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Session 1. On Family Preservation



Basic question of family preservation

Given exposure to child maltreatment – does foster care help or hurt?

Lots of people answer,  ‘it hurts’ – why?

• Sometimes it does – long-term care, unstable/inadequate placements, multiple removals, 
etc. – but can we generalize?

• Does that apply to your state/context? 

• Evaluate using your own data

• Conflating effects of maltreatment with effects of foster care : poor counterfactuals

• Causal inference strategies



What Does the Best and Most Recent 
Available Evidence Tell Us about Foster Care?
• Well-established: Safer – lower rates of 

revictimization and death

• Suggestive: Improved cognitive/school
outcomes 

• Unclear/mixed effects on juvenile & 
criminal justice involvement 

• Suggestive: Lower rates of teen 
pregnancy and parenthood

Lots of heterogeneity by age and exit type

Open-Access Links to Recent Research 

• Schneiderman, Prindle, & Putnam-Hornstein. 2021. “Infant Deaths From Medical Causes 
After a Maltreatment Report.” Pediatrics

• Gross, & Baron. “Temporary Stays and Persistent Gains: The Causal Effects of Foster Care.” 
American Economic Journal: Applied Economics. 

• Bald, Chyn, Hastings, & Machelett. 2019. The Causal Impact of Removing Children from 
Abusive and Neglectful Homes. National Bureau of Economic Research.

• Font, Cancian, & Berger. 2019. “Prevalence and Risk Factors for Early Motherhood among 
Low-Income, Maltreated, and Foster Youth.” Demography

• Berger, Cancian, Han, Noyes, & Rios-Salas. 2015. “Children’s Academic Achievement and 
Foster Care.” Pediatrics

• Roberts, Kelsey. 2019. “Foster Care and Child Welfare.”

Recent Reviews of Evidence

• Barth, Jonson-Reid, Greeson, Drake, Berrick, Garcia, Shaw, & Gyourko. 2020. “Outcomes 
Following Child Welfare Services: What Are They and Do They Differ for Black Children?” 
Journal of Public Child Welfare.

• Font, Sarah A., and Reeve Kennedy. 2022. “The Centrality of Child Maltreatment to 
Criminology.” Annual Review of Criminology

• Font, Sarah, and Elizabeth T. Gershoff. 2020. “Foster Care: How We Can, and Should, Do 
More for Maltreated Children.” Social Policy Report

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20200204
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-048389
https://www.nber.org/papers/w25419
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20200204
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29922
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2789348
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F00224278211001566
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-048389
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20200204
https://www.nber.org/papers/w25419
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30519845/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25535267/
https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/all_dissertations/2375
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15548732.2020.1814541
10.1146/annurev-criminol-030920-120220.
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/sop2.10


Session 2. Enforcing Time Frames



Length of stay

• Why timelines are so 
important

• Children’s need 
for knowing 
where they 
belong

• The implications 
of chronic 
uncertainty and 
unpredictability

States vary on how many kids have long-term stays:

% with 3+ year stays, 2016FY entries by state

https://amjudges.org/publications/courtrv/cr58-1/CR58-1Font.pdf


What works?

• HHS report - Comparison of UT, WI, and IL 

• Clear policies for exception/override of ASFA guidelines appear to help kids 
exit to permanency quickly

• Discordance between requirements for TPR and guidelines for filing  - time 
elapsed not evidence of TPR criteria [fitness/reasonable efforts] 

• Critical for clear documentation of efforts/progress made/continued risk to 
start day 1, not day 450

• Using “aggravated circumstances” where appropriate 

• Does it make sense to wait for adoptive placement to file TPR? (the ‘legal orphan’ 
concern)

https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/private/pdf/265036/freeing-children-for-adoption-asfa-pt-2.pdf


Understanding the benefits of kinship 
care - should there be exemptions?

• Research showing benefits of kinship care can only extend to “typical” 
scenario:

• Placed with close relative, typically maternal grandmother, first or near entry to 
care 

• Previously-established relationship between relative and child
• Relative meets established criteria for placement (no criminal/CPS record, etc.)

