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Preface

This report uses data from focus groups with workers and foster parent to assess changes in
attitudes and practices related to the implementation of Family to Family. It begins by describing the
methods used to plan and conduct atota of 40 focus groups with individualsinvolved in both Family to
Family and more traditiona practice modds. It aso describes methodologica limitations that should be
kept in mind when drawing conclusions based on focusgroup data. The report then presentsworkers and
foster parents perspectiveson sx topics: servicesfor children and families, resourcesto support themin
their repective roles, support and encouragement, information sharing, partnership with birth parents, and
perceptions of the Family to Family Initiative. Where possible, comparisons are drawn between the
perspectives of workers and foster parents, and with comparable discussonsin an earlier series of focus
groups. Perspectives of workers and foster parents are considered important because of their direct
influence on the implementation of practice changesin support of the gods of Family to Family.

The evauation team for this Initiative includes aff from the prime contractor, Research Triangle
Ingtitute (RT1) and faculty and staff from its collaborator, the School of Socia Work at the University of
North Carolinaat Chapd Hill (UNC). CharlesL. Usher of UNC serves asthe principa investigator and
Deborah Gibbs of RTI is project manager. They share leadership of the evauation team with Judith
Wildfire, formerly of RTI and now with UNC. The focus group study was led by Deborah Gibbs, with
assistance from Karen Lissy and Nancy Braxton.

Opinions and conclusions expressed in thisreport are those of the authors and are not necessarily
shared by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the sponsor of the evauation. For further information about the
evaudion of Family to Family, please contact the principa investigator at:

E-mal: lynnu@email.unc.edu
Voice 919/ 962-6496

Fax: 919/ 962-6548

Mail: School of Socid Work
The Universty of North Carolinaa Chape Hill
301 Pittsboro Street

Chapel Hill, NC 27599-3550
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INTRODUCTION

During the implementation phase of the Family to Family initiative, agency leaders have made
ggnificant changesin the policies, structure and resource alocation patterns of their foster care programs.
The purposeof theseinnovationsisto rebuild foster care asafamily-centered processthat actively engages
child welfare workers and foster parents as partnersin rebuilding and supporting families. Over time, this
transformation should reduce the length of time dhildren spend in foster care, increase the proportion of
children who are reunited with their families, and reduce the likelihood thet children will later re-enter care.

This report uses information collected through a series of focus groups with workers and foster
parentsto examinetharr attitudes, beliefs, and self-reported practice patternsin the third year of the Family
to Family Initiative’ simplementation phase. A separate report, to be distributed in early 1998, will present
findings from andyss of longitudina dataand from interviewswith program leaders and managers. Based
on the experiences described by workers and foster parents, we can assessthe changesthat have occurred
asareault of the Initiative, and the barriers that stand in theway of achieving even greater changes. Focus
group dataare intended to complement other components of the Family to Family evauation by providing a
complement to interviews with agency leaders, and by suggesting possible interpretations of quantitative
data and directions for further investigation.

Although it is shaped in important ways by adminidrative decisons, foder care is ultimately a
sarvice ddivered by line workers and foster parents.  Therefore, the degree to which this ambitious
undertaking succeeds depends largely on two factors:

» the extent to which workers and foster parents are willing and able to engage in a

partnership with each other and with birth parents to care for children and support
families and

* how well the agency’ s palicies, structure and resources support this partnership on a
day-to-day basis.

In interviews conducted during the planning and early implementation phases, workers and foster
parents described such a partnership as being characterized by an open exchange of information and
support. Based on these discussons, and on focus groups conducted during the first year of
implementation, we hypothesized that each group’ s willingness to engage in partnership the other, and to
adopt a family-centered practice model, would in large part depend on the extent to which they felt
confident of adequate resourcesto perform their duties, accessto services, and support and encouragement
from the child welfare agency, as shown below.

Page 1




RTI/UNC

The section following this one describes how thefocus groupswere conducted and reviews some of
the limitations of focus group methodol ogy that should be kept in mind when reviewing thefindings. Section
3 presents the results of the focus groups, organized into four areas. We first examine how workers and
foster parents fed about their roles, in terms of the resources and supports available to help them serve
children and families, and the practicd and interpersond support available to them. We then look at their
perspectives on the partnership between foster parents, workersand birth parents. Finally, we assesstheir
perception of the Family to Family Initiative. Section 4 discussesthefindingsintermsof changes observed
in the course of the implementation phase, and implications for continued efforts.
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METHODOLOGY

Description of Focus Groups

We conducted focus groupsin each of the Family to Family implementation Sites* for atotal of 40
groups, between M arch of 1996 and February of 1997. Although terminology and role differentiation vary
among dtes, worker groups included non-supervisory workers responsible for making foster care
placements, providing ongoing casawork with childrenin foster care, reunifying and arranging adoptionsfor
children leaving foster care, and providing ongoing support to foster homes. We atempted to limit
participation to workers who had been employed at the Stefor at least Sx months, dthough this condition
was occasiondly not upheld. Foster parent groups included licensed foster parents who were currently
caring for anon-reative foster child, or who had done so within the previous sx months.

During the first round of evaluation focus groups, conducted in 1994,2 we aso held groupswithin
each state that were matched as closdly as possible to the Family to Family Stes. Because even relatively
gmilar communities varied in many important ways other than the presence or aasence of Family to Family
funding, the data from non participating communities did not prove to be sufficiently informative to judtify
repesting these groups. Within Family to Family sites, we held separate groups to compare the experience
of workers and fogter parents practicing within the new model to those operating under amoretraditiona
practicemodd. Itisimportant to note that this distinction is not precise, since the implementation process
proceeded somewhat differently in each site. Countiesin New Mexico had no traditiona groups, since
Family to Family was implemented county-wide in that state. Exhibit 1 summarizes the compostion of
groups within each date.

To recruit participants for the foster parent groups, we first requested names and addresses of
foster parents who met the geographic or practice mode definitions defined for that Site. We then mailed
lead letters, on the letterhead of the loca agency and signed by the loca Family to Family coordinator or
foster home resource coordinator, to potential participants. To ensure adequate participation, wemailed as
many as 30 lead letters per group, randomly sdlecting names from any ligt that included more than 30
potential participants. The letter described the focus group, let foster parents know that they were freeto
participate or not asthey chose, and invited themto cal RTI’ stoll-free number for moreinformationif they
wereinterested. Thosewnho caled were screened to confirm digibility, and giveninformation asto thetime
and location of their group. RTI staff made additiona calls as needed to recruit participants.

