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Does family-centered out-of-home care
work? Comparison of a family-centered
approach and traditional care

Cathleen A. Lewandowski and Lois Pierce

This research assessed the effectiveness of a family-
centered approach fo out-of-home care in reunifying
children with their fomilies by comparing differential
exit rates of children whose families received fomily-
centered services with children whose families received
routine child welfare services. The sample included 472
children who were in foster care from 1994 o 1996 in
Missouri. Survival analysis was used fo calculate the
probability that a child would be reunified with his or
her family at a particular time and to compare the
differential exit rates for the children who experienced
subsequent placement during the study period. The
authors used Cox regression analysis to compare the
likelihood of reunification between the two groups.
Findings indicate that during the latter part of the
study, family-centered out-of-home care counties
reunified children of a faster rate than comparison
counties.
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¢ implementation of the Adoption and Safe
Families Act of 1997 (ASFA) (P.L. 105-89)
makes it important for us to understand how
best to support families whose children have
been removed from them for maltreatment.
Family-driven practice, in which families are treated
as experts and collaborators in goal setting and mo-
bilization of solutions, has produced successful out-
comes (Briar-Lawson, 1998). Fraser and colleagues
(1997) provided support for this approach in their
review of family preservation services (FPS). They
found that empowerment of parents, the use of col-
lateral services, and an in vivo focus in which ser-
vices are provided in a home or a community set-
ting were common clements in successful family
preservation programs. They also suggested that
successful services are culturally sensitive, action ori-
ented, and carried out in collaboration with family
members.

Although family preservation services have not
been as effective as hoped for in the prevention of
placement (Cole, 1995; Fraser et al., 1997; Wells &
Tracy, 1996), there is evidence that intensive family
preservation services are useful in improving family
functioning and can be used as an initial response to
families where maltreatment is a problem. Wells and
Tracy suggested using FPS to assess a family’s
strengths and weaknesses, to meet critical concrete
needs, and to plan intervention. Walton (1998) de-
scribed a program using FPS that successfully re-
united children with their families. Although the
results at a six-year follow-up were somewhat mixed,
the families receiving FPS were significantly more
likely to be stabilized than a control group of chil-
dren who received routine foster care services.

Timeliness is one of the guiding features of ASFA,
which was implemented to move children quickly
into permanent placements. For workers to achieve
case goals within the ASFA time frames, they must
ensure that families have individualized service plans



and high-quality comprehensive services, while en-
suring that children are safe. All staff need to col-
laborate with other service providers, quickly engage
families in treatment, and determine the parents’
capacity for change (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2000). These conditions can be
met if intensive assessment and planning with fami-
lies occurs when a child first enters care. In other
words, a family-centered approach to foster care that
integrates effective components of FPS and is imple-
mented as soon as the child enters care should en-
sure the safety of the child and decrease the time
the child spends in foster care,

However, for FPS to be successful, assessment
and planning should recognize and distinguish be-
tween problems that are easily resolved and prob-
lems that contribute to longer stays in care. For ex-
ample, a number of studies have found that neglect
is more difficulr to treat than other tvpes of abuse
(Berry, 1992; Nelson & Landsman, 1992; Terling,
1999). Evidence also suggests that the longer chil-
dren remain in care, the probability that they will
return home decreases, and the more placements
they experience, the slower their return home
(Goerge, 1990). A family’s financial situation and
poor relationships within a family were also found
to impede reunification (Davis & Ellis-MacLeod,
1994; Lawder, Poulin, & Andrews, 1986; Lindsey,
1994). Children who are older, are from ethnic mi-
nority groups, or have more serious problems have
remained longer in out-of-home care (Festinger,
1996; Jenkins & Diamond, 1985; Milner, 1987);
some studies suggested the effects of race and age
are complex and mediated by other factors
(Courtney, 1994).

As a response to the increasing numbers of chil-
dren in foster care, Missouri’s Division of Family
Services (DES), working with staff, foster parents,
foster children, and birth parents, developed Fam-
ily-Centered Out of Home Care (FCOHC), a pro-
gram that incorporates many of the clements found
to contribute to the effectiveness of FPS. We used
survival analysis and Cox regression analysis to as-
sess the effectiveness of FCOHC and the factors re-
lated to returning children in FCOHC home quicker
than those in comparison sites.

