
Calculating Foster Care Re-Entries
Center Chat – October 16, 2024

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Welcome, everyone! My name is Sharon Vandivere, and I’m going to be talking about calculating foster care re-entries among children and youth who previously have been adopted or in a guardianship. I’m a senior research scientist at Child Trends, where we work to promote the well-being of children and youth through applied research that informs public policies, builds the evidence base for what works, and mines data to identify young people who are overlooked or ill served by public systems. We are thrilled to be the Post-Adoption Center’s evaluation partner!

Before we start, I want to quickly acknowledge a few colleagues who contributed to this presentation, including Kristin Munoz, Karin Malm, Sunny Sun, and Berenice Rushovich.

Before we get started, I want to let you know that we are working on a resource that will be available in the Post-Adoption Center’s library that will recap the material in this presentation and provide more detail about how to tabulate data on foster care re-entries.
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About you

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now that I’ve introduced myself, we’d love to hear a bit about who you all are and the role you play in relation to child welfare. I think DaJari is going to pull up a quick poll.
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Utility of assessing families’ post-
permanency stability

• Tracking post-permanency stability over time
• Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI)
• Evaluation 

• Possible future federal regulations
• House Resolution 9076 to reauthorize and modify Part B of 

Title IV-E of the Social Security Act (on tracking families 
post permanency)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m sure I’m preaching to the choir here, but assessing families’ post-permanency stability is important for multiple reasons, including tracking family stability over time, continuous quality improvement, and evaluation. Additionally, there could be future federal regulations requiring post-permanency tracking of families, including guardianships.
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Incidence of post-permanency instability:
What we know from research

• Adoptions from foster care
• 5-20% re-enter foster care
• 1-10% dissolve
• 10-25% disrupt

• Guardianship
• 1-17% dissolve
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Source: Children’s Bureau/ACYF/ACF/HHS. (2021.) Discontinuity and Disruption in Adoptions and Guardianship. Numbers and 
Trends: August 2021. https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/s_discon.pdf

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First, let’s review some statistics on post-permanency instability from the Child Welfare Information Gateway.

Looking first at adoptions from foster care, between 5 and 20% of children re-enter foster care at some point after finalization. Since this presentation focuses on using foster care re-entry to assess family instability, we will use the term instability in our later slides when we are talking about foster care re-entry.

Other research finds that up to 10% of adoptions may dissolve—that is, legally be reversed; and up to 25% disrupt, or end prior to legal permanency.

There’s less research on guardianship, but estimates are that up to 17% of guardianships might end before children reach the age of majority.

https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/s_discon.pdf
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Discontinuity can be calculated for 3 groups of children
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Current caseload of 
children experiencing 

instability

Cohort of children 
joining post-
permanency 
population

Overall post-
permanency 

population during 
current year

3. Children 
currently under 18 
ever adopted/in 

guardianship

2. Children discharged 
to adoption or 

guardianship in a 
specific prior time frame

1. Children previously 
discharged to adoption 

or guardianship 
experiencing instability 
in FY of latest available 

data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Foster care re-entry can be calculated in multiple ways. We’re going to talk about using child welfare administrative data for 3 types of groups. 

The first group is those children who have re-entered foster care according to the latest available data, limited to one fiscal year, who have been previously adopted or in a guardianship. If you look at children in this group on the last day of data available, this group represents children in your jurisdiction currently experiencing instability.

The second group is children who were discharged to adoption or guardianship in a particular year or other time frame in the past. Since this is a group that experienced some event around the same time, it can be referred to as a cohort. An example of a cohort in a different population would be a cohort of youth who will all graduate high school in the same year. 

The third group is children as of the latest data available who have ever been adopted or in a guardianship. When limited to children under age 18, this group represents your entire post-permanency population, with the exception of children adopted outside of the child welfare system. Multiple cohorts join together to make up the current overall population, with the exclusion of those who have reached 18, if your intention is to look at a child population. With the example of high schools, four cohorts join to form a high school population..

Next we’ll talk about why you might choose to look at one group versus another.
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• Children in care at the end of the year: Useful for 
understanding the number of children experiencing 
family instability at a given point in time.

• Children in care at any time during the year: Useful for 
estimating annual cost of foster care services. Most 
accurate if total number of days in care is known. 

• Children entering care during the year: Useful for 
understanding stability experiences that recently began 
(i.e., during current policy and environmental context).
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1. Adoptive/guardianship children in care as 
of latest available data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’ll start with the first group we described: children in foster care using only the latest year of data available. Typically, we do this in up to three different ways.