Because of thewd |- known difficulties of reaching socia workershy telephone, weworked through
supervisorsto recruit participantsfor these groups. Although functiond definitionsvary among depattmeants
groups were composed of workers who provide treatment services to children in foster care and their
parents, as well as workers who recruit and monitor foster homes. In some

! Birmingham, AL ; Baltimore and Prince George' s County, MD; Albuquerque and Santa Fe, NM; Cleveland and Cincinnati, OH;
Philadel phia, PA.

2 Evaluation of Family to Family: Reconstructing Foster Care: Focus Group Report. June 15, 1995: Research Triangle Institute.
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Focus Groups by State, Site, Participation and Type

Exhibit 1
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(Groups operating in Family to Family model shown in bold print)

State Site Foster Parents Workers
Alabama Jefferson County Target neighborhood Family to Family unit
Other foster parents Other workers
Georgia Savannah Zone 1 foster parents Family to Family
Zone 5 foster parents worker s*
Other workers
Maryland Bdtimore Zone 17 foster parents Family to Family unit*
Zone 19 foster parents Other workers
Prince George's Family to Family foster parents Family to Family unit*
County Other foster parents Other workers
New Mexico Berndillo East Foster parents (2 groups) Workers (2 groups)
Berndillo West Foster parents (2 groups)
Santa Fe Foster parents Workers (2 groups)
Ohio Cuyahoga County ~ West Side foster parents West Side workers
Glenville foster parents Glenville workers
Other workers
Hamilton County Primary site Primary site workers
Site 2 Site 2 workers
Site 3 Site 3 workers
Pennsylvania  Philadelphia Private agency foster parents DHS workers

Private agency foster parent
DHS foster parents

*Group included paraprofessiona case aides.

communities, workers groups included paraprofessond case aides. In thisreport, we will use the term
“workers’ to represent both socia workers and case aides.

Group sizeranged from 3 to 12, with atota of 196 foster parents and 152 workers participating.
When fewer than three participantswere available, we conducted informd interviewswith thosewho were
available, and rescheduled the group if possible.

The focus groups followed a topic guide that was adapted from that used for the groups held in
1994, to facilitate comparisonswith the early stage of Family to Family implementation asmuch aspossible.
Topics were added and deleted based on our growing understanding of key issuesand our experience of
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what worked within groups. Thetopic guide provided amoderate degree of consstency acrosssiteswhile
alowing pursuit of relevant topicsthat may have emerged spontaneoudy inthe course of discusson. Topics
were roughly pardld for the foster parents and workers groups, as seen in Exhibit 2.

Exhibit 2
Focus Group Discussion Topics

Topic Foster Parents Groups Workers Groups

Introduction Introduction of moderators
Description of focus group purpose and format
Explanation of confidentidity and audiotaping

Introduction of participants

Resources Experiencesin getting needed servicesfor Availahility of servicesfor children and families
children Casdoads and their impact on practice
Stipends, reimbursement, respite care

Support and Interactions with children’ sworkers and Rdationships with colleagues, supervisors and

Encouragement homefinders, crisis services agency management
Agency’ s respect and agppreciation for foster
parents

Information Adequacy of information about children Sharing information and decison-making with
Participation in case reviews foster parents

Partnership Attitudes toward mentoring birth parents Attitudes toward partnership between foster and

birth parents

Reform Awareness and assessment of Family to Awareness and assessment of Family to Family

Family Key components of Family to Family

Key components of Family to Family

All groups were moderated by an RTI staff member familiar with Family to Family, with asecond
daff member asssting with logistics and teking notes.  With participants permisson, groups were
audiotaped. Tapeswerelater transcribed, then reviewed by project aff, who abstracted the discussion by
topic areas. Text-oriented database software (NUD* 1ST) was used to sort and compare abstracted data
for review and synthesis.

To create an dternate summary view of the data, groups were aso characterized (as strongly
negative, negative, podtive or strongly positive) according to their predominant attitude or assessment of
conditions with respect to key topics. Where two groups of the same type (traditional and Family to
Family) were held in asingle Site, they were combined for coding in order to avoid over-representation of
that Stewithin the group-leve data. Iningtanceswhere sharply mixed opinionswere maintained throughout
the group’s discussion, or where a topic was not discussed in depth, no coding was attempted. This
resulted in high levels of mssing data for some topics, for which group-level data are therefore not be
presented.
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Idedlly, quditative data should be reviewed by at least two researchers, performing independent
coding and checking the reliability of their coding decisons. Because the staff member who had asssted
with the focus groups and was familiar with the datawas unavailable during the andlys's, recoding was not
possible. Instead, the principa researcher reviewed the transcripts and coding sheets repestedly over the
andysis period.

Discussonsin the following chapters are based primarily on review of abstracted transcripts, with
group-level summary data and illugtrative quotes. Some quotes have been edited for brevity and clarity.

Limitations of Focus Group Methodology

Although focus groups provide richly textured data that can expand our understanding of the
respondents’ perspective on their experience, certain cautions should be kept in mind when reviewing their
results. As with any data collection method, focus groups can produce biased findings if there are
systematic disparities in the persons who are recruited or in those who agree to participate. To guard
agang sdection bias, weether recruited dl digiblefoster parents or arandomly selected group. However,
the necessity of using supervisorsto recruit workers who participated in the groups crested a potentia for
bias. To counteract any natura tendency to select workerswho might present amore favorableview of the
agency, we attempted to recruit entire unitswhenever possible. We a so assured supervisorsthat wewere
interested in gathering arange of opinionsand that specific Steswould not be named within thereport. The
wide range of both positive and negative perspectives heard in most groups suggested that selection bias
was not amgor thredt.

Unlike other methodologies in which data are collected from individuals, focus groups are aso
subject to bias if the conversation is dominated by persons with certain viewpoints, or if a generdized
inhibition againgt discussng certain topicsexigswithin thegroup. Theformer Stuationisreadily recognized
and can be handled by askilled moderator. Thelatter Situation may not be detected by amoderator whois
unfamiliar with the population, and if detected, may ill be difficult to overcome. Unlike many other
populations, both workers and foster parents are accustomed to discussing senditivetopics. Becausethey
are able to set boundaries when they consider open discusson ingppropriate, many potentidly sendtive
topics could be discussed rdatively fregy within groups.

