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Research on Multiple Placements

Dee Wilson

Dee Wilson, a Regional Administrator for the Children’s Administration in Washington State, summarized administrative data on multiple placements from the first quarter of 2000 and March 2002.  Most of the data in the presentation described placement statistics for children in care 60 days or longer with 5 or more placements in Washington State.  The data in the presentation was “point in time” rather than an entry cohort followed over time.

The presentation emphasized the strong relationship between length of stay in out of home care and multiple placements.  Wilson found that Washington State’s child welfare system does a reasonably good job of stabilizing children in care for 1-2 years, but also asserted that placements break down with increasing frequency for children with stays in foster care of longer than 2 years.  Wilson discussed the strong possibility that placement disruptions for “long stayers in care” are a function of this foster care population’s mental health problems.  However, Wilson also presented recent data for children who entered care in the 0-2 age range in fiscal year 2001 indicating that 22% of these children still in placement in July 2003 have had 5 or more placements.  It seems unlikely, according to Wilson, that these babies and toddlers have been moved several times due to behavioral problems.

The presentation included data comparing the placement histories of children in foster care vs. unpaid relative care.  The data indicated that children in unpaid kinship care had much lower rates of multiple placements, i.e. half the percentage of children with 5 or more placements compared to children in foster care.

Wilson also presented data on the relationship between re-entry into care and multiple placement episodes.  Wilson noted that re-entry into care is an “accelerator” of multiple placement episodes.  For example, Wilson noted that point of time rates of children in 5 or more placements increase by more than half when placements are counted across episodes rather than within episodes.  Wilson also commented that in Washington State, over 30% of children in care have had multiple placement episodes (i.e. have returned home, been adopted or placed in a guardianship and then returned to out of home care), and that 11% of children in care have had at least 3 placement episodes.  For these children, returning home after a stay in foster care may be just another placement.

Wilson presented data on 1370 (out of 9916) children in care for at least 2 years and with 5 or more placements in March 2002.  More than 1/3 of these children had been in 10 or more placements (counting across episodes) and more than 1/3 had lengths of stay in excess of 4 years.  21% of these children were African American compared to 14% of the foster care population in Washington State.

Wilson summarized the findings of in depth case reviews of 18 youth with huge numbers of placements (median = 44 placements) and of 64 youth with volatile but less extreme placement histories.  These reviews found a strong connection among extensive early histories of child maltreatment, mental health problems of children, placement of children in the 6-10 year old age range, frequent placement disruptions, loss of all family connections including sibling connections, anti-social behavior in early adolescence and entry into group care.

Wilson presented the recommendations of a Children’s Administration work group regarding strategies for reducing multiple placements.  These strategies fell into 3 categories:

1. Reducing the percentage of children with very long stays in foster care.

2. Stabilizing placements of children/youth with highly unstable placement histories.

3. Reducing the mental/emotional damage to children in chronically maltreating families prior to entry into care.

Among the recommended strategies were an emphasis on achieving permanency for adolescents, an increase in kinship care and development of a therapeutic foster care model for public agencies.

Wilson noted that there is plenty of uncertainty among practitioners and researchers regarding the best strategies for reducing multiple placements.  Few child welfare staff and service providers in Washington State are willing to bet their right arm that the percentage of children with extreme histories of multiple placements can be cut in half within a few years even with greatly increased funding to deal with this issue.  Child welfare agencies are in the beginning stages of learning how to reduce multiple placements, Wilson asserted.