Children in care at end of year: This information is useful for understanding the number of children currently experiencing family instability—that is, currently in foster care--at a given point in time. Note that these children may have re-entered care in a prior year

Children in care any time during year: This can be useful for estimating annual cost of foster care services. It is most accurate if not only the number of children is known, but also the total number of days in care is known. These children also may have re-entered care in a prior year.

Children entering care during the year: This group is useful for understanding instability experiences that recently began (i.e., during current policy and environmental context). This group may be the most salient for understanding prevention needs in the post-permanency population.

If you want to figure out the share of all children in foster children that were previously adopted or in guardianship, compare the number of all children in foster care with the number of that group that are adoptive and guardianship children.



www.postadoptioncenter.org

Does not require monitoring children for an extended time
• Post-adoption flag or indicator is needed

• Data only needed for the latest year, indicator on whether child 
was previously adopted should be available

• Post-guardianship flag or indicator is needed
• Beginning in FY 2023, data will include indicator for whether a 

child was previously in a guardianship family
• Prior to FY 2023, data from prior years would be needed to look 

for any prior discharges to guardianship

For more information on updated federal requirements on post-
permanency data collection as of 2023, see: 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/training-technical-assistance/overview-
afcars-2020-final-rule
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1. Adoptive/guardianship children in care as 
of latest available data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another note about analyzing this first group of children: This group is generally easier to analyze than others because it doesn’t require multiple years’ worth of data.

It does require a data flag or indicator for prior adoption, but this should exist, because it is a federal requirement to report this information into AFCARS.

Starting with FY 2023 data, states are also required to report previous guardianships. 

However, before 2023, data from prior years would be needed to look for any prior discharges to guardianship, unless a jurisdiction was already using a data flag for guardianship before the new federal requirements were in place.

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/training-technical-assistance/overview-afcars-2020-final-rule
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2. Children discharged to adoption/guardianship 
during a specific time frame
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• Use this group to track stability experiences over time, 
through the current year, with existing data.

• Stability of groups discharging in different years can be 
compared to look for evidence that policy or other 
changes affect stability.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The second group we mentioned is children discharged to permanency during a specific past time frame—the cohort approach. Use this group to track stability experiences over time, up through the latest data you have available. A parallel example could be, instead of children achieving permanency in a given year, a cohort of high school students that were freshman four years ago. You might choose this group if you are interested in understanding the latest data on the percentage of youth who drop out of high school at some point across four years. Similarly, if you were interested in examining the incidence of instability for children over, say, four years after achieving permanency, you could look at re-entries into foster care for all children who were adopted or entered a guardianship four years ago.

Also, you can compare multiple cohorts of children achieving permanency in different years to look for evidence of changes in the incidence of instability, based on when children achieved permanency. You might want to use this approach if you are interested in gaining insight to the effect that a certain policy might have. For example, say that your jurisdiction implemented a new post-permanency service 5 years ago. You might want to compare instability experiences of children adopted more than five years ago with those adopted less than five years ago to see if the incidence of family instability has decreased for the children with more recently established adoptions and guardianships. Keep in mind that the different cohorts of children should be followed up for the same amount of time—to generate an unbiased estimate.
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3. Children currently under age 18 ever 
adopted/in guardianship
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• Use to understand total number of children in the 
current post-permanency population.

• Use to understand stability history, other experiences, 
and characteristics of the post-permanency 
population.

• Some children in this group may experience instability 
in the future.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The third group we mentioned are children currently under age 18 ever adopted/in guardianship. This group is useful for understanding the total number and characteristics of all post-permanency children in your jurisdiction.

Keep in mind this group includes children regardless of whether they have experienced foster care following permanency. Some children in this group may experience instability in the future as they get closer to age 18; this can only be known by continuing to tracking them over time until they reach age 18. This is an important point, however, because these are children not yet known to the child welfare system (other than their pre-permanency experiences) who are in need of post-permanency support services.