Event history analysis has rarely been used in child
welfare. Child welfare studies using event history
analysis compared differential exit rates among a
state’s overall foster care population (Courtney,
1992; Goerge, 1990) or among racial groups
(Benedict, White, & Stallings, 1987; McMurtry &
Gwat-Yong, 1992). None of the studies examining

differential exit rates assessed the effectiveness of a
child welfare intervention.

Earlier research indicated that a family-centered
approach was more successful than routine child
welfare services in reunifying children who were in
care longer than seven days (Lewandowski & Pierce,
2002). The findings from this study could have sig-
nificant implications for child welfare practice by
demonstrating the benefits of family-centered ap-
proaches for timely reunification.

MISSOURI’S FAMILY-CENTERED OUT-OF-HOME
CARE MODEL

Missouri DFS began implementing the FCOHC
pilot project in 1995, The primary difference be-
tween FCOHC and most family preservation mod-
els is that the goal of family preservation tends to be
to prevent out-of-home placement, whereas the goal
of FCOHC is to use family-centered principles to
reunify children with their families once children have
been placed. Another important difference is the
intensity of services. In family preservation programs,
workers have small caseloads, which allows them to
spend a significant amount of time with cach family.
FCOHC workers have larger caseloads, ideally 12
families, which allows more time for intensive case
management and individual family meetings than
found in routine out-of-home care, where caseloads
may be as high as 60 cases, but not as much as is
allowed in family preservation programs.

To increase continuity of care, families are as-
signed a family social worker within 24 hours of the
child being taken into protective custody. The fam-
ily social worker serves as the family’s case manager
while the child is in out-of-home care and facilitates
collaboration among the network of agencies pro-
viding services to the family. Instead of adhering to
a schedule, family social workers are encouraged to
engage in an ongoing assessment of a family’s
progress. The family social worker explains to the
family that they are core members of the family sup-
port team, along with the placement provider and
the family social worker. Other potential members
of the team include treatment providers, the juve-
nile officer, guardian ad litem, family attorneys,
school personnel, natural helpers or parent advo-
cates, and any others who provide direct services to
the family.

In the FCOHC model, team meetings are to take
place within 72 hours of the out-of-home placement,
with subsequent meetings in 30, 60, 90, and 180
days. In contrast, comparison counties are required
to hold review meetings at 30, 90, and 180 days.



Team meetings bring families, DES social workers,
and collateral service providers together to develop
and implement the reunification plan. Most impor-
tant, families are encouraged to be active partici-
pants in the reunification, something that was not
done regularly in routine foster care.

In FCOHC families can be referred for a range
of services, including individual and family therapy,
parenting education, drug counseling, financial as-
sistance, help with finding housing, and job assis-
tance. FCOHC workers planned on average more
services for children and their families than the com-
parison counties (3.8 and 2.0, respectively), and
families in pilot counties received slightly more than
twice as many scrvices as comparison county fami-
lies (3.5 and 1.5, respectively). Workers in pilot
groups also identified more goals on average than
workers in comparison counties (2.2 and 1.5, re-
spectively). These differences were statistically sig-
nificant [#470) = 3.9, p = .00]. The planning of
additional services seems to have increased the overall
number of services provided, although it is not
known how many services familics and their chil-
dren actually completed.

FCOHC appeared to be more strengths-based,
as FCOHC workers identified an average of 2.4
strengths in their families, whereas comparison work-
ers identified an average of 1.8 strengths. It should
also be noted that although emphasized as part of
the model, written assessments were found in only
59% of the case records in pilot counties compared
with 41% of records in comparison counties.

METHOD

This study assessed the effectiveness of a family-
centered approach to out-of-home care in reunify-
ing children with their families by comparing differ-
ential exit rates of children whose families received
FCOHC services with children whose families re-
ceived routine child welfare services in Missouri.

Placement data were gathered from the state’s
database, and a record review form was used prima-
rily to collect demographic data. Cronbach’s alpha
was used to test the correlations between two re-
viewers' responses on use of the record review form.
As indicated by Cronbach’s alpha of .98, there was
a high degree of internal consistency in the way re-
viewers recorded data on the form (Lewandowski
& Pierce, 2002).

