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Executive Summary  
The US Department of Health and Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families (ACF) is 

interested in investigating how existing work on racial and ethnic disparities could inform more 

accurate identification and interpretation of ethnic and racial differences in programs administered by 

ACF. The Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation (OPRE) in the US Department of Health and 

Human Services’ Administration for Children and Families (ACF) contracted the Urban Institute (Urban) 

to develop a better understanding of racial and ethnic disparities within human services programs and 

to design a plan to identify and analyze disparities in access to and take-up of services, the nature and 

quality of services received, and service outcomes in ACF programs.  

Although US laws and policies forbid discrimination based on race and ethnicity, institutional 

policies and practices can still fuel, magnify, and perpetuate existing inequities—even if an organization 

or agency applies its policies and practices equally without regard to race, ethnicity, gender, or other 

demographic difference (Pager and Shepherd 2008). Even policies and practices that are, by all 

appearances, neutral can deepen existing disparities. For example, an agency’s application process may 

unintentionally and disproportionately limit access for some racial or ethnic groups if the process fails 

to take into account underlying and often historical factors that make the application less accessible for 

some groups (e.g., promoting information about a program’s services only online or only in English). 

This report summarizes existing research on racial and ethnic disparities in six programs 

administered by ACF: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), the Child Support 

Enforcement Program, the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), Head Start, and programs for 

runaway and homeless youth and adolescent pregnancy prevention programs administered by ACF’s 

Family and Youth Services Bureau (FYSB). The report also introduces a conceptual framework to 

distinguish racial and ethnic “disparities” from “differences.” The framework suggests that disparities 

may exist at different points along the service delivery path, from initial program access to program 

services and treatment to outcomes.  

For each program, we reviewed available studies on several topics (program eligibility and 

participation, access and identification, services and treatment, and outcomes) for information related 

to race and ethnicity. In total, we reviewed approximately 350 articles and reports written from 1986 to 

2016 to see what the literature concludes on the following topics: 

 How are racial and ethnic disparities defined? How are they identified? 
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 Do the selected human services programs show evidence of racial and ethnic disparities in 

access, services and treatment, or outcomes? 

 Does a program’s operation or implementation contribute to or alleviate disparities? 

 What does the literature tell us about racial and ethnic disparities in human services? What 

doesn’t the literature tell us? 

 What additional information, data, or evidence would help us better understand racial and 

ethnic disparities in human services? 

The Selected Human Services Programs 

The Administration for Children and Families selected six programs for review. The programs are 

among ACF’s largest and cut across the different populations ACF serves: children, youth, and families.1 

 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families provides time-limited cash and noncash assistance to 

needy families and aims to support work and marriage. 

 The Child Care and Development Fund provides subsidies to eligible low-income working 

families to defray or completely cover child care costs. 

 Head Start provides early education and family services for young children in low-income 

families. 

 The Child Support Enforcement Program facilitates child support payments from noncustodial 

to custodial parents. 

 Runaway and homeless youth programs provide emergency shelters, longer-term transitional 

living, counseling, and other services to unaccompanied runaway and homeless youth. 

 Adolescent pregnancy prevention programs provide evidence-based programming to help 

reduce teen pregnancy. 

                                                                            
1 Child welfare is not a program area included in this review, but we draw on approaches researchers have used to 
examine racial and ethnic disparities within the child welfare system. For this review, ACF has identified program 
areas without similarly strong corresponding bodies of work.   
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Defining Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “disparity” as “a great difference.”2 The health care and child 

welfare systems distinguish between racial and ethnic “differences” and more consequential and 

harmful “disparities.” In a 2003 report, Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities in 

Healthcare, the Health and Medicine Division of the National Academies, formerly the Institute of 

Medicine, defined racial and ethnic disparities within the health care context as “racial or ethnic 

differences in the quality of healthcare that are not due to access-related factors or clinical needs, 

preferences, and appropriateness of intervention” (Smedley, Stith, and Nelson 2003, 3–4, 32). The 

report examined racial and ethnic differences in treatment within the health care system, focusing on 

how the system operates and whether health care providers and services demonstrate bias or 

discrimination. The study concluded that the health care system provides treatment unequally, 

particularly to the detriment of African Americans and Hispanics. 

