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ABSTRACT
Placement stability and permanency are key goals for children
in foster and adoptive care. This study is a systematic review of
the scholarly literature to better understand caregiver-related
factors (e.g., characteristics, proficiencies) that contribute to
permanency and placement stability, in order to provide
a stronger foundation for developing and improving caregiver
recruitment and training procedures. Our review of 29 qualify-
ing scholarly articles revealed 16 caregiver-related factors asso-
ciated with permanency and/or placement stability. This
knowledge can assist in selecting resource families and guiding
training development to increase caregiver proficiency in car-
ing for foster and adoptive children.
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There are three primary goals that guide the work of the child welfare system:
safety, permanency, and child wellbeing (Adoption and Safe Families Act,
1997). Permanency refers to reunification with one’s biological family, adop-
tion, or legal guardianship. Of the 247,631 children and youth who exited the
foster care system in 2017, half were reunified with their biological parents or
primary caretakers, a quarter were adopted, and 10% were placed with a legal
guardian. The rest were placed with relatives, formally or informally; eman-
cipated; or transferred to another agency either out of state or in a Tribal
service area (Children’s Bureau, 2018). Of the 59,430 children adopted from
foster care in 2017, 51% were adopted by foster parents, 35% were adopted
by a relative, and 14% were adopted by a non-relative who was not their
foster parent (Children’s Bureau, 2018). However, reentry into foster care
after being reunified or adopted is a common problem. The Children’s
Bureau’s Child Welfare Outcomes 2015 Report to Congress (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2018) reported that in 2015,
the median state foster care reentry rate for children who had been reunified
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with their family was 7.3% within 12 months of leaving foster care and
increased to 9.9% after 12 months of leaving foster care. a review of the
literature conducted by the Children’s Bureau also found adoption disruption
(i.e., the adoption process terminates after the child is placed in the adoptive
home but before the adoption is legally finalized) rates of 10 – 25%. In
a study conducted by Rolock and White (2016), post-adoption discontinuity
(i.e., a child’s experience of instability after adoption or guardianship) was
found to occur at a rate of 13%.

A key factor in achieving permanency, as well as safety and wellbeing, is
placement stability (i.e., minimizing the number of out-of-home placement
changes). Placement stability is necessary for meeting the developmental
needs of children and youth (Pasztor, Hollinger, Inkelas, & Halfon, 2006;
Schmidt & Treinen, 2017; Schormans, Coniega, & Renwick, 2006), establish-
ing structure (Semanchin Jones, Rittner, & Affronti, 2016), building trust
(Lanigan & Burleson, 2017), and promoting effective communication within
families (Storer, Barkan, Sherman, Haggerty, & Mattos, 2012). Children who
experience placement stability are more likely to experience social, emotional,
and behavioral wellbeing through positive child/youth development (Unrau,
Seita, & Putney, 2008), long-term social and emotional supports (Mitchell &
Vann, 2016), educational achievement (Pecora, 2012), and economic well-
being (Trejos-Castillo, Davis, & Hipps, 2015). Placement instability is asso-
ciated with delayed permanency (Rock, Michelson, Thomson, & Day, 2013)
and an increased likelihood for children and youth to reenter foster or
kinship care after reunification (Victor et al., 2016) or adoption (Orsi,
2015). Children and youth who experience frequent placement disruptions
are at risk for negative outcomes in young adulthood, such as substance use
(Long et al., 2017), homelessness (Shah et al., 2017), incarceration (Ryan &
Testa, 2005), and unemployment (Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017).

Unfortunately, placement stability has been notoriously hard to achieve for
many children and youth in care and gets more challenging the longer they
remain in care and the older they get. Infants in care tend to experience
minimal placement instability; however, a child’s risk of instability in care
increases from age 2 and beyond. One study found children aged 2 to 5 years
were 1.29 times more likely than infants to experience placement instability
(Connell et al., 2006). This was true for age groups 6–10 years (risk ratio
1.24), 11–15 years (risk ratio 1.66) and 16–20 years (risk ratio 1.69) (Connell
et al., 2006). The Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former
Foster Youth (Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004) found that 28.5% of their
sample of 732 youth in care at age 17 had experienced five or more place-
ments during their time in care. These results are similar to data collected
from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study (Pecora et al., 2006) that
interviewed and surveyed 659 foster care alumni. The Northwest study
reported that 35.8% experienced four to seven placements and 32.3%
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experienced eight or more placements when the alumni were between the
ages of 14 to 18 years (Pecora et al., 2006).

