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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  
The California Children’s Justice Act (CJA) Task 

Force funds training and service programs to 

improve the system response for children who 

have experienced abuse, neglect, or exposure 

to domestic violence. California is home to 

more than 100 Native American Tribes, and 

Native children are overrepresented in the 

state child welfare system. Notably, very few 

Tribes have their own independent child wel-

fare system. Most frequently, the county-level 

(i.e., state-run) system is the dominant local 

child welfare system, and Tribal child welfare 

workers collaborate with the county-level child 

welfare workers to serve families.  

With help from the National Indian Justice 

Center, NPC Research conducted a needs as-

sessment among Tribal communities in Califor-

nia to gather Tribal perspectives on the needs 

of the Indian child welfare system and other 

systems designed to serve Native children who 

have been abused, neglected, or exposed to 

domestic violence. The current needs assess-

ment gathered information from a broad pop-

ulation of respondents through the use of an 

online survey and more detailed information 

from a smaller number of individual telephone 

interviews with key Tribal stakeholders. Re-

sults shed light on the most pressing needs 

within child welfare services as seen by the in-

dividuals who are working directly with and 

within those systems.  

Online Survey Results 

Of the 88 individuals who completed a survey: 

More than half felt it was very true or mostly 

true of their local system that: there is a focus 

on what is best for the child; staff are caring; 

agencies have family-friendly practices; there 

is focus on child abuse/neglect prevention; and 

there is focus on family preservation and reu-

nification. 

Roughly one third of respondents thought it 

was not at all true or slightly true that their lo-

cal system involved good collaboration be-

tween agencies, effective in-home supports, 

well-coordinated wraparound services, or re-

sources to meet basic needs. Forty percent felt 

that it was not at all true or slightly true that 

their local system used culturally specific ser-

vices or approaches. 

In general, respondents from federal, state, 

and county agencies gave the most positive 

ratings, and respondents from Tribes gave the 

lowest ratings, suggesting a difference in per-

spectives about their local systems. 

When asked about the greatest strength of 

their local systems, respondents indicated car-

ing staff (19%), collaboration between differ-

ent agencies (14%), access to resources to help 

families meet their basic needs (12%), and a 

focus of family preservation (12%). 

When asked about the greatest needs of their 

local systems, nearly two thirds of respondents 

reported housing for families and training for 

staff who work with children/families. More 

than half of the respondents named mental 

health and substance use treatment services, 

coordination between different agencies, edu-

cational and training resources for parents, 

and willing foster parents.  
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Notably, respondents who worked in Tribes, 

Tribal organizations, and other sectors named 

staff training as one of the greatest needs, 

whereas those who worked in federal, state, 

and county agencies saw staff retention as 

most needed.  

Telephone Interview Results 

Sixteen people were interviewed: nine people 

directly represented 30 Tribes, three people 

worked with Tribes all around the state, and 

four people represented the state’s Office of 

Tribal Affairs. Interviewees overwhelmingly de-

scribed the critical nature of the relationship 

between the counties and the Tribes, and how 

the quality of this collaboration forms the basis 

for the functioning of the child welfare system 

in Native communities. 

County-Tribe relationship. Interviewees articu-

lated several ways in which the relationship 

between Tribes and counties can be improved 

to benefit the child welfare system. These in-

cluded: improving the cultural awareness and 

understanding among county staff, better 

aligning county procedures with Tribal values 

and systems, ensuring adequate staffing levels 

and reducing turnover, providing sufficient 

staff training, and increasing cooperative ef-

forts. Some interviewees offered ideas for 

promising practices that have yielded good 

county-Tribe collaboration in their areas. 

Understanding and implementation of ICWA. 

Interviewees reported several ways that the 

implementation of ICWA in their local commu-

nities could be improved, including enhancing 

knowledge regarding the law among county 

social workers and judges, increasing compli-

ance and active efforts, and ensuring that the 

state understands and values the history and 

intent of ICWA. 

Cultural competence. Interviewees thought 

that it was important for the county and state 

to respect Tribal sovereignty, to reduce cul-

tural bias in their processes, to recognize and 

work to correct institutional racism and effects 

of historical trauma, and to acknowledge the 

Tribal worldview as a cultural strength. Some 

interviewees described specific approaches 

used by county staff that have been beneficial 

in their areas.  

Supportive services for children and families. 

There was a thorough understanding of the so-

cial, behavioral, and economic challenges that 

face many Native communities, how these 

challenges are more severe in rural or remote 

areas, and the types of services needed to help 

families surmount these difficulties to either 

avoid contact with the child welfare system or 

regain custody of children.  

Summary 

Survey respondents and interviewees de-

scribed a range of pressing needs to improve 

the system response to maltreated and at-risk 

children in Tribal communities, such as ensur-

ing adequate numbers of appropriately trained 

staff, increasing ICWA understanding and com-

pliance, and improving cultural competence 

throughout the system, including the provision 

of culturally appropriate services. Many people 

offered examples of how the system in their 

area functions collaboratively and effectively. 

In summary, a successful system response to 

Native children in the child welfare system re-

lies on a solid, respectful, and consistent col-

laboration between counties and Tribes. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
The California Children’s Justice Act (CJA) 

Task Force funds training and service pro-

grams to improve the system response for 

children who have experienced abuse, ne-

glect, or exposure to domestic violence. In 

particular, the mission of the CJA Task Force 

is to promote activities that improve the: 

 handling of child abuse and neglect 
cases, particularly cases of child sexual 
abuse and exploitation, in a manner 
which limits additional trauma to the 
child victim; 

 handling of cases of suspected child 
abuse or neglect-related fatalities; in-
vestigation and prosecution of cases of 
child abuse and neglect, particularly 
child sexual abuse and exploitation; and 

 handling of cases involving children with 
disabilities or serious health-related 
problems who are victims of abuse or 
neglect. 

To achieve this, the CJA Task Force funds 

multiple programs offering trainings and in-

tervention services designed to support a 

more effective and compassionate system re-

sponse.  

In addition to its fundamental purpose, the 

CJA Task Force also maintains a commitment 

to reach Native American children. California 

is home to more than 100 Tribes, and Native 

children are overrepresented in the state 

child welfare system. For the past 5 years, 

the Task Force has funded the Native Ameri-

can Children Training Forum (CF), a program 

operated by the National Indian Justice Cen-

ter (NIJC) that provided technology resources 

and training to Tribal entities to improve the 

capacity of the child welfare system in Tribal 

communities. In 2017, NPC Research (NPC) 

conducted a brief evaluation of the technol-

ogy component of the CF program. (Results 

were provided to the Task Force in an earlier 

report.)  

In 2018, the Task Force hired NPC to conduct 

a needs assessment among Tribal communi-

ties in California (not just those impacted by 

the CF program). For this effort, NPC collabo-

rated with NIJC to gather Tribal perspectives 

on needs regarding the Indian child welfare 

system and other systems designed to serve 

Native children who have been abused, ne-

glected, or exposed to domestic violence. 

This report presents the methods and results 

of this study. 

During the review of existing materials for 

this needs assessment, NPC learned that, in 

2015, the California ICWA Compliance Task 

Force was formed, as a result of meetings be-

tween Tribes and the Bureau of Children’s 

Justice within the Office of the Attorney Gen-

eral, to gather information about ICWA im-

plementation failures throughout the state. 

ICWA is a fundamental component of the 

child welfare system in Native communities 

and was among key areas of inquiry for the 

current needs assessment. Therefore, in or-

der to provide the CJA Task Force with the 

most comprehensive information possible, 
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the ICWA Task Force’s full report (submitted 

to the State Attorney General in 2017) is be-

ing submitted to the CJA Task Force along 

with this needs assessment report compiled 

by NPC.  

S t u d y  G o a l s  

The current study sought to better under-

stand the needs of the systems serving Na-

tive children who have been, or are at risk of 

being, maltreated. The study endeavored to 

gather: (a) information from a broad popula-

tion of tribal respondents through the use of 

an online survey and (b) more detailed infor-

mation from a smaller number of individual 

telephone interviews with key Tribal stake-

holders. The goal of the study was to shed 

light on the most pressing needs within child 

welfare services as seen by those individuals 

who are working directly with and within 

those systems.  

The needs assessment explored aspects of 

system functioning, including internal opera-

tions of the child welfare system, such as 

staff training, coordination, and turnover, as 

well as coordination between the child wel-

fare system and other systems such as the 

courts, law enforcement, and community ser-

vices. The study also inquired about areas of 

greatest strength and need in Tribes’ local 

systems and about suggestions to address 

perceived needs. 

This study specifically sought to gather Tribal 

perspectives about child welfare needs in 

their communities. As such, NPC and NIJC’s 

efforts to recruit participants centered pri-

marily around reaching Native American indi-

viduals working with the child welfare sys-

tem. As a result, this study’s sample consists 

mainly of Native people or those working in 

Native organizations. In some instances, staff 

from county, state, and federal agencies pro-

vided information, and these data are in-

cluded in the current report. However, it is 

important to point out that this study in-

tended to gather Tribal feedback on system 

functioning, and it should not be seen as a 

comprehensive system assessment. 

Findings will help inform the provision of ef-

fective support to Native American children 

who have been abused, neglected, or ex-

posed to violence. 

S t u d y  M e t h o d s  

The current needs assessment was grounded 

in collaboration with the NIJC and incorpo-

rated two research methodologies that 

yielded quantitative and qualitative data: an 

online survey and telephone interviews.  

Collaboration  

With prior work together as a foundation, 

NPC collaborated with NIJC to establish the 

data collection parameters for the needs as-

sessment study. In particular, NPC was able 

to leverage NIJC’s relationships with Tribes 

and Tribal organizations in California and was 

granted access to NIJC’s established listserv 

to reach a broad population of potential 

study participants. NIJC’s expansive reach 

with Tribal communities throughout the state 

enabled NPC to invite individuals from vari-

ous Tribes and Tribal organizations, different 

regions of the state, and different geographic 
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contexts (e.g., urban, remote) to participate. 

This reach helped NPC to gather the perspec-

tives of a broader cross-section of people and 

to increase the representativeness of the 

study findings. 

Online survey 

NPC developed an online survey for this 

study that inquired about the respondent’s 

local child welfare system, including the sys-

tem’s greatest strengths and needs. NIJC sent 

an invitation to complete the online survey to 

several hundreds of individuals through mul-

tiple listservs. Almost 100 people submitted a 

completed survey. 

Telephone interviews 

Using NIJC’s contact lists, NPC staff selected a 

sample of 25 individuals, from various re-

gions of the state, with whom to conduct an 

in-depth telephone interview. These inter-

views allowed the collection of more detailed 

and nuanced perspectives. Ultimately, 16 

people were interviewed. Of these, nine peo-

ple directly represented 30 Tribes, three peo-

ple worked with Tribes all around the state, 

and four people represented the state’s Of-

fice of Tribal Affairs. 