• No evidence that benefits would emerge under different conditions

• Even when those conditions exist, benefits/harms should be assessed 
individually:

• Children with fewer disabilities/mental health problems selectively placed in 
kinship care  kin-placed population is healthier at outset

• Evidence on positive effects limited largely to caregiver-reported behavior 
problems (not other indicators of behavior) and placement change (problem 
with measurement error)

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25521556/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/384260
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6338419/


Session 3: Parental drug use 



How much of a problem is it?

• SAMHSA report: 1 in 12 
children live with an adult who 
meets criteria for a substance 
use disorder: alcohol (10%) or 
illicit drugs (3%)

• Likely an underestimate for 
illicit drugs due to self-report

• Child welfare stats nationally 
– limited to unreliable data on 
removal reason

• In Child Welfare: CA study 
shows parental substance 
use is a concern in ~ half of 
neglect investigations

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

(1) Inadequate Food, Shelter, Hygiene

(2) Inadequate Supervision

(3) Failure to Protect

(4) Absence/Abandonment

(5) Other

Parental substance use concerns in neglect 
investigations by type of alleged neglect

Source: Palmer et al., 2022 (Article under review)

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/report_3223/ShortReport-3223.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306460321000824
https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/research/child-welfare-and-treatment-statistics.aspx


Drawing the nexus from parental substance use to child safety

1994 ACF report summarizes well

A parent's overriding involvement with alcohol and other drugs may leave the parent emotionally and 
physically unavailable to the child. A parent's mental functioning, judgment, inhibitions, and/or 
protective capacity may be seriously impaired by alcohol or drug use, placing the child at 
increased risk of all forms of abuse and neglect. A substance-abusing parent may “disappear” 
for hours or days, leaving the child alone or with someone unable to meet the child's basic needs. A 
parent may also spend the household budget on alcohol and/or other drugs, depriving the child 
of adequate food, clothing, housing, and health care. A child's health and safety may be seriously 
jeopardized by criminal activity associated with the manufacture and distribution of illicit drugs 
in the home. Consistent exposure to parental abuse of alcohol and other drugs may contribute to the 
child's own substance abuse. 

But “a positive drug test or a series of positive drug tests should not be used as the sole factor in the 
removal of a child from the home or to determine parental visitation.”

https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/subabuse.pdf
https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/topics/drug-testing-child-welfare.aspx#:~:text=Drug%20testing%20is%20a%20tool,affected%20by%20substance%20use%20disorders


Primary avenues of 
inquiry in cases 

involving parental 
substance use

Did the parents’ use of substances or efforts to 
acquire substances result in:

• Prenatal exposure for child 
developmental harms

• Diversion of limited resources?  child 
deprived of food, shelter, hygiene 

• Diversion of time/energy?   child deprived 
of cognitive and emotional stimulation 
development delays & insecure attachment 

• Incapacitation when primary caregiver? 

 Risk for accidental injury in young 
children

 Inability to protect & gatekeep 
abuse/exploitation by unvetted / unsafe 
persons (e.g., dealer/purchaser, co-user) 

• Volatile, erratic, or threatening behavior 
when intoxicated or ‘coming down’?

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27432847/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3725219/


Session 5: Emphasizing prevention –
What does that mean?



What does 
“prevention” 

mean?

Children exposed to maltreatment were often at risk of 
harm from the moment they entered the world. 

• They are disproportionately born to parents who are very 
young, neither married nor stably cohabiting, abuse drugs 
and alcohol, were themselves abused or neglected, and are 
disconnected from the labor market. 

• In such cases, the window for primary prevention –
meaning, preventing the onset of risk— was never open. 

Child welfare is thus primarily concerned with:

• secondary prevention – preventing maltreatment in high-
risk families

• tertiary prevention – preventing recurrence of 
maltreatment AKA intervention

https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306214
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/nscaw2_intro.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/hehs-98-182.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6984680/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/nscaw2_intro.pdf


Skepticism 
warranted on 

secondary and 
tertiary 

prevention

• When CPS is not involved, at-risk parents overwhelmingly 
elect not to participate in those prevention programs or drop 
out before completion

• Programs typically have modest, short-term, or no effects 
on child abuse and neglect; programs that repeatedly show 
null, weak, or inconsistent effects on child maltreatment are 
deemed “well-supported” in the federal clearinghouse for 
programs that are supposed to safely keep abused and 
neglected children with their parents. 

