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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Background and Purpose: Child protective services (CPS) contact is consistently linked with poverty in the US, and
Poverty empirical evidence is mounting to indicate that disparate exposure to income poverty explains a substantial

Material hardship
CPS contact

Racial inequity
Economic wellbeing
Racial disparity

portion of racial inequities in CPS involvement. Evidence about the different distributions of income poverty and
material hardship also suggests that income poverty may not sufficiently capture economic wellbeing among
families. This paper assessed whether differences in exposure to income poverty and/or material hardship
explain racial inequities in CPS contact and further examined whether income poverty and material hardship
predict CPS contact differently within racialized groups.

Methods: We used data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), an urban cohort repre-
sentative of births in large US cities in 1998-2000. The FFCWS data are ideal for this study in capturing each of
the key constructs: racialized group membership, income, material hardship, and CPS contact. We measured
income poverty and material hardship when children were age 1 and measured any CPS contact by age five. Our
final sample included 3,517 families, including 1,848 Black, 614 white, and 1,055 Latinx families. We employed
logistic regression to assess the associations between income poverty and material hardship, independently and
jointly, and CPS contact. We conducted analyses in our full analytic sample and among subsamples of the Black,
white, and Latinx families.

Results: We found that differences in income-to-poverty ratio account for differences in CPS contact between
Black and white families. Differences in CPS contact between Black and Latinx families were not explained by
economic wellbeing measures alone but were ameliorated when differences in income poverty, material hard-
ship, and a full set of family characteristics were considered. Additionally, we found that material hardship was a
consistent predictor of CPS contact in the full sample and within each of the Black, white, and Latinx subsamples,
even accounting for differences in income and other family characteristics.

Conclusions: The clear role of income poverty in explaining inequities in CPS contact between Black and white
families and the consistent importance of material hardship in predicting CPS contact across all families un-
derscore the critical importance of reducing income poverty and hardship and of distinguishing material need
from maltreatment in the context of CPS. Our findings offer clear implications for policy intervention to reduce
income poverty and material hardship. Such interventions might include extending the temporarily expanded
Child Tax Credit and expanded food and housing assistance benefits, toward the ends of supporting child and
family wellbeing and reducing economic and racial inequities in CPS contact.

1. Introduction 2020; Pelton, 2015; Sedlak et al., 2010). Because of the systemic ways in
which income poverty has been racialized in the US, families of color are

Economic wellbeing, particularly income poverty, is widely consid- exposed to income poverty at substantially higher rates than are white
ered a key predictor of child protective services (CPS) contact among US families (Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020; Sedlak et al., 2010), and empirical ev-
families (Berger, 2004; Berger & Waldfogel, 2011; Font & Maguire-Jack, idence is mounting to indicate that this disparate exposure to income
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poverty explains a substantial portion of racial inequities in CPS
involvement, particularly between Black and white families (e.g., Kim &
Drake, 2018). Given the central role economic wellbeing plays in
shaping the population of CPS-involved families, including the persis-
tent overrepresentation of Black families, expanding our measurement
and understanding of economic wellbeing in the context of CPS contact
is vital to creating CPS systems which do not perpetuate classism and
racism.

An expanding body of research in the US examines measures of
economic wellbeing beyond income poverty, recognizing well-
established limitations to income measures and the utility of capturing
more proximate consequences of limited economic resources, such as
experiences of material hardship (Heflin & Iceland, 2009; Neckerman,
Garfinkel, Teitler, Waldfogel, & Wimer, 2016; Thomas, 2022; Thomas,
Waldfogel, & Williams, 2022). In the context of predicting CPS contact,
measures of material hardship are particularly relevant because of the
similarities between material hardship and child neglect (Pelton, 2015),
the primary form of maltreatment which brings US families into contact
with CPS (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2021). Further,
material hardship may be a stronger predictor of CPS contact for Black
and Latinx families, for whom income poverty is not a clear predictor
(Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020; Thomas, 2022; Thomas, Waldfogel, & Williams,
2022). In an effort to eliminate persistent racial inequities in CPS con-
tact, establishing the potential association of material hardship with CPS
contact may offer an opportunity to prevent CPS contact and improve
child and family wellbeing, particularly among Black and Latinx families
(Pelton, 2015; Slack et al., 2004). In this context, the present study
considers differences in exposure to and consequences of income
poverty and material hardship in order to understand how these eco-
nomic wellbeing constructs may predict CPS contact differently for
Black, white, and Latinx families.

2. Background
2.1. CPS contact and economic wellbeing

The research consensus indicates a consistent correlation between
economic wellbeing and CPS contact: greater economic precarity is
associated with greater risk of CPS contact (e.g., Berger & Waldfogel,
2011; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2020; Pelton, 2015; Slack et al., 2011). This
study expands that knowledge base by examining both income poverty
and material hardship as key measures of economic wellbeing and by
assessing how exposure to economic need may predict risk for CPS
contact differently within specific racialized groups.

2.1.1. Predicting CPS contact from economic wellbeing

Prior research has linked exposure to both income poverty and ma-
terial hardship with increased risk of CPS contact (e.g., Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2020; Pelton, 2015; Slack et al., 2004). Studies examining asso-
ciations between income poverty and CPS involvement have typically
measured income poverty either in the aggregate (e.g., rates of poverty
in pooled national data; Drake et al., 2011) or with a family-level indi-
cator for income below 100% of the federal poverty level (FPL),
although other measures of family income have also been used (e.g.,
Slack et al., 2011), as have proxy measures for income poverty, such as
public assistance receipt (Jonson-Reid et al., 2009). Research linking
increased exposure to material hardship with greater risk for CPS con-
tact has considered both multi-dimensional material hardship (Conrad-
Hiebner & Byram, 2020; Pelton, 2015; Yang, 2015) as well as specific
forms of hardship, such as food insecurity (Helton et al., 2018) and
housing hardship (Chandler et al., 2020), exposure to each of which has
been associated with increased risk of CPS contact. One recent system-
atic review found that the accumulation of material hardship exposure
over time was a particularly strong predictor of CPS contact (Conrad-
Hiebner & Byram, 2020). That finding is consistent with the well-
established detrimental consequences of chronic exposure to income
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poverty (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997).

Theory and empirical evidence link compromised economic well-
being and a range of detrimental family outcomes, including CPS con-
tact, through two primary mechanisms: the effects of limited material
resources (e.g., the resource and investment model) and the effects of
stress on mental health and behavior (e.g., the family stress model)
(Magnuson & Votruba-Drzal, 2009). Resource deprivation may limit the
material goods and services a family can access, from food and shelter to
adequate childcare to health care services. Not only can income poverty
and material hardship have direct consequences for families’ capabil-
ities to meet their essential needs (Pelton, 2015), such exposures can
also affect families’ social positioning, with potential consequences for
perceived child wellbeing and risk (Calheiros et al., 2020). For instance,
a family’s reliance on free food, used clothing, or public assistance
programs may operate as social ‘flags’ for income poverty or hardship
such that, whether or not a family experiences unmet basic needs, an
observer might assess the family’s social position as economically pre-
carious, with resulting potential for CPS contact (Pelton, 2015). Indeed,
evidence suggests that laypeople, particularly those who are of higher
socioeconomic status (SES) themselves, do a poor job distinguishing
poverty from child neglect (Calheiros et al., 2020; Dickerson et al.,
2020). This consequence — labeling bias, in which hardship is construed
as maltreatment — demonstrates how the resource deprivation conse-
quences of economic precarity may have social positioning effects which
create risk for CPS contact independently of the concrete material
deprivation which can lead to CPS contact.

