risk to the child. The perpetrator is not listed on Central
Registry.
d. Category IV – CPS investigated and found there was not a preponderance of
evidence of child abuse and/or neglect. CPS may assist the family in accessing
community‐based services.
e. Category V – CPS investigated and found no evidence of child abuse and/or
neglect, or the family did not cooperate and the court did not require them to
cooperate, or the family cannot be located.
3. Out of Home Placement: The child is removed from the parental or custodial home
and placed out of home by court order at any time during the child welfare
proceedings during that reporting period.
4. Termination of Parental Rights: Both parents of the child have had their parental
rights terminated either through release or a through a termination trial and the
appellate period expired during that reporting period.
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5. Children Exiting Foster Care: Child‐level information by type of exit:
a. Reunification: The process of reuniting the child with the birth family, which is
widely recognized as the initial objective in foster care.
b. Adoption: After termination of parental rights, adoption is the preferred goal
with permanent legal guardianship as an alternate goal if in the best interests of
the child.
c. Guardianship: Juvenile guardianship is available for temporary and permanent
court wards and state wards when reunification or adoption have been ruled out
as permanency goals.
d. Relatives: The child is placed with a fit and willing relative in a permanent
placement when the child cannot be reunified, adopted, or placed in a
guardianship.
e. Aged Out: The child turned 18 and has not been reunified, adopted, or placed in
a guardianship or with relatives. This is not a permanency goal.
f. Death: Children who leave the foster care system through death due to any cause
(e.g., illness, accident, crime, or maltreatment).
Note: The data are collected at “point in time” by decision point for the year identified rather
than a “cohort” tracking method. All data need to be interpreted cautiously due to the variance
in practices between workers and counties. Centralized intake will provide more consistency
across the state with practices and data entry.

Definition of Juvenile Justice Decision Points
1. Arrest: Youth are considered to be arrested when law enforcement agencies
apprehend, stop, or otherwise contact them and suspect them of having committed a
delinquent act. Delinquent acts are those that, if an adult commits them, would be
criminal, including crimes against persons, crimes against property, drug offenses,
and crimes against the public order.
2. Referral: Referral is when a potentially delinquent youth is sent forward for legal
processing and received by a prosecutor, either as a result of law enforcement action
or upon a complaint by a citizen or school.
3. Diversion: The diversion population includes all youth referred for legal processing
but handled without the filing of formal charges.
4. Detention: Detention refers to youth held in secure detention facilities at some point
during court processing of delinquency cases (i.e., prior to disposition).
5. Petition/Charges Filed: Formally charged (petitioned) delinquency cases are those
that appear on a court calendar in response to the filing of a petition, complaint, or
other legal instrument requesting the court to adjudicate a youth as a delinquent.
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6. Delinquency Findings: Youth are judged or found to be delinquent during
adjudicatory hearings in juvenile court. Being found (or adjudicated) delinquent is
roughly equivalent to being convicted in criminal court. It is a formal legal finding
of responsibility.
7. Probation: Probation cases are those in which a youth is placed on formal or court‐
ordered supervision following a juvenile court disposition.
8. Confinement in Secure Correctional Facilities: Confined cases are those in which,
following a court disposition, youth are placed in secure residential or correctional
facilities for delinquent offenders.
9. Transferred to Adult Court: Waived cases are those in which a youth is transferred
to criminal court as a result of a judicial finding in juvenile court. During a waiver
hearing, the juvenile court usually files a petition asking the juvenile court judge to
waive jurisdiction over the case. The juvenile court judge decides whether the case
merits criminal prosecution. If the request is granted, the juvenile is judicially
waived to criminal court for further action.

Explanation of Data Terms
The Michigan Race Equity Coalition and demonstration project data books contain, for
the State of Michigan and Saginaw County, a table that summarizes how different racial
group moved through the child welfare and juvenile justice systems in a given year.
The tables show three things: (1) the number of juveniles at each of the decision points,
(2) the relative rate index (RRI) for that decision point, and (3) whether that RRI is
statistically significant (via formatting).
Why use a count (e.g., “number of arrests”)?
A simple tally of the number of occurrences (of arrest, confinement, or whatever
specific point is under examination) is the most basic unit of analysis. It is especially
useful for comparing magnitude—for example, in 2010, two juveniles were placed out
of home in Alcona County and 134 juveniles in Oakland County. That large difference
in scale creates important differences in child welfare and in appropriate policy
responses in the two jurisdictions.
What is relative rate?
A relative rate compares the rate for a minority group to the rate of the majority. For
example, if the assignment rate for Hispanic juveniles in County A is 50 per 1,000
Hispanic juveniles and the assignment rate for white juveniles is 25 per 1,000 white
juveniles, then the relative rate is 2: cases are being assigned for Hispanic juveniles in
County A at twice the rate of white juveniles.
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Why look at relative rate data?
Relative rates measure how disproportionate a system is. If minority juveniles are
arrested (or detained, referred to court, waived to adult court, etc.) at triple the rate of
white juveniles, that indicates greater disproportionality than if they are arrested at
double the rate of white juveniles. Relative rate data further provide standardization to
the child welfare system in the area—the relative rate for minority juveniles in Kent
County is based on the experience of white juveniles in Kent County’s child welfare
system, the relative rate for minorities in Alcona County is based on the experience of
white juveniles in Alcona County’s child welfare system, and so forth. It is thus the best
single measurement of the amount of disproportionate minority contact in a
jurisdiction.
What is statistical significance?
Not all statistical occurrences that seem unlikely are statistically significant. For
example, a tossed coin could come up heads several times in a row, despite heads and
tails being equally likely. Statistical significance testing uses the size of the sample and
the degree to which the occurrence is outside the expected range to assess whether it is
just “noise”—variation that can be expected in any repeated event—or whether it is a
significant finding.
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Appendix C. Saginaw Demonstration
Project Detailed Description of Focus
Group Process _____________________
Recruitment of focus group participants was initially overseen by the Saginaw DMC
Project Coordinator; however, funding cuts resulted in her departure from staff during
the early stages of recruitment. The MSU SSW research team took over responsibility
for this function and worked closely with DMC members to identify and recruit
appropriate focus groups participants. DMC members helped to identify potential
participants in most of the focus groups:
z