For this report, we apply the Institute of Medicine’s definition to focus on how ACF programs serve 

children, youth, and families and whether a person’s race or ethnicity appears to determine his or her 

treatment. We also broaden our scope to consider racial and ethnic differences in program access and 

to identify areas in which ACF may have capacity to control or influence outcomes.3 We define 

“disparity” as “all things being equal—including need, eligibility, and preferences—one group 

systematically fares worse than another.” We apply this definition below as we describe our approach 

to measuring racial and ethnic disparities. 

Distinguishing Disproportionality from Disparities 

Racial and ethnic differences in program participation do not automatically indicate a disparity. 

Research examining why African American children are overrepresented in the child welfare system 

has lent substantial conceptual thinking to how to recognize racial and ethnic disparities and what 

disproportionality versus disparity means in a given context. 

                                                                            
2 Oxford Living Dictionaries Online, s.v. "disparity," accessed May 25, 2017, 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/disparity. 

3 In Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Healthcare (Smedley, Stith, and Nelson 2003), the 
researchers expressly focused on understanding the extent of racial and ethnic differences in health treatment that 
were not otherwise explained by differences in access to health care. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/disparity
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In the child welfare system, African American children are overrepresented compared with white 

children (Derezotes, Poertner, and Testa 2005; Drake et al. 2011; Rolock 2011). Although African 

American children represent 14 percent of children in the United States, they make up 24 percent of all 

children in foster care, a disproportionate share relative to their presence in the general population 

(Children’s Bureau 2015).4 If higher involvement is proportionate to the group’s need, then 

overrepresentation (in relation to general population size) may be an appropriate difference rather than 

a disparity (Barth 2005). To know whether population discrepancies are a difference or disparity, we 

would need to understand the true underlying risk of abuse and neglect for African American children 

compared with other children.5  

Child welfare system scholars conclude that researchers need at least three pieces of information 

to best detect disproportionality by race and ethnicity: (1) the racial and ethnic distribution of the 

general population, (2) the demographic group’s underlying risk or need for the program or service, and 

(3) the racial and ethnic distribution of program participants (including take-up rates, types and usage of 

services, and outcomes). With this information, we can see how each group’s presence in the program 

compares with its level of need (e.g., whether more or fewer group members need the help than are 

receiving it) relative to its presence in the general population. 

In both the child welfare and health disparities literature, researchers point out that understanding 

disparities requires us to first understand the extent of disproportionality at each point within a system 

(e.g., at the access and identification phase, the services and treatment phase, and the outcome phase) 

and determine what contributes to the racial and ethnic differences we observe at each point 

(Derezotes, Poertner, and Testa 2005). 

Conceptual Framework 
Our conceptual framework suggests that racial and ethnic disparities may exist at any point along the 

service delivery path outlined in figure ES.1.  

                                                                            
4 Our example describes overrepresentation. When groups are underrepresented in relation to their presence in 
the general population, we also consider that disproportionality. 

5 Within the child welfare scholarship, however, some have argued that even if the populations show potential 
differences in underlying need, such large numbers of African American children and families experiencing the 
impact of state intervention indicates a systematic disparity (Roberts 2002). From this perspective, the imbalance 
of the share of African American children in the child welfare system constitutes a “group harm” that negatively 
affects the broader African American community. 
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FIGURE ES.1 

A Conceptual Framework for Identifying Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Human Services Delivery 

Points along the service delivery path where we may see disparities and how we might recognize them 

 