In addition to these mechanisms suggesting direct relationships be-
tween economic wellbeing and CPS contact, many social, health, and
system-involvement factors may confound the potential relationships
between economic wellbeing and CPS contact. That is, factors like
criminal justice system involvement, mental health conditions, or
exposure to intimate partner violence may be associated with both
economic wellbeing and CPS contact. In the present study, we account
for various potentially confounding factors and also measure economic
wellbeing prior to CPS contact, but our analyses do not account for all
potential sources of confounding and should be interpreted as exam-
ining correlations between economic wellbeing and CPS contact rather
than suggesting causal relationships.

2.1.2. Differentiating income poverty and material hardship

Estimates of the distributions of material hardship and income
poverty make clear that the two experiences affect different groups of
people (Neckerman, Garfinkel, Teitler, Waldfogel, & Wimer, 2016;
Rodems & Shaefer, 2020; Sullivan, Turner, & Danziger, 2008; Thomas,
2022; Thomas, Waldfogel, & Williams, 2022). Several studies have
identified significant proportions of families with incomes well above
100% FPL who experienced material hardship, while likewise, hardship
is not universal among families with income below the poverty line (e.g.,
Karpman, Zuckerman, & Gonzalez, 2018; Rodems & Shaefer, 2020;
Thomas, 2022). Additionally, while material hardship decreases some-
what as income increases, it does so at a slower and distinct rate
(Neckerman et al., 2016; Short, 2005; Sullivan et al., 2008).

There are myriad reasons people may experience material hardship
despite not experiencing income poverty. Some of these may be artifacts
of the shortcomings of the official poverty measure; for instance, there
are great variations in cost of living across the US which the FPL does not
account for, and these differences might be particularly relevant for
families with income just above the FPL threshold. Other factors may
also explain experiences of material hardship in families with non-
poverty incomes. For example, families with moderate income may
experience material hardship because they do not have the skills to
manage money effectively (Zilanawala & Pilkauskas, 2012), or they may
face an unexpected large cost, such as a vehicle repair, which depletes
resources for essential needs (Heflin & Butler, 2012). A person’s
disability status may also impede access to basic needs such as food
(Heflin, 2017). By contrast, families who experience income poverty but
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not material hardship also likely reflect a range of economic circum-
stances, from key sources of support unaccounted for in income poverty
measures (e.g., access to credit, family support, public assistance bene-
fits) to variations in cost of living to individual money management
skills.

The present study does not attempt to identify these differentiating
factors but recognizes the value of considering these two distinct forms
of economic wellbeing in understanding the links between economic
need and CPS contact. Even without fully understanding their different
mechanisms, prior research on the effects of material hardship and its
only moderate correlation with income poverty suggests the likelihood
that this form of economic need may have different effects on outcomes,
including CPS contact, than does income poverty (Conrad-Hiebner &
Byram, 2020; Heflin & Iceland, 2009; Yang, 2015).

2.1.3. Distinguishing poverty, hardship, and neglect

A central complexity of the relationship between economic well-
being and CPS contact is the overlap between definitions of poverty and
child neglect. Neglect (rather than abuse or other forms of maltreat-
ment) is the primary reason for CPS involvement for a substantial ma-
jority of US families referred to CPS (U.S. Department of Health &
Human Services, 2021). While legal definitions vary across states,
neglect is typically defined as a caregiver’s failure to meet a child’s
essential needs in areas such as food, safe housing, adequate medical
care, sufficient supervision, and access to education (Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2020). Such basic needs are likely to be more difficult to provide
for among poor than among higher-income families (Karpman et al.,
2018).

The confusion about what constitutes neglect rather than poverty is
critically important for poor families as “many, but not all, U.S. state
statutes include a clause indicating that the action or omission [which
constitutes child neglect] must have occurred for reasons other than
poverty alone” (Berger & Slack, 2020, p. 12). This key tenet, that child
maltreatment cannot simply be poverty, is poorly operationalized in
practice and begs the social and legal clarification of definitions of both
neglect and poverty (Eamon & Kopels, 2004; Font & Maguire-Jack,
2020; Rebbe, 2018). For instance, state statutes do not articulate what
other circumstances are required to elevate unmet basic needs from
consequences of poverty to child neglect. Moreover, because definitions
of neglect explicitly focus on caregiver behavior (or lack thereof), re-
sponses to neglect often emphasize caregiver behavior change (e.g.,
parenting classes, mental health treatment) rather than addressing ma-
terial deprivation (e.g., housing assistance, income supports) (Bullinger
et al., 2020; Eamon & Kopels, 2004; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2020).

Increasing attention to material hardship as an experience distinct
from income poverty offers an approach through which definitions of
neglect and poverty could be clarified and reframed. If CPS systems
consistently considered a family’s financial capacity to meet their child’s
basic needs as distinct from maltreatment, they might approach an
assessment of neglect by asking, “could this unmet need be addressed
with material supports alone?” In circumstances where the response was
“yes,” that might suggest that “poverty alone” was the source of child
deprivation and therefore non-punitive measures of material support
could be an appropriate response. In the absence of changes to con-
ceptualizations of neglect and poverty in the context of CPS, measures of
material hardship may be strong predictors of CPS contact both due to
conflation between hardship and neglect (Berger & Slack, 2020; Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2020) and due to real risks for maltreatment related to
the intensity of deprivation and resultant stress which exposure to severe
material hardship may represent for families (Bullinger et al., 2020;
Jonson-Reid et al., 2009; Slack et al., 2004). Particularly, for Black and
Latinx families, amongst whom income poverty is much more prevalent
than among white families, material hardship may better distinguish
those families with greater risks for CPS contact than does income
poverty.
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2.2. CPS contact and racialized group membership

This study was motivated to examine the consequences of economic
wellbeing for CPS contact between and within specific racialized groups
in recognition of the explicit and systemic racialization of CPS and of
poverty in the US. Our study was grounded in the assumption that the
consequences of income poverty and material hardship and risks of CPS
contact may each be different for members of different racialized
groups.

2.2.1. Inequities in CPS contact by racialized group membership

National prevalence data demonstrate clear and consistent inequities
in CPS involvement by racialized group membership. Generally, Black
children are overrepresented in CPS systems, white children are un-
derrepresented, and Latinx children are relatively evenly represented.
For instance, in 2019, Black children made up 14% of the US child
population but 21% of CPS cases; white children made up 50% of the
child population but 44% of CPS cases; and Latinx children made up
26% of the child population and 24% of CPS cases (U.S. Department of
Health & Human Services, 2021). Other national estimates indicate that
over the course of childhood, 53% of Black children, 28% of white
children, and 32% of Latinx children will have CPS contact (Kim et al.,
2017).

2.2.2. Recognizing the racialization of poverty

The systemic ways in which poverty has been linked to racialized
group membership in the US offer one explanation for the prior finding
that income poverty is a stronger predictor of CPS contact among white
families than Black families (Thomas, Waldfogel, & Williams, 2022). In
essence, the high prevalence of income poverty, on average, among
families of color and particularly Black families, may render poverty too
ubiquitous an experience to distinguish families’ risk for CPS contact
within that racialized group. The racialization of income poverty is
rooted in past and present policies which have consistently restricted the
income and wealth of Black and other families of color and enhanced the
income and wealth of white families. These policies include but are
certainly not limited to: explicit racial segregation (Andrews et al.,
2017); occupational exclusion from the benefits of Social Security and
minimum wage laws, disproportionately affecting people of color
(Derenoncourt & Montialoux, 2020; DeWitt, 2010); and mass incarcer-
ation (Alexander, 2010). A concrete consequence of the ongoing raci-
alization of poverty is the striking inequity in children’s exposure to
income poverty by racialized group membership. In 2019, 31% of Black
children experienced income poverty, compared to 10% of white chil-
dren and 23% of Latinx children (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2021).