T h i s  R e p o r t  

This report presents the results of this needs 

assessment. Findings are presented in two 

sections: (1) Results of the Online Survey, and 

(2) Results of the Telephone Interviews. The 

final section summarizes the results and of-

fers several data-based recommendations.  
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O N L I N E  S U R V E Y  
M e t h o d s  

Outreach and Sampling 

NPC worked with NIJC to discern appropri-

ate lists of potential respondents for the 

online survey from NIJC’s contacts and 

listserv rosters. NIJC maintains lists of peo-

ple who have registered for trainings, par-

ticipated in expert panels, or have been 

grantees, as well as lists of ICWA contacts. 

NPC created and posted the online survey, 

and NIJC staff sent invitation emails to 700 

addresses across the various lists. Because 

of the large number, emails were sent over 

the course of multiple days, between June 

29th and July 2nd. Of the 700 email ad-

dresses, 451 were verified as active. Once 

duplicates were removed, 346 unique indi-

viduals remained in the sample. Recipients 

were given until July 16th to complete the 

survey. Four reminder emails were sent be-

tween July 6th and 16th. The survey was offi-

cially closed and data downloaded on July 

21st.  

Respondents 

Of the 346 email invitations, 94 respond-

ents submitted complete surveys, yielding a 

27% response rate (there were an addi-

tional 53 partially complete surveys, but it 

appeared some of them were surveys that a 

respondent started, stopped, and then sub-

sequently started and completed another 

survey). Of the 94 people who completed 

surveys, six respondents were determined 

to be from outside of California and their 

surveys were therefore omitted from analy-

sis. The remaining 88 respondents consti-

tute the analytic sample for this report.  

Professional affiliation. Because the email 

invitation list was diverse, respondents 

were asked about the type of organization 

for which they worked and the position 

they held within that organization. As seen 

in Table 1 (next page), 32% of respondents 

worked for a Tribe or Rancheria, 23% 

worked for a Tribal or Native organization 

(e.g., a health organization that works with 

Native populations), 18% worked for a 

state, county, municipal, or federal agency, 

16% worked for a non-Tribal nonprofit or-

ganization, and 6% were otherwise em-

ployed (e.g., consultants, educators). 

Throughout this report, respondents were 

categorized into four professional affilia-

tions: (1) Tribe/Rancheria, (2) Tribal or Na-

tive organization, (3) federal/state/county 

agency, (4) other sectors (e.g., nonprofit, 

university, independent consultants). Re-

sponses among these groups were com-

pared to assess any differences in percep-

tion based on professional affiliation. 

Also seen in Table 1, respondents repre-

sented a range of sectors, staff positions, 

and levels of leadership. For example, 28% 

were case workers or social workers, 27% 

were agency managers or administrators, 

15% were service providers, 11% were 

court or legal staff, and 6% were in Tribal 

leadership. 
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Community size. Respondents were asked 

about the size of the community in which 

they worked. Communities were classified 

into four categories, as defined by the US 

census:1 

 Frontier/remote – total population less 
than 2,500 people, and more than 1 
hour from town, and less than 6 peo-
ple per square mile; 

 Rural – total population less than 
50,000 people and a nonmetropolitan 
area; 

 Suburban – total population less than 
50,000 and less than 1,000 people per 
square mile; and 

 Urban – total population greater than 
50,000 people and greater than 1,000 
per square mile.  

Of the 88 survey respondents: 

 10 (11%) reported working in fron-
tier/remote areas;  

 25 (29%) in rural communities;  

 7 (8%) in suburban communities;  

 20 (23%) in urban communities; and  

 26 (30%) worked in multiple types of 
communities (e.g., worked across an 
entire county that includes both urban 
and rural areas). 

Throughout this report, respondents 

working in frontier, rural, suburban, and 

urban communities were compared in or-

der to assess whether perceptions varied 

by geographic context. 

                                                                                                                                                                           
1 These categories are based on definitions from the U.S. 
Census Bureau and the National Rural Health Association. 

Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents 

 

  

  

Total number of respondents with a 

completed survey  
88 

Professional Affiliation % 

Tribe/Rancheria 32% 

Tribal or Native organization 23% 

Nonprofit organization 16% 

County or municipal agency 15% 

State agency 2% 

University/higher education 2% 

Federal agency 1% 

Other 4% 

Position % 

Case worker, social worker  28% 

Agency manager/administrator 27% 

Supervisor of case workers 18% 

Service provider 15% 

Court/legal staff 11% 

Tribal leadership 6% 

Advocate 6% 

Trainer/educator 6% 

Mentor/peer support 5% 

Foster parent 2% 

Law enforcement 1% 

Other 5% 

Community Size/Type % 

Frontier/remote 11% 

Rural 29% 

Suburban 8% 

Urban 23% 

Multiple communities of different 

sizes 
30% 
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R e s u l t s  

The online survey asked respondents about 

various aspects of their local child welfare sys-

tem, defined as “any agencies and staff that 

contribute to identifying children who may be 

at risk of maltreatment, investigating or decid-

ing if children have been neglected or abused, 

or serving families or children that are part of 

child welfare cases. This includes courts and le-

gal staff, law enforcement, case workers and 

case managers, advocates, service providers, 

or other individuals or departments that help 

protect Indian children from abuse and ne-

glect.” Results of the online survey are pre-

sented in the following sections:  

 Characteristics of the local child welfare 
system; 

 Greatest strength of the local system; 

 Coordination of agencies within the lo-
cal system; 

 Needs of the local system; 

 Greatest need of the local system; 

 Highest funding priority to improve the 
local system. 

Characteristics of Local Child Welfare 
System  

Respondents were given a list of 13 positive 

characteristics and asked to rate the extent to 

which each characteristic was true of their lo-

cal system on a scale from 0 (not true at all) to 

4 (very true). Because the characteristics were 

all positive, higher scores indicate a more posi-

tive perception of the local system. Figure 1 

shows the results.  

Figure 1. Characteristics of Local Child Welfare System 

 

  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

In-home supports are provided

Different agencies/departments collaborate well

Culturally-specific services/approaches are used

Services/wraparound services are well coordinated

Families have access to resources to meet their…

Educational resources are provided

Treatment resources are provided

There is a focus on family preservation

There is a focus on child abuse/neglect provision

Agencies have family-friendly policies and practices

Staff are caring

There is a focus on what is best for the child

There is a focus on family reunification

Very true Mostly true Somwhat true Slightly true Not at all true
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Respondents identified several areas in which 

their local child welfare system showed high 

capacity. In particular, more than half of the 

respondents felt it was very true or mostly true 

of their local system that: there is a focus on 

what is best for the child; staff are caring; 

agencies have family-friendly practices; there 

is focus on child abuse/neglect prevention; and 

there is focus on family preservation and reu-

nification.  

In contrast, respondents also highlighted areas 

in which the system lacked sufficient capacity. 

Roughly one third of respondents thought it 

was not at all true or slightly true that their lo-

cal system involved good collaboration be-

tween agencies/departments, effective in-

home supports, well-coordinated wraparound 

services, or that families had access to re-

sources that meet basic needs. Of note, 40% of 

respondents felt that it was not at all true or 

slightly true that their local system used cultur-

ally specific services or approaches. 

Across all 13 characteristics, the average rat-

ings on the 0 to 4 scale were between 2.0 and 

2.7, corresponding with somewhat true. 

Differences by professional affiliation. Ratings 

differed across respondents from each of the 

four professional affiliations. Figure 2 shows 

the average ratings for each group.  

Figure 2. Average Ratings for Each Professional Affiliation Group 
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Respondents who worked for Tribes or 

Rancherias and those who worked in other 

sectors (e.g., nonprofits) rated their local sys-

tems most highly for having caring staff. Tribal 

organizations rated both caring staff members 

and a focus on family preservation as the at-

tributes most strongly reflective of their local 

systems. Those who worked for federal, state, 

or county agencies noted their systems’ focus 

on child abuse/neglect prevention and focus 

on family reunification as the truest character-

istics. 

In general, across all characteristics, respond-

ents from federal, state, and county agencies 

gave the highest ratings, and respondents 

from Tribes gave the lowest ratings, suggesting 

a general difference in perspectives about 

their local child welfare systems.  

Beyond these general trends, a few differences 

were found to be statistically significant—that 

is, the difference in ratings is greater than 

what one would expect to occur by chance. 

Specifically, when compared to staff from 

Tribes and other sectors, staff from federal, 

state, and county agencies rated their local 

systems as having better coordination be-

tween different agencies, more extensive use 

of culturally specific services, and stronger fo-

cus on family preservation, reunification, and 

what is best for the child. Moreover, staff from 

federal, state, and county agencies also rated 

their local systems has having a stronger focus 

on child maltreatment prevention than did re-

spondents from the other three group, and as 

being more effective at coordinating wrapa-

round services than did staff from Tribes. 

Notably, few Tribes have their own independ-

ent child welfare system. In most cases, the 

county-level (i.e., state-run) system is the dom-

inant local child welfare system, and Tribal 

child welfare workers collaborate with the 

county-level child welfare workers to serve 

families. Thus, in some instances, it is possible 

that respondents in the Tribal group may be 

describing the same local system as respond-

ents in the federal, state, county agency group. 

Thus, the differences in perception are note-

worthy. 

Differences by community size. Modest varia-

tion was noted among respondents working in 

different geographical contexts. In general, 

those from urban areas tended to report that 

each of the system attributes was more readily 

available in their local system than did re-

spondents from other geographic contexts. 

This was particularly true for in-home sup-

ports, treatment resources, and educational 

resources. 

Greatest Strength of Local Child Wel-
fare System 

Respondents were asked to review a list of 15 

system characteristics and choose which one 

represented the greatest strength of their local 

system. There was notable diversity in their 

answers (see Table 2, next page). Nineteen 

percent of respondents reported that caring 

staff were their local system’s greatest 

strength, 14% said collaboration between dif-

ference agencies, 12% reported access to re-

sources to help families meet their basic 

needs, and 12% reported having a focus of 

family preservation.  
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Very few respondents mentioned in-home 

supports, culturally specific services, willing 

foster parents, family-friendly policies, and 

coordination of wraparound services as a 

strength of their local system. 

Differences by professional affiliation. Re-

sponses among individuals from the four 

professional affiliation groups showed some 

differences, although there was considera-

ble variability within each group. No single 

characteristic was endorsed by more than 

one quarter of respondents. 

Respondents who worked for Tribes indi-

cated that their local systems’ greatest 

strengths were caring staff (19%), access to 

help families meet basic needs (15%), a fo-

cus on family preservation (15%), and col-

laboration between different agencies 

(15%).  

