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This revised information sheet corrects for an error in the calculation of incidence rates
for First Nations and non-Aboriginal investigations represented in the Canadian
Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect 2003 (CIS-2003). Registered
North American Indian (Status First Nations) children were inadvertently counted twice
in the calculation of incidence rates. While this did not affect any of the estimates of the
number of investigations involving First Nations Children, it did lead to a substantial
underestimation of the incidence of investigations per 1,000 First Nations children in the
general population and a slight overestimation of the incidence of investigations
involving non-Aboriginal children. The original estimates for the incidence of
investigations were 58.34/1000 First Nations children and 44.11/1000 non-Aboriginal
children; the revised estimates are 110.56/1000 First Nations children and 42.23/1000
non-Aboriginal children. These revisions affect all incidence rate estimates for First
Nations and non-Aboriginal children derived from the CIS-2003; they do not impact
estimated percentages or child counts for First Nations or non-Aboriginal investigations
included in CIS-2003, nor do they affect incidence rate estimates for other populations
examined using CIS-2003 data. The revised estimates reveal a level of
overrepresentation of First Nations children in the child welfare system that is much
more pronounced than originally reported by CIS-2003, but which is more in keeping
with the level of overrepresentation suggested by the limited data available from other
sources (Farris-Manning, C., & Zanstra, M. 2003). These revisions do not change the
key patterns identified in original analyses: the overrepresentation of First Nations
children is driven by neglect, compounded at each stage of the investigation cycle and
associated with structural risk factors such as poverty, poor housing and substance
abuse.

Background to the CIS-2003 and the Mesnmimk Wasatek report
The 2003 Canadian Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect (CIS-2003)2 is
the second nation-wide study to examine the incidence of reported child maltreatment
and the characteristics of the children and families investigated by Canadian child welfare
services. The CIS-2003 tracked a sample of 14,200 child maltreatment investigations 3 as
a basis for deriving national estimates. Information was collected directly from the
investigating child welfare workers using a standard set of definitions.4
The overrepresentation of First Nations children reported to child welfare in Canada is
well documented,5,6,7,8,9 however the precise reason why it exists is not as clear. This
Information Sheet is based on the Mesnmimk Wasatek report, prepared under contract to

the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, that compares children of
First Nations heritage 10 with non-Aboriginal children included in the CIS-2003 in an
effort to better understand some of the factors contributing to the over-representation of
First Nations children in the child welfare system in Canada. The final sample included
11,500 investigations for children, 0-15 years of age in Canada excluding Quebec.11 The
following analysis is based on a weighted sample and the incidence rates are estimates
based on population estimates prepared by the First Nations Child and Family Caring
Society. For further information regarding how these estimates were calculated please
refer to the Mesnmimk Wasatek report.

Incidence of investigated and substantiated maltreatment
An estimated 23,366 First Nations child investigations (110.56 investigations per 1,000
children) and 187,763 non-Aboriginal child investigations (42.23 investigations per 1,000
children) were conducted in Canada, excluding Quebec, in 2003.
A higher proportion of investigations involving First Nations children were substantiated
or remained suspected following the initial investigation period. Fifty-two percent of First
Nations child investigations were substantiated by the investigating worker (57.30
investigations per 1,000 children) compared to 47% of non-Aboriginal child
investigations (19.84 investigations per 1,000 children) in Canada, excluding Quebec, in
2003. In a further 14% of investigations (an estimated 3,286 First Nations child
investigations) there was insufficient evidence to substantiate maltreatment, however,
maltreatment remained suspected by the investigating worker. Twelve percent of nonAboriginal child investigations (an estimated 23,455 investigations) remained suspected
by the investigating worker. Approximately 34% of First Nations child investigations (an
estimated 7,969 child investigations) compared to 41% of non-Aboriginal child
investigations (an estimated 76,093), were unsubstantiated (Table 1).
Table 1: First Nations and non-Aboriginal child maltreatment investigations by level
of substantiation in Canada, excluding Quebec, in 2003*
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*Based on a sample of 11,080 child maltreatment investigations with information about investigated child
maltreatment
Source: Mesnmimk Wasatek Report, Table 3-1