The Director of Saginaw County’s Department of Human Services wrote to all
current foster parents/relative caregivers and birth parents with open child welfare
cases in Saginaw County informing them of the opportunity to participate in the
focus groups. The informational letter directed persons interested in participating to
contact the MSU research team. In addition, the Department provided a list of all
Saginaw County MDHHS child protection and foster care workers and their
supervisors from which the research team could select focus group invitees. Finally,
the Department provided a list of contract agencies and managers the research team
could contact to identify other service providers in the county to identify potential
participants.
z One of the Police Chief members of the DMC invited the Chiefs of all law
enforcement jurisdictions in Saginaw County to identify potential law enforcement
participants with a letter similar to that sent by the County Department of Human
Services Director.
z The Court Administrator for 10th Circuit Court Family Division wrote to birth
parents of youth involved in the Juvenile Justice system to inform them of the
opportunity to participate in the focus groups. Probation officers followed up with
personal contacts to the birth parents reminding them of the opportunity and
encouraging them to participate if interested. The Court Administrator also
provided a list of Court Appointed Attorneys, Juvenile Probation Officers, Detention
Center staff the research team could invite to participate in the focus groups.
z The Superintendent of the Saginaw County Intermediate School District invited each
of the school districts to recruit educators from their districts to participate in a focus
group.
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z

A DMC member from the Saginaw County Mental Health Authority provided a list
of Mental Health Authority staff to whom the research team could direct focus
group invitations.

Upon receipt of a phone or email inquiry from birth parents, foster parents or adoptive
parents interested in participating in focus groups, the research team provided
information about the time and date of the focus groups, answered questions about the
purpose and expected results of the focus groups, explained the consent process, sent a
consent form for them to review prior to the focus group meeting, and provided follow‐
up contact before each focus group to reconfirm attendance.
Due to insufficient response from child welfare birth parents to field a focus group for
this target population, an alternate recruitment approach was used. The Saginaw
County System of Care (SOC) Coordinator invited the MSU research team to attend a
SOC parent meeting consisting of parents whose children were involved with the
county’s child welfare, juvenile justice and/or mental health systems. Twenty‐five of
these parents signed consent forms at the meeting and participated in focus group
discussion following the meeting.
For all the other focus groups, except the youth focus groups, the research teams sent
invitations and consent forms directly to the agency staff and community
representatives identified by the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services,
the Family Division of the Court, the Police Chiefs, the Mental Health Authority and the
School Superintendents. Upon receipt of the invitations, interested participants
contacted the research team to sign up for focus groups by email or by phone. A
research team representative contacted each person who signed up within two days
prior to each focus group to reconfirm attendance.
A total of three youth focus groups were conducted. A group of child welfare youth
over the age of 14 was recruited by Saginaw County’s coordinator for the Michigan
Youth Opportunity Initiative. These youth were either current or former Saginaw
County foster youth. A second group composed of youth on probation in the Juvenile
Justice System, all over age 14, was recruited by the Alternative School serving those
youth. A third group of youth over age 14 placed in the Saginaw County Detention
Center was recruited by the Detention Center Director. For all three groups, signed
consents for focus group participation were obtained from both youth and parents. The
groups were conducted at the Saginaw County Department of Human Services office,
Alternative School, and Saginaw County Detention Center respectively. These
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discussions took place in private rooms outside the presence of any Department of
Human Services or Court staff to help encourage youth to speak freely.
Nonprofessionals, specifically birth parents, foster parents/caregivers and youth, who
participated in focus groups were compensated for their time with a $25 Wal‐Mart gift
card.

Data Analysis
Each session was audio taped1 with the participants’ permission, and moderators also
took hand written notes on participants’ responses. Shortly after each session, the
moderators debriefed with each other and noted common opinions and perceptions
expressed by participants during the interviews. Audiotapes and notes were later
reviewed and evaluated to detect reoccurring themes across the 23 sessions. These
themes were then sorted into overarching categories based on the causal theory of
racial/ethnic disproportionality that they support and the intervention strategies they
suggest.