Child-related challenges associated with permanency and placement
stability

A wide variety of child-focused factors have been found to be related to place-
ment instability and lack of permanency. Some of the most notable factors are
the complex mental, physical, and behavioral health challenges that, children
and youth with child welfare system involvement often experience (Akin, Byers,
Lloyd, & McDonald, 2015; Jee et al., 2010; Koh, Rolock, Cross, & Eblen-
Manning, 2014; Turney & Wildeman, 2016). These often result from their
experience with adverse events, most commonly in the form of maltreatment.
Larger studies of children and youth with foster care experience have found
maltreatment and trauma exposure rates of 73-90% (McMillen et al., 2005;
Pecora et al., 2003; Salazar, Keller, Gowen, & Courtney, 2013). These traumatic
experiences shape and inform the thoughts, behaviors, and emotions of those
who are placed into foster care (Mitchell & Kuczynski, 2010).Many children and
youth who are placed into foster care experience loss and separation from their
biological family, school, community, and other social supports (Bass, Shields, &
Behrman, 2004; Greeson, 2013; Perry, 2006; Sykes, Sinclair, Gibbs, & Wilson,
2002); are told they will remain in care for an undetermined amount of time
(Whiting & Lee, 2003); have difficulties with understanding their experiences
(Luke & Banerjee, 2012); and struggle to communicate their thoughts and
feelings about their experience with the people who are in their life (Nelson &
Horstman, 2017).

These past and ongoing experiences of trauma cause children and youth to
experience distress, which makes them more likely to engage in risky and
harmful behaviors that are linked to placement instability, including physical
and sexual aggression, delinquency, property destruction, self-harming, sub-
stance use and abuse, and running away (Callaghan, Young, Pace, & Vostanis,
2004; Chambers et al., 2018; Moore, McDonald, & Cronbaugh-Auld, 2016;
Orme & Buehler, 2001). These challenges can be especially difficult for foster
and adoptive caregivers to manage, as they tend to interfere directly with the
relationship-building process and are outside the realm of what most parents are
prepared to deal with in the context of more normative child rearing.

In addition to experiences of trauma, some children and youth face other
challenges to achieving placement stability and permanency including school
mobility, discrimination and other systemic challenges experienced by youth
of color and youth who identify as LGBTQ+, and having a learning disability
and/or being placed in special education (Akin, 2011; Hill, 2012; Newton,
Litrownik, & Landsverk, 2000; Oosterman, Schuengel, Slot, Bullens, &
Doreleijers, 2007; Pecora, 2012). Caregivers alone cannot “fix” these
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obstacles. However, caregivers who can navigate, address, and support the
children in their care is one avenue to prevent these factors from becoming
obstacles. The current paper aims to explore caregiver-related factors that
may potentially mediate the relationship between these child-related factors
and placement stability/permanency achievement.

Challenges with current resource parent training efforts

While there are many factors that impact placement stability and perma-
nency beyond the resource parent, a lack of foster, kinship and adoptive
parent (collectively referred to as ‘resource parent’) preparation has been
identified as a key factor associated with placement instability and perma-
nency breakdown. Research suggests that current trainings are not fully
preparing resource parents for the multiple demands and challenges of
parenting children and youth involved in the child welfare system (Benesh
& Cui, 2017). Many studies have found resource parent lack of preparedness
to be a common contributor to placement instability and adoption disruption
(Fisher, Gunnar, Chamberlain, & Reid, 2000; Perez, 2015; Rock et al., 2013;
Wind, Brooks, & Barth, 2005). In one study that asked 13 foster parents
about their experiences with providing care to a new child or youth placed in
their home, parents identified lack of access to information about the child or
youth and inability to respond to the emotional and behavioral needs of
those placed in their care as reasons for families to discontinue providing
care to the child or youth (Lanigan & Burleson, 2017).

Despite the wide variety of courses and the diverse ways in which these
trainings are implemented, there are few rigorous evaluations with large
sample sizes that have assessed effectiveness for preparing resource parents
(Chamberlain et al., 2008; Greeno et al., 2016; Uretsky, Lee, Greeno, & Barth,
2017). Ameta-analysis of foster parent training identified mixed results in the
effectiveness of preservice parent trainings in increasing parenting skills and
permanency, although some studies demonstrated a small significant effect
size (e.g. Solomon, Niec, & Schoonover, 2017).

While most foster and adoptive parents receive some type of preservice
training, it is less likely for kinship and adoptive parents to receive it
(Festinger & Baker, 2013). Adoptive parents also recognize their lack of
training to support the needs (i.e., mental health and medication manage-
ment) of the children in their care (Wind et al., 2005).

This lack of preparedness and the subsequent challenges in fostering and
adopting lead many resource parents to leave their role or request changes in
placements, which contributes to the increasing challenge of having and
maintaining a sufficient number and variety of placement options for chil-
dren and youth. One recent study (Kelly et al., 2017) found that of the 34
states studied (plus Washington, DC), 25 had decreasing nonrelative foster
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home capacity from 2012 to 2017. This increasing shortage results in those
resource parents who are still serving in their roles being overburdened with
more children placed with them than they had originally intended and/or
having children placed with them who may not be a particularly good match.
This overload increases the probability that children will be placed with
caregivers who are not a good match for their needs and identities, which,
in turn, increases the likelihood a child will experience emotional or behavior
problems during their placement (e.g., Anderson & Linares, 2012).