Program Design and Implementation  

The ACF programs reviewed in this report all have some combination of eligibility criteria, application 

processes, program requirements, and other rules and conditions, such as termination, sanction, and 

appeal steps, that influence what services clients access and receive and how. These institutional and 

programmatic features may not overtly discriminate, and they are often ostensibly race neutral. But as 

we describe places along the conceptual framework where we might find racial and ethnic differences 

and disparities, we also recognize that actors design and implement programs through administrative 

decisions and practices that can produce, contribute to, or possibly minimize disparities. 
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Eligibility, Program Access and Identification, Services and Treatment, 

and Outcomes 

If one group systematically has a harder time demonstrating eligibility or accessing a program, then its 

members will represent a smaller share of all eligible participants than what we might predict based on 

the group’s underlying need. Once people or families are in a program, they are exposed to a set of 

services. According to our framework, services (i.e., what people receive and how they are treated) are 

the next place where we may see disparities. We could also see disparities in program outcomes. As in 

the access and services and treatment phases, we would look at the racial and ethnic differences in 

outcomes. 

Interest in Program Access and Services and Treatment 

The Administration for Children and Families’ Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation is interested 

in understanding what the literature concludes about racial and ethnic disparities in areas that it has the 

capacity and influence to change, specifically those related to the program access and services and 

treatment components of the conceptual model. These range from areas that the agency may control 

directly through regulations and incentives to areas the federal government may be able to leverage 

through legislative actions. 

A Note of Caution: Limitations of Focusing on Disparities  

within ACF Programs Alone 

If programs focus on understanding disparities only within their own operations and practices, program 

administrators may misinterpret or misunderstand some differences. Specifically, service provision may 

appear disparate—even if it is not—if clients enter with underlying needs that program operators 

cannot adequately measure. Some groups may disproportionately require certain services or remain in 

services longer. For example, TANF spells may be longer for clients who have a harder time getting 

hired; without this understanding of the role of the job market, disparities in program outcomes may 

appear to stem from the TANF program. Similarly, clients may have disparate outcomes because of 

different underlying needs and risks. Even if clients technically receive equal services, these services 

may not be equally beneficial for all clients. For example, children for whom English is a second language 

may receive the same services and instructions as their peers in their Head Start classroom, but they 
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may show less academic gain because of language barriers. Although programs may not have the 

resources to address each participant’s underlying needs, assessing those needs to the extent possible 

will allow them to better understand program operations and practices and the barriers that prevent 

families from achieving desired outcomes. 

An Overview of Findings from the Review 
of Research on Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

In the literature on ACF human services programs, we did not find a systematic definition or body of 

research focused on understanding racial and ethnic disparities (unlike what we see in child welfare and 

health services research). In fact, several studies describe racial differences without using the term 

“disparities,” and we did not see information about underlying level of need or eligibility. As a result, the 

studies did not shed light on whether different rates in participation, services, or outcomes were 

disproportionate to need and were, thus, disparities. For example, racial and ethnic differences in TANF 

participation may be caused by higher need in one population compared with another. 

Although the focus of this review was on racial and ethnic disparities, it can be challenging to 

untangle the intersection of race or ethnicity and poverty. The literature highlights how groups that are 

disproportionately poor are also disproportionately served and sometimes affected differently by 

program practices. Generally, the literature across programs focuses on comparing African Americans, 

whites, and to a lesser extent, Hispanics and Latinos (and much less on Asian Americans and American 

Indian and Alaska Native populations). Further, the data are better for program participation among 

African Americans, whites, and some Latino populations than other typically smaller racial and ethnic 

groups. 

In several program reviews, we include studies that do not explicitly examine racial and ethnic 

disparities. However, they critically analyze the likely consequences of such differences and illustrate 

how some racial and ethnic groups would be disproportionately affected (e.g., the child support 

literature discusses higher shares of noncustodial fathers among some groups, and the child care 

literature discusses poor access to high-quality child care for some groups). We include these studies 

because they help us better understand the potential costs or consequences of racial and ethnic 

differences that we might find in future studies with better data. 
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Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

The literature on racial and ethnic differences in TANF covers sanctions, employment outcomes, 

caseworker-client relationships, policy decisions, and welfare leavers. Although researchers generally 

use terms like “difference” and “gap” to describe differential experiences and outcomes by race and 

ethnicity, many also use “racial disparity” to describe racial differences in employment, sanctioning, and 

client treatment and outcomes. 