While racialized group membership and income poverty may each
contribute independently to risk for CPS contact, some degree of ineq-
uity in exposure to CPS related to racialized group membership is likely
explained by the inequitable exposure of Black families to income
poverty (Kim & Drake, 2018). How completely differences in economic
wellbeing account for inequities by racialized group membership in CPS
involvement has not been settled in the current research. Moreover,
most prior research has emphasized income poverty as the primary or
only measure of economic wellbeing.

2.3. Current study

The present study examined the associations of income poverty and
material hardship with CPS contact separately and jointly and assessed
whether these relationships differed within specific racialized groups. In
doing so, this study contributes to addressing two important tensions
related to CPS systems. First, CPS systems are charged to engage families
across the economic spectrum and specifically to treat child maltreat-
ment as distinct from poverty. Nonetheless, income poverty and CPS
contact are strongly and consistently linked. Second, CPS, like all public
systems, should treat families equally across racialized group
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membership. Nonetheless, racialized group membership and CPS con-
tact are persistently correlated. By examining multiple measures of
economic wellbeing and assessing potential differences in the conse-
quences of these measures within models stratified by racialized group
membership, this study sought to expand the knowledge we can draw on
to increase economic and racial equity in CPS systems. Pursuant to these
aims, the current study addressed two main questions:

1. Do income poverty and/or material hardship explain racial in-
equities in CPS contact?

2. Do income poverty and/or material hardship predict CPS contact
differently within racialized groups (e.g., among Black families
alone)?

Distinguishing risk for CPS contact related to economic wellbeing
and racialized group membership is essential to addressing both poverty
and racism as factors in CPS involvement. Critically, while differences in
prevalence of income poverty between Black and white families may
explain much of the aggregate racial inequity in CPS involvement (Kim
& Drake, 2018), other evidence suggests that income poverty and other
measures of economic wellbeing may operate differently within racial-
ized groups. For instance, recent evidence suggests that income poverty
is not a significant predictor of CPS contact within a sample of Black
families, whereas among white families, income poverty is a strong
correlate of CPS contact (Thomas, Waldfogel, & Williams, 2022). Such
findings suggest that economic wellbeing may have different associa-
tions with the risk of CPS contact among different racialized groups.

3. Data and Methods
3.1. Data

To conduct this study, we used data from the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), an ongoing, longitudinal, birth cohort
study which follows a stratified, multistate, probability sample of
approximately 5,000 families with children born in 20 large US cities in
1998-2000 (Reichman et al., 2001). This study drew primarily on data
from three early waves of the FFCWS, using information collected in
interviews with mothers when the focal children were newborns and
approximately 1 and 5 years old. FFCWS is designed to capture data
about the experiences of understudied and marginalized families,
including an oversample of unmarried parents and substantial inclusion
of Black and Latinx Americans and low-SES families. As a result of the
study design, these data offer sufficiently large subsamples of Black-
identified and Latinx-identified families to examine within-race pat-
terns and differences. This possibility was critical for our analysis of the
relationships between economic wellbeing and CPS contact separately
within racialized groups. Further, the FFCWS data were the ideal source
for this study in capturing each of the key constructs we examined: ra-
cialized group membership, income, material hardship, and CPS con-
tact. To our knowledge, no other large-scale US data source measures all
of these constructs.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. CPS contact

At the 5-year wave, the FFCWS survey includes a question to mothers
about whether they had been contacted by CPS at any time since the
focal child’s birth. Based on responses to this question, we constructed a
binary measure of any CPS contact by the 5-year wave. This is the first
wave of the survey in which questions about CPS contact were asked,
and it is not possible to assess the timing of CPS contact more precisely
than within the birth-to-age-5 period, an important limitation which we
discuss further below. In sensitivity tests, we also constructed measures
of CPS contact incorporating primary reason for contact, including an
indicator for any CPS contact for neglect and CPS contact for neglect
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3.2.2. Income poverty

The FFCWS data include household-level income-to-poverty ratio at
each wave, based on mother reports. Using this information, we con-
structed several measures of income poverty. Our primary analytic
measure was continuous income-to-poverty ratio in the mother’s
household, measured at the 1-year wave and top-coded at the 96th
percentile, to reduce the effects of outliers. In sensitivity tests, we also
examined continuous income-to-poverty ratio at the baseline, 3-year
and 5-year waves; a longitudinal measure of the number of waves
(0-4), from baseline to 5-year wave, in which the mother’s household
experienced income poverty, defined as income<100% of FPL; and
categorical measures at the 1-, 3-, and 5-year waves, with values of
<100% FPL, 100-199% FPL, 200-299% FPL, and 300%+ FPL.

3.2.3. Material hardship

Household-level experiences of material hardship are captured at
each wave of the FFCWS data, beginning at the 1-year wave. Across
waves, nine questions are asked consistently, resulting in measures of
five key domains of material hardship, namely: food hardship, housing
hardship, medical hardship, utility hardship, and bill-paying hardship.
Each of these domains captures a household’s inability to meet basic
material needs due to lack of economic resources (rather than choice or
other circumstances). Our primary analytic measure of material hard-
ship was an indicator for whether the mother’s household experienced
severe material hardship, defined as two or more hardships other than
bill-paying hardship and measured at the 1-year wave. In sensitivity
tests, we examined a longitudinal measure of the number of waves
(0-3), from the 1-year to 5-year wave, in which the mother’s household
experienced severe material hardship; measures at each of the 1, 3-, and
5-year waves of any material hardship; and categorical measures of
material hardship at each wave, with values of no hardship, bill-paying
hardship only, 1 non-bill hardship, and 2 + non-bill hardships.

3.2.4. Racialized group membership

We measured child racialized group membership as a composite
based on mother and father race and Latinx ethnicity as reported at
baseline. We created three, mutually exclusive racialized group cate-
gories: Black, non-Latinx, which included children who had a Black
mother and/or father and did not have a Latinx mother; white, non-
Latinx, which included those children who had a white mother and
white father and did not have a Latinx parent; and Latinx, of any race,
which included children who had a Latinx parent and did not have a
Black mother. We conducted sensitivity tests using mother racialized
group membership only, which produced comparable results. We
excluded from our analysis approximately 3% of the FFCWS sample,
which included children with a range of other racial and ethnic identi-
ties, because this study aimed to conduct racialized-group-specific an-
alyses, and these other families constituted small samples about which
we could not draw reliable conclusions.