Respondents working for Tribal/Native or-

ganizations most commonly reported sys-

tem strength was collaboration between 

different agencies (20%).  

Staff at federal, state, or county govern-

ment agencies reported the greatest 

strengths of their local system were caring 

staff (24%) and a focus on family reunifica-

tion (18%). 

Table 2. Local System Greatest Strength 

System Attribute % 

Caring staff 19% 

Collaboration between different 

agencies 

14% 

Access to resources to help fami-

lies meet basic needs 

12% 

Focus on family preservation  12% 

Focus on what is best for the 

child 

8% 

Focus on child abuse/neglect pre-

vention 

7% 

Focus on family reunification 7% 

Availability of treatment re-

sources 

6% 

In-home supports 4% 

Culturally specific services 4% 

Willing foster parents 2% 

Family-friendly policies and prac-

tices 

1% 

Availability of educational re-

sources 

1% 

Coordination of services/ wrap-

around services 

1% 

Other 4% 

 

 

  

 

  



Online Survey    10 

 

 

Those from nonprofits and other sectors 

thought their local systems’ greatest strengths 

were caring staff (23%) and access to re-

sources to help families meet basic needs 

(14%).   

Differences by community size. Although an-

swers were diverse across respondents, there 

was modest agreement on strengths. Re-

spondents from remote/frontier areas indi-

cated that their systems’ greatest strengths 

were a focus on family preservation (20%) and 

on family reunification (20%). Respondents 

working in rural areas reported that their local 

systems’ greatest strengths were caring staff 

(25%) and access to resources to help families 

meet basic needs (17%). Suburban respond-

ents thought their systems’ greatest strengths 

were having a focus on what is best for the  

child (29%) and on family reunification (29%). 

Urban respondents noted their local strengths 

as collaboration between different agencies or 

departments (23%) and caring staff (19%). 

Inter-Agency Coordination 

Because there are many different agencies in-

volved in caring for children who have been, or 

are at risk of being, abused or neglected, re-

spondents were asked about the level of coor-

dination between some of the agencies rou-

tinely involved in child welfare services. Specif-

ically, respondents were asked about coordi-

nation between child welfare workers and the 

following: the court system, law enforcement, 

medical professionals, service providers (e.g., 

substance use or mental health treatment, 

parenting educators), and schools. Figure 3 

shows the results.  

Figure 3. Level of Coordination among Agencies 

 

 

  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Schools and/or daycare staff

Other service providers

Medical professionals

Law enforcement

The court system

Extensive/excellent Moderate/good Some/fair Limited/poor Non-existent
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Roughly half of the respondents reported ef-

fective coordination between child welfare 

workers and the court system, law enforce-

ment, medical professionals, and service pro-

viders. Specifically, about 50% of respondents 

rated these as either excellent or good. By con-

trast, at least 20% of respondents described 

coordination between child welfare workers 

and service providers and schools as lim-

ited/poor or non-existent. 

Overall, decent levels of coordination between 

child welfare workers and staff within ancillary 

agencies were reported. The average ratings 

were just above the mid-point on the response 

scale—that is, most items had an average rat-

ing around 2.5 on a scale of 0 (non-existent) to 

4 (excellent). 

It is important to note that the survey did not 

explicitly ask about coordination between In-

dian child welfare workers and county-level 

child welfare workers. Several comments writ-

ten into other open-ended items indicated 

that the communication between these enti-

ties was inadequate and that this lack of coor-

dination presented significant challenges for 

the local system. 

Differences by professional affiliation. Figure 

4 shows the average ratings for each item 

given by respondents with different profes-

sional affiliations. In general, across all of the 

items, respondents from federal, state, and 

county agencies tended to report the highest 

levels of coordination, and respondents from 

Tribes tended to report the lowest levels. One 

difference reached statistical significance: Re-

spondents from federal, state, and county 

agencies rated coordination between child 

welfare workers and law enforcement agen-

cies as more effective than did respondents 

from the other three professional affiliations. 

Figure 4. Average Ratings for Each Item Given by Respondents with Different Professional Affili-
ations: Coordination between Child Welfare Workers and Professionals 
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Differences by community size. There were no 

statistically significant differences in the aver-

age ratings among respondents from different 

geographical contexts. However, those work-

ing in rural communities reported the lowest 

levels of coordination between child welfare 

workers and staff in law enforcement, the 

court system, schools, and other service pro-

vider agencies. 

Needs of Local Child Welfare System 

Respondents were given a list of 16 system at-

tributes and asked to indicate which, if any, 

were needs of their local child welfare system. 

Table 3 (following page) shows these results. 

In general, respondents indicated that their lo-

cal systems had many needs. All of the listed 

16 characteristics were endorsed as a need by 

at least 30% of respondents. The most fre-

quently endorsed needs (reported by nearly 

two thirds of respondents) were housing for 

families and training for staff who work with 

children/families. Other frequently endorsed 

needs (reported by more than half of the re-

spondents) included mental health and sub-

stance use treatment services, coordination 

between different agencies, educational and 

training resources for parents/families, and 

willing foster parents.  

A small number of respondents (6%) wrote in 

“other” needs. Most of these indicated a need 

for culturally specific services or approaches. 

Differences by professional affiliation. Looking 

at the most frequently endorsed needs by the 

professional affiliation groups revealed some 

interesting trends (see Table 3). For example, 

respondents from Tribes, Tribal organizations, 

and other sectors ranked training for staff who 

work with children and families highly as a 

need, but this need ranked lower among re-

spondents from federal, state, and county 

agencies. Further, those from Tribes and Tribal 

organizations also noted a strong need for bet-

ter coordination among agencies, while re-

spondents from federal, state, and county 

agencies did not endorse this need as highly. In 

contrast, those from federal, state, and county 

agencies rated better staff retention as a 

strong need, while this was not echoed by re-

spondents from the other three groups.  

The most frequently endorsed needs among 

the groups were:  

 Tribe/Rancheria staff: treatment services 
(71%), coordination among different 
agencies (61%), and training for staff who 
work with children and families (57%).  

 Tribal/Native organization staff: training 
for staff who work with children and fam-
ilies (80%), housing resources (70%), co-
ordination among different agencies 
(60%), willing foster care parents (60%), 
and training for supervisors/managers 
(60%).  

 Federal/state/county agency staff: better 
staff retention (less turnover; 78%), hous-
ing resources (78%), and willing foster 
care parents (72%).  

 Other sector staff: training for staff who 
work with children and families (64%), 
housing resources (64%) and transporta-
tion assistance (64%). 
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Table 3. Child Welfare System Needs by Professional Affiliation 

  Professional Affiliation 

Which of the following are needs of 

your local system? 
Full Sample 

Tribe/ 

Rancheria 

Tribal  

Org. 

Federal, State, 

County 

Agency Other 

Number of respondents 88 28 20 18 22 

Housing resources 64% 50% 70% 78% 64% 

Training for staff who work with 
children/families 

61% 57% 80% 45% 64% 

Treatment services (e.g., mental 
health care, substance use treat-
ment) 

58% 71% 50% 61% 46% 

Coordination between different 
agencies 

56% 61% 60% 44% 55% 

Educational or training resources for 
parents/guardians/families 52% 54% 50% 50% 55% 

Willing foster care parents 51% 46% 60% 72% 32% 

Training for supervisors/managers 50% 32% 60% 56% 59% 

Peer support/mentors for parents/ 
guardians 

50% 43% 50% 67% 46% 

Transportation resources 49% 46% 30% 56% 64% 

Child care resources or respite care 
resources for families 49% 39% 55% 67% 41% 

Educational resources for chil-
dren/youth 

47% 54% 30% 39% 59% 

Better staff retention (less turnover) 46% 29% 50% 78% 36% 

Quicker crisis response (e.g., more 
staff, more law enforcement, after-
hours support) 

43% 39% 55% 50% 32% 

Training for administrators/ policy 
makers 

38% 25% 45% 33% 50% 

Technology resources/access 31% 21% 45% 33% 27% 

Health/safety resources (e.g., safe 
water, medical/dental care) 30% 14% 25% 44% 41% 

Other 6% 0% 5% 6% 0% 
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Differences by community size. The most fre-

quently endorsed needs by respondents work-

ing in different geographical areas showed 

modest consistency. Those working in urban 

areas most often reported needing housing for 

families (70%), training for staff who work with 

children and families (55%), and better coordi-

nation between agencies (55%). 

Respondents working in suburban areas most 

often reported a need for mental health or 

substance use treatment services (86%) and 

child care resources (86%), followed by better 

coordination between agencies (71%), willing 

foster care parents (71%), peer mentor/sup-

ports for parents (71%), and educational or 

training resources for parents (71%).  

Those in rural areas most often needed willing 

foster care parents (64%), training for staff 

who work with children and families (60%), 

and quicker crisis responses (60%). 

Respondents working in frontier/remote areas 

most often cited a need for training for staff 

who work with children and families (80%), 

treatment services (70%), and better coordina-

tion among agencies (70%). 

Greatest Need of Local Child Welfare 
System 

Respondents were asked to review the list of 

system attributes and indicate which one rep-

resented the greatest need of their local child 

welfare system. Table 4 on the next page 

shows these results.  

Across the full sample of 88 respondents, 

there was notable variability in the choice of 

the greatest local need. Seventeen percent of 

individuals indicated that their local system’s 

greatest need was training for staff who work 

with children and families, and another 15% 

reported better staff retention was their great-

est need, and 14% indicated the need for addi-

tional staff.  

In addition, approximately 10% of respondents 

noted that their local systems most needed 

better coordination among different agencies, 

housing resources, or available mental health 

and substance use treatment services. 

Differences by professional affiliation. With 

regard to the greatest need of their local sys-

tem, respondents within professional affilia-

tion groups showed some consistency (see Ta-

ble 4). Those who worked for Tribes or 

Rancherias reported the greatest need as 

training for staff who work with children and 

families (21%) and coordination between dif-

ferent agencies (18%). Respondents who 

worked in Tribal or Native organizations re-

ported the greatest need as additional staff 

(30%) and training for staff who work with chil-

dren and families (25%). Those who worked 

for federal, state, or county agencies indicated 

their greatest need as better staff retention 

(28%) and additional staff (22%). Lastly, those 

who worked in other sectors saw housing re-

sources (23%) and training for staff who 

worked with children and families (18%) as the 

greatest local need.  

Notably, staff from Tribes, Tribal organizations, 

and other sectors named staff training as one 

of the greatest needs, whereas staff from fed-

eral, state, and county agencies saw staff re-

tention as most needed.  
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Table 4. Greatest Need of Child Welfare System by Professional Affiliation 

  Professional Affiliation 

Greatest Need of Local  System 
Full Sam-

ple Tribe 

Tribal 

Org. 