If you are able to identify your overall post-permanency population and periodically remind them of services available, you may be able to prevent at least some from re-entering care.  Another strategy could be to identify characteristics of families at greatest risk of instability. Research shows that instability is most likely around adolescence, so you may want to make a special effort to reach out to all post-permanency families when their children reach adolescence.
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Data on foster care re-entries from AFCARS
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Children in care as of latest available data

% of all children who entered care in FY21 who had previously been adopted 2.18%

% of all children in care at the end of FY21 who had previously been adopted 2.47%

% of all children in care at any point in FY21 who had previously been adopted 2.93%

Children discharged to adoption/guardianship during a specific time frame

Children who exited care to adoption in FY16 who returned to care in 5 years 3.26%

Children who exited care to adoption in FY03 who have ever re-entered care 6.00%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To demonstrate how these different approaches to calculating reentries yield different percentages, we used data from the Adoption and Foster Care Reporting and Analysis System (AFCARS) to analyze national foster care data using each approach. There are a LOT of caveats we could discuss with these numbers and AFCARS data in general, but since we are using the data for demonstration purposes, we’ll avoid getting into the weeds about the data for now. Also, a quick note is that these examples look only at adopted children, not guardianship children.

The first set of examples uses data on all children experiencing foster care in the latest available data, which for AFCARS is FY 2021. The table shows the percentage of those that had previously been adopted. We would anticipate small percentages here, because the denominator includes children entering care for the first time, as well as children re-entering not only from adoption, but also from reunification or living with relatives. Also, the size the adoptive population is very small compared with a jurisdiction’s overall child population. However, it may be useful to see how these percentages change across years. Substantial changes would mean that foster care re-entries are changing at different rates for the post-permanency population compared with other children and would warrant further investigation.

The second section of the table, under the orange bar in the middle, shows two examples of cohort analyses.

First, among children adopted in 2016, 3.26% returned to foster care within the following 5 years, which is the maximum amount of time they can be tracked through 2021. The last row of the table shows results for a cohort that is tracked for 18 years, so the complete re-entry history is known for these children. Overall, 6% have re-entered care. 

Keep in mind that many children who re-entered care may subsequently reunify with their adoptive parents. In other words, foster care re-entry is a form of instability that can be temporary. On the other hand, some may age out without permanency, and those re-entering at older ages may be at particular risk of aging out of care. 

Another thing to keep in mind is that the accuracy of all these statistics depends on the accuracy of the data. A common limitation is that not all adopted or guardianship children are indicated as such in the data.
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The Post-Adoption and 
Guardianship Instability 
(PAGI) Tracking Toolkit

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s move on to talk about a resource that has been designed to help jurisdictions track children post-permanency: the PAGI tool, developed with funding from OPRE.
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Post-Adoption and Guardianship Instability 
(PAGI) tracking tool

• User Guide (.pdf and video) with 
instructions on how to track re-entries 
from foster care and family instability

• Sample letter to send to families with a 
brief survey to assess risk

• Excel worksheets to enter data and 
automatically calculate statistics
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The toolkit consists of several items designed to support the ability to track post-permanency instability:
User Guide (pdf and video) with instructions on how to track re-entries from foster care and family instability
Sample letter to send to families on a regular basis with a brief survey to assess risk
Excel worksheets to enter data and automatically calculate statistics
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PAGI Excel 
worksheets

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/o
pre/toolkit/post-adoption-
guardianship-instability-
tracking-toolkit

Worksheet tab

Child IDs

Data flag

Foster care re-entry

Subsidy changes

Family services

Well-being

Instability summary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each row in this table shows one of the 7 excel worksheets (basically, tables) in the tool. 

The first worksheet is where you enter basic information about each child you want to track. You can follow any population you like; it just depends on which children you enter into that first worksheet. The identifying information gets automatically copied over into the remaining sheets for easy reference.

In the remaining sheets, you can enter information about different measures of stability. These include: 
A data flag or indicator for prior adoption or guardianship from your foster care data.
Foster care re-entry dates.
Subsidy changes
Family services information, including any known challenges, from post-permanency services.
The well-being tab, where you would enter information from families’ responses to the well-being letter.
The last slide summarizes whether a child is experiencing or has experienced any type of instability, based on the data you have entered across tabs.

The excel tool can also be modified to include additional information that you may have and want to track. Also, while the tool has space to look at different types of instability, you can also use it even if you only have data to track one type of instability, such as foster care re-entry.