1

Members of three of the 23 focus groups chose to exercise their right not to have their focus group audiorecorded. This includes members of the: 1) the juvenile probation officers group, 2) one of the child welfare
supervisor groups, and 3) one of the court/legal system groups. While feedback from these groups is fully
represented in the themes outlined in the Results section of this report, as a result direct quotes from these groups are
sparse compared to quotes from members of other groups.
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Appendix D. Saginaw Demonstration
Project Detailed Description of Key
Informant Interview Process and Forms
Used ______________________________
List of categories of Key Informants interviewed, including position held and type of
organization:
z

z

z
z
z
z
z
z

z

z
z

z
z

Childrenʹs Services Section Manager,
County Department of Human
Services
Cultural Competency Coordinator,
Community Mental Health
Authority
Executive Director, Community
Foundation
Police Chief, Police Department
County Director, Department of
Human Services
Chief Executive Officer, Community
Mental Health Authority
Former Law Enforcement Officer
Clinical Programs & Services
Director, Community Mental Health
Authority
Mental Health Services Coordinator,
Michigan Youth Opportunity
Initiative
Deputy Court Administrator
Family Services Unit Therapist,
Community Mental Health
Authority
Board Chairperson, Volunteer Foster
Care Review Board
Retired College Administrator &
Former County Department of

z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z
z

Human Services Child Welfare
Supervisor
Pastor, Baptist Church & Co‐
Founder, Parishioners on Patrol
District Judge, District Court
Assistant Prosecutor, County
Prosecutor’s Office
Referee, Family Court
Superintendent, Public Schools
President and CEO, United Way
State Representative, Michigan
House of Representatives
Judge, Circuit Court – Family
Division
North Regional Director, Private
Children’s Services Agency
Founder & Director, Operation
Reach
Chief of Police, Township Police
Department
Consultant & Board Member,
Ezekial Project
Pastor, Victorious Believer’s
Ministries
Human Services Director, Little
Traverse Bay Band of Odawa
Indians
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Each interview began with the interviewer ensuring that participants had a clear
understanding of the terms and conditions of participation and obtaining written
consent from participants. Interviewers then provided key informants with an overview
of key data points and survey findings related to disproportionality in Saginaw
County’s Juvenile Justice or Child Welfare System using one of two handouts.
General questions about the nature of each key informant’s organization and position
within the organization and its relationship to juvenile justice and/or child welfare
followed, allowing each participant a chance to talk and get adjusted to the interview
and the interviewer a chance to better understand the respondent’s source of expertise.
The questions were designed to become more specific as the session progressed, leading
toward a focused discussion about causes of racial/ethnic inequities in Saginaw’ child
welfare and/or juvenile justice systems and key informants’ suggestions for how to
address these inequities. Twenty‐four of the interviews were conducted in person at
various locations in Saginaw County, usually the offices or homes of the persons being
interviewed. The other interviews were conducted by phone.
Each interview was audio taped with the participant’s permission, and interviewers
also took hand written notes on participants’ responses. After the interviews, the
moderators debriefed with each other and noted common opinions and perceptions
expressed by participants during the interviews. Audiotapes and notes were later
reviewed and evaluated to detect reoccurring themes across the 30 interviewees. The
themes were sorted into overarching categories based on the causal theory of
racial/ethnic disproportionality that they support and the intervention strategies they
suggest.
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(Generic) CONSENT FORM
RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM
FOR KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS (WITH PROFESSIONALS ONLY)
You are being asked to participate in a research project. Researchers are required to provide a consent form to
inform you about the study, to convey that participation is voluntary, to explain risks and benefits of participation,
and to empower you to make an informed decision. You should feel free to ask the researchers any questions you
may have.
STUDY TITLE: Assessment of Racial & Ethnic Disparities in Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice Systems
RESEARCHERS:
Ph.D.
Principal Investigator
Assistant Professor
School of Social Work

Researcher
School of Social Work

PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: You are being asked to participate in a research study organized by the School of
Social Work (SSW), which has been hired to help the County Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) Committee
to understand why racial/ethnic minorities are over-represented in some parts of County’s child welfare and juvenile
justice systems. As part of this research, we are conducting interviews with people who are knowledgeable about
policies, practices and other factors that may affect the involvement of racial and ethnic minorities in child welfare
and juvenile justice systems. You have been selected as a possible participant in this study because your professional
experience places you in a unique position to provide us with insight into these topics.
WHAT YOU WILL DO: You are being asked to participate in an in-person interview regarding your perceptions
about why some racial and ethnic minorities are over-represented in County’s child welfare and/or juvenile justice
systems. In this entire study, approximately 24 people are being asked to participate. Your participation in this study
will take approximately 90-120 minutes and will be facilitated by a trained interviewer who will document the
discussion in hand-written field notes. If you agree, s/he will also document the discussion with an audio recording,
which s/he will refer back to solely to help ensure field note accuracy.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: You will not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your
participation in this study may contribute to the understanding of racial and ethnic disproportionality and disparities
in County’s child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems and will inform efforts to ensure that all children, youth
and families in these systems are treated equitably and fairly.
POTENTIAL RISKS: There are no foreseeable physical, social or psychological risks associated with participating
in this study. The only foreseeable risks are to your employment if you share sensitive information during the
interview that can be linked back to you. However, we foresee that these risks are minimal given the precautions that
the researchers will take to ensure the privacy of the information that you share (see below).
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY: The data for this project will be kept private by the researchers. Only the
interview field notes will have information that link your identity as a study participant to your interview responses,
and these notes will be viewed only by the person interviewing you, the researchers (listed above) who will be
analyzing data from all of the interviews, and, in the event of the an audit, Institutional Review Board (IRB) staff.
These notes and any associated audio recordings will be kept in the principal investigators’ locked filing cabinet and
researchers’ password protected computers for a maximum of three years following closure of the project. They will
be permanently destroyed after this three-year period unless you provide written permission for them to be
maintained longer. The results of this study will be shared with members of the County Disproportionate Minority
Contact Committee and may be published or presented at public meetings. A final written report of the study
findings will include the names and titles of those people who chose to participate in interviews. However, research

Addressing Racial Imbalances | Public Policy Associates, Inc.