Federal, 

State, 

County 

Agency Other  

Number of respondents 88 28 20 18 22 

Training for staff who work with children/families 17% 21% 25% 0% 18% 

Better staff retention (less turnover) 15% 7% 15% 28% 14% 

Additional staff 14% 4% 30% 22% 5% 

Coordination between different agencies 10% 18% 15% 0% 5% 

Housing resources 10% 7% 0% 11% 23% 

Treatment services (e.g., mental health care, sub-

stance use treatment) 
9% 11% 5% 6% 14% 

Training for supervisors/managers 6% 4% 0% 17% 5% 

Training for administrators/ policy makers 6% 14% 0% 0% 5% 

Peer support/mentors for parents/ guardians 3% 4% 0% 6% 5% 

Willing foster care parents 3% 7% 0% 6% 0% 

Educational or training resources for parents/ 

guardians/families 
1% 0% 0% 6% 0% 

Health/safety resources (e.g., safe water, medi-

cal/dental care) 
1% 4% 0% 0% 0% 

Quicker crisis response (e.g., more staff, more law 

enforcement, afterhours support) 
1% 0% 5% 0% 0% 

Other 3% 0% 5% 0% 9% 
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Differences by community size. The greatest 

needs identified by respondents working in dif-

ferent geographic contexts were compared. In-

terestingly, responses from those working in 

urban areas mirrored those working in remote 

areas. The greatest needs identified by both 

groups were better staff retention (20%) and 

housing resources (20%). Suburban respond-

ents reported that training for supervisors and 

managers was the greatest need (29%). Those 

working in rural areas stated that their great-

est system need was training for staff who 

work with children and families (28%) and 

training for administrators and policy makers 

(20%). 

Highest Funding Priority 

Respondents were asked what they perceived 

to be the highest funding priority for their 

community—specifically, where funding would 

have the biggest positive impact on the child 

welfare system in their local community. This 

question was open-ended, and respondents 

wrote in a free text answer.  

Of the 88 survey respondents, 72 (82%) an-

swered this question. Responses clustered 

around several themes (see Table 5), including:  

 Supportive and wrap-around services, 
such as substance use treatment, mental 
health treatment, childcare, parenting 
classes, anger management classes, and 
domestic violence services; 

 Housing resources, including transitional 
housing, shelters, and affordable housing; 

 Native foster care families; 

 Training for staff; 

 Additional staff, better staff retention 
(less turnover); 

 Better coordination and communication 
with the county; 

 Culturally specific services; 

 Emphasis on family preservation, includ-
ing the provision of in-home supports be-
fore children are removed; 

 Legal assistance and better coordination 
with the justice system; 

 ICWA training, including the designation 
of a specialized ICWA unit;  

 Prevention services; and  

 Financial support to help families meet 
basic needs.    

Table 5. Highest Funding Priority 

 

Priority % 

Supportive services  33% 

Housing 18% 

Tribal foster care families 15% 

Staff training 15% 

Additional staffing/less turnover 11% 

Better coordination with county 8% 

Culturally specific services 7% 

Emphasis on family preservation 

and provision of in-home support 

6% 

Legal services/coordination with 

justice system 

6% 

ICWA training/specialized unit 3% 

Prevention services 3% 

Financial support for families to 

meet basic needs 

3% 



Telephone Interviews 17 

 

T E L E P H O N E  I N T E R V I E W S  
M e t h o d s  

Outreach and Sampling 

To develop a list of people to interview, NPC 

conducted Internet searches to find Tribes, Na-

tive organizations, and individuals and organi-

zations that have expertise in and a connection 

to ICWA. The study goal was to interview 25 

individuals.  

NPC accessed a list of ICWA contact people 

compiled and maintained by the Bureau of In-

dian Affairs (BIA), which includes a person for 

each Tribe with whom the BIA can communi-

cate notifications regarding ICWA. Out of the 

110 Tribes in California, NPC randomly se-

lected 25 Tribes (about 20%) and then com-

piled information about the geographic loca-

tion of each Tribe within the state. The initial 

list underrepresented Tribes in the southern 

region of the state, so an additional four Tribes 

from just the southern list were randomly se-

lected for inclusion. NPC also ensured that 

some of the selected Tribes had Tribal Courts, 

as this would impact their processing of de-

pendency cases. NPC also located a list of 

ICWA contacts and expert witnesses in Califor-

nia from the California Judicial Council web-

site. Of these two lists, an additional 5 people 

(approximately 20%) were randomly selected 

for inclusion. Because of initial challenges 

reaching the goal of 25 interviews, NPC later 

added the other expert witnesses if they were 

from Tribes.  

Once the list of individuals to be interviewed 

was established, NPC searched the Internet 

and made phone calls to find missing infor-

mation, such as the contact person’s name for 

a specific a Tribe (sometimes the ICWA list just 

included a job title and not a name) or the 

phone number or email address for the listed 

contact person. Through this exploration, NPC 

identified one Tribe that did not have current 

contact information for any Tribal representa-

tives, and several Tribes and organizations 

where the listed contact person had left the 

position or changed jobs (6), died (2), or was 

on maternity leave (2).  

After this search, 30 individuals remained on 

the interview list. 

Respondents 

Potential interviewees were contacted by 

phone and email from June 13, 2018, through 

September 7, 2018. Overall, 30 individual 

Tribes (or Tribal consortia) were contacted, 

and direct phone or email conversations oc-

curred with 27 of them (that is, NPC staff 

talked with someone in person or received an 

email, phone, or text reply). Five of the Tribes 

were small and opted not to engage in an in-

terview due to their limited ICWA experience. 

Seven Tribes were larger, had extensive ICWA 

experience, and completed interviews. NPC 

also interviewed representatives from four Na-

tive organizations, two of which serve all of the 

California Tribes and two of which serve a 

combined total of 16 Tribes. In addition, NPC 

interviewed one expert witness and one certi-

fied ICWA worker, both of whom serve multi-

ple Tribes (any that ask for services), as well as 
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four staff members from the California Depart-

ment of Social Services (DSS) ICWA Unit and 

Office of Tribal Affairs. 

Overall, multiple contacts were made to reach 

each person on the interview list. Successful 

connections required an average of 3 ½ con-

tact attempts by NPC (usually a combination of 

email and phone messages over multiple days, 

different days of the week and times of day, 

and in most cases across several weeks). An 

average of 4 ¼ contacts were attempted for 

the individuals who were never successfully 

reached and with whom interviews were not 

completed. 

R e s u l t s  

Interviewees were asked several questions 

about their perceptions of, and experience 

with, their local child welfare system, specifi-

cally areas that could be improved to support 

better system functioning for Native children. 

Responses across all interviews with Tribal-af-

filiated individuals were summarized for main 

emergent themes. Themes clustered into four 

general areas: (a) the relationship between 

Tribes and counties, (b) understanding and im-

plementing ICWA, (c) cultural competence, 

and (d) needed supportive services. Responses 

from a group interview with Department of So-

cial Services (DSS) staff were summarized sep-

arately, but along these same themes. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978 (ICWA) ((Pub.L. 95–608, 92 
Stat. 3069, enacted November 8, 1978), codified at 25 U.S.C. 
§§ 1901–1963.) 

Critical Importance of the Relationship 
between Tribes and Counties 

Overwhelmingly, respondents described the 

importance of the relationship between Tribes 

and the counties. Because most Tribes do not 

have their own independent child welfare sys-

tems, they must work with California’s system, 

which is overseen by a state agency (Depart-

ment of Social Services; DSS) and implemented 

at the county-level (e.g., county Child Protec-

tive Services; CPS). Likewise, the Indian Child 

Welfare Act (ICWA)2 is a federal law, but it is 

implemented at the county level. As a result, 

the working relationship between the Tribal 

child welfare workers and county child welfare 

workers and courts (especially judges) defines, 

in large part, the functioning of the local sys-

tem. Every interviewee underscored this point 

emphatically. 

 

Respondents recognized that California’s 58 

counties vary in their approach to working 

with the Tribes and their implementation of 

ICWA. Four Tribal respondents reported having 

good collaborative relationships with their 

county agencies and workers, while others de-

scribed contentious relationships character-

ized by little cooperation and a stark lack of 

cultural competence by county staff. A couple 

The relationship between the Tribe and 

the County is critical to providing effec-

tive services to children and families. If 

this foundation is not healthy, several 

challenges arise. 
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of respondents worked in Tribal territories that 

crossed county lines and noted how different 

their working relationships were with two ad-

jacent counties. 

What is needed?  

Respondents articulated several ways in which 

relationships between Tribes and counties can 

be improved to benefit the child welfare sys-

tem. These included: improving the cultural 

awareness and understanding among county 

staff, better aligning county procedures with 

Tribal values and systems, ensuring adequate 

staffing levels and reducing turnover, providing 

sufficient staff training, and increasing cooper-

ative efforts.  

Improve cultural understanding among 

county staff. Two thirds of the respondents 

felt that county child welfare workers often 

lacked an understanding of Tribal culture and 

that this created difficulties for their collabora-

tion and for the Tribal families involved in the 

system. One interviewee explained, “Within 

child welfare, sometimes things are patholo-

gized that are just part of the culture.” For ex-

ample, if a parent does not hold eye contact or 

looks scared during a discussion, county staff 

might interpret this as guilt or hiding some-

thing, as opposed to intergenerational trauma 

and fear of authority. Moreover, there are cul-

tural subtleties—such as how to behave when 

going into someone’s home—that can impact 

how the relationship between the county so-

cial worker and the family is built. Understand-

ing these cultural and historical nuances could 

improve county workers’ interactions with 

Tribal families and their interpretations of each 

other’s behaviors. 

Some respondents also wanted county staff to 

better understand the sensitive context for 

Tribes navigating the county child welfare sys-

tem, given historical trauma, and how the ram-

ifications of adoption are seen as severe and 

undesirable on many levels. One respondent 

offered that county staff needs to understand 

“what a Native American child is, not just to 

the family but to the community.” 

Better align county procedures with Tribal 

values. Half of the respondents noted how 

county procedures are often misaligned with 

Tribal values and systems, which compounds 

the lack of cultural competence among county 

workers in the field who are abiding by these 

protocols, often to the detriment of their 

Tribal relationships. One respondent gave an 

example of a county worker offered a cup of 

tea when visiting a Native family. County pro-

cedures dictate that the worker not accept an-

ything, but Tribal customs prioritize the provi-

sion of food or drink to a guest, and having 

that gesture declined may create an unneces-

sary rift. This person explained that county 

workers should be “able to accept a cup of tea 

because that is how the Native American 

treats you. You are taught in [county] child 

welfare not to do that. But it’s your first con-

tact. If you can make a connection when you 

first meet, it will help. Be able to recognize 

what their custom is and bend some of the 

rules and take a soda or an Indian taco without 

it being a criminal offense. It’s a way of com-

municating. It’s a rejection if you decline food 

or don’t want to sit.” 