Family Empowerment Scale
Citation: Koren P., DeChillo, N., & Friesen, B. (1993). Family Empowerment Scale (FES). Portland, OR: Research and Training Center on Family Support and Children's Mental Health, Portland State University. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/toolkit/post-adoption-guardianship-instability-tracking-toolkit
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Strengths and weaknesses 
of using foster care re-

entry data to assess family 
instability
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General limitations of foster care re-entry as 
an indicator of family stability
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Does not capture other forms of instability 
• Relational permanency 
• Legal permanency (dissolution)
• Placement instability not involving foster care, e.g.:

• Youth kicked out by parents/caregivers or who run 
away

• Residential placements through other agencies, e.g.,: 
• Behavioral health services
• Education
• Juvenile justice

• Unregulated transfer of custody

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Does not capture other forms of instability 

Relational permanency. Relational permanency is also called emotional permanency. It’s especially important because establishing a strong family bond is assumed to be a critical way to support young people’s transition to adulthood, and a key goal of adoption and guardianship is to help establish and strengthen this bond.

Legal permanency (dissolution)

Placement instability not involving foster care, e.g.:
Youth kicked out by parents/caregivers or who run away

Residential placements through other agencies, e.g.,: 
Behavioral health services
Education
Juvenile justice

Unregulated transfer of custody is an arrangement between two families with no child welfare or other governmental involvement where a child is moved from the adoptive family to another family. This situation has been highlighted in the news, but it is probably not very common.
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General limitations of foster care re-entry as 
an indicator of family stability
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• Might not be a negative indicator: Foster care can be 
used as pathway to needed residential services

• May not be permanent
• Harder to assess for some groups

• Guardianship families
• Families who achieved permanency in other jurisdictions
• Families who adopted privately
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Advantages of foster care re-entry as an 
indicator of family stability
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• If a child re-enters foster care, they are experiencing 
placement instability, regardless of the reason

• All states, territories, and tribes (those receiving IV-E 
assistance) should have the data necessary to examine 
foster care re-entry

• Serves as a proxy for instability in general when other 
data are not available

• Can also examine whether children reunify

Presenter
Presentation Notes
READ ALL BULLETS

However, the ability to examine reunification depends on availability of data over time periods following re-entries into care.

A caveat regarding reunification is that, in some states, reunification may not always mean that the child returns to the SAME caregivers from whom they were removed. For example, a case where a child is removed from their mother and placed with their father who lives elsewhere may sometimes be classified as a reunification.
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Improvements in data on instability
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• Elements required for AFCARS as of FY 2023
• Prior adoption 

• Prior adoption date 
• Whether the adoption was intercountry

• Prior guardianship
• Guardianship date

For more information, see: https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/training-technical-
assistance/overview-afcars-2020-final-rule

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we noted previously, as of FY 2023, states are required to submit new data on the post-permanency experience into AFCARS. 

In addition to adoption and guardianship flags, it is also now required to record the date of the prior adoption or guardianship and, for adoptions, whether the adoption was intercountry. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/training-technical-assistance/overview-afcars-2020-final-rule
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Examples of using foster 
care data to examine 

instability experiences of 
the post-permanency 

population



 Disturbance type
 Adoption age (categories)
 Age at removal 
 IV-E adoption assistance
 Type of prior adoption
 Entry reason
 Locality, county
 ID: Case, client
 Dates: Entry, custody, return, prior 

adoption finalization date

Definition:
Child enters foster 
care either due to a 
report of 
maltreatment or at 
the request of the 
adoptive parent, but 
the adoption is still 
legally intact, as well 
as adoptions that 
have legally been 
reversed
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Virginia: Data 
collected on 
children with 
disturbed 
adoptions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reports are produced for internal VDSS use

Disturbance type
Domestic disruption
Domestic Dissolution (TPR, No TPR)
Intercountry Disruption
Intercountry Dissolution (TPR, No TPR)
Ever been adopted
Adoption age (categories)
Age at removal 
IVE-E adoption assistance
Type of prior adoption
Foster Care adoption within state/tribal area
Foster care adoption in another state/tribal area
Intercountry
Other private/independent adoption
Entry reason
Severe behavioral needs (most common)
Attachment issues
Family system problems
Lack of family supports and resources
Lack of post placement services
Other
Locality, county
ID: Case, client
Dates: Entry, custody, return, prior adoption finalization date




Children who exited their first foster care stay to 
guardianship between 2003-2013, tracked through 
2017
• 17% returned to foster care

Highest re-entry rates (holding other 
characteristics constant)
• Black children (compared with White children)
• Youth currently age 14-15
• Youth with foster care spells > 7 months
• Youth discharging from congregate care
• During first 6 months following discharge