3.2.5. Family characteristics

In our final set of analyses, we introduced a rich set of covariates to
control for family characteristics and experiences which may affect the
relationships between economic wellbeing and CPS contact. In our main
models, these covariates included measures at baseline and at the 1-year
wave, while sensitivity testing also considered measures at the 3-year
and 5-year waves and multi-year composite measures. Primary base-
line measures included child sex at birth, child low birthweight status,
and mother US-born status. Measures from the 1-year wave included
child age, mother age, mother education level, mother housing type,
mother marital/co-residence status, mother number of children, mother
poor health status, whether mother met criteria for depression, and
whether father did not have regular contact with child. In sensitivity
tests, we examined additional variables only available at the 3- and 5-
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Table 1
Sample characteristics.
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Full sample (n = 3,517) Black (n = 1,848) White (n = 614) Latinx (n = 836)

mean SE mean SE mean SE sig.’ mean SE sig.
Family characteristics
child sex at birth” (female) 0.48 0.01 0.48 0.01 0.47 0.02 0.48 0.02
child age at Y1 (months) 15.05 0.06 15.97 0.08 13.92 0.12 il 14.10 0.09 wh
child born at low birth weight (yes) 0.10 0.00 0.13 0.01 0.07 0.01 sk 0.06 0.01 e
mother age at Y1 (years) 26.23 0.10 25.61 0.13 29.04 0.27 okl 25.69 0.18
mother not US-born 0.13 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.03 0.01 0.35 0.01 ekl
mother education level at Y1
less than high school 0.30 0.01 0.28 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.45 0.02
High school or equivalent 0.31 0.01 0.35 0.01 0.24 0.02 0.27 0.01
some college or technical school 0.28 0.01 0.31 0.01 0.28 0.02 0.24 0.01 i
college or advanced degree 0.11 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.36 0.02 i 0.04 0.01
mother housing status at Y1
own 0.17 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.47 0.02 ok 0.13 0.01 *
rent, no assistance 0.50 0.01 0.51 0.01 0.40 0.02 0.55 0.02
rent, assistance 0.06 0.00 0.09 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.05 0.01 ikl
public housing 0.13 0.01 0.18 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.12 0.01 el
other 0.13 0.01 0.12 0.01 0.08 0.01 o 0.15 0.01 *
mother marital and co-residence status at Y1
married, lives with bio father 0.29 0.01 0.16 0.01 0.62 0.02 okl 0.31 0.01 el
married, lives with new partner 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00
not married, lives with bio father 0.32 0.01 0.33 0.01 0.20 0.02 0.37 0.01
not married, lives with new partner 0.04 0.00 0.06 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.00 ok
not married, not living with partner 0.35 0.01 0.45 0.01 0.16 0.01 ok 0.29 0.01 el
mother number of children at Y1 2.13 0.02 2.29 0.03 1.87 0.04 2.01 0.04
father does not have regular contact at Y1 0.17 0.01 0.21 0.01 0.08 0.01 0.16 0.01
mother in poor health at Y1 0.38 0.01 0.37 0.01 0.28 0.02 bl 0.45 0.02 ik
mother met depression criteria at Y1 0.16 0.01 0.17 0.01 0.14 0.01 * 0.14 0.01 *

2 Statistical significance of adjusted Wald test of difference in means vs. Black sample; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

b birth = baseline/at-birth survey, 1998-2000; Y1 = age 1 survey, 1999-2001

year waves, including mother’s use of illegal substances and criminal
justice involvement as well as fixed effects for the year of the mother’s 5-
year interview and the state in which the child was born.

3.3. Sample

Our total study sample was based on a series of exclusions from the
full baseline sample of 4,898 families. First, we excluded children whose
mothers were not interviewed at the 5-year wave (n = 843) and then
those who were not Black, white, or Latinx based on our racialized group
membership measure (n = 115). Finally, we excluded those families
missing income poverty and material hardship data (n = 233 missing
both, n = 15 missing income only, and n = 32 missing hardship only),
and missing covariate data (n = 143). Thus, our full analytic sample
relied on data from 3,517 total families, including 1,848 Black families,
614 white families, and 1,055 Latinx families. While FFCWS includes
survey weights, we elected not to use them in our analyses (weighted
descriptive statistics are available in Appendix A) and discuss the im-
plications of this choice in the Limitations section.

3.4. Analysis

We conducted three sets of analyses, for the full analytic sample and
for subsamples defined by racialized group membership, in order to
identify experiences and patterns separately within Black, white, and
Latinx samples. First, we conducted descriptive analyses of the preva-
lence and distribution of CPS contact, income poverty, and material
hardship for the full analytic sample and within the racialized sub-
groups. Second, we conducted analyses for the full analytic sample to
examine whether economic wellbeing explained relationships between
racialized group membership and CPS contact, conducting a series of
logistic regression analyses. We examined unadjusted models regressing
CPS contact on racialized group membership, comparing white and
Latinx families to Black families, and conducting post-hoc tests of dif-
ferences between white and Latinx families. We built on this model with

the addition of income-to-poverty ratio and then replicated the model,
replacing income-to-poverty ratio with severe material hardship expo-
sure. Finally, we examined the associations between racialized group
and CPS contact accounting for the joint impacts of income-to-poverty
ratio and severe material hardship, first without adjustment and then
including a full set of controls for family characteristics. Our third set of
analyses replicated the series of full sample analyses in models stratified
by racialized group membership. These models examined the associa-
tions with CPS contact of income poverty and material hardship, sepa-
rately and together, including adjustments for family characteristics,
within each racialized group.

4. Results
4.1. Sample descriptive statistics

We conducted descriptive analyses to examine the characteristics of
the sample and the prevalence and distribution of the study’s key con-
structs: CPS contact, income poverty, and material hardship. Table 1
presents the sample characteristics, for the full analytic sample and
separately within the Black, white, and Latinx samples. We conducted
adjusted Wald tests to determine whether the differences in means be-
tween the Black sample and the white and Latinx samples, respectively,
were statistically significant for each characteristic.

While some characteristics were similar across the subsamples, such
as child sex, many social positioning characteristics differed. For
instance, a much larger proportion of Latinx mothers (35%) were not
born in the US compared to white mothers (3%) and Black mothers
(4%). There was substantial variation in marital and co-residence status
between samples as well: 62% of white mothers were married to and
living with the focal child’s biological father at the 1-year wave,
compared to 16% of Black mothers and 31% of Latinx mothers. By
contrast, 45% of Black mothers were unmarried and not co-resident with
any partner at the 1-year wave, compared to 29% of Latinx mothers and
16% of white mothers. Mother educational attainment and housing
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Table 2
Prevalence of key constructs: CPS contact and economic wellbeing measures.
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Full sample (n = 3,517)

Black (n = 1,848) White (n = 614) Latinx (n = 836)

mean SE mean SE mean SE sig.” mean SE sig.
CPS contact (5-year wave)”
Any CPS contact at Y5 0.09 0.00 0.11 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.08 0.01
Income-to-poverty ratio (1-year wave)
4-category
<100% FPL 0.44 0.01 0.52 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.49 0.02
100-199% FPL 0.25 0.01 0.25 0.01 0.21 0.02 0.29 0.01 i
200-299% FPL 0.14 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.19 0.02 ek 0.11 0.01
300%-+ FPL 0.17 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.47 0.02 0.11 0.01
continuous 1.66 0.03 1.33 0.03 3.08 0.07 il 1.39 0.04
Material hardship (1-year wave)
Individual hardships
food hardship 0.08 0.00 0.09 0.01 0.07 0.01 0.07 0.01
housing hardship 0.13 0.01 0.14 0.01 0.09 0.01 * 0.13 0.01
medical hardship 0.05 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.07 0.01 b
utility hardship 0.16 0.01 0.17 0.01 0.11 0.01 il 0.16 0.01
bill-paying hardship 0.28 0.01 0.31 0.01 0.22 0.02 ok 0.25 0.01 el
Severe (2 + non-bill-paying) material hardship 0.09 0.00 0.09 0.01 0.08 0.01 0.10 0.01

# Statistical significance of adjusted Wald test of difference in means vs. Black sample; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001
b 5-year wave = age 5 survey, 2003-2005; 1-year wave = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.

status reflected notably different access to schooling and home owner-
ship by racialized group membership. At the 1-year wave, 47% of white
mothers owned their home, compared to 10% of Black and 13% of
Latinx mothers. Additionally, 28% of Black mothers had less than a high
school diploma while nearly half (45%) of Latinx mothers had less than a
high school diploma and just 13% of white mothers had less than a high
school diploma. In addition to social positioning characteristics, differ-
ences in measures of health and wellbeing appeared between the sam-
ples. For instance, 13% of Black children were born at low birthweight
compared to 7% of white and 6% of Latinx children. Almost half (45%)
of Latinx mothers experienced poor health at the 1-year wave, compared
to 37% of Black mothers and 28% of white mothers.