States and counties are typically responsible for providing preservice and in-
service trainings to resource parents. Two federal policies that support resource
parent training are Title IV-E Foster Care and the Fostering Connections to
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (2008). Title IV-E supports the Federal
Foster Care Program which provides funding for training staff and resource
parents (Children’s Bureau, 2012). The Fostering Connections to Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 strengthened Title IV-E by expanding funding
to post-adoption supports, including training (Fostering Connections to Success
and Increasing Adoptions Act, 2008). Trainings are supposed to provide
resource parents with the skills and knowledge necessary to meet the needs of
children and youth placed in their care. However, throughout the United States
there is great variability in the quality and availability of trainings offered to
resource parents. Two of the most commonly used preservice trainings are the
Model Approach to Partnerships in Parenting Group Preparation and Selection
of Foster and/or Adoptive Families (MAPP/GPS, commonly referred to as
MAPP) and Foster Parent Resources for Information, Development, and
Education (PRIDE). Overall, preservice trainings tend to provide psycho-
educational content to assist resource parents in determining if foster or adop-
tive parenting is right for them. Additionally, preservice trainings tend to focus
more on helping child welfare agencies choose families who are a good fit for
fostering rather than teaching resource parents the skills needed to effectively
provide care for children and youth in foster care (Benesh & Cui, 2017; Dorsey
et al., 2008; Grimm, 2003).

In addition to preservice trainings, in-service (or ongoing) training is
sometimes offered; however, it is often not easily accessible or available to
all resource parents (Rork & McNeil, 2011). Most states require resource
parents to complete from 6 to 20 hours of in-service training annually
(Dorsey et al., 2008). Many in-service trainings target a specific behavior
such as aggression, running away, or social-emotional disturbances (Benesh
& Cui, 2017). Keeping Foster and Kin Parents Supported and Training
(KEEP) is a commonly used in-service training (although sometimes also
considered a preservice training). In contrast with training programs such as
MAPP or PRIDE, KEEP uses active learning methods that allow participants
to practice new strategies (California Evidence Based Clearinghouse for Child
Welfare, 2017). Additional available training includes online programs such
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as Foster Parent College that provide ongoing trainings for specific needs
(fosterparentcollege.com, n.d.).

Studies that have examined the proficiency of parents who received MAPP
and PRIDE preservice trainings found that resource parents were inadequately
meeting program-identified goals and were unable to manage behavior pro-
blems in the children they were caring for (Christenson & McMurtry, 2007;
Cooley & Petren, 2011; Dorsey et al., 2008; Festinger & Baker, 2013; Puddy &
Jackson, 2003; Rork & McNeil, 2011). Furthermore, states who do not use
MAPP or PRIDE trainings tend to use a combination of pieced together
training materials, which results in significant variation in the content, method,
and quality of these trainings (Dorsey et al., 2008). The lack of evidence for
MAPP and PRIDE is reflected in the California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse
for Child Welfare (http://www.cebc4cw.org/), which classifies them both as
having a scientific rating of “Not Able to be Rated” (NR), indicating there are
no studies with a control group that demonstrate effectiveness (California
Evidence Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, 2017). In contrast, KEEP is
rated as a 3 “Promising Research Evidence”, indicating at least one study
contained a control group and demonstrated effectiveness at a reduction of
parent reported problematic child behaviors, decreasing placement disruptions,
and improving retention rates of foster parents (California Evidence Based
Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, 2017).

In summary, there is a lack of evidence that the current resource parent
training modules are effective in increasing placement stability and permanency
for children and youth in foster care. While resource parents are not the only
individuals or systems who impact children’s placement stability and perma-
nency, they hold a crucial position in the daily lives of children in the system and
are well-positioned to offer key stabilizing support if given sufficient training
and preparation to do so.. In order to improve resource parent preparedness,
there is a need for a comprehensive understanding of the personal characteristics
(values, attitudes, and beliefs) and the knowledge and skills successful resource
families possess that enable them to provide placement stability and permanency
to children and youth placed in their care. Knowing these factors will help
inform resource parent training topics. The purpose of the current study is to
address this important gap in the existing literature.

Current study

The goal of this study is to conduct a systematic review of the scholarly
literature to better understand caregiver-related factors that contribute to
permanency and placement stability for youth in their care in order to
provide a strong foundation for developing and improving caregiver recruit-
ment, screening, and trainings available to resource parents. The child wel-
fare system is in great need of new caregiver training approaches that are
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capable of achieving meaningful improvements in the preparation and com-
petence of resource parents.

Materials and methods

This systematic review process consisted of five steps, which are described
below. Procedures used in this systematic review are consistent with key
elements of the PRISMA systematic review checklist, which is an analytic
technique (the full checklist can be found in Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff,
Altman, & Group, 2009).

Step 1: identifying key outcomes

In Step 1 of the systematic literature review process, two outcomes were identi-
fied to serve as the dependent variables: permanency and placement stability.

Step 2: compiling list of articles to review

Step 2 of the process involved compiling a list of articles that would be
subject to full review. In this step, four databases were used (PsycINFO,
Medline, ERIC, and Social Services Abstracts) to search for articles using the
16 search terms listed in Table 1. These search terms included several child-
related factors associated with placement stability and permanency (i.e.,
behavioral/emotional/mental health issues; school stability; child and youth
wellbeing in the context of race, ethnicity, and/or LGBTQ identity; physical
disability, having a learning disability/being placed into special education) in
order to be as inclusive as possible of studies that may touch on pertinent
caregiver factors. Additionally, child related factors associated with place-
ment stability were included as they indicated specific skills, knowledge, and
abilities that caregivers require to address their needs and if parents are
equipped with the skills, knowledge and abilities needed to address these
child-related factors it may lead to reduced placement instability.