Respondents described other aspects of 

county policies that felt contradictory to Tribal 

values, and therefore created some tension. 
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These rules included the county’s strict time-

lines, especially when considering the termina-

tion of parental rights (adoption). In general, 

Tribal respondents felt that the decision to 

move forward with adoption, especially when 

it meant removing children from the reserva-

tion, should never be rushed or driven by time-

lines. One respondent put it this way, “[Tribes] 

don’t like timelines and they don’t like to hear 

the word adoption. If we go to an adoption, it 

is the one thing the Tribe will consider only af-

ter exhausting all measures. And it takes the 

time it takes. It’s different for different families 

and different situations. Timelines are not al-

ways in the best interest of the child.” Another 

respondent echoed this sentiment and com-

mented that working with county social work-

ers can sometimes feel like a “power struggle” 

and there are certain red flags for Tribal staff, 

“…such as if the [county] worker starts out 

with a plan for adoption. We use adoption as a 

last resort. It can be the best, but it’s not com-

mon.” 

Ensure adequate staffing levels and staff re-

tention over time. Two-thirds of respondents 

noted that their local county child welfare of-

fices are persistently understaffed and plagued 

by staff turnover. Respondents noted that con-

stant staff turnover hampers relationship 

building and prevents the establishment of in-

stitutional knowledge within the agency—i.e., 

once a county social worker is adept at work-

ing with Tribal families, she leaves and is re-

placed by someone newer who needs to be 

trained all over again. One respondent said, 

“The lack of employees and retention are big-

ger issues than training.” Another reported, 

“You can train and train and train, but until 

you have the structure in place to maintain 

that knowledge and have it implemented in 

practice, it doesn’t work.” 

One respondent acknowledged the challenge 

of hiring for county child welfare positions, as 

the work is often emotionally draining and re-

quires a diverse set of skills. “When you are go-

ing into homes, your life or the child’s life 

might be in danger. If there is someone who is 

drunk and beating up the family, your immedi-

ate job is the safety of the child….You also 

have to know the law and juvenile court and 

cultural issues …You have to write court re-

ports…It’s such an encompassing job…It’s hard 

to hire for this.” 

Because of the high turnover rate, relatively in-

experienced social workers are often pro-

moted to supervisory positons before they 

have solidified their skills, which impacts the 

training and supervision they are able to offer 

to new staff. One respondent noted, “There is 

so much turnover. They put people on the 

frontlines who aren’t experienced.” Another 

person lamented that the county social work-

ers sent to their Tribe are often “green.” 

In addition to county staffing, over half of the 

respondents also mentioned that Tribal child 

welfare offices are critically understaffed and 

under-resourced. The staff shortage causes ex-

isting personnel to wear multiple hats and 

manage long lists of divergent responsibilities, 

which one interviewee described as “crazy-

making.” A lack of financial resources prevents 

the hiring of additional staff, as well as limits 

the ability for staff to conduct important du-

ties, such as pay for plane tickets for Tribal 
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workers to check on children placed in other 

states. 

Provide sufficient staff training. In addition to 

the fundamental social work training needs 

created by county staff turnover and relatively 

inexperienced field staff, Tribal respondents 

overwhelmingly reported that county and 

state staff needed training with regard to Na-

tive American culture and ICWA implementa-

tion. One respondent felt that, with regard to 

ICWA in their county, Tribal workers fill this 

gap. “We are always training the [social work-

ers] and the court. We have to tell them they 

are supposed to do active efforts prior to the 

removal.”  

Increase cooperative efforts. Respondents re-

soundingly stated the need for better coopera-

tion between counties and Tribes, as this is the 

foundation for the local system. All of the pre-

vious suggestions—e.g., adequate staffing, 

better training, better staff retention—are all 

in the service of supporting better collabora-

tion. Tribal interviewees also strongly ex-

pressed the need to be included in the 

county’s efforts and decisions. They want to be 

integrally involved in the process of determin-

ing what happens to their children and they 

want those efforts to follow the federal law. 

Consistent with Tribal values, they recognize 

this possibility as being inherently based in 

good working relationships. One person 

stated, “We need a joint system of people who 

are talking with each other.” 

One respondent commented that the segmen-

tation of the state system can make collabora-

tion difficult. The different county staff, proto-

cols, and systems at each phase of the depend-

ency process reduce consistency and compli-

cate relationship building. “Child welfare is so 

broken up.… Investigations, case work, foster 

care, are all different steps with different staff 

and different departments.”  

Another respondent thought that the most 

pressing funding priority to improve the sys-

tem is to get people working more closely. 

“Many counties have working groups and 

some are falling apart because they don’t have 

funding or others haven’t been able to get 

them started. Someone needs to take the lead 

and organize [the collaboration].” 

What works?  

Despite the clear recognition of breakdowns in 

the system, respondents also identified exist-

ing strengths and promising practices. Nearly 

half of the respondents noted the individual 

variation in county case workers and were en-

couraged by those workers who educated 

themselves about cultural nuances and how to 

work with Tribal families without being “the 

White man walking in.” Respondents were 

grateful for these efforts and felt that they 

paid off in terms of creating an environment of 

respect and collaboration with the family and 

Tribal staff. 

One Tribal respondent highlighted the poten-

tial for Tribal and county workers to support 

each other and leverage their respective re-

sources to facilitate system functioning. Specif-

ically, the county brings an authority to coerce 

parents into services, and Tribal staff brings ex-

pertise in the local context, family history, and 

capacity for supervision. Working together can 
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create a mutually reinforcing system. How-

ever, such cooperation hinges on the county 

notifying the Tribe of the case and involving 

them in the process. This interviewee said, “If 

you [the county] are called to investigate one 

of our cases, give me the courtesy to tell me 

about it and invite me to do it together. I don’t 

have your authority. If I hear about abuse, I 

can go three or four times and they don’t an-

swer the door. I can call in the state, and they 

will answer the door because they are afraid of 

you. I lighten your caseload and you help me 

with mine. I can oversee the services and make 

sure the requirements are being done. I can 

tell you who the fathers are. I can tell you 

which family to place the child with. I know the 

relatives, even if they aren’t on the reserva-

tion.” 

In this same way, the role of an ICWA expert 

witness can be a unique point of collaboration 

for the county and the Tribe by providing a 

neutral voice on parental capacity, particularly 

in cases where the parent is deemed unfit to 

care for the child. If the expert is known to the 

Tribe and trusted, the decision to remove a 

child can be more easily accepted and facili-

tated. Because the expert is external to the 

Tribe and can deliver this decision from a neu-

tral position, it can be easier to discuss with 

the parent without them feeling alienated 

from the broader support of the Tribe, which 

can be important for their recovery. 

Understanding and Implementation of 
ICWA 

Two-thirds of respondents reported that 

county and state staff had insufficient 

knowledge of ICWA, both in terms of the ac-

tual law and its requirements (e.g., notice 

practices, active efforts) and the law’s history 

and intention. This lack of knowledge trans-

lated into failure to fulfill obligations stipulated 

in the law and to implement it appropriately. 

In addition, respondents felt it is important for 

county and state workers to understand the 

historical reasons for ICWA and the need to 

honor the sovereignty of the Tribes and their 

right to raise and care for their children. One 

respondent explained that county staff must 

be educated about ICWA so that “they don’t 

see it as a racial or cultural need. That it’s fed-

eral law. They need to know the sovereignty of 

the Tribes and respect that.”  

In some instances, county policies run counter 

to Tribal values and create dissonance in what 

constitutes the best interests of the child. For 

Tribes, keeping Native children connected to 

their Tribal heritage is paramount. For coun-

ties, more pragmatic issues (e.g., housing ade-

quacy) can often be deemed more important 

than heritage. As one respondent put it, “We 

need to look at the Tribe before we look at 

White foster care. If I have a good, loving rela-

tive placement that is a home that can nurture 

the child, be there for them, and nurture with 

culture and traditions… If it’s a 2-bedroom 

house and they already have five children liv-

ing there, it may still be the best placement, 

compared to a White family with more rooms 

in their home but no cultural knowledge.”  

What is needed?  

Respondents reported several ways that the 

implementation of ICWA in their local commu-

nities could be improved, including enhancing 

knowledge regarding the law among county 

social workers and judges, increasing compli-

ance and active efforts, and ensuring that the 
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state understands and values the intent of 

ICWA. 

Enhance ICWA knowledge among county so-

cial workers and judges. Two thirds of re-

spondents expressed disappointment and frus-

tration at the lack of ICWA knowledge among 

county social workers. Several also described 

the uncomfortable experience of trying to edu-

cate county workers about the law, while try-

ing remain cooperative. This lack of knowledge 

is compounded by staff turnover. 

Half of the respondents also reported that 

their judges were not knowledgeable about 

ICWA. One respondent noted this gap in the 

system, “Judges aren’t required to receive 

ICWA training, and most don’t do it unless they 

think it’s important. That is a big hole that 

needs to be fixed.” Respondents described the 

delicate nature of trying to educate judges 

who do not appear to know the law, knowing 

that they could be thrown out of the court-

room for appearing insolent. One interviewee 

described the frequent experience with their 

local court, “The judge often doesn’t know 

about the new ICWA regulations. You have to 

prompt them without embarrassing them. We 

have to pretend that we are just reminding 

them when we know that they really don’t 

know.” 

Increase ICWA compliance. All respondents 

acknowledged the variability in ICWA compli-

ance among the counties—some counties per-

form well, and others do not. Half of the re-

spondents explained that the lack of ICWA 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
3 NPC recommends that CJA Task Force members read the fi-
nal report by the California ICWA Compliance Task Force sub-
mitted to the State Attorney General in 2017, which describes 
ICWA compliance issues throughout the state 

knowledge in many counties resulted in non-

compliance with the law. They noted how, in 

these jurisdictions, the mandated “active ef-

forts” did not routinely happen. 

A couple of respondents mentioned the recent 

lawsuit in Humboldt County regarding the im-

plementation of ICWA and how the county is 

in the process of updating their internal proce-

dures to comply with law. One respondent 

worked with a Tribe directly impacted by this 

lawsuit and stated that the old county proce-

dures had created an agency environment that 

worked against Tribes and did not support ac-

tive efforts or collaboration. She explained it 

this way, “[Their policies] are severely out-

dated, so staff are working off of an old culture 

in their agency, not the current law. There is 

lots of room for cultural bias and racism and 

institutional racism.” These interviewees were 

hopeful that the lawsuit would help to prompt 

more consistent ICWA compliance across the 

state.3 

Ensure that state/county understands and 

values the intent of ICWA. One of the primary 

intentions of ICWA is to help ensure that Na-

tive American children whose parents cannot 

care for them remain, whenever possible, in 

the care of their Tribe. This intention serves 

the child and respects Tribal sovereignty. 