D-3

findings will be summarized at the group-level only. They may include illustrative examples, but details that could
potentially identify you as the source of a particular comment or opinion will be masked. Your confidentiality will
be protected to the maximum extent allowable by law.
YOUR RIGHT TO PARTICIPATE, SAY NO, OR WITHDRAW: Participation in this research study is
completely voluntary. You have the right to say no. You may choose not to answer specific questions. You may also
decide at any time during the interview that you no longer wish to participate, and you may withdraw your consent.
If you wish to withdraw from the study during the interview, simply inform the interviewer and the interview will be
stopped immediately. If you decide to withdraw from the study after the interview is completed, please contact the
researchers listed above and inform them that you wish to withdraw your consent. There will be no consequences for
withdrawal or incomplete participation, and your request will be honored immediately upon receipt.
COSTS AND COMPENSATION FOR BEING IN THE STUDY: There is no compensation to study
participants. The only cost to participants is the time that it takes to participate in the study, which we anticipate will
be approximately 90-120 minutes.
CONTACT INFORMATION FOR QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS: If you have any concerns or questions
about this study, such as scientific issues or how to do any part of it, or to report an injury, please contact the
researchers, whose contact information is listed at the beginning of this document.
If you have questions or concerns about your role and rights as a research participant, would like to obtain
information or offer input, or would like to register a complaint about this study, you may contact, anonymously if
you wish, the University’s Human Research Protection Program at, Fax, or email or regular mail at
.
DOCUMENTATION OF INFORMED CONSENT: Your signature below means that you voluntarily agree to
participate in this research study.
Participant Signature

Date

Participant Name Printed
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent
Please check the appropriate box below:
 Yes, I consent to have my interview audio recorded.
 No, I prefer to not have my interview audio recorded.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep.
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Appendix E. Saginaw Demonstration
Project Detailed Description of
Inferential Analysis Process __________
Research Study Design
This study used a truncated longitudinal research design that followed all of the cases
assigned to Saginaw Child Protective Services (CPS) for investigation in 2010 over the
course of that calendar year. During field investigations, CPS staff gather and evaluate
information in order to: 1) assess the current safety and future risk of harm to a child;
and, 2) to reach a disposition regarding the complaint allegations based on this
assessment. Typically, the department must commence the field investigation within 24
hours of receipt of the complaint and complete the investigation within 30 calendar
days of the receipt of a complaint.
This study design was used to measure the relationship between child race and
ethnicity, as well as other child, case and neighborhood characteristics, and the
following three child welfare decision point outcomes: (1) risk assessment level, (2)
confirmation of child maltreatment, and (3) case disposition.
Valid measurement of subsequent decision points was not possible because, at the time
of analysis, a Department of Human Services could only provide reliable data for cases
assigned for investigation in 2010, necessitating data truncation. Only a small, non‐
representative number of cases in the sample experienced subsequent child welfare
system decisions, such as out‐of‐home placement, termination of parental rights, and
exit from foster care, by the end of the calendar year.

Data Sources
Child‐ and case‐level data were provided courtesy of the Michigan Department of
Health and Human Services (MDHHS) Center for Transformation Office’s Data
Management Unit. All of the data were derived from MDHHS child welfare staff case
notes recorded in the department’s computerized Services Worker Support System
(SWSS) and then stored in MDHHS’s Data Warehouse. Neighborhood data was
obtained from the U.S. Census’ American Factfinder website
(http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml).
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Risk Assessment Level
Per MDHHS policy, a risk assessment is required on almost all assigned investigations
of alleged child maltreatment to evaluate the risk of future harm to the children in the
family. MDHHS uses a structured decision‐making tool to make this assessment. There
are four possible risk levels: a) intensive, b) high, c) moderate, or d) low. Decisions about
case disposition are based in large part on risk determination and play a central role in
determining whether an investigated family is referred for community‐based services, a
case is opened for ongoing child welfare services (CPS or foster care), and/or
perpetrators are placed on the central registry. Thus, any racial/ethnic bias that occurs
during risk assessment can have a rippling effect on these and other subsequent child
welfare system decision points.
The risk assessment process used by MDHHS workers considers a range of factors. As
discussed earlier, because national research suggests that some risk factors are more
prevalent among children and families of color, it is possible that racial/ethnic
disparities in child welfare system involvement may be introduced during the risk
assessment process.
This study treated risk level as a four‐level ordinal variable, rather than a categorical
variable, because the four levels (low, moderate, high, and intensive) are ordered in
terms of intensity of risk.