Search results were limited to articles published 2003-December 2017,
English language only, and, for databases that allowed it, limited results to
peer-reviewed only. Only articles published within the past 15 years were
included to better ensure that findings were still relevant while also allowing
for a long enough time period for an appreciable number of articles to be
available on the topic. Excluded from the review were dissertations, books,
book chapters, and systematic reviews (as applicable articles meeting our
inclusion criteria should be captured), as well as studies that took place
outside the United States or its territories. In addition, studies were excluded
that focused on tribal populations (a separate literature review was conducted
focusing specifically on tribal resource parents), international adoption (we
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conducted a separate literature review focusing specifically on international
adoption), or congregate care (this was out of the scope of the current study,
as it is focused on resource parent training for those who are providing care
for children placed in the U.S. public child welfare system). For the initial
review, we reviewed only the resulting articles’ abstracts to screen article
eligibility (N = 9,926); if through that abstract review it was discovered that
any of the criteria mentioned above were not met, the article was not
included in the initial list of full articles to be reviewed. Articles were also
excluded if, through the initial abstract review, it was clear that their content
was not applicable to the aims of the current study – reviewing factors that
contribute to placement stability or permanency. If it was unclear whether an
article was applicable to the current study, it was included in the Step 2 list.
Step 2 resulted in identification of 463 articles.

Table 1. Sixteen search terms used to identify applicable articles for review.
1. (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver”) AND (“training” OR
“curriculum” OR “pre-service training” OR “module”)

2. (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver”) AND (“trait*” OR
“Characteristic*” OR “skill*” OR “competence*” OR “attitude*”)

3. (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver”) AND (“approach*”
OR “strateg*”)

4. (“behavioral challenge*” OR “discipline”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource
parent” OR “kinship caregiver” OR “foster care” OR “adoption” OR “adoptive”) AND (“approach*” OR
“strateg*”)

5. (“maltreatment” OR “abuse” OR “neglect” OR “trauma”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR
“resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver” OR “foster care” OR “adoption” OR “adoptive”) AND
(“approach*” OR “strateg*”)

6. (“Factor*” OR “Predictor*”) AND (“foster care” OR “adoptive”) AND (“placement stability” OR “placement
disruption” OR “dissolution” OR “permanenc*”)

7. (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver” OR “foster care” OR
“adoption” OR “adoptive”) AND “trauma-informed”

8. (“therapeutic foster care” OR “treatment foster care”) AND (“trait*” OR “Characteristic*” OR “skill*” OR
“competence*” OR “attitude*”)

9. (“child wellbeing” OR “attachment” OR “disability*” OR “advoca*” OR “cultural competence*”) AND
(“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver”)

10. (“lgbtq” OR “sexual minority” OR “transgender” OR “sogie”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent”
OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver” OR “foster care” OR “adoption” OR “adoptive”)

11. (“U.S. territor*” OR “guam” OR “American samoa” OR “northern mariana islands” OR “Puerto rico” OR
“u.s. virgin islands”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship
caregiver” OR “foster care” OR “adoption” OR “adoptive”)

12. (“educational challenge*” OR “academic”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource
parent” OR “kinship caregiver”)

13. (“mentor” OR “coach”) AND (“Foster parent” OR “adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship
caregiver”)

14. (“bio famil*” OR “biological family*”) AND (“foster care” OR “adoption” OR “adoptive”) AND
(“approach*” OR “strateg*”)

15. (“transition” OR “placement change”) AND (“prepare” OR “preparation”) AND (“Foster parent” OR
“adoptive parent” OR “resource parent” OR “kinship caregiver”)

16. (“Factor*” OR “Predictor*”) AND (“foster care” OR “adoptive”) AND (“family reunification” OR
“placement stability” OR “adoption” OR “guardianship”)
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Step 3: reviewing articles

In Step 3, a team of three reviewers conducted full reviews of the 463 articles
for information on factors that contribute to placement stability or perma-
nency. As articles were reviewed, they were coded for study type (e.g.,
quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods), age range of children in the
study, caregiver type (nonrelative foster caregiver, kinship caregiver, unspe-
cified foster caregiver, adoptive caregiver), and outcome assessed (perma-
nency or placement stability). The factors related to the outcomes ‘placement
stability’ or ‘permanency’ were coded based on the type of evidence found for
these factors. If there was a statistically significant relationship between the
factor and the outcome, the factor was coded as ‘S’. If a relationship between
the factor and the outcome was found based on qualitative study findings, it
was coded as ‘Q’. Factors could receive both an S and a Q code if they were
found in the study to have both a statistical and qualitative association with
the outcome of interest.

Articles were excluded if they were found to not have an outcome of
permanency or placement stability, did not examine resource parent factors,
or if they met any of the exclusion criteria mentioned earlier. Step 3 resulted
in 29 of the original 463 articles containing information regarding factors
that contribute to placement stability or permanency and were not excluded
for any of the reasons stated above (see Figure 1 for a flow diagram of study
inclusion). Sample sizes of the studies varied widely ranging from 2 (Burke,
Prevention Group Research Team, Schlueter, Vandercoy, & Authier, 2015) to
15,845 (Zinn, 2009). The study methods included in the review are quanti-
tative (N = 18), qualitative (N = 7), and mixed methods (N = 4). Table 2
provides methodological information for each of the 29 included studies
included in the review.