Primary categories of substantiated maltreatment for First Nations and
non-Aboriginal child maltreatment investigations in Canada, excluding
Quebec, in 2003
Neglect was the most common primary category of substantiated maltreatment in First
Nations child investigations. Over half (56%) of all substantiated First Nations child
investigations (32.33 investigations per 1,000 children) involved neglect as the primary
category of maltreatment, an estimated 6,833 neglect investigations. Exposure to
domestic violence was the second most frequently reported form of abuse in First Nations
child investigations (11.24 investigations per 1,000 children). Emotional maltreatment
was the primary category of substantiated abuse in First Nations investigations in 12% of
cases (6.77 investigations per 1,000 children), followed by physical abuse (5.97
investigations per 1,000 children). Child sexual abuse was the primary concern in 2% of
all First Nations child investigations, or 1.00 investigations per 1,000 children.
The most common primary category of substantiated maltreatment for non-Aboriginal
child investigations was exposure to domestic violence, accounting for 30% of
substantiated investigations (5.87 investigations per 1,000 children), followed by physical
abuse (5.33 investigations per 1,000 children), neglect (4.98 investigations per 1,000
children), emotional maltreatment (3.07 investigations per 1,000 children) and child
sexual abuse (0.60 investigations per 1,000 children) (Table 2).

Table 2: Primary categories of substantiated First Nations and non-Aboriginal child
maltreatment investigations in Canada, excluding Quebec, in 2003*
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*Based upon a sample of 5,367 substantiated child maltreatment investigations with information about
primary categories of substantiated maltreatment
Source: Mesnmimk Wasatek Report, Table 3-2

Out-of-home placement for substantiated First Nations and nonAboriginal child maltreatment investigations in Canada, excluding
Quebec, in 2003
Sixteen percent of all substantiated First Nations child investigations (an estimated
1,946), resulted in a formal child welfare placement (kinship foster care, other family
foster care, group home or residential/secure treatment) at the completion of the initial
investigation. An additional 13% of substantiated First Nations child maltreatment
investigations resulted in children placed in informal kinship care, while placement was
considered for a further four percent of substantiated First Nations child maltreatment
investigation. In total, 29% percent of First Nations children experienced a change of
residence during or at the conclusion of the initial substantiated maltreatment
investigation.
Seven percent of all substantiated non-Aboriginal child investigations (an estimated
5,562) resulted in a child being placed in formal child welfare care during the initial
investigation, while an additional 4% of substantiated maltreatment investigations led to a
child being placed in informal kinship care. Placement was considered for a further 4% of
substantiated non-Aboriginal child maltreatment investigations. In total, 11% percent of
non-Aboriginal children experienced a change of residence during or at the conclusion of
the initial substantiated maltreatment investigation (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Placement decisions in First Nations and non-Aboriginal primary
substantiated child maltreatment investigations in Canada, excluding Quebec, in
2003*
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*Based upon a sample of 5,367 substantiated child maltreatment investigations with information about outof-home placement
Source: Mesnmimk Wasatek Report, Table 7-6

A focus on future research
The overrepresentation of First Nations children in the Canadian child welfare system is a
complex and problematic issue for child welfare researchers, practitioners, and policy
makers. The significant overrepresentation of First Nations children in substantiated child
investigations and referrals to child welfare placement can clearly be related to the high
level of caregiver, household, and community risk factors. The finding that neglect is the
primary type of child maltreatment experienced by First Nations children calls for a
reorientation of child welfare research, policy and practice to develop culturally sensitive
and effective responses. Effecting change also calls for a much greater emphasis by child
protection authorities on the structural factors contributing to child maltreatment amongst
First Nations children such as poverty, poor housing, and parental substance misuse.
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