SUMMARY 

 Many studies examine racial and ethnic differences in TANF access, services and treatment, 

and outcomes, but they generally do not use the term “disparities.” 

 African Americans and Hispanics are disproportionately poor, and some evidence suggests that 

higher shares of eligible African American and Hispanic families are enrolled in TANF. 

 Research points to consistent racial and ethnic differences in services and treatment and 

outcomes. Generally, African Americans and Hispanics are sanctioned at higher rates than 

whites after controlling for factors like their work history and the ages of their children. African 

Americans have less stable employment, are hired less often, and are more likely to cycle back 

to TANF. 

 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families operates through caseworker discretion, most 

notably for services like child care, work readiness programs, education and training, and other 

supports that the literature suggests are offered more often to white recipients than to African 

American and Hispanic recipients. 

Child Support Enforcement 

The literature on child support enforcement rarely uses the terms “disparity” and “disproportionality.” 

Studies that do discuss disproportionality typically refer to factors that affect a family’s experience with 

child support—namely, that low-income noncustodial fathers are disproportionately African American 

(Sorensen 1999), African American fathers are disproportionately poor (Threlfall and Kohl 2015), and 

children raised in custodial families are disproportionately poor (Cuesta and Cancian 2015).6  

                                                                            
6 Custodial families are defined as single-parent families or households that include a custodial parent. 
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The literature discusses gaps in payment receipt, racial differences in the ability of noncustodial 

parents to pay child support, differences between chronically unemployed and working-poor 

noncustodial fathers (Mincy, Jethwani, and Klempin 2014), and the effects of enforcement measures on 

low-income fathers of color. 

SUMMARY 

 Custodial parents are disproportionately African American and Hispanic, and so higher shares 

of custodial parents in those groups are eligible for child support. 

 Much of the literature examines how the program affects low-income fathers differently and 

how African Americans, who are disproportionately low-income, experience extra burdens in 

the custodial parent’s need for support and the noncustodial parent’s ability to pay. 

Child Care and Development Fund 

The research on child care subsidies addresses barriers to access, factors shaping child care decisions, 

subsidy knowledge and use, subsidy duration, patterns of child care arrangements using subsidies, 

quality of child care accessed on subsidies, and child and family outcomes of subsidy use (Blau and Tekin 

2007; Capizzano, Adams, and Ost 2006; Ehrle, Tout, and Adams 2001; Forry, Daneri, and Howarth 

2013; Fram and Kim 2008; GAO 2016; Ha 2009; Henly, Ananat, Danziger 2006; Herbst and Tekin 

2010; Laughlin 2013; Liang, Fuller, and Singer 2001; Schmit and Walker 2016; Shlay, Weinraub, and 

Harmon 2007; Weber 2011; Weinraub et al. 2005). Generally, researchers do not use the term 

“disparity” but instead describe racial “differences,” as in Herbst (2008). 

SUMMARY 

 Controlling for characteristics such as age, education, and family size, most studies find that 

African Americans are more likely to receive child care subsidies than other racial groups. The 

research on Hispanic participation in child care subsidies is mixed: some studies show that 

Hispanic families use child care subsidies at lower rates than non-Hispanic families, but others 

indicate that Hispanic families may use child care subsidies at slightly higher rates. 

 African Americans tend to have more spells and more cumulative months of subsidy receipt 

than other racial groups. African Americans are also more likely to experience greater 

instability in their child care arrangements. 
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 There is no easily identified research on racial and ethnic differences in outcomes associated 

with receiving child care subsidies. 

Head Start 

The literature on Head Start addresses several topics related to racial and ethnic differences, including 

access and enrollment, quality of Head Start centers, and the program’s impact on school readiness 

(Barnett, Carolan, and Johns 2013; Barnett and Hustedt 2005; Currie and Thomas 1996, 1999; 

Hofferth 1994; Joshi et al. 2014; Laughlin 2013; Puma et al. 2010; Schmit and Walker 2016; Schnur, 

Brooks-Gunn, and Shipman 1992). Generally, researchers do not use the term “disparity” but instead 

describe racial “differences,” as in Puma and colleagues (2010), or “gaps,” as in Magnuson and Waldfogel 

(2005). 