Step 4: grouping findings into factors

During the review, coders noted any caregiver characteristics or proficiencies
associated with placement stability and permanency. Three coders defined
the groups and discussed and collectively resolved any discrepancies in
categorizing. Coders then worked together to group findings into factors.
Factors had to have at least two supporting articles in order to be included in
the results. Table 3 lists the caregiver-focused factors that emerged from this
systematic review.

Step 5: constructing definitions of proficiencies and characteristics

In Step 5, a definition for each factor was developed. Definitions reflected the
verbiage of included articles. a table was created to categorize all quotes and
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descriptions under the characteristic or proficiency they represented. Once com-
plete, the coders summarized the descriptions and quotes to create a cohesive
definition of each characteristic and proficiency. Any concern regarding the
definitions were discussed among three reviewers and adjustments to the defini-
tions were made when needed. Factor definitions are also included in Table 3.

Results

Caregiver factors

Through our review process we identified 16 caregiver factors associated with
placement stability or permanency. Table 4 lists each article and whether it
was coded as containing a statistical (S) or qualitative (Q) association with
each characteristic. The most frequently coded caregiver factors were ‘Access
to Support Systems’ (S = 8, Q = 2), ‘Attentiveness to the Caregiver-Child
Relationship’ (S = 6, Q = 4), ‘Sufficient Economic Resources’ (S = 5, Q = 1),
‘Value Connection to the Child’s Birth Family’ (S = 3, Q = 3), and ‘Healthy
Family Functioning’ (S = 2, Q = 4).

Outcome measures associated with caregiver factors

Table 5 provides counts for how frequently each outcome (placement stability,
permanency) was coded as being associated with each caregiver factor identified.
Of the 29 articles, 24% included ‘Placement Stability’ as an outcome measure
(N = 7), 44.8% of the articles referenced ‘Permanency’ as the outcome of focus
(N = 13), and 31% of the articles included both ‘Permanency’ and ‘Placement
Stability’ (N = 9). The factors that had the highest number of statistical

1,159 articles found 

with EBSCO

8,767 articles found 

with PROQUEST

9,926 total articles 

and abstracts 

reviewed

463 full-text articles 

were reviewed

434 articles excluded 

for not meeting 

inclusion criteria 

gcriteria

9,463 articles excluded due to 

lack of parental characteristics or 

proficiencies or duplication

29 articles included 

in the study

Figure 1. A flow diagram of articles for study inclusion.
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Table 3. Factor definitions (in order of number of articles appeared in).
Caregiver Factor Definition

1. Access to Support Systems Parents have knowledge of and use informal and formal
support systems and services for themselves and their
children (e.g., spouse/partner, support groups, parent
networks, foster care agency, extended family, friends, other
foster parents, respite providers). Other supports include
child’s teacher, personal/child’s therapist. “Supports can
provide reprieve from caregiving duties” (Perry & Henry,
2009).

2. Maintain Attentiveness to the Caregiver-
Child Relationship

Caregivers are able to define boundaries, set rules (e.g.,
chores, curfews, study habits), maintain quality in the
physical environment, use verbal praise, positive
consequences, hugs, and smiles. Caregivers instill structure
in the home (consistent and predictable routines and rules),
are responsive and nurturing to the needs of the child, and
advocate for the child to ensure their needs are being met
(e.g., health care needs, school, youth employment
searches, organizing sibling visitations).

3. Sufficient Economic Resources Parents have sufficient income or other financial resources
to meet the needs of the foster/adoptive/kinship child and
family.

4. Value the Connection to a Child’s Birth
Family

Caregiver is willing to promote continuity of relationships
(i.e., encourages contact between child and birth family and
visits with birth relatives) and is able to help child/youth
process through feelings after a visit. Is able to collaborate
with the birth family and talk positively about birth family
with the child.

5. Healthy Family Functioning Healthy family means: “The ability of a family system to
solve problems, negotiate, and appropriately express their
emotions, process their experience, and express love …
While facilitating individual autonomy, individuality,
responsibility, happiness, and optimism” (Gleeson et al.,
2016). Factors such as commitment, satisfaction,
communication, and conflict resolution skills were identified
as integral components of a healthy family. Part of a healthy
family includes healthy partnerships that are “mutually
enriching,” and both partners have a deep respect for each
other.

6. Self-Care Successful caregivers seek help for themselves, as well as
the children in their care, by routinely accessing services
(including counseling, respite care, support groups) to
maintain perspective, relieve tension, and remain strong
and healthy. This includes the ability to self-regulate and
mitigate stress through use of coping skills to care for one’s
mental and emotional health.

7. Motivated to Foster/Adopt Resource parents have an altruistic desire and internal
motivation to help children and contribute to the
community.

