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When children are removed from their families and placed in foster care, child 
protective services has a duty to ensure that they are placed in safe, stable, and 
nurturing homes with caregivers – ideally kin – who acknowledge and are equipped 
to help them process the trauma they have experienced. This brief explores the 
importance of placement stability and the challenges that inhibit it. For information 
about a range of promising approaches that help maintain placement stability, see 
How can we improve placement stability for children in foster care? 

The importance of placement stability
Child development research tells us that children need consistency, 
predictability, and attachment to a caring adult to thrive. This is especially 
true for children in foster care, who have experienced trauma leading up to and 
including removal from their home, as well as the trauma of ongoing separation 
from family. Children in out-of-home care need stable adult connections to support 
their well-being. These secure attachments are best formed in stable placements 
that help young people maintain connection with their family and community, and 
transition into permanency without delay.

Placement stability has a positive impact on all three goals of the child protection 
agency: safety, permanency, and well-being. The possibility of safety risks increases 
with every move; permanency is delayed when a child experiences multiple 
placements; and well-being is affected in many ways, including poorer educational 
outcomes and increased behavioral and mental health issues. The trauma that 
accompanies placement changes puts children at risk for negative outcomes 
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such as aggression, delinquency, and depression.2 
Multiple placements have also been found to lead 
to delayed permanency, academic difficulties, and 
challenges developing meaningful attachments. 3,4 
Too often, placement changes are blamed on youth 
and, specifically, behavioral challenges, when in reality 
such changes are often due to systemic factors 
such as inadequate, inaccessible, and fragmented 
services and supports. 

The Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), passed by 
Congress in 1978, recognized the importance 
of keeping children connected to their families, 
communities, and culture. The values and spirit 
embedded in ICWA form the basis of child welfare 
best practice for all, emphasizing the importance of 
preventing removal whenever possible, and in cases 
where children are removed, reinforcing the importance 
of placement stability. 

Placement stability by the numbers
Across the country, placement stability continues to 
be a challenge for most child protection agencies. 
Among children in care for two years or longer in 2020, 
59% experienced three or more placements.5 Black/
African American children face disproportionately 
low placement stability, making prioritizing placement 
stability one strategy to reduce harm to Black/African 
American children in the child welfare system.6

Children experience more placements the longer 
they linger in foster care. According to the Children’s 
Bureau’s Child Welfare Outcomes Data, the majority 
of children in foster care for less than 12 months 
experience no more than one or two placements.7 

However, this proportion varies significantly by state/
territory, and the number of placements increases as 
children stay in care longer.

Placement stability also impacts a child’s chances 
for permanency through reunification, adoption, or 
guardianship,8 and the longer a child remains in care, 
the less likely they are to be reunified. The National 
Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being found that 
54% of children in out-of-home care for six months to 
one year reunified, compared to 47% in care 13 to 24 
months, and only 26% in care 25 or more months.9

When we make the monumental decision to intervene and remove a child 
from their home, we have a responsibility to ensure that we’ve placed 
them in a safe, stable, and healing environment, and that they are better 
off in this new setting than they would have been had they remained with 
their family of origin.

 —  DA V I D  S A N D E R S , 
E X E C U T I V E  V I C E  P R E S I D E N T  O F  S Y S T E M S  I M P R O V E M E N T,  C A S E Y  FA M I LY  P R O G R A M S

THE LONGER CHILDREN SPEND IN OUT-OF-
HOME CARE, THE MORE LIKELY THEY ARE 
TO HAVE 3+ PLACEMENTS
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https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/private/pdf/258526/Reunification.pdf
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Factors associated with placement stability
Research has identified a range of placement 
characteristics, resource parent characteristics, 
birth family characteristics, child characteristics, 
and organizational factors that are associated with 
placement stability.

Placement and resource family 
characteristics	
Initial placement type is a critical factor in achieving 
placement stability. Children who are initially placed 
with relatives are the least likely to experience 
placement changes, while children first placed in 
group or residential settings experience a higher 
number of moves on average.10,11 It is important to 
note, however, that disruption can still occur in kin 
placements, underscoring the importance of providing 
support to kin caregivers.12

Placement moves may also be influenced by the race 
of the resource family, the number of children living in a 
resource home, and whether children are placed with 
siblings. A national study of racial matching in foster 
placements suggests that placing children in same-race 
resource homes increases the likelihood of placement 
stability.13 Evidence also suggests that placement 
stability is less likely for children living in homes with 
three or more other children in care,14 but more likely 
for children who are placed with a sibling.15,16,17 Rimy 
Morris, alumnus of foster care, said, “Kids in the house 
can make or break placements. I’ve been in homes 
with some who were super amazing and caring and 
loved me and I’ve been in placements where I’ve been 
treated poorly.”

A recent meta-analysis found that resource parent 
quality, including cooperation with birth parents, 
experience, parenting skills, and support received, is 
a predictor of placement stability.18 A recent systemic 
literature review found that access to support systems 
and attentiveness to the caregiver-child relationship 

were the two most frequently reported caregiver factors 
associated with placement stability.19 For example, 
resource families that have a solid network of social 
support are likely to have fewer placement disruptions.20

Child and family characteristics
Numerous studies have shown that Black/African 
American children21 and older youth22,23,24 experience 
less placement stability, as do children who are medically 
complex.25 Children whose parents had substance 
use disorders are more likely to experience placement 
instability than children who are removed for other 
reasons, potentially because parental substance use 
may increase the amount of time children spend in 
care overall, which in turn increases the potential for 
placement disruption.26

While existing research has not led to consensus about 
whether children’s behavioral and mental health needs 
lead to multiple placements or vice versa, one study in a 
Midwestern state found that children identified as having 
“behavioral problems” in their administrative case record 
generally experience less placement stability than their 
peers.27,28,29 Children who experience clinically significant 
trauma symptoms also experience less placement 
stability,30 with placement stability decreasing as the 
number of cumulative adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) increases.31

Organizational factors
Caseworkers, therapists, lawyers, Court Appointed 
Special Advocates, and others involved in a child’s case 
can affect placement stability. Caseworker turnover 
has been linked to more time spent in out-of-home 
care,  which is linked to poorer placement stability. Staff 
turnover during critical junctures in a child’s placement 
may result in resource parents losing the support they 
need to maintain a child’s placement and can negatively 
impact children’s behavior. The depth of a caseworker’s 
cultural competency and understanding of children’s 
needs may also contribute to placement stability.

Placement stability is a must, not an option.
 —  L I S A  M Y L E S , 

F O S T E R  A N D  A D O P T I V E  PA R E N T
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