Table 2 displays descriptive statistics for CPS contact, income
poverty, and material hardship for the full analytic sample and for the
three racialized groups. The distribution by racialized group member-
ship reflected established differences in rates of CPS contact and eco-
nomic wellbeing known to be correlated with racialized group
membership and understood to reflect institutional racism and its
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12%

100-199% FPL
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consequences for family regulation and economic wellbeing (Dettlaff &
Boyd, 2020). Overall, 9% of children had CPS contact by the 5-year
wave, but in our racialized group subsamples, 6% of white children
had CPS contact by the 5-year wave, compared to 11% of Black children
and 8% of Latinx children.

Our primary analytic measure of income poverty, a continuous
measure of income-to-poverty ratio at the 1-year wave, demonstrated a
marked difference in average income-to-poverty ratio between white
families (mean = 3.08, or over 300% of FPL on average) and both Black
families (1.33) and Latinx families (1.39). We also present a categorical
measure of income-to-poverty ratio at the 1-year wave, to illustrate the
distribution of income. A substantial majority of white families (66%)
had income above 200% FPL, while a substantial majority of both Black
(77%) and Latinx families (78%) had income below 200% FPL. Severe
material hardship was less prevalent than income poverty across all
racialized groups, and patterns of difference were not statistically sig-
nificant. At the 1-year wave, 8% of white families, 9% of Black families,
and 10% of Latinx families experienced severe hardship. For illustrative

9%
7% 7%

4% 5%
(]

200-299% FPL

4%

=

300%+ FPL

Latinx

Fig. 1. Material hardship by income level at 1-year wave, unweighted (n = 3,517).
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Table 3
CPS contact predicted by racialized group (A), and by income (B) and hardship (C) (n = 3,517).
Model A Model B Model C
OR 95% CI sig. OR 95% CI sig. OR 95% CI sig.
Racialized group
White v. Black 0.58 0.40 0.83 xx 1.02 0.69 1.50 0.58 0.40 0.83
Latinx v. Black 0.71 0.54 0.93 * 0.72 0.55 0.95 * 0.70 0.53 0.92 o
Economic wellbeing
Income-to-poverty ratio, Y1? - - - - 0.68 0.60 0.76 ol - - - -
Severe material hardship, Y1 - - - - - - - - 3.68 2.75 4.93 e
*p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001
2Y1 = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.
purposes, we also present prevalence of individual forms of hardship at Table 4
able

the 1-year wave, although our analyses do not focus on these measures.
Broadly similar trends across racialized groups are present in these do-
mains, such that white families experienced lower rates of each form of
hardship than did Black and Latinx families.

An examination of the joint distribution of income and severe ma-
terial hardship demonstrated that hardship was most common among
low-income families but was also present at non-negligible rates among
moderate- and higher-income families, across racialized groups. Fig. 1
presents data from the 1-year wave depicting the proportion of families
within each of four categorical income groups who experienced severe
material hardship. The incidence of severe material hardship decreased
as income increased, but hardship was present among families at all
income levels. Further, a substantial majority of families at all income
levels, including below 100% FPL, did not experience severe material
hardship. While these broad trends appeared in all racialized groups,
white families showed the steepest decline in material hardship expo-
sure as income increased, with the highest rates of severe hardship
among poor and near-poor families but the lowest rates of hardship
among high-income families. The particularly high incidence of material
hardship among lowest-income white families may reflect the compar-
atively small proportion of white families with such low incomes:
lowest-income white families may be particularly economically pre-
carious, compared to other racialized groups or to higher income white
families. By contrast, severe material hardship decreased as income rose
at steadier and more modest rates among Black and Latinx families, such
that among those groups, severe hardship was less prevalent among
poor and near-poor families but more prevalent among high-income
families than in the white family subsample.

4.2. Full sample models of CPS contact

We addressed the first research question, assessing whether income
poverty and/or material hardship explained racial inequities in CPS
contact within the full analytic sample, through a series of logistic
regression analyses examining the associations of racialized group
membership with CPS contact accounting for income-to-poverty ratio
and material hardship. Throughout these analyses, we compared white
and Latinx families to Black families. We selected Black families as the
reference group because empirical evidence suggests Black families are
distinctly at risk for CPS contact compared to both white and Latinx
families (Kim et al., 2017); that economic wellbeing distinguishes Black
families’ risk for CPS contact from that of both white and Latinx families
(Kim & Drake, 2018); and because Black families make up the largest
racialized group in our data. We additionally conducted post-hoc tests of
differences between white and Latinx families in these models (not
shown). Across all full sample models, there were no statistically sig-
nificant differences between white and Latinx families in post-hoc tests.

Table 3 presents estimates of the association between racialized
group membership and CPS contact in three models: first unadjusted
(model A), then adjusting for income-to-poverty ratio (model B), and
finally adjusting for exposure to severe material hardship (model C). In

CPS contact predicted by racialized group, income, and hardship, unadjusted (A)
and with controls (B) (n = 3,517).

Model A Model B?
OR 95% CI sig. OR 95% CI sig.
Racialized group
White v. Black 092 0.62 1.35 116 077 176
Latinx v. Black 0.71 0.54 094 * 1.08 079 1.48
Economic
wellbeing
Income-to-poverty 071 063 080 *** 085 074 097 *
ratio, y1b
Severe material 3.13 233 422 ** 244 178 3.34 **

hardship, Y1

@ baseline controls: child sex at birth; child low birthweight; mother US-born
status; 1-year controls: child age, mother age; mother education level; mother
housing status; mother marital/co-residence status; mother number of children;
father’s contact w/child; mother poor health status; mother depression.

Y1 = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.

*p <.05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

the first model, both white families (odds ratio, OR = 0.58, 95% confi-
dence interval (CI) = 0.40, 0.83) and Latinx families (OR = 0.71, 95% CI
= 0.54, 0.93) had lower odds of CPS contact than Black families. Model
B examined whether the addition of income-to-poverty ratio altered the
association between racialized group membership and CPS contact.
Accounting for income-to-poverty ratio, white families did not have
different odds of CPS contact compared to Black families (OR = 1.02,
95% CI = 0.69, 1.50). Latinx families had lower odds of CPS contact than
Black families, even accounting for differences in income-to-poverty
ratio (OR = 0.72, 95% CI = 0.55, 0.95). In this model, higher income-
to-poverty ratio was associated with statistically significantly lower
odds of CPS contact, controlling for racialized group membership (OR =
0.68, 95% CI = 0.60, 0.76). The final model presents similar results,
assessing whether differences in exposure to severe material hardship
explained differences in CPS contact by racialized group membership. In
this model, both white families (OR = 0.58, 95% CI = 0.40, 0.83) and
Latinx families (OR = 0.70, 95% CI = 0.53, 0.92) had lower odds of CPS
contact than Black families, accounting for severe material hardship.
Severe material hardship exposure was associated with statistically
significantly and substantially higher odds of CPS contact, controlling
for racialized group membership (OR = 3.68, 95% CI = 2.75, 4.93).
Finally, Table 4 presents results of two models examining whether
income-to-poverty ratio and severe material hardship together explain
differences in CPS contact between racialized groups, first with no
additional controls (model A) and then with the addition of a full set of
controls for other family characteristics (model B). In the unadjusted
model, white families had comparable odds of CPS contact to Black
families (OR = 0.92, 95 %CI = 0.62, 1.35) while Latinx families had
lower odds of CPS contact than Black families (OR = 0.71, 95 %CI =
0.54, 0.94). Additionally, modeled together and adjusting for racialized
group membership, income-to-poverty ratio and material hardship
remained statistically significant predictors of CPS contact at similar
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Table 5
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CPS contact predicted by income poverty and material hardship in racialized group stratified models.