Because earlier research indicated that on aver-
age children who received FCOHC and were in out-
of-home-care longer than seven days exited care
sooner than children in comparison counties

(Lewandowski & Pierce, 2002), we hypothesized
that FCOHC county children would exit care sooner
than comparison county children when key family
and child characteristics and service variables were
taken into account.

Research Design

The study design, which most closely resembled
a nonequivalent control group design, compared the
differential exit rates of children whose families re-
ceived FCOHC services in pilot counties with those
whose families received routine foster care services
in the comparison counties.

Sample

The counties in this study were largely rural, with
only a few counties containing metropolitan areas.
They are fairly evenly distributed throughout the
state. Missouri DFS used an application process to
select pilot counties. To apply, interested county
office directors described the steps they and their
staff would take to implement the pilot FCOHC
project in their county DFS offices. From this group
of applicants, DES selected 12 county DFS offices
for the pilot project. DES then identified six coun-
ties to serve as comparison sites, based on similari-
ties in geographic region and overall caseload. Com-
parison countics provided access to their case records
and had no additional requirements except to con-
tinue routine foster care services,

The sampling frame was the 1,037 children who
had entered out-of-home care during the first 12
months of the study period in pilot and comparison
counties as identified on DFS’s computerized data-
base. In the larger counties, children’s records were
randomly selected for review. Of the 494 cases re-
viewed, 22 children entered out-of-home-care be-
fore the project start date and were eliminated from
the analysis. Complete date were obtained on 472
children, 294 from the pilot counties and 178 from
comparison counties. These 472 children made up
the sample.

There were staggered start dates for the pilot
counties and their corresponding comparison coun-
ties, because the pilot began as soon as workers re-
ceived training in FCOHC. After training, data were
collected for 18 months in that county.

Based on state statistics, we anticipated that re-
unification in pilot counties would occur within 12
months after the initial placement and that many
children who received FCOHC would be reunified
within six to nine months after the initial placement.
Also, we anticipated that most children in pilot



counties would be reunified within six months. A
six-month follow-up period provided 12 months to
assess the number of children who experienced a
subsequent placement. Although there was an 18-
month study period, data collection continued for
an additional six months to account for the stag-
gered start dates among the pilot counties.

The unit of analysis was the individual child. The
consequence is that larger families may receive more
weight in the data, However, although sibling groups
had similar lengths of stay for the initial placement,
there was less similarity in the subsequent placement.
For example, it was not always the case that chil-
dren from the same family re-entered out-of-home
care during the study period. Consequently, includ-
ing only one child from a family would omit the
analysis of subsequent placements for the younger
children in the family.

Characteristics of children in the two groups were
similar, both in terms of gender and ethnicity and in
the number of children from single-parent families.
The sample was predominantly white (90%). Of the
children whose gender was known, 52% were girls;
boys and girls were fairly equally distributed in both
groups [x*(1, N=472) = 175, p = .91]. Data indi-
cated that 32% of children in pilot counties and 33%
of children in comparison counties were from single-
parent familics.

The groups differed in terms of children’s ages
and number of previous placements. On average,
children in the FCOHC pilot group were 9.9 years
old, whereas children in the comparison group were
7.5 years old, and these differences were statistically
significant [#(4.70) = 4.77, p=.00]. The number of
previous DFS placements recorded for children in
this sample ranged from zero to 22. Pilot county
children had an average of 1.2 placements, and com-
parison county children had an average of .8 place-
ments [ #(470) = 2.38, p = .017]. When considering
only the children with previous placement history,
the two groups were similar in the average number
of placements: Pilot county children experienced on
average 2.4 previous placements, and comparison
county children experienced on average 2.3 previ-
ous placements [#(217) =-.3, p= .76].

Although the children in the two groups shared
similar characteristics, the number of children served
by pilot countics ranged from seven to 155, and the
number of children served by comparison counties
ranged from two to 97, Mean total placement days
for pilot counties ranged from 16 days in a county
that served nine children to 220 days in a county
that served eight children. Similarly, mean total place-

ment days for comparison counties ranged from three
days in a county that served two children to 221 days
in a county that served five children. Although there
was a wide range of placement days, the two groups
did not differ significantly in the primary reasons for
removal: neglect (n = 144), physical abuse (n = 88),
sexual abuse (# = 60), status offense (7 =47 ), paren-
tal request (n =44 ), caregiver incarceration (7= 27),
abandonment (# = 22), homelessness (# = 7), and
other reasons (n=11).