• They are largely ineffective for parents with substance 
abuse problems

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-021-01285-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1139-8
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/8265329/
https://www.cebc4cw.org/program/healthy-families-america-home-visiting-for-prevention-of-child-abuse-and-neglect/
https://childwelfaremonitor.org/2020/04/08/homebuilders-program-never-proven-effective-for-family-preservation-approved-regardless-by-title-iv-e-clearinghouse/#:~:text=Homebuilders%20is%20the%20best%2Dknown,Its%20goal%20is%20to%20%E2%80%9Cprevent%E2%80%A6
https://preventionservices.acf.hhs.gov/program?combine_1=&prograting%5B1%5D=1
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34730030/


What about 
economic 
supports?

Is it true that we could drastically reduce maltreatment 
and nearly eliminate foster care if the government gave 
parents more economic support, either within or outside 
of a CPS system?

• Policies that incentivize work, like the earned income tax 
credit or higher minimum wages, as well as individual-level 
interventions that reduce reliance on public assistance, 
appear to modestly reduce (but come nowhere close to 
eliminating) child maltreatment and foster care entries

• The evidence is far less clear on unconditional and 
indefinite economic support, but not-much-lower rates of 
suspected or identified child maltreatment and associated 
interventions in countries with more robust social safety 
nets suggest we should temper expectations. 

https://time.com/6168354/child-welfare-system-dorothy-roberts/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28609181/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740916303139?via%3Dihub
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1077559516685185
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/abs/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304258
https://www.unicef.org/eca/reports/children-alternative-care


If not prevention, early detection?

Proponents of prevention are right that earlier is better 

• Maybe? Universal screening

• Minimally? Stopping harm after a child’s first CPS contact
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Substantiated allegation

Placement

Physical abuse allegation

Sexual abuse allegation

Subsequent CPS involvement for children 
investigated for neglect in their first year of life 

(California birth cohort)

1. Palmer, Font, Rebbe & Putnam-Hornstein, 2022 Working Paper

2. Kim & Drake, 2021
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Total CPS investigations by age 12 
(22-state estimate from Kim & Drake, 2021)

Overall If at least 1 investigation

https://www.clinicalkey.com/#!/content/playContent/1-s2.0-S0890856719301741?returnurl=https:%2F%2Flinkinghub.elsevier.com%2Fretrieve%2Fpii%2FS0890856719301741%3Fshowall%3Dtrue&referrer=


After 
detection, 
can we help 
kids 
rebound?

• Children reported to CPS are at very high risk for 
cognitive/developmental delays & 
social/behavioral delays 

• Cannot assume any beneficial effects of services 
to parents will “trickle down” to kids

• Effects too small & inconsistent to reverse harm 
already inflicted

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/nscaw2_child_2.pdf


Session 7: Racial Disproportionality



What is the 
concern? 

• Higher rates of contact for Black children: 46% to 53% 
half of Black children have contact with CPS during 
childhood (about 2x higher than for White children)

• Black children about 21% of CPS ‘victims’ and foster 
care entries versus 14% of population (2019)

https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306214
http://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/abs/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303545
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cm2019.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcarsreport27.pdf


And also:

29% of children killed by maltreatment are 
Black

Similar gap in maltreatment rates 
estimated from national incidence studies

Gap in CPS involvement aligns with other 
risk factors

Experiment with “race-blind” removals in 
MI found no change

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/cm2019.pdf
https://cap.law.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/drakerd.pdf
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/127/3/471
https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=3947210


Is there bias? 

• Lots of local variation – should not draw conclusions from 
national data given population dispersion/clustering

• Could involve under- or over-responsiveness

• Look at outcomes, not just processes (e.g., equal rates of 
reunification doesn’t mean equal treatment / protection)

• Use your own data to decide