Black (n = 1,848)

White (n = 614) Latinx (1,055)

OR 95% CI sig. OR 95% CI sig. OR 95% CI sig.
Panel A: CPS contact predicted by income poverty
Income-to-poverty ratio, Y1? 0.73 0.63 0.85 kel 0.48 0.36 0.63 0.78 0.62 0.97
Panel B: CPS contact predicted by material hardship
Severe material hardship, Y1 2.39 1.59 3.60 sk 10.42 5.06 21.44 o 4.84 2.85 8.22 e
Panel C: CPS contact predicted by income poverty and material hardship
Income-to-poverty ratio, Y1 0.75 0.65 0.87 wxx 0.55 0.42 0.74 ok 0.81 0.65 1.01
Severe material hardship, Y1 2.15 1.42 3.25 sk 5.09 2.35 11.00 e 4.59 2.69 7.82 sk
Panel D: CPS contact predicted by income poverty and material hardship, with controls®

Income-to-poverty ratio, Y1 0.86 0.72 1.02 0.95 0.65 1.38 0.84 0.65 1.10
Severe material hardship, Y1 1.81 1.17 2.82 o 3.53 1.40 8.89 ok 3.16 1.76 5.66 el

2Y1 = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.

b baseline controls: child sex at birth; child low birthweight; mother US-born status; 1-year controls: child age, mother age; mother education level; mother housing
status; mother marital/co-residence status; mother number of children; father’s contact w/child; mother poor health status; mother depression.

magnitudes to their independent effects: higher income predicted lower
odds (OR = 0.71, 95% CI = 0.63, 0.80) and exposure to hardship pre-
dicted higher odds of CPS contact (OR = 3.13, 95% CI = 2.33, 4.22). In
model B, adding controls for other family characteristics, no racialized
group membership value predicted CPS contact (white v. Black: OR =
1.16, 95% CI = 0.77, 1.76; Latinx v. Black: OR = 1.08, 95% CI = 0.79,
1.48). Higher income-to-poverty ratio remained a statistically signifi-
cant though modest predictor of CPS contact (OR = 0.85, 95% CI = 0.74,
0.97), and severe material hardship remained a significant and more
substantial predictor of CPS contact (OR = 2.44, 95% CI = 1.78, 3.34).

4.3. Stratified sample models of CPS contact

We addressed the second research question, assessing the strengths
of income poverty and material hardship in predicting CPS contact
within racialized groups, in a series of logistic regression models pre-
sented in Table 5. Panel A presents the models of CPS contact predicted
by income-to-poverty ratio alone, separately among Black, white, and
Latinx families. Results indicate that higher income-to-poverty ratio was
associated with significantly lower odds of CPS contact within each
sample, with some variation in magnitude, particularly between Black
and white families (Black: OR = 0.73, 95% CI = 0.63, 0.85; Latinx: OR =
0.78, 95% CI = 0.62, 0.97; white: OR = 0.48, 95% CI = 0.36, 0.63).
Panel B presents similar, unadjusted models of CPS contact predicted by
material hardship alone. As with income poverty, results demonstrate
that exposure to severe material hardship was significantly associated
with increased odds of CPS contact across racialized groups. Addition-
ally, material hardship predicted statistically greater odds of CPS con-
tact within the White family sample (OR = 10.42, 95% CI = 5.06, 21.44)
than among Black families (OR = 2.39, 95% CI = 1.59, 3.60). Latinx
families had higher odds of CPS contact when exposed to severe material
hardship (OR = 4.84, 95% CI = 2.85, 8.22) although not clearly
distinguishable from the consequences of hardship for either Black or
white families.

Panel C presents the unadjusted results of considering income
poverty and material hardship jointly as predictors of CPS contact. In the
models for all three racialized group subsamples, increased exposure to
material hardship remained a significant predictor of higher odds of CPS
contact, adjusting for income-to-poverty ratio (Black: OR = 2.15, 95%
CI = 1.42, 3.25; white: OR = 5.09, 95% CI = 2.35, 11.00; Latinx: OR =
4.59, 95% CI = 2.69, 7.82). Controlling for material hardship, higher
income-to-poverty ratio was a significant predictor of lower odds of CPS
contact for Black (OR = 0.75, 95% CI = 0.65, 0.87) and white families
(OR = 0.55, 95% CI = 0.42, 0.74) but was not a statistically significant
predictor for Latinx families (OR = 0.81, 95% CI = 0.65, 1.01). These
results are generally similar to those presented in panels A and B, indi-
cating slightly diminished odds ratios when both economic wellbeing

factors were considered but otherwise similar associations to those in
the single-predictor models. For instance, the shift in confidence interval
around the estimate of the OR for income-to-poverty ratio for Latinx
families from panel A to panel C is quite modest, changing from a 95%
confidence interval of 0.62 to 0.97 in the income-only model to an in-
terval of 0.65 to 1.01 in the income and hardship model. While this is a
meaningful change in statistical significance, it is a minor shift in real
terms.

Our final analyses (panel D) re-estimated the models presented in
panel C adjusting for a full set of family characteristics. The addition of
these covariates highlighted a clear pattern, which held across all three
racialized groups. Namely, in these adjusted models, increased income-
to-poverty ratio was not a significant predictor of CPS contact while
increased exposure to material hardship was. While odds ratio estimates
of the association between severe material hardship and CPS contact
retained their general pattern of greatest magnitude among white (OR =
3.53, 95% CI = 1.40, 8.89) followed by Latinx (OR = 3.16, 95 % Ci =
1.76, 5.66) and then Black families (OR = 1.81, 95% CI = 1.17, 2.82),
confidence intervals around these estimates overlapped substantially,
suggesting no definitive differences in the strength of material hardship
as a predictor of CPS contact across racialized groups.

5. Discussion

Our first set of results, from models for the full sample, suggests that
differences in income-to-poverty ratio are sufficient to account for dif-
ferences in CPS contact between Black and white families, both in
models with and without adjustments for other differences between
those racialized groups. Differences in material hardship, in contrast, do
not explain differences in CPS contact between racialized groups but
have large associations with CPS contact. Differences in CPS contact
between Black and Latinx families are not explained by economic
wellbeing measures alone but are reduced when differences in income
poverty, material hardship, and a full set of family characteristics are
accounted for. These results suggest a unique role for income poverty in
explaining Black-white inequities in CPS contact but a far more complex
set of factors differentiating Black and Latinx families’ risk for CPS
contact. These results also point to the important role of material
hardship in predicting CPS contact in the full sample.

Our second set of findings, from models stratified by racialized
group, highlights the relative strengths of income poverty and material
hardship in predicting CPS contact within racialized groups. Here, we
found some variation in how economic wellbeing factors predicted CPS
contact across racialized groups, but once we accounted for a full range
of differences in family characteristics, our findings indicated that ma-
terial hardship was a consistent predictor of CPS contact within each of
the Black, white, and Latinx subsamples. These results suggest two key
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findings. First, we did not identify statistically distinguishable patterns
of association between economic wellbeing factors and CPS by racial-
ized group membership. Although we hypothesized income poverty and
material hardship might operate differently within specific racialized
groups, our analysis did not establish this. We did identify trends sug-
gesting possible differences in the magnitude of associations between
economic wellbeing factors and CPS contact which greater statistical
power in larger racialized group subsamples might be able to detect.
Second, we found that experiencing severe material hardship was a
consistent predictor of CPS contact within racialized groups (as it was in
the full sample).