Variables

The independent variable was group, or whether
children and their families received FCOHC or rou-
tine out-of-home care services. The dependent vari-
ables were total placement days for the first and sec-
ond out-of-home placement. The variable first
placement days was measured as the total number
of days children spent in out-of-home care during
their initial placement within the 18-month study
period. For the children who re-entered care, the
variable second placement days was measured as the
total number of days children spent in out-of-home
care during their second placement.

The following variables were included in the
analysis as covariates to control for other factors that
could explain differences in the dependent variable
of placement days: child’s age, gender, reason for
removal, parental involvement, services received, and
child contacts. Child’s age was a continuous vari-
able, whereas gender and reason for removal were
categorical variables. Parental involvement was mea-
sured by number of meetings attended by a parent.
Meetings were held at 72 hours and at 30, 60, and
90 days.

The two service variables included as covariates
were services and child contacts. Services was a con-
tinuous variable that indicated the total number of
types of services the family received while the child
was in out-of-home care. To mitigate the influence
of a child’s length of stay in measuring service inten-
sity, child contacts was a ratio variable, in which the
denominator was the total number of placement days,
and the numerator was the total number of contacts,
cither in-person or by phone, that the worker had
with the child while the child was in out-of-home
care. The ratio variable indicated the total number
of child contacts per day of out-of-home care.

Data Analysis

Survival analysis was used to calculate the prob-
ability that a child would be reunified at a particular
point. Cox regression analysis was used to compare



the likelihood of reunification between the two
groups while including key demographic and ser-
vice variables as covariates. Cox regression assumes
that observations are independent and that the haz-
ard ratio should be constant over time. This assump-
tion, also known as the proportional hazards assump-
tion, suggests that the proportionality of hazards
from one case to another should not vary over time
(SPSS, 1999). Furthermore, as Allison (1984) ex-
plained, the proportional hazards model is extremely
nonrestrictive, so that even when the proportional
hazards assumption is violated it may be a satisfac-
tory approximation.

Survival analysis, or life tables, and Cox regres-
sion analysis are methods for modeling time-to-event
data in the presence of censored cases. Censored cases
are individuals who do not experience the event of
interest within the study period (Luke, 1993). In
this study, censored individuals were children who
remained in out-of-home care at the end of the study
period. Children are considered to have a chance of
being reunified until they are either reunified or cen-
sored, which enables a researcher to construct unbi-
ased estimates of the proportion of children remain-
ing in out-of-home care at various points.

Hazard profiles for a given sample can be dis-
played as odds or as probabilities (Willet & Singer,
1993). When the hazard probability for a given day
is .2, there is a 20% chance that children in that group
will be reunified on that day and an 80% chance that
they will not be reunified. In this example, the odds
of reunification on that day were .2 to .8, usually
written as ' /4 or .25. Odds can be computed using
the formula odds = hazard /(1 - hazard).

FINDINGS

Time in Out-of-Home Care

A summary of survival functions for pilot and
comparison groups at interquartile points in time

for children’s initial placements is provided in Table
1. Each quartile represents the time at which an ad-
ditional 25% of children were reunified. The com-
parison group reunified 25% of children within the
first three days of entering out-of-home care, and
the pilot counties reunified 25% of children within
26 days. The median lifetime is the time at which
one-half of the sample has experienced the target
event and half has not. There was an eight-day dif-
ference in median lifetimes between the two groups,
with comparison counties reunifying half their chil-
dren by day 99, and pilot counties reunifying half
their children by day 108. In the latter part of the
study, the pilot group reunified 75% of children
within 234 days, compared with 319 days for the
comparison group to reunify 75% of children.

As would be expected from differences in sur-
vival rates, the hazard rate was much higher for chil-
dren in the comparison group than children in the
pilot group during the initial days of placement. For
example, children in the comparison group had a
19% chance of returning home within one day of
out-of-home care, whereas children in the pilot
group had a 10% chance. At about 200 days the two
groups began to distinguish themselves; the pilot
group exhibited increased hazard rates at 220 and
404 days, and the comparison group had its highest
hazard rates at 271 and 451 days. Earlier research
has shown that the chances of being reunified di-
minish the longer a child remains in out-of-home
care (Fanshel, 1976; Finch, Fanshel, & Grundy,
1986; Goerge, 1990). In contrast, these findings
suggest that the FCOHC pilot counties were more
successful than comparison counties in reunifving
children who had been in out-of - home-care longer.