Aswith many datacollection methodol ogies, there exigtsthe possibility that participantswill provide
responses that they perceive to be socially dedrable or pleasing to the moderator. We attempted to
minimize this tendency by explicitly disavowing any interest in hearing either “happy tak” or “horror
dories,” by stating that our experience was that all agencies had both positive and negative features. We
aso downplayed the connection between thefocus groups and the Family to Family Initiative, saying instead
that the groupswere held in response to adesireto hear the perspectives of those onthefront linesof foster
care practice. However, the possibility that responses were stated in either a positive light (to present a
favorable impresson in hopes of influencing future funding) or a negative one (to expose poor practices)
remans. Agan, thewiderange of both postive and negative commentstendsto argue againg the existence
of aggnificant biasin this repect.

Findly, dthough our groups were organized to represent practice within Family to Family and
traditiona models, it must be emphasized that these distinctions are not clear-cut. None of the Family to
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Family groups havefully implemented their intended changes. At thesametime, thoseStesdill operatingin
amore traditional modd have undoubtedly been affected by changing attitudes, resources and practices
resulting from the Initiative. In addition, there are subgtantia interpretations in how states have chosen to
operationaizethe Family to Family modd, resulting in substantia variation among Family to Family groups
aswdl asbetween Family to Family and traditiond groups. Therefore, dthough we can usethe group-led
coding to comment on some generd distinctions among the two models, it would be inagppropriate to draw
gpecific conclusions about differences within or between specific communities.
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RESULTS

Services

The extent to which children can be returned to their families or successfully placed in other long-
term living arrangements depends in part on the child wedfare agency’s effectiveness in providing or
accessing trestment and support services. Because many of the services needed cannot be provided
directly by the child wefare agency, their successin ddivering services will require effective collaboration
with community providers & well as internal procedures that facilitate identification of and access to
appropriate providers. We asked foster parents about their experiencesin getting needed servicesfor the
childrenintheir care, and workers about their experiencesin locating and arranging servicesfor thechildren
and familiesin their casdoads.

Foster Parents: Availability of Services. Itisnot surprisngthet foser parentshave strong
feelings about the supportive services needed by the children in their care, Snce they are typically those
mogt directly affected by whatever difficulties children are experiencing. For the most part, foster parents
reported that needed services were available. The barrier to services described most frequently was the
effort required to engage the caseworker’ s attention, convince the caseworker that the service was needed,
and processthe required paperwork. Some foster parents believe that workers downplay the seriousness
of achild's problemsin order to avoid the effort necessary to arrange for services.

You have to know what terminology to use. Like if a child is really a behavior problem,
you have to say that child is a danger to himself and others.

If you don't keep calling, they’ll forget that you exist.

In some communities, foster parents report being encouraged to |ocate services themsaves, and
even trained to advocate on their children’s behdf, with workers providing backup as needed. Although
experienced foster parents, in particular, often prefer taking charge of the pocess, the baance of
responsibility must sometimes be negotiated between foster parent and worker.

We've been around the block a few times, with other kids, and we knew what to ask for.

But it's also a great help to have that agency saying you tell us what you need and
we’ll make sure that we put it in writing and put the money behind what needs to be
done to get services for this child.

Just go ahead and make the schedule and appointments. Then call and tell them what
you did. They are just so excited aboutit. You are taking your part and doing your job
well. Unless they feel threatened by it. Then is when you get the resistance that says,
you were supposed to call me and | am supposed to do that.

Most foster parents expect to transport children to gppointments, and fed that they are the most
gppropriate personsto accompany children to medica care. However, those with severd children in their
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household, or children with frequent gppointments to multiple providers, pointed out that the time required
madeitimpossiblefor foster parentsto keep up with both children’ sneeds and their own job requirements.
Thiswas particularly true for sSingle parents or foster homes with two working parents.

Among sarvice types, the most frequently mentioned problems were with school systems, when
children needed specid education servicesfor learning or behaviora deficits. Foster parentsacrossseverd
communities described ther frudration in

Foster Parents: Availability of Services deding with schools and ther need for
reinforcement from casaworkersin negotiating

with school personnd.

-4 Although the mgority of groups
B50 described their access to sarvices in either
..:_' / positive or very positive terms, dl of the “very
a5 positive’ responses were from Family to
8 Family groups. A review of foster parents
a y comments reveded that these stes did not

0 T - necessarily have more abundant loca service

Very Negative Negative  Positive Very Positive resources than traditiond dtes. In fact, very

disparate assessments of service availability

[ ] Traditional shtes (8 skss) were heard in different groups within sites.

|:| Family to Family sites (9 sites) Generally, foster parents in Family to Family

dtes described having better access to

casaworkers who could respond to foster parents' concerns and were willing to facilitate their accessto
services.

Workers: Availability of Services. Workers were generaly less confident than foster
parents of the availability of needed services. Thismay reflect their keener awvareness of the gapsin the
system, aswell astheir need to respond to the service needs of birth parentsaswdl aschildren. Workers
identified barriers in the larger service syslem and within their agencies that made it difficult to connect
familiesand children to services. Externd barriersto service delivery include the familiar shortage of such
chronically scarce services as substance abuse trestment and housing, poor quaity of available servicesand
long delaysin arranging needed sarvices, aswdl asregtrictionson service accessfor familiesparticipating in
Medicaid managed care plans. Internd barriers included lack of information about existing community
sarvices and cumbersome processes required to access resources within the agency.

When we send stuff over to finance, it's the biggest headache we’ve got, because they
say, oh, you need to get this piece of paperwork, and when you get it, they say, oh,
we’re sorry, you can’t fax it, this isn’t dated right.

Most of the time, we get information from each other. You sit in a room and say, does
anybody know who | can call about this situation? And we developed our own little
resource box.
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Workers: Availability of Services

Groups representing the Family to
Family practice model generdly described
more favorable experiences in accessng
savices. As with foster parents, dl of the
“very pogtive’ responseswere from Family to
Family groups, and were based on successful
drategies for increasing access to resources
rather than differences in the surrounding

) _ . community. Resource mobilization Srategies
0 — T included direct cortracting with service
Very Negative Negative  Positive Very Positive providers, community outreach to identify and
access previousy untapped resources, and
teaching birth parentshow to locate and access
services on their own behdlf.

t
<
|

Percant of groups
H
|

[[] Traditional sites (7 sitas)
|:| Family to Family sites (9 sites)

We can help her find housing: go with her to different places to look at houses, and
show what to look for, how to talk to the landlord and put money down and go get it.

Even if they don’'t have a phone in the house, | will take a phone book and show them
in the front of the book there is a lot of resources for county agencies. In the back of
the book are mental retardation agencies you can work with, there are advocates,
there is the welfare rights organization.