Confirmation of Maltreatment (Preponderance of
Evidence Finding)
In addition to assessing the risk of future harm to children, CPS field investigations also
examine the validity of child maltreatment complaints. In the state of Michigan, the
legal standard used to confirm child maltreatment is ‘preponderance of evidence’,
which means that CPS investigators must determine whether the evidence that child
abuse or neglect has occurred is of greater weight or more convincing than evidence
which is offered in opposition to it. To receive a ‘preponderance of evidence’ finding,
CPS must decide that there is at least 51% likelihood that abuse or neglect occurred.
This study treated confirmation of maltreatment as a two‐level (yes/no) categorical
outcome variable.
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Case Disposition
Following a completed investigation, CPS puts a case in one of the following disposition
categories based, in large part, on the risk level assessed and whether a preponderance
of evidence finding has been made. In this study, we treated case disposition as an
ordinal variable with Category I representing the most severe outcome (i.e. greatest
level of child welfare system involvement) and Category V representing the least
serious outcome (i.e. lowest level of child welfare system involvement).
z

z

z

z

z

Category V ‐ Cases in which CPS is unable to locate the family, no evidence of child
abuse or neglect is found or the court declines to issue an order requiring family
cooperation during the investigation.
Category IV ‐ Cases in which a preponderance of evidence of child abuse or
neglect is not found. The department must assist the childʹs family in voluntarily
participating in community‐based services commensurate with risk level
determined by the risk assessment (structured decision making tool).
Category III ‐ Cases in which the department determines that there is a
preponderance of evidence of child abuse or neglect and the risk assessment
indicates a low or moderate risk. A referral to community‐based services must be
made by CPS.
Category II ‐ Cases in which the department determines that there is a
preponderance of evidence of child abuse or neglect and the risk assessment
indicates a high or intensive risk. Services must be provided by CPS, in conjunction
with community‐based services.
Category I ‐ Cases in which the department determines that there is a
preponderance of evidence of child abuse or neglect and a court petition is needed
and/or required. Services must be provided by CPS (or foster care), in conjunction
with community‐based services.

Explanatory Variables
This study explores the relationship between each of the explanatory variables
described below and the three child welfare outcome variables described above. The
explanatory (or predictor) variables were selected for inclusion in this analysis for both
theoretical and practical reasons.
Child-Level and Case-Level Predictors
MDHHS provided child‐ and case‐level data for this study from a list of ‘global data’
elements compiled by the Michigan Coalition for Race Equity in Child Welfare and Juvenile
Justice (REC). This list includes (alleged) child victim’s race and ethnicity, as well as
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several other data elements that the REC believes may overlap with child race/ethnicity
and help explain racial/ethnic differences in child welfare outcomes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Child and (Alleged) Perpetrator Race
Child and (Alleged) Perpetrator Ethnicity
Racial Discordance
Child and (Alleged) Perpetrator Sex
Child and (Alleged) Perpetrator Age
Complaint Source

Neighborhood Predictors
The neighborhood variables included in this study were selected based on the existing
theoretical and research literature regarding community‐level risk factors for child
maltreatment. This body of research largely supports social disorganization theory.
According to this theory, when neighborhood residents hold common goals for their
community (such as creating a safe and healthy environment for children), share
mutual trust, have strong social support networks, and actively participate in local
institutions, they are more likely to work together to achieve these goals. However,
when residents cannot agree on shared principles and community expectations, they
lack ‘collective efficacy’ and deviant behaviors such as child abuse and neglect have
room to flourish because community members cannot effectively organize against
them. Researchers of social disorganization have typically found higher rates of child
maltreatment in neighborhoods characterized by concentrated poverty, racial/ethnic
diversity, and other elements of neighborhood structure that are thought to reduce
feelings of mutual trust, shared norms, and ‘collective efficacy’ between neighbors.
In this study, we used Census data to measure four social disorganization constructs as
possible predictors of child welfare outcomes:
z

Racial/Ethnic Diversity
z Concentrated Socio‐economic Disadvantage
z Child Care Burden
z Housing Conditions

Analytic Approach
We conducted a series of Hierarchical Linear regressions to measure the extent to which
child race and ethnicity and the other variables described above predict: (1) risk
assessment level, (2) confirmation of child maltreatment, and (3) case disposition respectively.
Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) is a quantitative data analysis technique that is
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particularly appropriate for research studies where the subjects are organized at
multiple, nested levels. In HLM studies, units of analysis are typically individuals
(lower level) who are nested within contextual/aggregate units (higher level). Multilevel
modeling permits the inclusion of additional error terms in the regression equation that
reflect the complex pattern of variation introduced by the hierarchical structure of the
data (random effects).
For each of the three child welfare outcomes in this study, a two‐step analysis was
conducted. First, the simple relationship between child race and ethnicity and the
outcome variable was analyzed controlling for random effects, i.e. mean differences
across neighborhoods (Model 1). Then, in Model 2, the remaining child‐, case‐ and
neighborhood‐level predictors were added to the equation while also controlling for
these random (neighborhood) effects. All analyses in this study were conducted using
HLM7 statistical software, specifically its ordinal logistic regression package.
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Appendix F. Information
Clearinghouses for Effective Program
Interventions _______________________
More information about each organization and the process followed in evaluating the
programs can be found on each organization’s website.
Abbreviation
BVP
CEBC
CT
HFRP
HAY
NCSL
OJJDP
PPN
SAMHSA
WSIPP

Organization Name
Blueprint for Violence
Prevention
California Evidence
Based Clearinghouse
Child Trends
Harvard Family Research
Project
Helping America’s Youth
National Conference of
State Legislatures
The Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency
Prevention
Promising Practices
Network
The Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services
Administration
Washington State
Institute for Public Policy