SUMMARY 

 Disproportionate shares of African American and Hispanic families are eligible for Head Start 

compared with white families. 

 Eligible African Americans, Hispanics, and American Indians and Alaska Natives enroll in Head 

Start at higher rates than eligible whites and Asian Americans. 

 Research on racial and ethnic differences in services and treatment in Head Start is limited, but 

some studies find that African American children are more likely to be enrolled in medium- or 

low-quality Head Start centers compared with white or Hispanic children. 

 Recent studies have shown that African American children experience more social-emotional 

gains than their Hispanic and non-Hispanic white peers in attentiveness, parent and peer 

interaction, and relationships with teachers. Most of the differences only lasted until the end of 

kindergarten. 

Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention 

The research on adolescent pregnancy prevention addresses teen pregnancy rates, culturally tailored 

pregnancy prevention programs, and differential outcomes by race and ethnicity (Alford 2009; Browne 

et al. 2001; de Ravello, Tulloch, and Taylor 2012; Garwick et al. 2008; Guilamo-Ramos et al. 2012; Kost 

and Henshaw 2010; Hagen et al. 2012; Jemmott, Sweet Jemmott, and Fong 1998; Kirby et al. 2004; 
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Manaseri, Uehara, and Roberts 2014; McMahon et al. 2015; Murphy-Erby, Stauss, and Estupinian 2013; 

Rushing and Stephens 2012; Russell, Lee, and the Latina/o Teen Pregnancy Prevention Workgroup 

2004). Generally, researchers do not use the term “disparity.” When they do use the term, they are 

typically referencing disparities in teen birth rates, as in Kost and Henshaw (2010). 

SUMMARY 

 Currently, there are no national estimates of access to and enrollment in adolescent pregnancy 

prevention programs. 

 The research has not examined racial and ethnic differences in services and treatment (e.g., 

quality, duration, and stability). 

 Studies have found many generalized programs to be effective but have not shown differential 

effects by race and ethnicity. Studies have also demonstrated that culturally sensitive programs 

are highly effective for certain populations. 

Runaway and Homeless Youth 

The literature on the Runaway and Homeless Youth Program addresses rates of homelessness, shelter 

use, effectiveness of interventions, and likelihood of family reunification (Wagner et al. 1994; De Rosa 

et al. 1999; Fernandes-Alcantara 2013; Hickler and Auserwald 2009; Ringwalt et al. 1998; Robertson 

and Toro 1999; Thompson, Safyer, and Pollio 2001; Thompson, Kost, and Pollio 2003; Thompson, 

Maguin, and Pollio 2003). Generally, researchers do not use the term “disparity” but instead describe 

the overrepresentation of youth of color among the homeless youth population (Fernandes-Alcantara 

2013; Thompson, Maguin, and Pollio 2003). 

SUMMARY 

 Given the inconsistent findings on racial and ethnic differences in homeless rates among youth 

and outcomes after shelter use, it is difficult to conclude whether there are disparities in 

runaway and homeless youth programs. 
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Conclusions 

There is a considerable amount of existing research on racial and ethnic differences in access, services 

and treatment, and outcomes for the six ACF human services programs. Reviewing the research as a 

whole, we see that the same racial and ethnic groups generally tend to experience the poorer outcomes 

across programs. But noticeably, and unlike research on health disparities and racial disproportionality 

in the child welfare system, these studies have not been organized around a unifying framework or 

systematic approach to defining and measuring disparities, their consequences, or policy and practice 

solutions. 

Although most studies have not calculated disparities in similar or systematic ways, the research 

has sought to explain the reasons for racial and ethnic differences, often highlighting factors such as 

poverty or differential program access, worker bias and discretion, or disproportionate risk of other 

challenges, such as employer discrimination or nonstandard work hours. These explanations suggest 

disparities in program operations and treatment as well as differences stemming from outside the 

programs, but research has not tested these hypotheses methodically.  