Discussion. Mo of thechild welfare agencies participating in Family to Family must copewith
seemingly intractable condraints with respect to available resources such as drug treatment, affordable
housing, home-based servicesand school systems. Although workersand foster parentscan rarely create
resources where none exi<t, the focus group discussions demondtrate that adequate supports for workers
can help ensure that they are able to connect familiesto services. Workers who have both the inclination
and time to work with foster parents and birth parents can extend their reach even further by empowering
them to identify and access services.

Although dl of the barriersto service access identified by the 1994 groups were noted within this
round of focus groups, strategiesto facilitate access and support both birth and foster parentsin mobilizing
resources have clearly made a difference in some Family to Family Stes.

Resources

The work performed by child welfare workers and foster parents must certainly rank among the
world' smost demandingjobs. The scarcity of basic materia supportsfor performing thework quickly tests
the dedli cation of even themost motivated, and drivesmany talented individuasfromthefied. Althoughthe
intringc rewardsarefar morelikely to beimportant in atracting and retaining workers and foster parentsto
thiswork, materia support clearly affects their experience aswell. Therefore, we spent sometime within
the focus groups talking about financia support for foster parents and workers assessment of their
workload.
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Foster Parents: Reimbursement Issues. Although foster care board paymentsarethe
largest part of foster parents’ financia support, we did not discuss these within the focus groups, for two
reasons. Firg, they aretypicdly set at the state rather than the locd leve, and thus not within the power of
local agencies to modify. More importantly, in our earlier groups we found that foster parents fedlings
about board payments appeared to reflect generd satisfaction with foster parenting more than the adequacy
of the payment. Instead, we asked participants about their experiencesin getting reimbursed for expenses
related tofoster care, such asclothing and transportation. Participantsfrequently volunteered commentson
board payments within our discussions of reimbursements, however. Across the groups, there were a
ggnificant number of podtive comments on both the adequacy of payments and the efficiency of
reimbursements. However, there were aso some recurring concerns.

For dl typesof financid transactions, amgor source of tendonisthe availability of clear information
on payment policies. Foster parents said they didn’t understand, or got conflicting information on what
kinds of expenseswere expected to be covered by board payments, which were separately reimbursable,
and what levedl of support they should expect for different children. In paticular, they fdt that the
determination of whether achildisto be classfied as special needswas based on convenience or budgetary
congderations rather than assessment of the case. In the absence of widdly available information, many
believed that policies areinterpreted and applied arbitrarily, and that relationships with the workers matter
more than palicy.

They’'ve taken the position that all kids are okay, and they start you on the flat-rate.
And then you have to go and prove that they’re not.

It depends on your caseworker. If they like you, they'll break their necks for you. If
they don’t, you will wait forever. That's just the way it is.

It makes you feel like some people just have some kind of favored status, and we’re not
even informed about what is available. That's another thing that is really degrading.

Concerns about rembursement were voiced most frequently with respect to children’s clothing
alowances. Foster parents said that support is particularly inadequate for infants who need disposable
digpers, adolescents who fed they need brand-name clothing, and children who arrive as emergency
placementswith no clothes other than what they arewearing. The perception of arbitrary decision-meking
exacerbatesthese concerns. Foster parentsa so didike clothing vouchersthat are difficult to use efficiently,
such as those that must be used al a once and in one store, making it impossible to shop for bargains or
replace shoes as they are outgrown.

This clothing voucher is a big thing with all of us.

| had a fourteen-year old who came to me just before school started. She had nothing.
With that $55 they wanted me to buy clothes and books. | don't think that's enough.

| have two little girls that are siblings. Some social workers are so good about giving as
much as they can, and then there’s some that aren’t. One child will have $100 or
$200, and the other child won't get even $100. They're the same age. This is not
right.
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Reimbursement for transportation expenses is another area of concern in many stes. Some
participants said they were actively discouraged from submitting requestsfor reimbursement, while others
described confusion over when transportation should be reimbursed. Many said that the effort and delay
involved so far outweighs the vaue of the rembursement that they no longer bothered submitting their
requests. Some foster parents aso report that items that were formerly reimbursable, such as day care
expenses, are now supposed to be included in their board payments.

| keep doing it [submitting transportation claims], but I've only gotten one check in four
years.

DSS placed an infant with me. | had nothing, not a crib, not nothing. They paid me
$570 a month, and $400 went to child care. The rest went to everything else.

Ddaysininitid board paymentswerereported in anumber of Stes. For foster parentswho provide
short-term emergency care to a large number of children, delays and missing payments may accrue to
substantid amounts. Foster parents described significant burdens of time spent and irritation involved in
tracking and following up on payments, and reported that some were Smply never paid.

| have two kids now. One | got recently , and one (three months ago) and | haven't
received a dime on either. It's hard when you have four or five kids. They owe me

] $1,600, and the mortgage payment
FOSIGI‘ Pal'ant!-: Ralmhursament |!3l.lﬂs doesn’t care, you know.

Fogter parents in Family to Family
groups were more likely overdl to describe
their experienceswith financid transactionsin
positiveor very postiveterms, dthough there
were some very podtive responses from
traditional groups as well. The apparently
10 large number of “very postive’ responses

y 4 among the traditional groups represent sites

T “— B 7 inwhichimproved processes have benefitted

Vary Negative Nagative  Positive Very Positive traditiond and Fani|y to Fafn"y foder

|:| Traditional sites (6 sitea) E:’Sgni:: dCé;)rl:ESedWItcl]’IUi C\:IEW rf)ooit:,s/:e

D Family to Family eites (10 sites) reimbursements and board payments that

started soon after placement of a child.

While some conditions, such as promptness of board payments and policies on clothing alowances, gpplied

equdly to Family to Family and traditiona groupswithin the same site, disparitieswithin the same Sitewere

sometimes noted in the perception of workers' respons venessto requestsand the arbitrariness of decisions.
Overdl, negative assessments were more frequent than positive ones, but not by alarge margin.

Parcant of groups
£
|

Workers: Caseloads. Sncethefundamenta resource availableto workersisthe amount of
their own time available to work their cases, we asked them about their casel oad and how they adapted to
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it. Asin 1994, thiswas an explosive issue that generated heated and frequently € oquent conversationin
nearly every group. Indgtriking contrast to earlier groups, however, wasthefact that workersin severd sites
described their casdoads as being at least manageable, or even optimal.

