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What impacts
placement stability?
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 stable and nurturing
homes with caregivers well equipped to address a range of needs and behaviors.
Effective placement decisions reflect the following commitment: first placement,
best placement, family placement, only placement. This brief is the first part of a
series on placement instability. It explores the importance of placement stability and
the challenges that prevent it.

Why does placement stability matter?
Across the country, placement stability continues to be a challenge for most child
protection agencies: less than 40 percent of states are able to achieve the goal of
two or fewer placement settings for children in care.1
Placement instability has a negative impact on all three goals of the child protection
agency: safety, permanency, and well-being. Safety is impacted when a child is
maltreated in a resource home and must be moved; permanency is delayed when
a child experiences multiple placements; and well-being is affected in multiple
ways, including poorer educational outcomes as a result of changing schools,
and increased behavioral and mental health issues.2 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
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have experienced trauma leading up to and including
removal from their home and community. Children in
out-of-home care need stable adult connections to
support their well-being. These secure attachments
can best be assured in stable placements that help
young people transition in and out of care and into
permanency without delay.
Children’s behavioral challenges are often cited
among the main reasons for placement disruption.
Children in care have generally experienced trauma
before the initial removal, and then they experience
subsequent traumas as a result of being separated
from their families. Even children without externalizing
behavioral problems in their first placement are likely
to develop behavioral challenges if they are moved,
given the additional trauma that accompanies increased
numbers of placements.3 One study, which controlled

for children’s behaviors at entry into foster care,
found that children with multiple placements had
between 36 and 63 percent greater risk of developing
behavioral challenges than did children in stable
placements.4 Multiple placements have also been
found to lead to delayed permanency outcomes,
academic difficulties, and struggles to develop
meaningful attachments.5

What do the data tell us?
Children experience more placements the longer
they linger in foster care. According to the Child
Welfare Outcomes 2010–2014 Report to Congress,
the majority of children in foster care for less than 12
months experience no more than two placements.6
While that is still one placement too many, this
proportion decreases significantly for those children
who remain in care 24 months and beyond:

What percent of children in foster care have had
2 or fewer placements, by overall time in care?

86%
66%
36%
Less than 1 year

1–2 years

2+ years
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The converse is also true: placement instability also
impacts a child’s chances for permanency through
reunification, adoption, or guardianship.7 For
example, a landmark study in Illinois revealed that the
likelihood of reunification is impacted by placement
moves, such that:8
•

One-third of children in foster care reunite with their
parents after the first placement;

•

Only 13 percent reunite after their
second placement; and

•

A mere 5 percent reunite after the third placement.

What factors are associated with
placement instability?
Research has identified a range of individual child
characteristics, placement elements, foster parent
characteristics, and organizational factors that are
associated with placement instability.9
Individual child characteristics
Children who are removed as a result of sexual
or physical abuse are more likely to experience

placement instability than children who are removed
due to neglect.10 Older youth have elevated risks of
placement instability.11 While research varies about
whether youths’ behavioral and mental health needs
lead to multiple placements or vice versa, data suggest
increasing difficulty in maintaining stable placements as
children grow older.12
Children with clinical diagnoses of emotional
disturbance generally experience greater placement
instability than their peers, and children with behavioral
or physical health challenges or additional medical
diagnoses are even more likely to be moved.13 One
study found that a child with a diagnosed emotional
disorder is three times more likely to have three or more
placements than a child without a diagnosis.14
Placement characteristics
Initial placement type is also a critical factor in achieving
placement stability. Children initially placed with
relatives are the least likely to experience placement
changes, while children first placed in congregate care
experience a higher average number of moves.
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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.
— D A V I D S A N D E R S
E V P 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 F A M I LY P R O G R A M S

Placement moves may also be influenced by the
number of children living in a resource home: evidence
suggests that placement instability is twice as likely
for children living in homes with three or more other
children in care.16

On the other hand, 10 percent of placement changes
occur because of emerging concerns about the
resource parents (e.g., abuse allegations), which
underscores the importance of careful screening and
assessment of potential resource homes.19

Resource family characteristics
Foster parent empathy and tolerance have been noted
as predictors of placement stability. For example, foster
families who assist children placed in their homes in
adapting to their new environment experience greater
placement stability than foster parents who expect
children to adapt naturally on their own.17 Likewise,
resource families that have a solid network of social
support are likely to have fewer placement disruptions.18

Organizational factors
Caseworker turnover has also been linked with
instability.20 Turnover during critical junctures in a child’s
placement may result in resource parents losing the
support they need to maintain a placement, as well
as escalation of a child’s behaviors. The depth of a
caseworker’s cultural competency and understanding
of children’s needs may also be contributing factors to
placement stability.21

To learn more, visit Questions from the field at Casey.org.
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