Website
http://www.colorado.edu/cspv/blueprints/m
odelprograms.html
http://www.cebc4cw.org/program/130/detail
ed
http://www.childtrends.org/index.cfm
http://www.hfrp.org/
http://www.findyouthinfo.gov/programsearc
h.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/
http://www.ojjdp.gov/mpg/
http://www.promisingpractices.net/program
s_topic_list.asp?topicid=16
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/Search.aspx
http://www.wsipp.wa.gov/
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Appendix G. National Resources to Help
Get the Job Done ___________________
Organization
Center for the Study of
Social Policy ( CSSP)
www.cssp.org

Contact Information/URL
Washington Office
1575 Eye Street NW, Suite 500
Washington, D.C. 20005
202.371.1565 telephone
202.371.1472 fax
info@cssp.org

What They Do
CSSP works to secure
equal opportunities and
better futures for all
children and families.
Staff work with
government,
philanthropic, private
sector and community
New York Office
50 Broadway, Suite 1504
partners to develop new
ideas, conduct research,
New York, NY 10004
promote policy solutions
212.979.2369 telephone
and provide technical
212.995.8756 fax
info@cssp.org
assistance that allows
policymakers,
administrators and
For more information about the
community‐based
data tool:
organizations to:
Contact Oronde Miller directly at
• Use data for
202.371.1565 with questions or to
learning and
receive an electronic copy for
accountability
• Support
local use, or download this pdf:
community
residents’
http://www.cssp.org/reform/child
ownership and
‐welfare/Racial‐Equity‐Child‐
leadership of the
Welfare‐Data‐Analysis‐Tool.pdf
activities that
affect their lives
• Build partnershi
ps and coalitions
to support change
• Implement
effective policies
• Sustain financing
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Organization

Contact Information/URL

What They Do
for improving
results
• Use smart
communication
strategies and
policy advocacy
to improve
outcomes for
vulnerable
children and
families
CSSP has developed a
data analysis tool for
state or local child
welfare agencies to use
to assess disparities in
their child welfare
population. The tool can
compile and compare
aggregate level indicator
data pertaining to the
status and well‐being of
children being served by
local and state child
protective services
agencies. The tool
includes table shells in
Microsoft Excel to
facilitate the comparison
of children of different
racial and ethnic groups,
as well as other
subgroups of children.
Each table of analyzed
data is designed for
printing.
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Organization
National Association of
Public Child Welfare
Administrators
(NAPCWA)

Contact Information/URL
For more information about
NAPCWA:
http://www.napcwa.org/Home/a
bout_us.asp
To access the Diagnostic Tool:
http://www.napcwa.org/DDT/dd
_tools.asp

What They Do
According to
NAPCWA’s website:
NAPCWA is a national
organization representing
public child welfare
agencies. Founded in 1983,
it is an affiliate housed
within the American
Public Human Services
Association. NAPCWAʹs
primary members are
public child welfare
administrators, deputies,
and other child welfare
agency staff. Membership
is also available to APHSA
associate and individual
members connected to the
field of child welfare,
including advocacy
agencies, research
organizations, consultants,
and private child welfare
agencies.
NAPCWA has
developed a
Disproportionality
Diagnostic Tool to help
jurisdictions examine
disproportionality at the
individual,
organizational and
societal levels. The tool
can be used to identify
gaps in organizations,
target areas for
improvements and

Addressing Racial Imbalances | Public Policy Associates, Inc.

G-3

Organization

SAMHSA
National Registry of
Evidence‐based
Programs and Practices
(NREPP)

Kellogg Foundation

G-4

Contact Information/URL

What They Do
highlight strengths in a
community.
Link to SAMHSA:
SAMHSA is the federal
http://www.samhsa.gov/index.as government’s Substance
px
Abuse and Mental
Health Services
Link to the Registry:
Administration, which
http://nrepp.samhsa.gov/
Link to the Non‐Research’s Guide provides technical
to Evidence‐Based Program
support and resources to
Evaluation:
agencies working in the
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/C areas of substance abuse
ourses/ProgramEvaluation/resour and mental health.
ces/NREPP_Evaluation_course.p NREPP is SAMHSA’s
registry of evidence‐
df
based programs, which
also provides a detailed
guide for agencies
setting up evaluation
protocols for their
programs. The guide
walks agencies through
the step by step process
for conducting an
effective and
informative program
evaluation.
Link to Foundation Homepage:
http://www.wkkf.org/
Link to Evaluation Handbook
and Logic Model Development
Guide:
http://www.wkkf.org/resource‐
directory/resource/2006/02/wk‐
kellogg‐foundation‐logic‐model‐
development‐guide
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The Kellogg Foundation
provides information
and a number of
resources to
communities working
on different social
issues, including a
detailed guide on
developing a program
evaluation plan, using a
logic model format often

Organization

Contact Information/URL

Casey Family Programs
(CFP)

Link to Website:
http://www.casey.org/AboutUs/
CFP maintains an extensive
online list of resources and links
to aid communities and
organizations working to
improve outcomes for children in
the child welfare or juvenile
justice systems.
Link to CFP resources and
publications:
http://www.casey.org/Resources/

What They Do
required by funders.
According to the
foundation’s website:
The W.K. Kellogg
Foundation (WKKF),
founded in 1930 as an
independent, private
foundation by breakfast
cereal pioneer Will Keith
Kellogg, is among the
largest philanthropic
foundations in the United
States. Guided by the belief
that all children should
have an equal opportunity
to thrive, WKKF works
with communities to create
conditions for vulnerable
children so they can realize
their full potential in
school, work and life.
Casey Family Programs
has been in the forefront
of efforts to reduce
ethnic
disproportionality in
child welfare and
juvenile justice for a
very long time.
According to its website:
Casey Family Programs is
the nation’s largest
operating foundation
focused entirely on foster
care and improving the
child welfare system.
Founded in 1966, we work
to provide and improve ─
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Contact Information/URL
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What They Do
and ultimately prevent the
need for ─ foster care in the
United States. As
champions for change, we
are committed to our 2020
Strategy for America’s
Children – a goal to safely
reduce the number of
children in foster care and
improve the lives of those
who remain in care.