Workerswere quick to point out that numerical casel oad levelsaone are not an adequateindicator
of their workload. Over time, the problems presented by families in their caseload have become more
complex and seemingly intractable, the demands of paperwork have increased, and job definitions have
been restructured so that caseworkers are now responsible for many moretasksthan before. In addition,
congtant high turnover levels, exacerbated by the use of contract workers, shrinksthe core of experienced
workerswho arefamiliar with local resourcesand procedures. Conversdly, in some siteswhere casel oads
have been reduced, the benefit of this change hasin some cases been further enhanced by geographically-
based casdloads that reduce travel demands and alow workers to develop relationships with a smaler
group of service providers. In other Sites, teaming of case aides with socid workers alows the aide to
work asa pargprofessona with hisor her own relationship to familieswho can provide additiona contact
with families as well astaking over some routine functions from the social worker.

Workers readily provided examples of waysin which ther practiceis affected by casdoad levels.
When high casdl oads demand choices among conflicting priorities, workers respond to explicit or implied
messages from supervisors and managemen asto what is most essential and what can be compromised.
Mosg said they routinely worked extrahoursin order to meet even the basic demands of thefamiliesintheir
casdoads. This includes working through lunch or in the evenings, or making visits &ter hours or on
weekends, even if thisisdiscouraged by officepolicy. Severd noted theresulting toll on their persond and
family lives, and the contribution of workload to high turnover levels.

Even if you are caught up, you are behind. Right now| can tell you on all my cases, all
the paperwork is up to date, but here are ten other things | need to be doing, like
putting in referrals for assessments. All the official paperwork that would be checked if
| got audited is fine, but you are never caught up.

You either drop the ball or work extra hours. And dropping the ball is not an option,
because then you're written up. So you’re going to come in and take care of whatever
it is that you need to get done.

The amount and quality of contact with familiesisthe areain which workers fet casdoad levels
mogt affect their practice.  Although workers rardy acknowledged vigting families and children less
frequently than the required minimum, they were quick to point out the superficid qudity of these“drive-by”
vidgts. Mogt frudrating is the redlization that they are unlikely to be able to anticipate problems and take
preventive measures even for families with whom they are in contact.

I don’t go all the way upstairs every time and see if their rooms are clean. If they’'ve got
food in, they kind of open up the refrigerators when they see me coming. Throw the
freezer open, line up the kids, they all wave to me. Okay, we're fine, we need some
tokens, no, | didn't make it to counseling but I'll go next week. Love you. Bye.
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We're focusing on the family that's already blown up. We can’t prevent. Like the family
that only needed day care: we can’'t get it to them. So we’re removing their kids a week
later because they left them unsupervised. It’s really frustrating.

An Independent Living Program worker pointed out that because her time constraints meant that
she could sometimes only respond to cases that were in crigs, the young people in her casdoad would
precipitate crisesin order to get accessto her.

They realize that the only way they are going to get your attention is to get in trouble—
so they do. You're the most familiar thing they have, and they're going to do what they
have to do to get you out there.

Workers with lower casdloads, by contrast, described themsalves as busy, but did not report
routinely working extrahours. Lower caseloads free workers to practice in a style more consstent with
professond standards so that they cantruly “work thecase” They visit more often, establish rdationships
with family members, identify underlyingissuesand begin work onthem, help familieslocateawider variety
of needed services. Workers emphas zed that thelr more cons stent contact with the family meant that they
were often able to identify emerging needs and take stepsto avert crises.

| think it helps you to establish a more therapeutic relationship with your clients. | don'’t
go in there and just say “hi” because they are okay, then leave. You really get into
other issues, and get a sense of what their history is, and what they want to do with
their lives.

You are not just doing crisis management. You can see a crisis coming, and deal with
it right then and there.

Workerswith lower caseloads aso noted that they were able to expand their network of contacts
around the family to include more frequent contact with other professionas and even prevention-oriented
community outreach. Mogt of these Sites have dso indituted family team meetings, in which birth parents,
foster parentsand other involved profess ondsand family membersare mohilized in support of reunification.

Although the time required to arrange and hold such meetings makes them infeasible for workers with
higher casdoads, family team meetings leverage the worker’ s efforts by extending the network of active
support for the family.

| give everybody assignments in my meetings, including me. | tell the dad, go establish
paternity, and you have to have that done in two months. I'll tell the foster parents, go
do this. So my case plan moves that much faster. My cases move double time
because everybody on the case, including my providers, is doing assignments.

Seems like I've had more contact with the schools and with the therapist. Before they
might give you a report once in a blue moon, but now I'm talking to them, sometimes on
a weekly basis.

It isinteresting to notethat workers' description of increased contacts with the network surrounding
the families made possible by lower casdoad leves did not include mentions of greeter interaction with
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foster parents, except within family team
meetings. As will be discussed in later
250 sections, workers are far more likely to see
S foster parents as advocates for the child,
E raher than as potentid patners in
3 reunification.
2256
o
S Differences between Family to
o o Family and treditiond gtes are striking with

regard to casdoad levels. Mogt of the

traditional Stes described casdload levelsin

[ ] Traditional sites (7 sitas) negative or very negative terms, representing

D Family to Family sites (8 sites) gtuations in which a best they were able to

keep up with prioritized tasks while letting

others dip. In the Family to Family sites, by contrast, the large mgority of Sites characterized casdoad

levelsin positive terms, with haf of those describing their casdoadsin “very pogtive’ terms, at levelsthat
enable them to truly “do socid work.”

Very Negalive Negative  Positive Very Positive

Discussion. Although both are determined by budgetary congtraints, we do not mean to suggest
that reimbursements and casdloads should be seen as equivaent issues. Workers' comments make clear
that casdoad levels have a far-reaching impact not just on work-related stress but on the nature of their
practice. Thiseffect iscompounded by thewaysinwhich workerswith lower case oads are ableto further
extend their reach by empowering birth and foster parents to advocate for themsealves and for children.
Reimbursement practices have a more subtle effect, but one that is potentidly far-reaching as well.
Arbitrary decisons, delays and meager support are frequently interpreted by foster parents asindicative of
the esteem in which they are held by the agency. At alarger leve, inadequate financia support restricts
foster parenting to those who can afford to supplement agency support for children from their own
resources.

Sincefinancia transactionswere universally agreed to be an area of difficulty inthe 1994 groups, it
is notable that experienced foster parents in severd dtes identified this as an area where agency
performance had improved in recert years. 1n 1994, dl but one site described their caseload levels as
excessively high. Now, workers in most Family to Family dtes describe casdoads that dlow more
extensve client contact and prevention-oriented practice.