The survival rates for children experiencing a sec-
ond placement were similar to the pattern that
emerged for children’s initial placement, reflecting
some consistency in the manner in which each group
approached reunification. As with the first placement,

TABLE 1—Survival Function: Initiol Placement of Children in Ovt-of-Home Care (N = 472)

Pilot Group Comparison Group

(n=294) (n=178)
Quartile Days by which % Children not reunified Days by which % Children not reunified
Lifetimes were reunified at start of this day were reunified at start of this day
25% 26 224 3 138
50% 108 148 99 91
75% 234 75 319 46




the comparison group exhibited a slightly faster rate
of reunification during the initial days of placement,
whereas the pilot group was faster during the later
days of placement. Although differences were not
as pronounced as those observed for initial place-
ments, the FCOHC pilot group was more success-
ful in reunifying children who were in out-of-home-
care longer than six months. Seventy-five percent of
pilot children were reunified within 214 days. In
contrast, 75% of comparison children were reuni-
fied within 279 days of experiencing their subsequent
placement.

Variables Related to Exit

A Cox regression model was constructed to ad-
dress whether children in the two groups had dif-
ferent chances of reunification when child’s gender
and age at placement, reason for removal, child con-
tacts, parental involvement, and services received
were taken into account. The question tested was
“What is the effect of FCOHC and the covariates
on reunification?™ Table 2 provides coefficients (B
values) for the variables included in the equation.
The Exp(B) associated with each beta statistic indi-
cates the percentage change in risk with each unit
change in the covariate. As continuous variables, the
Exp(B) for child’s age, services, parental involve-
ment, and child contacts estimates the percentage
change in risk with each unit change in the covariate.
As dichotomous variables, the Exp(B) for gender,

reason for placement, and group indicate the rela-
tive risk, because the covariate takes only the values
of 0 and 1.

Child contacts, parental involvement, and group
significantly affected the chance of reunification. The
beta associated with parental involvement was nega-
tive, indicating that as the number of meetings at-
tended increased, the chance of reunification de-
creased. Because the beta associated with child
contacts was positive, the chance of reunification
increased with an increase in worker contacts with
the child while in out-of-home care. For example,
every unit increase in the ratio variable of child con-
tacts increased the possibility of reunification about
70%. When examining reasons for removal, children
were less likely to be reunified if they were removed
for abandonment, sexual abuse, or at the parent’s
request; younger children had a greater chance of
reunification; and families receiving fewer services
had a greater chance of reunification, although none
of these reached significance. Chi-square for the
overall model was 63.904 (df =13, N=373,p =
.000). The chi-square tests whether any of the popu-
lation B values are zero.

The pilot group consistently reunified children
quicker than the comparison group (Figure 1). For
example, 50% of children in the pilot group were
reunified after approximately 80 days in out-of-
home care. In contrast, 50% of comparison group
children were reunified after approximately 170 days

TABLE 2—Statistics for Cox Regression Model: Factors Associated with Family Reunification of Children in Out-of-

Home Care
Variable B SE Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Male 317 172 3.402 1 065 1.373
Child’s age -.001 016 001 1 970 999
Reason for removal 4432 7 729
Abuse 120 495 058 1 809 1.127
Neglect 142 486 085 1 770 1.153
Abandonment - 407 561 525 1 469 .666
Sexual abuse -.161 511 099 1 753 851
Status offense 139 564 061 1 805 1.150
Parent’s request - 144 550 068 1 794 .866
Incarceration 017 565 001 | 976 1.018
Child contacts 1.993 466 18.328 1 .000 7.337
Parental involvement 179 219 3.052 1 003 519
Services -063 038 2.825 1 093 939
Group 875 209 16.887 1 000 2.356




FIGURE 1—Survival Function at Mean of Covariates First Placement
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in out-of-home care. Thus, FCOHC had a signifi-
cant effect on reunification.