In TANF and the child support program, services and treatment appears to be different and less 

favorable for some racial and ethnic groups. For example, African Americans are sanctioned more, face 

greater debt associated with child support enforcement, and receive less in child support payments. 

Higher shares of eligible African American and Hispanic families access programs like Head Start and 

CCDF compared with eligible white families. However, for African Americans in particular, research 

suggests the programs they access may be lower quality on average.  

For adolescent pregnancy prevention programs, data are insufficient to adequately assess 

differences in access, services and treatment, and outcomes by race and ethnicity, although the 

programs tend to be tailored and often are effective for specific populations. Similarly, research on 

runaway and homeless youth is limited and offers mixed and inconsistent findings about racial and 

ethnic differences in program access, services and treatment, and outcomes. The potential evidence of 

disparities is quite varied across the programs we reviewed. 

Using Data to Build Better Evidence 

To improve our understanding of racial and ethnic disparities in human services, the field could take the 

following steps: 
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 Estimate underlying population need. Most programs appear to have data that researchers 

could use to estimate underlying population need or risk. Research on adolescent pregnancy 

prevention programs, for example, has used birth rates among adolescents by race and 

ethnicity to identify higher-risk populations. Runaway and homeless youth programs, however, 

have difficulty assessing underlying risk because of challenges in getting precise estimates of 

youth homelessness.  

 Assess program access and participation. Most programs have national data on the race and 

ethnicity of program participants, with the exception of adolescent pregnancy prevention 

programs, which do not appear to have national data on all participants across all programs. For 

programs that do have these numbers, our conceptual framework suggests that researchers 

examine the racial and ethnic distribution of participants in relation to the racial and ethnic 

distribution of the population with the underlying need.7  

 Assess services and treatment. We see a need for more research on racial and ethnic 

representation in different services and treatment of clients in relation to population 

representation in the programs. 

 Assess outcomes. For some of the programs, researchers have explored differences by race 

and ethnicity in limited sets of outcomes. For example, research on runaway and homeless 

youth has been limited to housing and family reunification. Other meaningful outcomes critical 

to understanding program effectiveness include well-being, education, employment, and 

health. Research on adolescent pregnancy prevention programs has focused on relatively few 

outcomes (e.g., teenage birth rates and age of first sexual intercourse) and rarely on effects by 

race and ethnicity. 

Although most studies on human services have not measured racial and ethnic disparities and 

disproportionality, researchers have determined that racial and ethnic differences exist and should be 

addressed. 

                                                                            
7 In the Head Start and CCDF programs, families could also be eligible for other early childhood programs, such as 
state prekindergarten, home visiting, or TANF-funded child care support, and so analysts should understand 
participation rates across all related programs. 
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Current Data Challenges 

The following data and methodological challenges have limited what researchers currently know about 

racial and ethnic differences and disparities in ACF human services programs. 

 A lack of national data (runaway and homeless youth programs) or challenges associated 

with producing national estimates (TANF). Researchers have difficulty assessing a national 

picture of TANF given the variation in state policies and program implementation. Similarly, the 

type and extent of and potential reasons for disparities likely vary by region, which suggests 

that analysts will need to focus on variations and disparities in states or counties. 

 Small sample sizes that limit subgroup analyses (Head Start and adolescent pregnancy 

prevention programs). 

 Reliance on self-reported measures (the Child Support Enforcement Program and adolescent 

pregnancy prevention programs). Researchers note that analyses relying on self-reported 

data, such as a custodial parent reporting on a noncustodial parent’s behavior or adolescents 

self-reporting sexual behavior, may not be the most reliable or accurate (Jemmott et al. 1998; 

Nepomnyaschy 2007). 

To better understand racial and ethnic differences and disparities in ACF human services programs, 

program administrators and researchers will need to take these limitations into account and identify 

ways to address them. 