Support and Encouragement

Both workers and foster parents depend heavily on socid support to sustain them in their efforts,
advise them in dealing with difficult Stuations, and back them up during crises. We asked fodter parents
about the support they receive from workers, and workers about the support they receive from co-
workers, supervisors and agency administration.

Foster Parents: Support from Workers. Although foster parents primary working
relationship is with the children they care for, it is interaction with their children’s caseworkers that
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communicates how they are viewed by the child wefareagency. Inadditionto serving asintermediariesfor
resources such asfinancia support and services, most foster parents|ook to workersfor ongoing supportin
deding with the children in their care.

More so than for any other topic, responses on thistopic varied both within and among sites. So
many statementswere prefaced by the phrase it depends on theworker,” as participants provided widdy
divergent examples from their own recent experiences, that it was difficult to characterize the sense of the
group. Our review of the transcripts indicated that Steswere in fact evenly divided between positive and
negative assessments on this topic. However, the discussion tended to focus largely on negative
experiences, suggesting both the importance of the topic and the level of pent-up feding surrounding it.
Foster parents' chief concerns focused on the frequency of face-to-face contact with the workers, how
eadly the worker could be reached if there were problems, and the extent to which the worker conveyed
respect and appreciation for the foster parent.

Foster parents were acutdy sendtive to the frequency of contacts with their child's worker.
Although some fogter parents profess to prefer being left done, most welcome frequent and supportive
contact with their child’ scaseworker. They gppreciate workerswho vist regularly, appear interetedinthe
foster parent’ s fedings as well as the child’ swdl-being, and are accessible by telephone. Foster parents
who have experienced thislevel of support acknowledged that the workers involved were often working
extrahoursto achieveit. When workers meet agency requirements for contact by seeing the child outside
the fogter parent’ shome (in the course of family visits), thisleavesthe foster parent feding aneed for more
interaction.

The really good workers either leave or end up moving up the scale to supervisor and
other positions. Then you end up with those that are doing their job but are kind of
burned out on it. And the ones you loved working with are way up there.

There's the caseworker, and she has an assistant. They don’t visit at the same time,
but they each come at least twice a month, which means they’re in my house every
week.

When he comes to pick up the baby to go visit his mom, that's when he talks to me.
And he’s always on his way, real quick out the door.

Especidly when workers do not vigt frequently, ease of telephone accessis amagor concern for
foder parents. They see voice mail as a barrier to contact rather than a way to keep touch with highly
mobile workers, both because they want an immediate response, and because they are not convinced that
workers will return their cdls.

When you try to get the worker, if you get the voice mail or answering machine, you
may as well stop because you're going to get that for two or three hours. There’s a
supervisor, too, but then you get their voice mail.

Participants are generdly aware that workers high casdoad levels limits their opportunities for
contact. However, in severa sites where caseloads have declined in recent years, foster parents do not
report any differencein their contact with workers. Foster parentsa so seethe effect of high casdoad levels
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in the form of frequent turnover among ther children’s caseworkers. Experienced foster parents fed that
they are congtantly training new workers. They may resent being advised on parenting by young workers
who may not have had children of their own, and who have not cared for children with the kinds of behavior
problems common among foster children.

With the child I've had for 13 months, she’s gone through four social workers in that
time, and | think | can count on one hand how many times they’ve been in my home.

We had a brand new social

Foster Parents: Support from Caseworker worker, and she was like, | don't
know how to do that yet. |felt like |

was parenting the social worker.

50 Although the tigh variability within
§ groupson thistopic made any assessment of
g group ratings difficult, comments overdl
25 — gopear roughly evenly divided between
€ positive and negative assessments in both
§ Family to Family and traditiona dtes. Only
4 in Family to Family sites were groups

0

strongly positive commentsheard frequently.
Very Negative Negative Paaltive Very Pesltive Commts |n tho$ St& a‘nphaszaj
workers responsveness and avalability,

[ ] Traditional sites (8 sites) with few or no negative comments.

|:| Family to Family sites (10 aites)

Foster parents comments about
their foster home coordinator, by contrast, were entirely poditive and in some cases gpproached heroic
dimensions. Although somewere acknowledged to beless hepful than others, the most negative comment
heard was from afoster parent who felt her home worker visited too frequently, disrupting her household
routine. Moretypical were responses from partici pants whose home workers served as a sounding board
in deding with problematic children, offered encouragement, and facilitated access to resources such as
clothing vouchers.

| know that she would go into a burning building for me and pull me out.

| couldn’t live without mine.

Foster Parents: Support After Allegations of Abuse. Perhapsthemost severetest of a
foster parent’ s relationship with the agency occurs when an dlegation of abuse is made againgt the foster
parent. This topic, dthough not originaly included in the focus group topic guide, was added after it
emerged spontaneoudy in severd Stes. The overwheming response described by foster parents was one
of hurt, anger and betrayd that they could be imagined to be potentia abusers.

What started getting to me was when they started sending people to check me. That
would really get me angry. Because why would | want to be a foster parent if | was
going to do that?

Page 17




RTI/UNC

Specific agpects of the agency’ sinvestigative procedure were particularly difficult for foster parents
under investigation. Foster parents were taken aback by the agency’ s apparent presumption of guilt onther
part, particulary in contrast to what is perceived asleniency with birth parents. Some foster parentswere
not informed of the investigation directly by the agency, but learned of it from police officersor from children
who had been questioned at schoal.

To make a long story short, the children got hurt visiting mom, they came back to me, |
called and reported it, and I'm the one sitting in the police station taking a lie detector
test.

They go to the school first, and they go to court before they come and accuse you of it.

They go to all the kids, and you go to school with the teachers that you know because
you've been a foster parent for so long, and they’re looking at you and thinking, |
wonder if she’s really done this?

Some foster parents described scenarios of investigations where they felt the department had
responded in a more respectful manner, by using “common sense’ and not over-reacting to obvioudy
fabricated stories, or by going through with the required procedure without demonizing the foster parent.
Even 0, they are troubled by the knowledge that the record of the dlegation will remainin ther file.

| did not have a bad experience. But the allegation is still in my record. Still unsub-
stantiated, but anybody that reads through that can question my qualifications.

Thediscussion highlighted thefact that few foster parents understand the agency’ slegal mandateto
place paramount importance on representing the child’ sinterestsin such stuations. When theinvestigation
is concluded, there is rarely a chance for the foster parent to discuss the experience with the agency in an
amosphere that reaffirms confidence in the foster parent.

They treat you like you are some kind of bad perpetrator, this person who has done
these awful things. Then when it is all over with, “oh, sorry.” Like nothing happened.