8. Understanding the Effects of Trauma and
Teaching Socio-Emotional Health

Caregiver has the ability to understand the effects of trauma
and teach socio-emotional health which includes assisting
the child/youth in building self-awareness, emotional
regulation skills, social awareness, and relationship skills.
Caregiver understands the importance of consistency and
predictability and knows how to teach self-regulation
through problem solving and increasing coping skills.

(Continued )
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associations with Placement Stability were ‘Access to Support Systems’,
‘Attentiveness to the Caregiver-Child Relationship’, ‘Economic Resources’, and
‘Motivation to Foster/Adopt’ (all N = 3), while the factor with the highest
number of statistical associations with Permanency was ‘Access to Support
Systems’ (N = 8) followed by ‘Attentiveness to the Caregiver-Child
Relationship’ and ‘Economic Resources’ (for both, N = 5).

Discussion

Children and youth who are in foster or adoptive care require placement
stability, and ultimately permanency, to promote their wellbeing. Resource
parents who possess certain characteristics, skills, knowledge, and abilities are

Table 3. (Continued).

Caregiver Factor Definition

9. Positive Parenting/Effective Discipline The caregiver has multiple strategies to handle problematic
behavior and understands the impact of tone, attitudes,
consistency, positive parenting techniques, effective limit
setting, and clear expectations in managing behaviors.

10. Participation in Lifelong Learning,
Training, and Education

Caregivers values, supports, and engages in ongoing
learning to assist with their parenting and are willing to be
lifelong learners by participating in training and educational
opportunities.

11. Tolerance for Rejection Parents are able to accept the child’s rejecting behaviors
(i.e., disinterested in relationship with parent, standoffish).
Parents do not take a child’s behavior personally and
understand that the rewards of fostering are not immediate.
Parents are able to accept and be comfortable with
powerful and negative feelings in reaction to the child’s
behaviors, with the understanding that those feelings are
normal and transient.

12. Collaboration Caregivers have the ability to work effectively with child
welfare and other agencies that provide services for the
child/youth, being an active participant in the service
delivery team.

13. Belief in a Higher Power Having a religious and/or spiritual foundation may provide
a sense of belonging and guide parents through their
parenting journey.

14. Physical and Mental Health of Parent Good mental health is demonstrated by the parent’s self-
awareness, emotional regulation, and ability to address
their own mental health care when needed. Good physical
health refers to the parent successfully managing any
health challenges, taking care of their body, and having
access to a physician to address any needs.

15. Effective Communication Parent uses open communication with foster child/
adolescent and listens to child’s opinions and feelings using
active listening and I-messages.

16. Flexible Expectations Parents are able to adjust their expectations for their
children in relation to the children’s capacities, trauma
history, and interests. There is a distinction between
a parent’s expectations of themselves and expectations
toward their child.
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better positioned to create a safe, stable, and nurturing environment, and to
promote the permanency, stability, and wellbeing of children and youth in
their care. Some caregiver factors related to placement stability and perma-
nency identified in the current study (such as commitment to lifelong
learning or caregiver health) inform practices in relation to resource parent
recruitment, while others (such as attentiveness to the care-giver child
relationship, valuing a child’s connection to their birth family, and knowl-
edge of trauma) may be improved through training and thus lend themselves
to the development of more relevant training topics. The following discus-
sion focuses on some of the factors that emerged most frequently as suppor-
tive of successful placement and permanency outcomes.

Key factors emerging

Access to support systems and economic resources
Access to Support Systems was one of the two most frequently coded
caregiver factors. Support systems include family, friends, support groups,
child welfare agencies (Cooley & Petren, 2011; Craig-Oldsen, Craig, &
Morton, 2006), and access to mental and physical care resources (Buehler,
Rhodes, Orme, & Cuddeback, 2006). Access to Support Systems was asso-
ciated with reduced family stress levels (Gleeson, Hsieh, & Cryer-Coupet,

Table 5. Number of articles each factor is represented in related to each outcome, and whether
the association is statistical or qualitative.

Placement
Stability Permanency

S Q S Q
*Total # of articles that address this

factor

Access to supports 3 1 8 1 10
Attentiveness 3 3 5 2 10
Economic resources 3 0 5 1 6
Birth family 1 2 2 2 6
Healthy family 1 1 2 3 6
Self-care 1 1 4 0 5
Motivation 3 1 2 0 5
Trauma 1 2 1 1 5
Positive parenting 1 2 1 2 6
Lifelong learning 0 1 1 2 3
Tolerate rejection 0 1 1 1 3
Collaboration 0 1 1 1 2
Higher power 1 1 1 0 2
Parent health 1 0 1 1 2
Effective communication 0 1 0 2 2
Flexible expectations 0 1 0 2 2
*Total # of articles that address this
outcome

19 19 35 21

Note: S = statistical association; Q = qualitative association
Note: * the columns may not add up to the same as the total because multiple factors may have been
investigated in a given article.
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2016). Support systems also provide resource parents with opportunities to
engage in self-care (Metcalfe & Sanders, 2012; Rhodes, Orme, Cox, &
Buehler, 2003). Future trainings may guide resource parents to identify
their social supports, how they already use their social supports, as well as
how they anticipate their use of social supports changing once having a child
placed in their home. The importance of using social supports as a self-care
strategy to maintain emotional regulation and improve satisfaction should be
highlighted. Conversely, access to supports also places the onus on child
welfare agencies in building those supportive relationships with resource
parents. Including training for staff at child welfare agencies on relationship
building, effective communication, and support giving is needed.