Appendix H. Sample Table Summarizing
Data, Decision Point, and Assessment
Information ________________________
Below is an example of the table used to compile information for the Saginaw Steering
Committee to consider during the implementation phase when deciding what
interventions to apply to a prioritized decision point. Utilizing the most recent data
available, the relative rate index information for the chosen decision point was aligned
with the results of the community assessment and the research on effective
interventions. A similar table was produced for each of the four decision points the
Steering Committee intended to impact. These tables provided a starting point for
discussion as the coalition decided which specific interventions would be most
appropriate for each decision point.

Table H‐1: Out‐of‐Home Placements (1/1/12 – 12/31/12)
Race
White
Black or African
American
All Minorities
Proven or Promising
Practices that Reduce
Disproportionality
(Literature Review)

FG and KI Perceived of
Causes of
Disproportionality*

FG and KI
Recommended
Solutions for
Disproportionality*

Decision Points

Population at Risk
(age 0 through 17)
27,747

Value
30

RRI
‐

11,391
‐

34
42

1.58
1.49

Alternative/Differential Response
Family‐to‐Family; Initiative/Team Decision Making (TDM)
Intensive Family Preservation Services
Prevention Initiative Demonstration Project (PIDP)
Differential treatment based on race, class
Cultural insensitivity and stereotyping
Lack of family engagement skills
Lack of minority professionals
Minority mistrust of CW/JJ systems
Organizational policies and practices
Confusion about legal standards of abuse
Obstacles to accessing reunification programs
Train parents how to file grievance
Make sure youth informed of eligibility for support services
Cultural competency training for professionals
Reduce impact of criminal history in relative placement considerations
Streamline relative placement process for relatives not licensed for foster care
Comprehensive services to parents with incentives to participate
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Table H‐1: Out‐of‐Home Placements (1/1/12 – 12/31/12)
Adopt person centered planning
Increase availability of front‐end prevention and family preservation services
Institute person‐centered planning
Key: RRI = Relative Rate Index
FG = Focus Groups KI = Key Informant Interviews
* Note: FG and KI tended to merge discussion of CW and JJ when discussion causes and solutions.
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Appendix I. Sample Process Evaluation
Plan ______________________________
Below is an excerpt of the plan developed by the Michigan Race Equity Coalition
consultants to evaluate the process followed by the statewide group. This plan guided
the content of surveys and interviews conducted during the course of the project in
order to evaluate in an ongoing way the coalition’s success toward achieving its stated
goals.

Table I‐1. Project Phase: Data Collection and Identification
Objectives/Evaluation Questions
(Measurable Process & Outcome
Indicators of Success)
1. By March 2012, key decision
points are identified in the
child welfare and juvenile
justice systems to measure
the extent to which children
of color are
disproportionately
represented.
Evaluation Questions:
a. To what extent are Coalition
members engaged in
developing the decision
points and identifying the
data draws needed?
b. To what extent do Coalition
members understand and
agree with the decision
points used for drawing the
data?
c. To what extent do the
decision points selected
incorporate lessons learned
from similar decision point
analyses conducted in other
jurisdictions?

Measures
(Instrument/
Documentation)
Estimated extent to which
objective is completed
a.

Observation of Data
Committee and Coalition
discussions; staff interviews
b. Observation of discussions;
end of meeting surveys
c. Literature review for factors;
observation of meetings;
decision documents

Data Collection
(Who Will Collect Data from
Whom? When/How Often?)
Planning team estimates
periodically throughout phase
with final estimate at end of
phase
a. MSU observes/interviews
and documents
b. MSU observes and
documents; administers post‐
meeting surveys
c. MSU conducts lit review;
observes and documents
meetings; reviews decision
documents
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Table I‐1. Project Phase: Data Collection and Identification
Objectives/Evaluation Questions
(Measurable Process & Outcome
Indicators of Success)
2. By March 2012, data
elements that capture
information about
disproportionality at each
key point are identified and
the data is collected.
Evaluation Questions:
a. How accurately do the data
collected represent each
decision point?
b. How much time is required
for the data collection and
analysis as compared to the
planned timeframes?
c. How readily available is the
needed data?
3.

By March 2012, the extent of
disproportionality by
decision point by county is
identified.

Evaluation Questions:
a. To what extent is
disproportionality identified
at each of the decision points
reviewed?

Measures
(Instrument/
Documentation)
Estimated extent to which
objective is completed

Data Collection
(Who Will Collect Data from
Whom? When/How Often?)
Planning team estimates
periodically throughout phase
with final estimate at end of
phase

a.
b.

a. PPA/MDHHS provide logic
description
b. MDHHS/PPA provide
documentation of time spent
c. MSU conducts interviews

c.