A recurrent theme throughout the group discussions, and particularly in discussion of interactions
withworkers, wasthe generd lack of respect for foster parents. Even among foster parentswho described
workers as being available and responsive, descriptions of the perceived attitude of workerstoward foster
parents were sometimes negative, suggesting alarger pattern in which foster parents are not seen as part of
ateam.

Most foster parents are processed out over a fairly short period of time because they
cannot stand that kind of interaction. They don’t understand why you need to have this
consistent demoralizing, degrading, denigrating attitude directed toward you.

| don't get a real sense here that we are valued for our service, and this is very
disheartening because the work we do is extremely difficult. It's subtle, how a social
worker may speak to you disrespectfully or discount what you say.
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Workers: Support Within Agency. Workers rdy primarily on ther colleagues and
immediate supervisors for ongoing support. Their environment isaso affected in Sgnificant ways by both
explicit policiesand symbolic communicationsfrom agency adminigtration. Because of time condrantsand
the potentid senstivity of the topic, we did not directly ask workers how they felt about their relationships
with coworkers, supervisorsand adminigtration. However, wedid code and review commentsonthistopic
offered spontaneoudy in gpproximately haf of the groups.

Itislikely that socid pressureswould inhibit discussion of unsupportive behavior by colleaguesand
immediate supervisorswithin agroup of co-workers. Finding fault with upper manegement, by contrag, isa
time-honored practice within many organizations. Nevertheless, the contrast in perceived support from
colleagues, supervisorsand adminigrationisstriking. Whenworkersdiscussed interactionswith their peers,
it was generdly in terms of ways in which they supported and relied upon each other. The most negetive
comment heard wasframed in termsof how time and emotiona pressuresmadeit impossiblefor workersto
support each other. More typica were statements that the support among workers was one of the
strongest reasons for staying with a difficut and often frugtrating job. Although the high level of non
response on this topic makes within-group comparisons unreliable, it is dtriking that dl of the Family to
Family stesinwhich thistopic arose discussed their coworkers willingnessto provide both emotional and
practica support, and the importance of thelr identity as ateam, in highly postive terms.

If it weren't for the support and the commitment and the caring and the professionalism
of my colleagues, | would not be here. | don’t understand it, with what we have to deal
with, but we do it and | think that keeps a lot of us here.

Comments were generdly favorable, but somewhat more guarded, when describing supervisors.
Positive comments described “ guardian angdl's,” whose own experience aslineworkers makesthem aware
of what workers must contend with because “they’ ve been there” Negative comments focused on
supervisors who were out of touch with the redlities faced by line workers, and overly concerned with
paperwork rather than socia work.

If something happens on my caseload, my supervisor is going to be right there backing
me up.

| give all credit to my supervisor, and | am serious. My supervisor was on the line for a
long time, and so she knows. If | get overloaded, my supervisor will help write the
paperwork. You need that.

Two grong themes emerge from the uniformly negative comments about agency administraion The
first isthat agency leadership either do not understand, or refuse to acknowledge, the pressures underwhich
workers operate. Instead of responding to workers concerns about clients and services, they are
perceived as focusing on procedurd trivia Even more troubling to workers is the belief that agency
adminigtration would be unlikely to support aworker in the event of a seriousincident or child fatdity.

Basically they say that if you time-manage, and if you do this and do that, you should
be able to manage this caseload. No one will ever say, we gave you too much to do.
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We had ten people leave
on one day recently. So
what does the upper
administration do? They

a send down a memo of
350 — rules on how we have to
o keep our space, what we
5 can have hanging on our
- wall, how many plants we
528 can have, what we have to
= dress like and where we
{ / can eat.
o -

If anything comes down,
the first head that rolls is
yours.

Very Negative Negative  Posilive Very Positive

|:| Traditional sites (8 sites)

] Family to Family sites (8 sites) We also asked workers for

their assessment of the skills and

dedication of the foster parentsin their community. Workersin most stes described the qudifications of

fogter parents in generaly positiveterms, but pointed out that there was substantia variability among them.

They were quick to acknowledge the stresses under which foster parents operate, which in many ways

mirror their own Stuation, and described with considerable sympathy how chronic shortages of foster

homes lead to over-placement within available homes and made it impossible to offer foster parents an

occasiona bresk in between placements. They aso acknowledge that their own casdloads made it

impossible for them to provide the kinds of support that foster parents need in dealing with demanding

children. Workersdescribed acyclein which these stresses contribute to turnover that exacerbatesthe lack
of experienced and wdll-trained foster parents.

Our good foster parents are being burnt out because we’re overloading them, putting
too many kids in the home, which eventually leads to a CPS investigation, which may
end in discharging them.

We have some families who could be stronger and more helpful if they had some extra
support and training opportunities, and right now the placement staff can’t get to that.

At the same time, workers were quick to point out that there are homes thet fal far short of the
skills and dedication that children need. Among these are foster parents who approach therole asapaid
job, and engage workersin constant struggles over providing transportation and reimbursement. Although
they would prefer not to place children in these homes, overadl shortages of available homes make it
impossbleto avoid.

Some of them, you place kids and you walk away from the house going, “please God,
don't let anything bad happen here.” You don’t tell the child, “oh, it's going to be
better,” because sometimes you just don’'t know.

| think out of ten foster parents, one of them would be really, really good, and at least
three others are kind of okay. The rest - | don’'t know if they get tired of being foster
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parents, or they're just not there for the right reasons. It's hard to work with a family
that not’s going to work with you.

Workersin severd stes pointed out that recently-trained foster parents, and those who had been
specificdly trained or re-trained as Family to Family homes, werefar stronger than others. Foster parents
trained in Family to Family, in particular, were described aswilling to work with difficult children, spprecia-
tiverather than resentful of higher levels of contact with the casaworker and more oriented to reunification.
Although nat dl Family to Family workers have access to foster parents who are committed to Family to
Family, workersin Family to Family steswere morelikey to describe thefoster parentsthey worked with
in pogtive terms.

Once they have accepted Family to Family and retrained, their attitude is totally
different compared to the old foster parents who were conditioned differently.

| see the foster parents that have been doing this for 18 years, and they’ve been doing
it the exact same way for 18 years. Whereas the newer foster parents seem much
more into it, much more trainable, much more flexible.

Discussion. Workersand foster parents share alack of support fromthoseonwhoinlarge part
determine the circumstances under which they work. Members of both groups frequently describe
themsdves asbeing sustained by their dedicationto children, and continuing in their work in spite of thislack
of support. While some create support networks from among their colleagues, high turnover rates within
both roles reflect the depth of the problem.