Three respondents expressed frustration that 

their local counties minimally follow ICWA—

that is, the procedures (e.g., notification) are 

followed, but the intent of the law (i.e., keep-

ing Native children with their Tribes) is largely 
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ignored. One respondent explained, “[The 

county] needs to think about tradition when it 

comes to [foster care] placement. Children are 

resilient, but we want them to adapt to their 

own culture. That is who they are….A whole 

tribe is willing to back you up. We have tradi-

tions, values, a belief system. You will never be 

alone. Maybe your parents aren’t in circum-

stances that are preferable, but you have aunt-

ies and uncles and people who want to form 

relationships with you. You have a place where 

you belong…. We have people trying to take 

that away from our Native cultures. We are 

fighting against it every day.”  

Respondents lamented that, too often, county 

staff jump to White family foster care without 

fully considering other options within the 

Tribe. One respondent remembered, “We 

were placing children with grandparents, cous-

ins, aunts. Auntie might not have been biologi-

cal, but she was the aunt. These were nuances 

that made a difference in the child’s life. If 

they are 4 or 5 years old and they get taken 

out of the home for a year, that is a big deal. 

Just sticking them in a home where they have 

no relationship isn’t good. We were trying to 

circumvent some of the trauma. The Tribal 

community is already traumatized.” Another 

respondent noted, “People think if a foster 

family is financially better off, then it’s better. 

That is not our way. It’s not our Tribal system.”  

What works? 

Three respondents reported having (currently 

or previously) a specialized ICWA unit in their 

county child welfare office, staffed with con-

sistent social workers who were trained in 

ICWA and working with Tribes. All three indi-

viduals noted how this specialized unit greatly 

improved their local system. One respondent 

described working with the ICWA unit that 

used to exist in their county, “When they are 

well staffed and trained, it’s magical. We meet 

with the ICWA Unit monthly and we invite the 

adoption staff. That is really nice. We use their 

facility and they use ours. They are a player in 

our child protection team meeting. We talk 

about the numbers, they staff the teams with 

our professionals, and we jointly create a 3-

month case plan.” After describing this “magi-

cal” experience, this respondent went on to 

say that the ICWA Unit has since been disman-

tled due to county staffing changes and the ef-

fects this change has had on their local system. 

“We’ve lost the momentum. We are working 

with people who don’t even know about the 

protocol or how to enter the reservation. We 

sling shot back to the beginning.”  

Similarly, another respondent who had a good 

relationship with the county extolled the bene-

fits of having an assigned ICWA liaison in the 

county office. This dedicated position opened 

the door for communication, including joint 

monthly meetings and cross-training through 

which the Tribal social workers provided ICWA 

and social/cultural training for county workers. 

With regard to positive practices in the legal 

system, respondents in Tribes with good rela-

tionships with their local courts described the 

importance of consistently attending ICWA 

hearings. One court established quarterly 

meetings with Tribal counsel to maintain open 

communication about ICWA, and this was ap-

preciated and embraced by the Tribal staff and 

created an overall sense of collaboration. 
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Another Tribal interviewee described the ben-

efit of accessible legal representation. Her 

Tribe has a contract with California Indian Le-

gal Services, and this legal support has signifi-

cantly benefitted them with their ICWA cases 

and navigating the court system. This respond-

ent wished they could offer legal representa-

tion in this way to every child in the welfare 

system. 

Cultural Competence at Every Level 

Tribal respondents described struggling against 

a lack of cultural competence within state and 

county agencies. This experience included neg-

ative interactions with state and county staff 

(e.g., “they demote us with the language they 

use”), which was often recognized as a by-

product of a biased culture within state and 

county agencies that perpetuates institutional 

racism against Native Americans—in particu-

lar, an ingrained belief that Native Americans 

are inherently incapable parents. This experi-

ence also included perceiving that the county 

did not respect Tribal sovereignty and would 

step in as the dominant decision-maker to 

mandate the process, and that the Tribal 

worldview—seen by Tribes and allies as a cul-

tural strength—was largely ignored. 

What is needed?  

Respondents thought that it was important for 

the county and state to respect Tribal sover-

eignty, to reduce cultural bias in their pro-

cesses, to recognize and work to correct insti-

tutional racism and effects of historical 

trauma, and to acknowledge the Tribal 

worldview as a cultural strength. 

Respect for Tribal sovereignty. Three-quarters 

of respondents reported that the counties 

tend to show a lack of respect for the sover-

eignty of the Tribes. Respondents described 

cases in which county staff approached Tribal 

child welfare cases with an air of authority, 

sending the message that the county’s way 

(perceived as the “White way”) is superior and 

supersedes Tribal protocols. When faced with 

this attitude, Tribal respondents felt that their 

deference, not their collaboration, was being 

demanded. As sovereign nations, they under-

stand their position is equally authoritative to 

the counties’—which would make inter-agency 

cooperation the most appropriate strategy—

however, they often feel unable to balance the 

relationship in a way that feels truly collabora-

tive. One respondent explained how directives 

by the county fall flat with Tribes. “You can’t 

just go in and say we want to give you 

$500,000 and you need to do this and this and 

this, and we need a report in 6 months….It 

should be an engagement effort with them, ra-

ther than the White man coming in and giving 

them blankets. It is going to take some work. 

When you figure out where you want to spend 

your money, then go to them and say this is 

what we are looking at. How would you work 

with this or how can we help you? Can you 

help us work together? That would be the way 

to do the best job.” 

Reduce cultural bias in procedures. More than 

half of the respondents perceived that cultural 

bias influences county procedures. This bias 

typically results in Native perspectives being 

dismissed without being heard, and Native 

families being forced to traverse a system rife 

with protocols that contradict their way of be-

ing, which further stacks the odds against 

them. One interviewee explained, “When you 
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get into the state, there is a clash between the 

White man’s way of doing it and the Indian 

way. People [from the state] don’t want to sit 

down and listen.” 

One respondent familiar with several Tribes 

around the state explained a fundamental dif-

ference in the approaches taken by Tribes and 

counties to working with families, and how a 

corresponding management style can preserve 

biases in agency culture. “Tribal folks take 

much more time to understand the whole per-

son, integrate what is going on in the family, in 

the economic environment. When we interact 

with the state and county child welfare staff, 

there is lots of stress. They are dealing with 

lots of regulations. They are following rules 

and being sheep, rather than understanding 

and solving the problem. Those [county] super-

visors are punitive and keep people in their 

place…which maintains the existing bias and 

creates difficulty in Tribal communities.” 

Respondents pointed out that many aspects of 

the county child welfare process were con-

structed without Native communities in mind 

and without their input. It is possible that 

these protocols could be modified to better ac-

commodate a Native population—such as de-

fining how to conduct a culturally appropriate 

investigation and how to certify Tribal foster 

care homes—but these modifications would 

take some collaborative consideration and ad-

ditional staff training, which would require the 

state to prioritize it. 

Recognize and rectify institutional racism and 

address historical trauma. Half of the respond-

ents mentioned racism or institutional racism 

as negatively impacting their local child wel-

fare system. Several respondents referenced 

an “old mentality that Natives are not capable 

of raising babies,” reflecting a pre-existing bias 

against Native parents and how this precon-

ception results in a disproportionate number 

of Native children in the foster care system. 

Respondents also reported systemic discrimi-

nation against Tribal staff. “Counties believe 

that Tribal social workers and Tribal law en-

forcement aren’t real social workers or police, 

even though the Tribal staff often have the 

same level of experience and education.” The 

perception of racism extended into the legal 

system, “The biggest fight is getting the state 

courts to understand that we aren’t stupid. 

They don’t understand historical trauma.” 

One respondent who is familiar with several 

Tribes described the impact of historical 

trauma on Native families involved with the 

child welfare system and how ignoring this in-

fluence further victimizes Indian people and 

compounds the existing traumas that lead to 

system involvement. This respondent felt that 

a major funding priority should be to create a 

child welfare system that does not emphasize 

the removal of children, “to deconstruct the 

incentives of removal and placement away 

from the family. For the Tribal community, our 

biggest challenge is that people live from a vic-

timized point of view. It’s hard to support a 

family in transition with the community ad-

dicted to drama and trauma. People are wait-

ing for permission to do the right thing. Tribes 

get stuck in the recurrent loop of trauma and 

feeling helpless about it. It’s hard not to live up 

to that expectation.”  
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Acknowledge Tribal worldview and strengths. 

One third of respondents felt that county and 

state agencies ignored the Tribal worldview 

when working with Native people, which 

caused tension in the collaboration. These re-

spondents felt that the Tribal perspective was 

a strength of their community and that it de-

served to be acknowledged and respected as a 

system attribute. For instance, this worldview 

sees children as a community resource, with 

the community having the responsibility – and 

desire – to raise its children. All members of 

the community are the child’s extended family 

and have a role in teaching, protecting, and 

supporting the child. Respondents noted that 

the Tribal worldview also provides an im-

portant foundation for individual Tribal mem-

bers’ healing, as well as an opportunity to 

strengthen the system and service collabora-

tion. One interviewee offered, “If we could 

learn to work together as a unit…, we could do 

it better. Look at our culture and value system 

as superior [for the Native child]. Imagine what 

we could offer.” 

What works?  

When considering how to confront the percep-

tion that Tribal staff are less educated or less 

well trained, one Tribe established a relation-

ship with the local university that educates and 

trains social workers and then instituted a 

practice of sending Tribal social workers to join 

a several-week course that covers ICWA and 

other field issues. Having the Tribal workers in 

this course served two purposes: (1) It estab-

lished relationships between Tribal workers 

and the newly trained social workers who may 

end up working for the county, and (2) It con-

firmed a common training platform. Therefore, 

in the field, these county social workers would 

recognize that their Tribal counterparts re-

ceived the same training and should be consid-

ered a professional equal. The Tribal staff per-

son in charge of this program simultaneously 

highlighted its usefulness and lamented need-

ing to do it, “We have to bulldoze our way in or 

they look down at us. We need to show that 

we have the same training as them.” 

Open communication between counties and 

Tribes about needs and resources can result in 

effective problem solving. One respondent de-

scribed a situation where the county would 

not approve a Tribal foster care placement for 

a child due to the size of the house in which 

the proposed guardian lived. The Tribal worker 

was able to secure bigger housing for the 

guardian through Tribal housing (a resource 

not available through the county), and the 

placement was made, enabling the child to 

stay on the reservation. 

