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Introduction

Disruptions in foster care placements can create a cycle of instability for children. It has been shown that the number of previous placements for a child is positively correlated to later placement disruptions.  Even for children who do not exhibit behavior problems initially, an increased number of placements predicts an increase in both externalizing and internalizing behavior problems.  Recently, a comprehensive report on the research on preventing placement disruptions in foster care was conducted through an agency-university collaboration of PATH Wisconsin and the University of Minnesota, with the support of the Bremer Foundation.  The following two topic areas were explored: 1) risk factors and protective factors for placement stability and 2) practice and policy strategies in preventing disruptions in foster care.  Some of the practice implications are highlighted in this article. (The full report, which describes strategies for breaking this cycle of instability in more detail, is available at: http://cehd.umn.edu/SSW/cascw/attributes/PDF/publications/Path_BremerReport.pdf ).

The review of research on preventing placement disruptions in foster care indicates there are many factors affecting stability in foster care placements, including characteristics of the child, the foster parents, the caseworker and the agency.  Behavior of the child is cited as the strongest predictor of placement disruptions, along with the foster parents’ ability to deal with children’s problem behavior.  
Foster Parent Training

Research suggests foster parent training is one way to help prepare foster parents to handle high risk behavior of children and to avoid disruptions. However, research studies of even the most widely-used foster parent training programs, such as MAPP and PRIDE, have not shown them to be effective in improving foster parents’ ability to address difficult behaviors.  For treatment foster care agencies, there is a pressing need to develop an effective, standardized foster parent training curriculum to improve foster parents’ ability to address children’s difficult behavior, to enhance involvement with birth families, and to involve foster parents in shared decision-making.  Another suggestion is cross-training of caseworkers and foster parents so they have the same foundational knowledge about expected child developmental issues and the roles, responsibilities and competencies for foster parents. 
Caseworker Support & Retention

Foster parent retention increases when foster parents feel supported by caseworkers as well as their own extended families and support networks. In supporting foster parents, agencies can also help them build peer support through connections with other foster parents. Research also indicates some successful strategies for retaining foster parents, such as including foster parents in decision-making, offering competitive rates for stipends, showing respect for their work, and ensuring the cultural competency of agency staff.   

Since research also indicates that low caseworker turnover is correlated with a lower number of foster care disruptions, another strategy for preventing placement disruption is to increase caseworker retention.  Studies have shown increased performance and retention for social workers with specialized education in social work and child welfare.  In addition, agencies that provide supportive supervision and job flexibility also retain more caseworkers on average.  
Foster Placements

Studies indicate that the first six months of a placement is crucial since 70% of disruptions occur within this timeframe. This may be a particularly important window of opportunity for providing additional interventions. The importance of stability in a child’s first placement highlights the importance of a good match between a child and foster home in a child’s first placement.  To ensure that appropriate foster homes are available when needed, agencies must be vigilant in their efforts to recruit and retain foster families. 
Program Models

In the current research, several interventions and program models are shown to be effective or promising in preventing placement disruptions.  Wraparound or coordinated intensive services have increased placement stability and improved child well-being in some instances.  Cognitive-behavioral interventions, Parent-Child Interaction Therapy, and attachment related services are promising practices that have been implemented and evaluated with foster parents and youth.
The Oregon based Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care (MTFC) has been shown to be an effective model for maintaining placement stability for older youth with severe emotional and behavioral issues.  Early Intervention Foster Care (EIFC), a program for younger children, is based on the MTFC model and research shows that it, too, improves placement stability for younger youth experiencing emotional and behavioral problems in foster care.  Foster care agencies serving youth with severe emotional and behavioral issues may consider these evidence-based models for their practice. (A link to more information about these models can be found in the full report at the end of this article.)
Summary

Foster care agencies need to examine the unique characteristics of the youth they serve to determine the best course of action in preventing placement disruptions.  The current literature demonstrates a strong correlation between a child’s behavior and the foster parents’ ability to deal with that behavior and placement stability. Youth needs must be assessed early and accurately so that the entire treatment team (i.e., foster parents, social workers and therapists and others) can meet the needs of the youth.  Recruitment efforts can then be targeted to foster parents who can meet these unique needs of youth.  Once recruited, foster parents must be supported by social workers in meeting the increasing challenges of foster youth.  Foster parents may be supported through pre-service training, on-going consultation, 24-hour on-call support, and effective communication and assistance from the social worker.  Social workers need continuing support from foster care agencies to help foster parents meet the needs of the youth in care. Any plan developed by foster care agencies to prevent placement disruptions should adopt a comprehensive strategy to address the needs of youth, support foster parents, train qualified and committed social workers, and develop agency policies that support placement stability and permanency for youth in foster care.  
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Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care (MTFC) – Link to website of this model can be found at http://www.mtfc.com .
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