Logic behind data elements
Elapsed time for data
collection; analysis
MDHHS staff interviews

Estimated extent to which
objective is completed
a.

Disproportionality data
reports

b.

Data reports on total
disproportionality shown at
all decision points; data
reports on total over‐
representation

Planning team estimates
periodically throughout phase
with final estimate at end of
phase
a. PPA produces reports based
on MDHHS administrative
data
b. PPA produces reports based
on MDHHS administrative
data

b. To what extent does the
amount of disproportionality
shown at the reviewed
decision points reflect the
total amount of over‐
representation of children of
color in the child welfare and
juvenile justice systems?
4.

By June 2012, Michigan
counties with over‐
representation of children of
color in the juvenile justice

I-2

Estimated extent to which
objective is completed
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Planning team estimates
periodically throughout phase
with final estimate at end of
phase

Table I‐1. Project Phase: Data Collection and Identification
Objectives/Evaluation Questions
(Measurable Process & Outcome
Indicators of Success)
and child welfare systems
identified at the previously
identified decision points are
selected for further
assessment.
Evaluation Questions:
a. How much time is required
for the selection process to be
completed as compared to
the planned timeframes?
b. How are Coalition members
involved in the selection
process?
c. To what extent do Coalition
members understand and
agree with the selection
method and process?
d. What factors are considered
and what process is used to
select specific counties for
assessment?
e. To what extent does the
formula and method for
analyzing the data provide
results that are useful in
targeting sites and decision
points for assessment in
Phase 3?

Measures
(Instrument/
Documentation)

a.

Elapsed time for selection
process
b. Structured observation of
Coalition meetings
c. Meeting observation;
surveys of members
d. Meeting observation;
Coalition decision
documents
e. Structured meeting
observations

Data Collection
(Who Will Collect Data from
Whom? When/How Often?)

a.

Project progress report

b. MSU observes and
documents
c. MSU observes and
documents; administers
survey
d. MSU observes and
documents; Coalition
documents factors and
process in decision
documents
e. MSU observes and
documents
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Appendix J. Sample Survey Questions
for Meeting Participants ______________
Below are sample questions used to survey the experience of the participants in the
Michigan Race Equity Coalition meetings. Variations of this survey were used at the
local level and administered to the Saginaw County Disproportionate Minority Contact
Steering Committee. While some questions remained the same or very similar for each
survey, others were tailored to the goals and agenda for the specific meeting.
Demographics
Which of the following groups are you representing as a member of this Coalition?
 Advocacy Organization
 Child Welfare Services
 Courts
 Current or Former Child Welfare Services Recipient
 Current or Former Juvenile Justice Services Recipient
 Education
 Juvenile Justice/Delinquency Services
Please specify your ethnicity.
 Hispanic or Latino
 Not Hispanic or Latino
 Prefer Not to Answer

 Law Enforcement
 Mental Health
 Private Foundation
 State Legislature
 University/Academia
 Other (please indicate): __________________
Please specify your sex.
 Female
 Male
 Prefer Not to Answer

Please specify your race (check all that apply).
 African American or Black
 American Indian or Alaska Native
 Asian
 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

 White
 Other (please indicate):
______________________________________
_______________
 Prefer Not to Answer

Meeting Survey Questions
Regarding the meeting goals and objectives:

1

I have a clear understanding of the goals/objectives of
today’s Michigan Coalition for Race Equity in Child Welfare
& Juvenile Justice (Coalition)’s meeting.

2

The process used in today’s Coalition meeting was favorable
to achieving the meeting goals.

3

Regarding the discussion of the overall status of the
project and the remaining timeline:

Strongly
Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Uncertain

Slightly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

Strongly
Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Uncertain

Slightly
Agree

Strongly
Agree
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3A

I have a clear understanding of the progress the Coalition
has made to date.

3B

I believe the Coalition has made excellent progress to date.

3D. Please share any additional comments you might have about the project status:
Regarding the Work Group Recommendation Discussions:
4A

There was enough time to discuss and ask questions about
the Data Workgroup recommendations.

4B

I have a clear understanding of the Data Workgroup
recommendations.

5A

There was enough time to discuss and ask questions about
the Policy Workgroup recommendations.

5B

I have a clear understanding of the Policy Workgroup
recommendations.

6A

There was enough time to discuss and ask questions about
the Training Workgroup recommendations.

6B

I have a clear understanding of the Training Workgroup
recommendations.

7A

There was enough time to discuss and ask questions about
the Funding Workgroup recommendations.

7B

I have a clear understanding of the Funding Workgroup
recommendations.

8

The presentation on the development of the Toolkit helped
me understand how the work of the Coalition and the
Saginaw Demonstration Project will carry forward to other
local community based efforts.

9

I had adequate opportunity to propose and discuss my own
recommendations that were not presented by a
workgroup.

Strongly
Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Uncertain

Slightly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

10. Please share any comments or suggestions you have regarding the Workgroup reports
or recommendations, or the Toolkit.
11. Do you have any suggestions regarding the Coalition or any future activities?
12. Do you have any comments about the Coalition meeting process, including but not
limited to: meeting format, materials, opportunity for participant discussion and
feedback, and use of time?
13. Do you have any comments about the meeting facilities, including but not limited to:
accessibility of location, parking, food, amenities?
14. What other feedback do you have regarding today’s meeting or the overall work of the
Coalition?
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