Sufficient Economic Resources was a related prominent factor that
emerged from this review. While Sufficient Economic Resources is not
a trainable factor, it is important to note as a retention tool. The authors
do not support the assessment of economic resources as an exclusionary
measure for prospective resource parents, but rather believe this factor could
be used to justify and encourage financial supports to prospective resource
parents in order to help increase placement stability, permanency, and
caregiver retention.

Attentiveness to the caregiver-child relationship
Attentiveness to the Caregiver-Child Relationship was another frequently
coded caregiver factor. Creating a secure, nurturing, and supportive environ-
ment involves a committed resource parent who is empathic and able to self-
regulate (Beyerlein & Bloch, 2014; Strickler, Trunzo, & Kaelin, 2018;
Vinjamuri, 2016). This also includes meeting the needs of the child while
providing a safe and secure environment for them to develop the skills
needed to be autonomous (Nesmith, 2015; Ponciano, 2010). Our findings
indicate future trainings for resource parents that focus on building relation-
ships, meeting the needs of the child, increasing capacity for empathy, and
promoting caregiver self-regulation skills will improve the proficiency of
Attentiveness to the Caregiver-Child Relationship and therefore increase
placement stability and permanency. This factor is related to Access to
Support Systems, allowing the caregiver to engage in opportunities for
respite, emotional support, and assistance with problem-solving how to
meet the child’s needs.

Many articles detailed the importance of structure and routine in order to
promote secure attachment (Atkinson & Riley, 2017; Buehler, Cox, &
Cuddeback, 2003; Craig-Oldsen et al., 2006; Lewis, Dozier, Ackerman, &
Sepulveda-Kozakowski, 2007). Children and youth are able to function more
effectively in an environment when they know the routine and are able to
predict what will happen next. Training resource parents to understand that
building routines and structure in their home environment is a way to
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increase their attentiveness to the child-caregiver relationship. Through rou-
tines and structure the child experiences a sense of safety through predictive
activity and responses that meet the child’s needs.

Biological family connections
The second most frequently coded caregiver factor is Value the Connection
to a Child’s Birth Family. This review’s findings indicate biological family
connections are associated with both permanency and placement stability
outcomes for children and youth, which is consistent with previous findings
(Nesmith, 2013, 2015). These findings support biological family connections,
especially in foster care settings (Ryan et al., 2011). Connection to birth
family may be maintained through open adoptions or co-parenting while
children are in active foster care. Reunification with the biological family is
one of the ways in which permanency is achieved in foster care. Upholding
connections with the biological family assists with stabilizing transitions so
that children and youth don’t feel cut off from their past and/or future
(Leathers, 2003; Metzger, 2008). Findings show that resource parents build-
ing relationships with biological parents not only serves to maintain the
connection with the child, but also assists the biological parent in building
a better relationship with their child (Koh et al., 2014; Puddy & Jackson,
2003). As a necessary and important part of stability and permanency,
resource parents often request additional training to build collaborative
relationships with the biological parents (Nesmith, 2015). Future trainings
should support teaching resource parents’ effective communication, bound-
ary setting, and the importance of maintaining connection with the birth
family (Linares, Montalto, Li, & Oza, 2006; Nesmith, 2015). Similar to
Attentiveness to the Child-Caregiver Relationship, resource parents will
need training on increasing the capacity for empathy, building relationships,
and self-regulation as it pertains to the relationship with the biological
parents. Just as the children may have a history of trauma, the biological
parents have their own histories as well. Another layer of complexity is added
with kinship caregivers, who already have a history with the biological
parent(s). Trainings are needed to assist kinship caregivers in navigating
difficult relationships with the biological parents as well as understanding
the kinship caregiver’s role in supervised visits (Nesmith, 2015).

Implications

Resource parent recruitment, screening, and training
Two of the caregiver-related factors (Attentiveness and Biological
Connections) identified in this study align with the content of established
trainings MAPP, PRIDE, and KEEP. Our findings suggest training content
on topics such as how to access supports, healthy family functioning, self-
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care, and effective communication may help improve placement stability and
permanency. Building on existing frameworks, these factors can be used in
the conceptualization and development of new, evidence-informed recruit-
ment and screening procedures and trainings for foster and adoptive care-
givers. For example, KEEP essential components include weekly parent
support groups, foster family supervision, interactive learning, and weekly
check-ins to review the Parent Daily Report Checklist (California Evidence
Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, 2017), essential components contri-
buting to the program’s efficacy. This review supports the use of training
throughout multiple points during the resource parents experience.
Preservice training provides foundational information and assists resource
parents in self-selecting participation, while in-service training builds on that
foundational knowledge to build skills and abilities to address children’s
needs. Lastly, providing online access to a variety of resource specific topics
allows parents to obtain information as they need it. There is potential to
combine these elements into one training procedure that moves beyond the
separation of preservice and in-service, and adds to the array of evidence-
based resource parent training approaches.