Our finding that differences in income-to-poverty ratio account for
differences in CPS contact between Black and white families is consistent
with other scholarship, particularly findings that highlight predictors of
engagement in early stages of the CPS process, such as contact and
substantiation (Dettlaff et al., 2011; Kim & Drake, 2018; Thomas,
Waldfogel, & Williams, 2022). Likewise, our finding that accounting for
income did not eliminate differences in CPS contact between Black and
Latinx families is also aligned with prior work which has indicated lower
risk for CPS contact among Latinx families compared to both Black and
white families with similar incomes (Kim & Drake, 2018; Putnam-
Hornstein et al., 2013).

The most common explanations for the consistent link between in-
come poverty and CPS involvement suggest either heightened risks for
maltreatment attributable to poverty or biases that subject low-income
families to both heightened surveillance and inaccurate labeling of
poverty as maltreatment (Drake et al., 2011; Jonson-Reid et al., 2009).
Research also increasingly emphasizes the underlying structural forces
which link poverty, racialized group membership, and actual and
perceived risks for child maltreatment (Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020; Font &
Maguire-Jack, 2020). All of this extant scholarship highlights the need to
test mechanisms that may link poverty and CPS contact.

In response to this need, a central contribution of this study is the
consideration of material hardship in addition to income poverty as a
potential explanatory factor in understanding risk for CPS contact and
differences in that risk across racialized groups. That material hardship
does not explain inequities in CPS contact between racialized groups
suggests that the mechanism through which differences in income
explain differences in CPS contact for Black and white families is not
simply one of material hardship. Our measure of income appears to be
capturing reasons other than material deprivation that Black families
experience more CPS contact than white families. Such reasons could
include social consequences of low-income, such as a families’ ability to
meet dominant cultural norms of ‘good’ parenting, housekeeping, or
other indicators of social positioning (Calheiros et al., 2020), or could
underscore the types of poverty consequences the family stress model
attends to, emphasizing the interpersonal, behavioral, and mental health
consequences of managing the strain of income poverty (Magnuson &
Votruba-Drzal, 2009). This study cannot identify these non-hardship
mechanisms, but these findings improve our collective understanding
of the association between poverty and CPS contact by distinguishing
the role of material hardship. These findings suggest the importance of
future work that does investigate the mechanisms that link income
poverty and material hardship, independently and perhaps jointly, with
CPS contact.

A second key implication of our findings related to material hardship
is broad: unmet basic needs pose a remarkably consistent risk for CPS
contact, over and above income poverty and accounting for numerous
potentially confounding factors. While prior research has linked expo-
sure to hardship with CPS contact (Conrad-Hiebner & Byram, 2020;
Slack et al., 2004; Yang, 2015), our findings clarify the relative predic-
tive strength of material hardship as compared to income poverty. The
importance of material hardship as a risk for CPS contact among all
families reinforces the urgency of clarifying social and legal definitions
of poverty and neglect in order both to prevent unwarranted CPS system
involvement and reduce racial inequity in CPS contact. As prior work
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makes clear, legal definitions of neglect attempt to exempt poverty but
create substantial ambiguity about what constitutes neglect as opposed
to poverty (Eamon & Kopels, 2004; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2020; Rebbe,
2018). This uncertainty extends beyond official definitions and is re-
flected in potential child maltreatment reporters’ notable difficulty
distinguishing poverty and neglect (Calheiros et al., 2020; Dickerson
et al., 2020). Because the role of material deprivation — rather than
parental action or inaction — as a cause of CPS contact has been obscured
by these definitions, CPS systems do little to address material needs,
instead prioritizing behavioral interventions to address neglect (Bul-
linger et al., 2020; Feely et al., 2020).

Material needs are far from the only form of neglect that may bring
families into contact with CPS, but exposure to material hardship may be
an appropriate target for policy intervention with the potential for
preventing some CPS contact. There is a substantial gap in addressing
material hardship directly in current CPS interventions, and indeed, if
basic needs constitute a primary form of neglect, such needs might better
be met proactively, outside of the CPS system, and potentially thereby
prevent the need for CPS contact. Further, if public supports could
ensure essential needs were met but families were still unable to
consistently provide for their children, this might suggest other mech-
anisms beyond economic precarity leading to neglect, such as parental
mental health needs or disability.

The current limitations to child and family policies related to hard-
ship offer enormous potential for policy and practice innovation. For
instance, Feely and colleagues (2020) recently articulated a proposal for
‘systems synergy,” arguing for a recentering of numerous federal social
policies around a shared responsibility for child wellbeing, more policy
and program integration, and the potential for poverty and hardship
alleviation which could prevent material deprivation and CPS contact.
In addition to changing the focus and integration of existing policy, the
role of material hardship in driving CPS contact also suggests the po-
tential for new or significantly expanded family economic supports to
prevent CPS contact and reduce racial inequity (Pelton, 2015). Just such
expansion took place in 2021 as a result of the American Rescue Plan
Act, which temporarily expanded anti-hardship benefits, such as food
assistance, and anti-poverty benefits, including the Child Tax Credit,
with substantial projected reductions in child poverty, particularly
among Black and Latinx children (Parolin et al., 2021). The Biden ad-
ministration’s proposal to make such benefits permanent through the
American Families Plan could have profound consequences for the
economic wellbeing of children in the US, reducing child poverty rates
by close to half (Collyer et al., 2021).

6. Limitations

We contextualize our contributions in this study with several
important limitations to the study’s design and implications. First, we
describe a series of sensitivity tests. Our substantive findings were robust
to many differences in measure construction, such as categorical income
poverty, experience of any material hardship, and inclusion of measures
based on data from the 3-year survey wave. We produced different re-
sults using multi-wave, cumulative measures of income poverty and
material hardship. Those differences suggest, reasonably, that cumula-
tive measures of economic wellbeing may have substantively different
consequences for predicting CPS contact than point-in-time measures.
Because of measurement limitations, most notably the imprecision of
the timing of CPS contact, which is only measured as occurring at any
point between birth and the 5-year wave, we chose to reserve further
exploration of these longitudinal measures for future research, perhaps
making use of data which supports clearer assessment of the temporal
ordering of economic wellbeing measures and CPS contact.

As mentioned, we did not use weights in our regression analyses. To
test the sensitivity of our results, we replicated our main regression
analyses using the FFCWS national survey weights, producing substan-
tively similar results. While these weights provide estimates which can



M.M.C. Thomas and J. Waldfogel

Table A1
Sample characteristics (using FFCWS national weights)®
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Full sample (n = 2,552)h

Black (n = 1,193)

