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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE 

CHILDREN COMING TO THE 

ATTENTION OF CHILD WELFARE? 



Who comes to the attention of child welfare 
nationally in a given year?

Most children who come 
to the attention of child 
welfare systems 
nationwide are not 
placed in foster care.  
Nationally, the goal is to 
help all children grow up 
in safe, stable, and loving 
families.

Data source: National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS)



What we know from the research:

• Predictive models can begin to identify young children 
at risk of foster care placement (Putnam-Hornstein, 
2014; Needell, 2013)

• Regardless of initial decision and services provided, 
reports of maltreatment in the first year of life have 
almost the same chance of re-report (57-70%)

• While 1 in 100 (1%) US children is substantiated 
annually, 1 in 8 children (12.5%) has been a confirmed 
victim by age 18 (Putnam-Hornstein, 2014).



In 2012…

3,184,000 children received a CPS response (unique count)

22% of these children were determined to be victims 

Data based on national estimates from 
Child Maltreatment 2012
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And again, we see huge variation by state at the 
front end due to differences in policy and 
practice.
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The rate of children involved in a substantiated report*per 1,000 
children in the general population ranges from a low of 1.2 to a high 
of 19.6 per 1,000.

* Child determined to be the victim of maltreatment.



WHO ULTIMATELY ENTERS CARE?





In 2013…

253,372 children came into care (under age 18)

A large and 
growing 

percentage are 
young children.
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Children enter care for a variety of reasons. 

Removal Reasons
(FY 2013, may overlap)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

babies under
age 1

children ages
1-5

children ages
6-12

teens ages
13-17

Neglect

Parent Substance Abuse

Caretaker Inability to Cope

Physical Or Sexual Abuse

Child Behavior

Abandonment

Inadequate Housing

Parent Incarcerated

Other Removal Reasons

Physical 
or Sexual 

Abuse, 
18%

Neglect 
or Other 
Reason, 

82%



Wide fluctuations in the number of children in 
care over the years
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Some states have more children in foster care.  When we control 
for the size of the population, we can see where foster care is 
used most heavily.



the landscape varies across the country

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

W
V

N
E

D
C

A
K

O
K

O
R

M
T IA K
S

A
Z

V
T R
I

N
D

M
O SD IN K
Y

N
V

W
Y

M
A

W
A

M
I

M
E

C
A

A
R

TN

N
at

'l

N
Y FL W
I

C
T

P
A IL

M
S

O
H TX M
N

C
O A
L

D
E

N
M LA H

I

M
D

N
C N
J

G
A

U
T ID SC N
H

V
A

The rate of children in care per 1,000 children in the general 
population ranges from a low of 2.3 to a high of 11.3 per 1,000.
(children under the age of 18)
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WHAT DO TRENDS LOOK LIKE BY 

RACE?



Overview of Race/Ethnicity, FY12

Source:  AFCARS National File provided by NDACAN and Claritas Population Projections



Overview of Race/Ethnicity, FY12

Source:  AFCARS National File provided by NDACAN and Claritas Population Projections



Overview of Race/Ethnicity, FY12

Source:  AFCARS National File provided by NDACAN and Claritas Population Projections



Overview of Race/Ethnicity, FY12

Source:  AFCARS National File provided by NDACAN and Claritas Population Projections



WHERE DO CHILDREN GO WHEN 

THEY LEAVE CARE?



How many children are reunified?
Of the 241,254 children who left care in FY2012, 
51% were reunified
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How long does it take to reunify?
Of all the children who come into care in a given year, 
about 40% return to their families within 12 months.

CFSR Measure C1.3
Data source: weighted national trend calculated based on state percentages available from the Children’s Bureau’s Child Welfare 
Outcomes Report Data website: http://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/data/overview
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Are reunifications stable?
About 12% of all children who are reunified return to 
foster care within a year.

CFSR Measure C1.4
Data source: weighted national trend calculated based on state percentages available from the Children’s Bureau’s Child Welfare 
Outcomes Report Data website: http://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/data/overview
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What does it all mean?
• We can reduce the need for foster care by improving the 

quality and availability of home and community-based 
services.

• For children that do come into care, we can keep them 
connected to kin and extended family, shorten their time in 
care, and improve outcomes.

• Policy and funding opportunities exist to promote best 
practice and improve the lives of children and their families

• There is tremendous variation across jurisdictions: The 
judiciary plays an important role in spreading best practices 

• Access to data helps identify areas of improved performance 
and  target technical assistance