One Tribal respondent described how their 

county child welfare office hired multiple 

Tribal social workers, thus ensuring that their 

field staff had sufficient cultural competence 

to work with Tribes. All of the Tribe’s assigned 

county social workers are Native, which has fa-

cilitated smooth collaboration.  

Supportive Services for Children and 
Families 

Among interviewees, there was a thorough un-

derstanding of the social, behavioral, and eco-

nomic challenges that face many Native com-

munities, how these challenges are more se-

vere in rural or remote areas, and the types of 

services needed to help families surmount 

these difficulties to either avoid contact with 
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the child welfare system or regain custody of 

children.  

What is needed? 

Respondents described a need for ancillary 

support and culturally specific services for par-

ents and children, a need for Tribal foster care 

families, and a need for prevention program-

ming.  

Ancillary and culturally specific services. 

Three-quarters of respondents identified ser-

vice access as a strong need in Tribal communi-

ties. They expressed needs for mental health 

services, alcohol and drug treatment services, 

and trauma-informed support services for chil-

dren. Needs for childcare and transportation 

were also mentioned. Within these, several re-

spondents noted that culturally specific ser-

vices were needed and sparsely available. One 

respondent stated, “There is not a lot of pro-

grams out there, especially those that are cul-

turally appropriate or sensitive for our [Tribal] 

members. Even the larger services here are se-

verely lacking for everybody. The access is re-

ally difficult. People can’t get into treatment or 

mental health services.” 

Over half of the respondents thought that 

Tribes should be assisted to develop their own 

internal service systems. They felt as though 

the services would be more accessible, appro-

priate, and effective if they were provided by 

and for Tribal members. 

Tribal foster care families. Just under half of 

respondents noted a need to identify more 

Tribal families for foster care placement in or-

der keep Native children in their communities. 

One respondent lamented how the lack of 

Tribal foster care families, especially in smaller 

Tribes, combined with the general lack of sup-

portive services culminates in Native children 

being lost to adoption outside of the Tribe. She 

said, “The smaller tribes are losing their chil-

dren to adoption. They don’t always have fos-

ter homes [in the Tribe] to get children back. 

Some Tribes are doing well and some 

aren’t….We are losing our members, but we 

don’t have the resources to help them or bring 

them back. Do we bring children back to the 

reservations where there isn’t help for them? 

It’s really a challenging question.” 

Emphasis on prevention. Three respondents 

emphasized the need to focus on prevention 

services. When asked how the child welfare 

system could be improved, one respondent 

stated, “What brings people into child welfare? 

Substance abuse, the stress of poverty ....What 

we are doing is trying to do more front-end 

work. How do we identify those families that 

are struggling and do some outreach before 

they fall into the hands of child welfare?” Two 

other respondents described plans to work 

with pregnant mothers, to promote healthy 

parenting and prevent child welfare system in-

volvement down the line. 

What works?  

While more than half of respondents thought 

the optimal solution was for Tribes to have 

their own independent child welfare systems, 

only a couple of respondents were from Tribes 

that were large enough to have an existing in-

ternal service structure. These respondents 

discussed the successes they have had provid-

ing their own services or managing their own 

Tribal courts. The consensus was that Tribal-

run systems were better able to respond to 

Tribal communities’ needs.  
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It was understood that smaller Tribes do not 

realistically have the resources to form their 

own independent systems. A couple of re-

spondents encouraged the formation of a 

Tribal consortium among smaller Tribes, 

whereby resources can be collectively devel-

oped and shared.  

DSS Interviewee Perspectives 

Four DSS staff members participated in a 

group interview to share their perspectives on 

the Indian child welfare system around the 

state. Interviewees were affiliated with DSS’s 

Office of Tribal Affairs (OTA), established in 

2017. The goal of the OTA is to manage gov-

ernment-to-government relationships with the 

Tribes, to create an access point for Tribes to 

have a relationship with the state, and to cre-

ate strategies for integrating Tribes into the 

work that DSS is doing (not just child welfare). 

The OTA’s early focus has been on child wel-

fare and ICWA issues because it emerged as an 

area of high and pressing need. The OTA is nas-

cent, they are building a team and a founda-

tion of documents, and they are coming up to 

speed on the current landscape around the 

state. Interviewees reported being aware of 

the wide variability in counties’ implementa-

tion of ICWA and the quality of relationships 

with Tribes. 

County-Tribe relationships. OTA staff reported 

that they are primarily tasked with providing 

high-level support for counties and developing 

a strategic plan to support Tribal-county rela-

tionships across the state. Their focus is on 

creating systemic change. However, they have 

received anecdotal feedback about the funda-

mental collaboration challenges that counties 

are having with Tribes. As one respondent 

noted, “What we hear on the ground is that 

we don’t have the staff to [make systemic 

change]. There seems to be a need for under-

standing Tribes and relationships with Tribes 

and with communication between counties 

and Tribes in their areas.”  

One interviewee commented on the need for a 

common language to unite the different play-

ers within the child welfare system and 

acknowledged that training would only be part 

of the solution. This person stated, “While 

training is a compelling need, it’s not a singular 

approach. I am discovering the different 

frameworks, vocabulary, learning styles, etc., 

that people come to the table with. There 

needs to be a range of approaches to work 

with diverse audiences. There needs to be con-

siderable policy work to create a common lan-

guage. People have different frameworks for 

the terms they are using.” 

Another interviewee noted that a critical area 

of need for Tribes involves training on effec-

tively utilizing their governmental authority to 

impact the state process. “They need to under-

stand it and how to use it. It creates problems 

at every level and devolves into an issue of 

[the Tribes] thinking that people aren’t sensi-

tive to their needs and historical trauma.”  

ICWA implementation. Respondents acknowl-

edged the challenges with ICWA being admin-

istered at the county level and the resultant in-

consistencies across the 58 counties in the 

state. They were also forthcoming about areas 

in which the state has identified compliance 

shortcomings, such as problems with ICWA no-

tification due to errors on the published Tribal 
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contacts list, and said that efforts were under-

way to correct known issues. 

These interviewees understood the magnitude 

of the effort necessary to bring all counties 

into consistent compliance. One interviewee 

stated, “What we are learning is that getting to 

ICWA compliance and consistent implementa-

tion of ICWA law is multi-faceted. It’s not just 

training or having an MOU. It requires a sys-

tem-wide overhaul.”   

Respondents described the ICWA implementa-

tion overhaul as part of a larger “sea change 

that was already occurring in children welfare 

in California and nationally.” This broader 

change involves new state data system re-

quirements, new reporting mandates, new 

ICWA rules, and new initiatives that, together, 

are changing the laws and administration of 

congregate care and foster care placements in 

California. They noted that, while Tribal voices 

are being sought for changes pertaining to 

ICWA, Tribes are largely left out of the conver-

sations regarding broader state policies re-

garding child welfare reform. 

Needed Services. Respondents noted a need 

to provide better support to Tribal foster par-

ents. They understood the relative lack of ap-

propriate placements for Indian children 

within their communities, and they recognized 

that these families often need additional sup-

port. Tribes have different processes; some 

have programs to provide ongoing support or 

supervision for foster families and others do 

not. There are myriad ways in which foster 

parents can be certified and/or reimbursed, 

and sometimes Tribal foster families are out-

side of these arrangements when they could 

be benefitting from them. State and county 

policies can also complicate Tribal placements 

that do not conform to county lines, which can 

result in few support services being offered. If 

the placement is with a family member who 

lives in a different county, according to one in-

terviewee, “it raises incredible complexity 

(such as different Medicaid eligibility). These 

placements become very complicated, so the 

state and county usually ends up not dealing 

them. So, these families are not supported in a 

meaningful way.”
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S U M M A R Y  A N D   
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  
S u m m a r y  

This report presents the results of needs as-

sessment conducted to learn about the status 

of the child welfare system in Tribal communi-

ties around California. The study sought to 

gather the perspectives of Native individuals 

and those working in Native communities (it 

was not a comprehensive system assessment). 

An online survey was conducted with 88 re-

spondents, most of whom were from or 

worked with Tribes; and a round of telephone 

interviews was conducted with 16 interview-

ees representing more than 25 Tribes, a few 

Tribal organizations that work across the state, 

and DSS’s Office of Tribal Affairs. Both the sur-

vey and interview inquired about individuals’ 

local child welfare systems, particularly aspects 

of the systems that are functioning well and 

aspects that are not. Results were a compelling 

statement of system needs that showed de-

cent consistency across different regions.  

Summary of Online Survey Results 

Respondents to the online survey offered bal-

anced reflections of their local child welfare 

systems, noting strengths and areas of need. 

More than half of the respondents thought 

that their local child welfare system has caring 

staff and family-friendly practices; and focuses 

on what is best for the child, child abuse/ne-

glect prevention, and family preservation and 

reunification. The characteristic that was most 

frequently (40%) rated as not representative of 

the local system was use of culturally specific 

services or approaches. About one third of re-

spondents also felt their local system lacked 

collaboration between agencies, in-home sup-

ports, wraparound services, or resources that 

help families meet basic needs. Federal, state, 

and county staff tended to rate their local sys-

tems more positively than did Tribal staff. Sev-

eral types of services were reported to be 

more available in urban compared to rural ar-

eas, including in-home support, treatment re-

sources, and educational resources. When 

asked about their local system’s greatest 

strength, about one in five respondents said 

caring staff, which was the most frequently en-

dorsed characteristic, although staff from 

Tribal/Native organizations most commonly re-

ported collaboration between agencies.  

About half of the respondents reported effec-

tive coordination between child welfare work-

ers and the court system, law enforcement, 

medical professionals, and service providers. 

About one in five respondents felt coordina-

tion between child welfare workers and ser-

vice providers and schools was poor. Federal, 

state, and county agencies tended to report 

the highest levels of inter-agency coordination, 

and respondents from Tribes tended to report 

the lowest levels. Notably, federal, state, and 

county workers rated coordination between 

child welfare workers and law enforcement as 
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significantly more effective than did respond-

ents from other groups. Respondents from ru-

ral areas tended to report the lowest levels of 

coordination between child welfare workers 

and law enforcement, courts, schools, and ser-

vice providers. 

Respondents reported many needs of their lo-

cal child welfare systems. The most frequently 

endorsed needs (reported by nearly two thirds 

of respondents) were housing for families and 

training for staff who work with children/fami-

lies. More than half of respondents also rated 

mental health and substance use treatment 

services, coordination between different agen-

cies, educational and training resources for 

parents/families, and willing foster parents as 

strong local needs. Staff from Tribes, Tribal or-

ganizations, and other sectors tended to rate 

training for staff who work with children and 

families and inter-agency coordination as 

greater needs than did staff from federal, 

state, or county agencies; whereas federal, 

state, and county staff tended to rate staff re-

tention as a more prominent need. Treatment 

services were the most frequently rated need 

by Tribe/Rancheria staff, and training for staff 

who work with children and families was most 

frequently reported by staff of Tribal organiza-

tions and those working in other sectors. Hous-

ing was most frequently rated as a need by 

people in urban areas, while mental health and 

substance use treatment and child care were 

frequently rated by people in suburban areas. 