SES is not a significant predictor of re-entry
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Reentry to 
Foster Care: A 
study using the 
Multistate 
Foster Care 
Data Archive

Source: Wulczyn, Schmits, & Huhr, 2019. 
Center for State Child welfare Data.
https://www.aecf.org/resources/reentry-to-foster-
care

© GeoNames, Microsoft, TomTom
Powered by Bing

States in the Multistate Foster Care Data Archive

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This slide describes a study that used data from the Multistate Foster Care Data Archive. We thought it might be of particular interest because the data incudes child welfare administrative data from about 20 member states across multiple years, and additional states can join at any time.  Also, the Center for State Child Welfare Data, which manages the Multistate Foster Care Data Archive, can provide assistance in using these data.

This particular study used the cohort approach we described for tabulating data on foster care re-entry: Children discharged to guardianship during a specific time frame. These children were tracked for between 7 and 14 years, depending on their age at and year of discharge from foster care.

Overall,17% of the children re-entered foster care. 

The study also provides an example of  how you can dig deeper into the data to learn more. Here, they identified factors that were independently associated with a higher risk of re-entering foster care. These included: 
Black children (compared with White)
Youth currently age 14-15
Youth with foster care spells > 7 months
Youth who discharged from congregate care
In terms of timing, the risk of re-entry was highest 6 months following discharge

They also found that socio-economic status did not play a role in the likelihood of instability. 

This kind of analysis may be useful to help you with outreach to groups of families that might be especially at risk of instability.
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Questions about a state, tribe, or territory’s 
data for assessing stability
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• Does the state 
have a unique ID 
to link foster care 
and adoption 
records pertaining 
to the same child?

• How are 
“previously 
adopted” children 
defined/identified?

© GeoNames, Microsoft, TomTom
Powered by Bing

Sates with IDs to link adoption and foster care records

Source: National Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This and the following, final slide include a few questions for consideration in determining your jurisdiction’s capacity to track children post-permanency and the approach that you might use. 

First, does the jurisdiction have a unique ID to link foster care and adoption records pertaining to the same child? A key barrier to tracking children post permanency in the past has been the ability for states to link post-permanency records to foster care records. However, as of FY2021, 29 states have been able to link foster care and adoption records since at least 2011, according to information that the National Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect provided to us. Several additional states not shown on the map have IDs for some of there records, including Indiana, Colorado, and Virginia.

Secondly, how are data flags that indicate that foster children were previously adopted determined? Was it based on information provided by the child and/or family? Was it based on a search through administrative data for prior records pertaining to the same child? Understanding  how this flag, as well as any flag indicating prior guardianship, were calculated will allow for some insight into the likely quality of the data.

EXTRA NOTES
Note: Colorado and Virginia have a small portion adoptions linked to the foster care records as of 2021
Indiana: 1,545 out of 1,844
Virginia: 48 out of 878

Indiana: 1,545 out of 1,844
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Questions about a state, tribe, or territory’s 
data for assessing stability
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• Do the data identify whether children entering foster 
care had previously been in a legal guardianship? 

• Is dissolution captured?

• Are breaks in relational permanency captured?

• Are any post-permanency data tracked after youth are 
18?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And on that not, do the data identify whether children entering foster care previously have been in a legal guardianship?

Is dissolution captured in the data?

Are breaks in relational permanency captured in administrative data? If not, might this information exist elsewhere, for example, in caseworkers’ or post-permanency providers notes?

Are any post-permanency data tracked after youth are 18?

In our discussion, I’m sure that, as a group, we can identify many additional considerations, as well.





This project is supported by the Administration for Children and Families 
(ACF) of the United States (U.S.) Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) as part of a financial assistance award totaling $4,000,000 with 100 
percent funded by ACF/HHS. The contents are those of the author(s) and do 
not necessarily represent the official views of, nor an endorsement, by 
ACF/HHS, or the U.S. Government. For more information, please visit the ACF 
website, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/administrative-and-national-policy-
requirements#book_content_7.

Thank you.
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Questions and 
Comments

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And that is all we have for you today. Thanks so much for your attention! Also, keep your eye on the Resource Library for the forthcoming tool we mentioned that can provide more information about tabulating re-entry percentages and numbers.

We’d love to hear any questions or comments you might have, as well as any ways in which you all may have used data on instability or on what you’d like to know about instability but haven’t been able to obtain data on.

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/administrative-and-national-policy-requirements#book_content_7
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