White (n = 523) Latinx (n = 836)

mean SE mean SE mean SE sig.© mean SE sig.
Family characteristics
child sex at birth” (female) 0.47 0.03 0.46 0.04 0.48 0.05 0.45 0.05
child age at Y1 (months) 12.73 0.09 12.94 0.12 12.30 0.15 hd 13.05 0.19
child born at low birth weight (yes) 0.06 0.01 0.10 0.02 0.04 0.01 * 0.04 0.01 ok
mother age at Y1 (years) 27.70 0.20 25.84 0.63 29.72 0.42 bl 26.93 0.52
mother not US-born 0.17 0.02 0.08 0.03 0.01 0.01 * 0.43 0.04 il
mother education level at Y1
less than high school 0.26 0.01 0.28 0.03 0.09 0.02 bl 0.44 0.04 o
High school or equivalent 0.31 0.01 0.36 0.04 0.28 0.04 0.29 0.04
some college or technical school 0.24 0.01 0.28 0.04 0.22 0.03 0.22 0.03
college or advanced degree 0.19 0.01 0.07 0.02 0.41 0.03 il 0.05 0.01
mother housing status at Y1
own 0.33 0.02 0.12 0.02 0.57 0.05 el 0.25 0.05 *
rent, no assistance 0.42 0.03 0.46 0.04 0.33 0.05 * 0.50 0.06
rent, assistance 0.04 0.01 0.08 0.02 0.01 0.00 ikl 0.05 0.01
public housing 0.08 0.01 0.19 0.03 0.01 0.00 el 0.08 0.01 il
other 0.12 0.02 0.15 0.03 0.09 0.03 0.12 0.02
mother marital and co-residence status at Y1
married, lives with bio father 0.58 0.02 0.35 0.04 0.78 0.03 bl 0.55 0.04 il
married, lives with new partner 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
not married, lives with bio father 0.19 0.01 0.25 0.02 0.11 0.02 h 0.23 0.03
not married, lives with new partner 0.02 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01
not married, not living with partner 0.20 0.02 0.35 0.03 0.09 0.02 i 0.20 0.03 i
mother number of children at Y1 2.01 0.04 2.10 0.09 1.88 0.09 2.09 0.11
father does not have regular contact at Y1 0.10 0.02 0.18 0.03 0.05 0.01 sk 0.11 0.02
mother in poor health at Y1 0.36 0.03 0.40 0.04 0.23 0.04 HxE 0.47 0.04
mother met depression criteria at Y1 0.13 0.01 0.17 0.04 0.13 0.03 0.11 0.02

2 The FFCWS national survey weights provide estimates representative of all births in US cities with populations of 200,000 or more in 1994.
b Full and subsample n’s reflect the families included in the survey weighting scheme, not the raw analytic sample sizes.
¢ Statistical significance of adjusted Wald test of difference in means vs. Black sample; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

4 birth = baseline/at-birth survey, 1998-2000; Y1 = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.

be generalized to represent urban families in the US, employing the
weights had two related drawbacks, which motivated our decision to
present the unweighted regression analyses in this paper. First, only a
subsample of the FFCWS respondents is included in the weighted sample
(Carlson, 2008), reducing already modest sample sizes within racialized
groups further. Relatedly, for a relatively rare outcome such as CPS
contact, the confidence intervals for weighted estimates were substan-
tial, indicating limited precision in these estimates. Therefore, while our
primary, unweighted analyses are not generalizable to the national
urban population, they include more precise estimates based on larger
samples. Additionally, our fully controlled models account for the cen-
tral family characteristics which are incorporated in the survey weights,
so while not replicating the weighting scheme, our controlled models
offer reliable estimates which account for numerous family-level
differences.

An additional limitation to the generalizability of our findings per-
tains to the intentionally urban nature of these data. This is particularly
important because CPS involvement and racial inequities in CPS
involvement vary between urban and rural areas (Maguire-Jack, Lanier,
Johnson-Motoyama, Welch, & Dineen, 2015) as does concentration of
racialized groups, generally. For instance, non-urban areas in the US
have higher concentrations of white residents (80% in rural and 68% in
suburban communities) than do urban areas (44%; Parker et al., 2018).
The baseline FFCWS cohort included substantially larger samples of
Black (50% of baseline sample) and Latinx (30%) than white families
(16%), and both the relative differences in sample sizes and the small
absolute size of the white family sample pose limitations for our ana-
lyses. As is evident in wider confidence intervals, our estimates in the
white family subsample are less precise because of statistical power
limitations, particularly in modeling the relatively rare CPS contact
outcome.

A final important limitation pertains to our measure of CPS contact,
which relies on self-reported data covering a long, 5-year reference
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period. Given these factors, the CPS contact measure may be subject to
both recall and social desirability bias, as has been suggested by other
scholars (Slack et al., 2011). Our analysis (not shown) suggests that
FFCWS data capture less than half of CPS contact reported in national
estimates (Kim et al., 2017), although encouragingly, we found similar
rates of underreporting across racialized groups. This limitation suggests
our results may be quite conservative, in that our analyses almost
assuredly treat some families who in fact experienced CPS contact as not
having had contact, rather than the reverse. Slack and colleagues (2011)
offer some reassurance about the strength of the FFCWS data for
examining economic wellbeing factors and CPS contact, despite this
measurement limitation. Specifically, their work found broad consis-
tencies in the relationships between economic wellbeing measures and
CPS contact in the FFCWS data as compared to two other datasets which
relied on administrative reports of CPS involvement. Those findings
suggest that, despite likely underreporting, the self-report CPS contact
data in FFCWS demonstrate analytic consistencies with official-report
CPS measures.

7. Conclusion

The clear role of income poverty in explaining inequities in CPS
contact between Black and white families and the consistent importance
of material hardship in predicting CPS contact across all families un-
derscore the critical importance of reducing income poverty and hard-
ship and of distinguishing material need from maltreatment in the
context of CPS. The policy implications discussed above highlight op-
portunities to substantially reduce income poverty, particularly for
Black families, and therefore possibly to reduce racial inequities in CPS
contact. In addition to the primary benefit of reducing family poverty,
such policy changes may offer the chance to evaluate the effects of
reduced racial inequities in income poverty on racial inequities in CPS
contact. Further policy responses should address the consistent
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Table A2
Prevalence of key constructs: CPS contact and economic wellbeing measures (using FFCWS national weights)®

Full sample (n = 2,552)" Black (n = 1,193) White (n = 523) Latinx (n = 836)

mean SE mean SE mean SE sig.” mean SE sig.
CPS contact (5-year wave)’
Any CPS contact at Y5 0.06 0.01 0.12 0.03 0.03 0.02 * 0.04 0.01 *
Income-to-poverty ratio (1-year wave)
4-category
<100% FPL 0.32 0.02 0.48 0.04 0.08 0.02 e 0.46 0.04
100-199% FPL 0.21 0.02 0.24 0.04 0.14 0.03 0.28 0.04
200-299% FPL 0.20 0.03 0.17 0.03 0.26 0.05 0.15 0.03
300%-+ FPL 0.26 0.02 0.11 0.02 0.51 0.04 0.11 0.02
continuous 2.16 0.07 1.44 0.09 3.29 0.13 1.47 0.11
Material hardship (1-year wave)
Individual hardships
food hardship 0.05 0.01 0.08 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.06 0.02
housing hardship 0.08 0.01 0.10 0.02 0.06 0.01 0.10 0.03
medical hardship 0.06 0.02 0.06 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.10 0.03
utility hardship 0.10 0.01 0.16 0.04 0.06 0.02 0.10 0.02
bill-paying hardship 0.22 0.02 0.24 0.04 0.18 0.03 0.25 0.05
Severe (2 + non-bill-paying) material hardship 0.05 0.01 0.08 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.06 0.01

# The FFCWS national survey weights provide estimates representative of all births in US cities with populations of 200,000 or more in 1994.
b Full and subsample n’s reflect the families included in the survey weighting scheme, not the raw analytic sample sizes.

¢ Statistical significance of adjusted Wald test of difference in means vs. Black sample; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

d 5-year wave = age 5 survey, 2003-2005; 1-year wave = age 1 survey, 1999-2001.

relationship between material hardship and CPS contact, both through Carlson, B. L. (2008). Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study: Methodology for

prevention of hardship via public resources and by considering and Constructing Mother, Father, and Couple Weights for Core Telephone Public Survey Data
Waves 1-4. Mathematica Policy Research.
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