The development of new procedures and trainings will (a) better identify
and select people who have the capacity to be strong resource parents, and
(b) better train resource parents to be able to effectively support the children
and youth in their care. These findings may improve resource parent recruit-
ment and retention by providing an opportunity to have potential caregivers
self-assess the characteristics and proficiencies they possess. Completing
a self-assessment before placement will enable the resource parent to make
an informed decision on their readiness to take on this role. Given the high
rate of attrition of resource parent participation in training, self-reflection
may be a valuable tool in reducing attrition and increasing parental engage-
ment with trainings by providing parents with the areas of growth needed for
them to be successful. In addition, providing opportunities for resource
parents to receive ongoing, need-based training when a crisis occurs will
improve engagement due to the responsiveness of the training to the direct
and immediate need of the resource parent. In addition to the development
of new caregiver trainings, it is also important that new trainings be rigor-
ously evaluated in order to ensure their effectiveness at preparing caregivers
for their roles. In addition to providing a basis for improving foster and
adoptive parent trainings as mentioned above, the findings from this study
may be used to inform other facets of child welfare and adoption policy and
practice, including ongoing resource parent support services and policy
efforts.

Further research is needed to examine the efficacy of training on child
permanency and placement stability. Specifically, randomized control trials
that examine not only the child characteristics, but the characteristics and
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competencies of the resource parent are needed. In order to strengthen
a large-scale approach, ensuring consistency of implementation through
fidelity measures is also necessary. In addition, research regarding the use
of self-reflection tools as a method to retain and engage resource parents is
needed to determine efficacy of such an approach.

Ongoing resource parent support service
While recruitment, screening, and training are important aspects of resource
parent success, there are other contributing factors. The provision of addi-
tional, ongoing supports to resource families is necessary to maximize the
placement stability and permanency of children and youth. Examples of these
ongoing supports include caregiver support groups, accessible and timely
case management support, respite resources, and counseling to prevent
burnout.

Implications for policy
Lastly, this review can be used to inform policy changes. On February 9,
2018, the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018(H.R. 1892)(P.L. 115–123) was signed
into law. Included in the act is the Family First Prevention Services Act
(FFPSA). This legislation proposes new model licensing standards for family
foster homes (including kinship homes) and incentivizes recruitment and
retention efforts of high quality foster families (National Conference of State
Legislators, 2019). The current study provides a collection of critical infor-
mation that can be used to identify key qualities of highly successful resource
families and may help with efforts to target recruitment of these families.
Second, the information can help inform policy makers through identifying
key training content needs, and providing oversight to the executive branch
to ensure that these provisions are implemented as part of FFPSA compli-
ance. In addition, this review supports the critical need for policies that
provide ongoing caregiver support to address critical issues as they emerge.
This finding aligns with the federal FFPSA, which identifies the need for
post-adoption and guardianship services and increases the level of financial
supports available to states to maximize the success of these permanent
family units. The results also provide important information related to
logistical issues such as timing of trainings, as well as how the trainings are
administered to ensure consistency and best practice. This consistency will
enhance opportunities for the field to further evaluate, with greater fidelity,
the effectiveness of caregiver training and supports as a method to increase
permanency and placement stability for children and youth. Finally, this
study’s findings can inform workforce development by encouraging training
of social workers to support resource families in connecting with children’s
birth families, and providing ongoing practice and reflection opportunities
for resource families to successfully implement trauma-informed care.
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Limitations

Some limitations for this study should be noted. First, our search was limited
to articles published after 2003, studies conducted in the United States, and
studies published in English. Second, it was beyond the scope of this study to
assess the quality of statistical and qualitative evidence from each article
reviewed beyond what was provided in the study methodology table, which
limits the ability to determine the strength and validity of the evidence
compiled. Third, in order to maintain a manageable scope for this systematic
review, no distinctions were made among factors important for foster,
adoptive, and kinship caregivers; thus, the current study did not allow for
the assessment of any differences between those groups. However, potential
between-group differences in factors could be an area for further investiga-
tion in future studies. Fourth, our review did not include international
adoption or caregiving in tribal communities, as these were looked at more
closely in separate reviews. Finally, there are limited rigorous studies that
examine the efficacy of pre-service training in increasing placement stability
or permanency.

Conclusion

The ultimate purpose of resource parent training is to enhance these caregivers’
ability to create stability and promote wellbeing for children in their care.
Training resource parents to master proficiencies associated with placement
stability and permanency should, in turn, promote positive child/youth out-
comes. Currently, preservice trainings provide an overview of the foster/adop-
tion process, general information about parenting, and identify strengths and
needs of potential parents (Benesh & Cui, 2017; Dorsey et al., 2008; Grimm,
2003). The characteristics of Access to Support Systems, Attentiveness to the
Caregiver-Child Relationship, Sufficient Economic Resources, Valuing the
Connection to the Child’s Birth Family, and Healthy Family Functioning,
among others, are associated with placement stability and permanency and
will assist child welfare agencies with selecting and training the strongest
possible candidates to be resource parents. Preservice as well as in-service
trainings can use the emerging factors as a framework from which to equip
resource parents with the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to achieve
proficiency in areas associated with placement stability and permanency.
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