DISCUSSION

Real differences in survival rates emerged during
the latter part of the study period, with FCOHC
reunifying children at a faster rate than comparison
counties. Thus, FCOHC seems to have greater suc-
cess at reunifying children who were not likely to be
reunified, lending support to the hypothesis that
children receiving FCOHC services would exit out-
of-home care sooner than children in comparison
countics. In terms of subsequent placements, these
differences came earlier, lending further evidence to
the benefits of FCOHC in reunifying children. These
findings also support the udlity of event history
analysis in child welfare research, as the differences
reported here cannot be observed using multiple or
logistic regression analyses.

A comparison of the relative magnitude of sur-
vival rates within the first month and last six months
in out-of-home care provide a valuable perspective
on how FCOHC differs from routine child welfare
services in reunifying children with their families. As
described earlier, workers reunified 25% of the chil-
dren entering out-of-home care in comparison coun-
ties within the first week of placement, compared
with 25% of children within the first three weeks of
placement in pilot counties. During the study, the
juvenile courts encouraged FCOHC workers to di-

vert children from out-of-home care, thus avoiding
any placement. (In Missouri, the juvenile court, not
DES, has authority to remove children from their
homes, ) Although consistent data are lacking to sub-
stantiate this practice, our analysis suggests that many
children who were returned home within the first
week in the comparison counties could have been
diverted from care, and we would expect children in
the pilot counties to need more intensive interven-
tion before returning home. Further research is
needed to monitor diversion activities.

The pattern of reunification exhibited in the sur-
vival analysis suggests that FCOHC workers were
actively involved in reunification throughout the
study period, whereas comparison counties exhib-
ited periods of tapering off, when little reunifica-
tion took place. These data give evidence to one di-
mension of the FCOHC program, to reunity
children as soon as the child and the family are ready,
rather than wait until the next administrative review.
When workers have large caseloads, the administra-
tive review frequently triggers attention to a case.
In FCOHC it appears that workers follow families
more closely and are better able to determine when
reunification should occur. This is a much better
proposition for children, families, and DFS.

It also appears that FCOHC workers know fami-
lies better because they spend more time with them.
This is reflected in the larger number of strengths-
based goals set. Families receiving FCOHC also are



referred to and use more services. However, fami-
lies who use the most services are less likely to be
reunified. This suggests there are children and fami-
lies who are more troubled and that additional ser-
vices for these families may not lead to reunifica-
tion. It is important, then, to be able to identify
these cases more quickly and to determine what ser-
vices may be missing. The findings suggest that when
children are admitted to out-of-home-care for physi-
cal abuse they are more likely to return home, which
suggests those families may receive adequate services.
These findings provide evidence that when workers
know families better, stay in contact with children,
and involve children and their families in interven-
tion planning, children are more likely to be reuni-
fied. Additional research on how interventions are
planned and provided would help us better under-
stand how to match children and families with ap-
propriate services.

Limitations and Future Research

First, although we were able to randomly select
children in larger counties, we were not able to ran-
domly assign counties to treatment or comparison
conditions. County directors who applied to par-
ticipate were willing to try new approaches to prac-
tice and may have been more innovative than other
directors. Nonapplicant counties may have had large
caseloads and been unable to assign workers to
FCOHC. This affects the generalizability to other
counties and states.

Second, during the study caseloads increased,
however, the impact of cascload was not examined.
In several smaller counties workers often carried sev-
eral cases, and it was difficult to separate their
FCOHC cases from their total caseload. This did
not appear to affect the overall FCOHC outcomes.

Another possible “contaminant™ was that pilot
group children could be placed with foster families
in nonpilot counties, or parents could move to
nonpilot counties. In these cases, the service worker
remained the pilot county worker. The reverse was
also true. Children from comparison counties could
be placed in pilot counties, but retained their worker
and received services similar to those of children and
families in comparison counties. These “crossovers”
occurred infrequently.

These data suggest that there can be benefits to
adopting a family-centered approach to out-of-home
care. The study demonstrates the benefits of using
survival analysis in family and child welfare research,
as the differential reunification rates were not readily
apparent through other forms of data analysis. Fur-

ther research on FCOHC is needed to assess the
extent to which benefits of a family-centered ap-
proach to out-of-home care are sustained over
time.
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