People in rural areas reported needing willing 

foster care parents, and people in frontier/re-

mote areas indicated training for staff most 

frequently, though they also commonly noted 

that treatment services and coordination are 

needed. When asked to indicate their system’s 

greatest need, the most common response 

was staff training, followed by staff retention 

and additional staff. Housing was rated as the 

greatest need by 10% of the overall sample, 

but by 20% of people working in urban and re-

mote areas.  

Respondents’ perceptions of the highest fund-

ing priority for their local system varied. One in 

three respondents indicated supportive and 

wrap-around services, such as substance use 

treatment, mental health treatment, childcare, 

parenting classes, anger management classes, 

and domestic violence services. Housing was 

proposed by almost in one in five respondents 

(18%), and Tribal foster care families and train-

ing were both rated as the priority by 15% of 

the sample. These priorities are interesting be-

cause they highlight the value of providing pre-

vention, intervention, and skill-building ser-

vices for families, as well as meeting their basic 

needs for safety and security, as a focus of the 

system that works to protect the welfare of 

children. These are proactive rather than reac-

tive approaches.    

Summary of Phone Interview Results 

One of the main themes of the interviews was 

the critical importance of relationships be-

tween counties and Tribes regarding child wel-

fare and the current variability in the quality of 

those relationships around the state. Inter-

viewees suggested that relationships could be 

developed or enhanced by improving cultural 

understanding among county staff, ensuring 

adequate staffing levels and reducing turno-

ver, providing sufficient staff training, better 

aligning county procedures with Tribal values 
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and systems, and increasing cooperative ef-

forts. County case workers who are educated 

about cultural aspects of working with the 

Tribes are more likely to have positive interac-

tions and relationships with Tribal families and 

staff and be able to more accurately interpret 

behaviors that may have cultural underpin-

nings. One way this education could occur is 

through the addition of culturally relevant cur-

ricula in schools of social work, so that staff re-

ceive information such as Tribal history, Tribal 

sovereignty, and its connection to ICWA, early 

in their training. Another approach would be 

through existing or augmented training pro-

vided through the county, state, and Tribes for 

employees. Additionally, county staff can learn 

experientially through the development of 

positive working relationships and communica-

tion with Tribal staff and community members. 

Tribal and county staff also have the potential 

to leverage their respective resources to im-

prove their local child welfare system and 

streamline their services. Open communica-

tion between counties and Tribes, regular in-

ter-agency coordination meetings, and dedi-

cated ICWA staff all served to support and im-

prove existing collaborations. Tribes share the 

responsibility of maintaining contact and com-

munication with county and state social ser-

vices. Additionally, the use of ICWA expert wit-

nesses supported both county and Tribal sys-

tems.  

The second primary theme was the lack of 

knowledge among county workers regarding 

ICWA, and the resultant inadequate imple-

mentation of the law in many counties. Inter-

viewees expressed serious concern about 

county child welfare workers and judges who 

were not trained or knowledgeable about the 

law or their role in meeting legal obligations, 

nor about the intention of the legislation and 

why it is important. There was worry that 

county staff incorrectly perceived ICWA as a 

cultural or racial accommodation, not as fed-

eral law. The need for training on ICWA re-

quirements was strongly voiced, even though 

such training is complicated by persistent staff 

turnover and, in some areas, the absence of 

positive relationships. Increased compliance 

with ICWA is essential and will require a sys-

tem of monitoring and accountability to en-

sure that active efforts and sufficient collabo-

ration are occurring. Suggestions to augment 

compliance included developing specialized 

ICWA units (or assigned ICWA liaisons) in 

county child welfare offices with sufficient 

numbers of consistent, trained social workers 

who work with Tribes; ensuring that Tribes 

have the resources and training to attend 

ICWA hearings; and providing access legal rep-

resentation for Tribal members.  

The need for cultural competence is broader 

than the child welfare system and reflects gaps 

in knowledge and understanding in federal, 

state, and county agencies, as well as the 

greater community and service systems. That 

said, county staff working with Native children 

and families have a responsibility to be aware 

of and sensitive to the needs and differences 

of the people in their caseload, and to work to 

identify and address their own biases and the 

institutional racism of the agencies in which 

they work. To achieve cultural competence, 

county and state agencies must respect Tribal 

sovereignty, reduce cultural biases, address 
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historical trauma, and acknowledge and incor-

porate Tribal cultural strengths in their ser-

vices approaches in Native communities.  

Interviewees discussed many areas of need for 

children and families, particularly highlighting 

the resource limitations in remote and frontier 

communities. Ancillary support services, cul-

turally specific services, Tribal foster care 

homes, and prevention programming were fre-

quently mentioned as areas of need. Tribal 

communities need accessible and reliable 

mental health services, addiction treatment, 

and trauma-informed supports, as well as 

childcare and transportation to support indi-

viduals’ participation in services. Developing or 

expanding Tribal service systems, rather than 

relying on external services, would help ensure 

that services are locally accessible and cultur-

ally appropriate, and thus potentially increas-

ing their participant engagement, retention, 

and effectiveness. In addition, having more 

Tribal foster care homes would enable Tribes 

to keep more of their children in their commu-

nities, rather than losing them to adoption out-

side the Tribe. Ideally, investing in prevention 

services will benefit children, families, and 

communities in the long term, such as provid-

ing parenting education to pregnant women 

and identifying and supporting families that 

are struggling to help them before issues 

worsen. 

Limitations 

It was, in many cases, difficult to find the right 

person to reach out to, and difficult to con-

vince them to talk with us. The contacts were 

made without having personal or professional 

relationships with the sample; most of the 

people we were contacting did not know us, 

the staff at Cal OES, or the CJA Task Force, 

though some of them knew people at the Na-

tional Indian Justice Center or had at least 

heard of NIJC. There were several Tribal repre-

sentatives who were vocal about their con-

cerns about sharing information, worried 

about what the information would be used for, 

or needed to get permission from their Council 

to talk with us. There was also a high rate (five) 

of scheduled but never completed interviews. 

At least two of these were explicitly postponed 

due to fire emergencies (the summer of 2018 

was rife with forest fire emergencies around 

the state) and we were never able to recon-

nect with the contacts. 

Conclusion 

Survey respondents and interviewees de-

scribed a range of pressing needs to improve 

the system response to maltreated and at-risk 

children in Tribal communities. Improvements 

included ensuring adequate levels of staff, in-

creasing staff retention, and providing suffi-

cient training for staff, particularly county staff 

with regard to cultural competence. These sys-

tem improvements will support better collabo-

ration between counties and Tribes, which is 

essential to an effective and compassionate 

system response to child maltreatment. Fur-

ther, increasing knowledge about ICWA among 

county social workers and judges is para-

mount, as this will support the consistent im-

plementation of this law and help ensure that, 

whenever possible, Native children are cared 

for by relatives or Tribal members. Lastly, pri-

oritizing the provision of culturally specific ser-

vices will help support service engagement and 

effectiveness, and focusing on prevention will 
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help families avoid system involvement. In 

summary, a successful system response to Na-

tive children in the child welfare system relies 

on a solid, respectful, and consistent collabora-

tion between counties and Tribes. 

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

1. Require cultural competence, Tribal 

history and sovereignty, and ICWA 

training for county child welfare work-

ers, supervisors/managers, and judges. 

Include information from local Tribes 

that the staff are most likely to work 

with. 

2. Fund Tribes so they can hire staff inter-

nally to manage as many of the child 

welfare system functions as possible. 

For smaller Tribes this may mean 

providing prevention or treatment ser-

vices and staff who can, when needed, 

consult on child welfare cases; and po-

tentially developing consortia with 

other Tribes to have shared child wel-

fare services. For large Tribes, this may 

also mean covering investigations, case 

management, and court processes.  

3. Develop ICWA units in counties, with 

dedicated ICWA workers. Identify or 

hire staff who volunteer for this special 

role, including Tribal members when 

possible.  

4. Work with Tribes to ensure every child 

has a Tribal member representing their 

cultural and family interests in any child 

welfare investigation or case.  

5. Work with Tribes to ensure legal sup-

port is available for every child and 

family. How this recommendation is 

structured will look different depending 

on the Tribe, and could include having 

a trained ICWA advocate or legal repre-

sentation to help navigate the court 

system and to be present at court hear-

ings.  

6. Establish regular meetings between 

county/state and Tribal staff to com-

municate, coordinate, share resources, 

and build relationships. Meetings are 

needed both to develop protocols and 

systems for working together, as well 

as to discuss and manage case-level 

questions and decisions. 

7. Engage in state-level and regional dis-

cussions regarding the larger contex-

tual and societal issues impacting fami-

lies, such as shortages of affordable 

housing. Advocate for strategies to ad-

dress this need as long-term ap-

proaches to building stability for fami-

lies.  

8. Work collaboratively (state/county and 

Tribal representatives) to identify and 

change policies and practices that re-

flect or perpetuate institutional racism. 

Incorporate (with Tribal involvement 

and permission) elements of the Tribes’ 

worldview and traditions, to strengthen 

our overall child welfare systems. Ex-

amples include developing guidelines 

for how to conduct culturally appropri-

ate investigations; systems to certify, 

support, and reimburse Tribal foster 

care homes; and supports and incen-

tives for keeping children with the 

Tribal community and family whenever 

possible. 
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9. Collaborate with key partners at the 

state level, including holding meetings 

with the Department of Social Services 

OTA/ICWA staff, the California Tribal 

Families Coalition, the National Indian 

Justice Center, the Attorney General’s 

Office, and interested Tribal represent-

atives and allies, to advocate for and 

address the recommendations of the 

ICWA Compliance Task Force. These 

meetings will allow opportunities to 

gather feedback from key partners and 

update them about progress and the 

status of work toward shared goals. 

10. Conduct workshops or trainings that in-

volve both county and Tribal staff, to 

build relationships, facilitate communi-

cation, and reinforce the understanding 

that Tribal staff are competent profes-

sional partners.  

11. Fund staff time to be involved in these 

system development/redevelopment 

processes, including planning and col-

laboration meetings and trainings.  

12. Train Tribes on how to utilize their gov-

ernmental authority to impact state 

processes.  

13. Include Tribes in the ongoing state-

level policy discussions related to child 

welfare reform (including, but not lim-

ited to, ICWA compliance work).  