Evidence that relationships between child wdfare agenciesand fogter parents have improved in
recent yearsis scattered. Although workersin some sitesmay be more accessible, few foster parentsfed
that their roleisrespected or appreciated. Asin 1994, workersfed strongly supported by their colleagues
and supervisors, but less confident that agency administration will back them up in making difficult cdls
about cases.

Information

Sharing information about childrenisidedly an ongoing, mutua process between workersand foster
parents. Workers have accessto background information amassed during theinvestigation processand any
previous placements, foster parents have rich information about te child's behaviord and emotiond
development and needs. We asked both workers and foster parents about the extent to which information
about children was shared around the time of placements and in periodic reviews.

Foster Parents: Access to Information and Decision-Making. For foster parents,
who take respongbility for dl aspects of a child's care and who must weigh the impact of that child's
presence on other members of their household, information about a child’s needs and behaviors is a
preciouscommodity. Although thetypesof information of specificinterest to foster parentsmay smply not
be available, in many instances workers ration the amount of information passed aong to foster parents.
Many foster parents reported that they received at |east adequate information about the children placed in
their care. This was paticularly true in Sites that have defined a standard (usudly written) format to
summarize rlevant information such asmedical needs, behaviora issues, educationd statusand daily habits
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Foster Parents: Access to Information

Percent of

roups
group
o
|

N
L
I

Although theforms do not dways
get used, or workers may be
unableto fill them out completely,
the existence of the format is seen
as an acknowledgment of the
fogter parent’ s legitimate need for
information on the child. Foster
parentsin somestesreport having
access to portions of the child's
cax file that do not include
confidentid information on the
childs parents. Foster home
coordinators, in particular, were

I /’ I
Veary Negative Negative Positive Very Poslitive

|:| Traditional sites (8 sites) also seen a;trusiwqrthy and OPe”
sources of information at the time
] Family to Family sites (9 sites) of placement.

| have no problem
because my homefinder is very good about telling me the things that she actually
knows. | can't fault her if she doesn’t have the information.

Because | ask, my caseworkers have been real good about telling me about the
situation with the children.

When the foster parent is dependent on the child's caseworker or on a placement worker for

information, severd problemsmay occur. Whileitisoftentruethat rlevant information may beunavailable
at the time of placement, participants cited ingtancesin which the worker either had not been familiar with
the information available, or deliberately withheld information. This was mogt likely to occur when the
worker feared that afoster parent might refuse to accept a child with behaviora problems.

A blanket, pajamas and a diaper, and that was it. We had no idea of what he liked to
eat, what he liked to do, we had to go trial and error on everything. But this social
worker had already had this boy. We were his third placement in six months.

| found out later that there were all sorts of diagnoses for these children, that nobody
told me about. When | asked | was told, would you have taken the kids if you had
known?

Although information about the circumstances leading to placement israrely shared with thefoster

parent due to confidentiaity concerns, severd participants felt they needed access to a least some
information in order to understand the children’s behavior and respond to their needs. In cases where
children had been sexudlly abused, they wanted to know so they could be dert to sexud acting-out with
other children in the household.

We had a child who was sexually abused in the closet by an older male in the home.
No one ever told us. We were playing hide and seek. The kid went into the closet. My
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husband went and found him, and the kid freaked out. We thought we were having
fun. If we had known, we would never have allowed that situation to develop.

Overdl, foster parents in the mgority of Stesgave negativeratingsto the adequacy of information
recaived about children placed with them. The difference in Family to Family and traditiond dtesin this
regard is griking. Although the maority of traditional Sites described their agency’ s practices in positive
terms, Family to Family sites were much more likely to respond in very postive terms describing an open
flow of information, and much less likely to respond in negative terms, describing information deliberately
withheld.

We dso asked foster parentswhether they had been encouraged to attend case saffings (varioudy
known as semi-annud reviews or case planning meetings) for the children in their care. Although it was
difficult to be sure thet we were talking about internd staffings rather than court hearings or foster care
review board meetings, foster parentsin most sitesreport that they areinvited to these meetingsfor a least
some children some of thetime. For many, however, their experience makesit clear to themthat they are
very much seen as secondary players in the process. At the smplest level, parents describe receiving
notification of meetings a the last moment, or not being told when a meeting is scheduled, or not being
invited unless they contact the worker to find out when the meeting isbeing held. Some admitted that they
do not make it a priority to attend, some because they fdt intimidated at the prospect of the birth parents
participation inthe meeting. Others described fedling that their participation was meaninglessbecause dl the
important decisions had been made prior to themeeting. Although their opinionswere solicited, it wasclear
that they would not have any influence on the process.

You get a call at 4:00 the day before and they tell you that there is a staff meeting at
2:00 and they would like you to be there.

Decisions had been made and | was the last to know. | just sat here with my mouth
open. Everybody looked at me like, you poor foster parent, you'll get over it.

We made a couple of suggestions, but if you go back and look at it, they already had
the treatment plan written. It was nice that we were there, and we did get to air some of
our concerns. Butthe reality was that we were there to endorse the treatment plan that
had already been written by the social worker.

Foster parentswith more positive assessmentsreported being included on aconsstent basis. They
gppreciated having their opinions|istened to and val ued, athough they may not have had any actud influence
on case decisons. Some reported attending staffings as away of picking up more information about the
child’s background and needs than had been provided by the child’ s worker.

Workers: Sharing Information and Decision-Making. Incontrast tothelimited flow of
information described by foster parents, most workers say they are committed to sharing al relevant
information about the child. They were quick to point out that foster parentsare better equipped to respord
to the child if they know what to expect, and that placements arelesslikely to disrupt if the foster parent is
fully prepared for the behaviors that may be displayed by the child.
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Workers: Sharing Information

| tell them, “I'm going to be frank

with you. This kid may kick you,

may spit on you, may call your

526 mother a bitch. If you can’t handle

-4 that, then tell me now so | won't

350 have to come back next week and
o pick him up.”

3

Ezs m The more the foster parent knows

§ about the family background, the

o better they're going to be able to

) | help that child adjust. So we don't

want to hide anything. We tell them

Very Negailive Negative  Positive Very Positive .
everything we know.

[] Traditional sites (7 sitas)

[l Family to Family sites (8 sitas) Most participants agreed  that

downplaying the seriousness of children's
behaviorsislikdy to be counterproductive, increasing the chances of problemsand disruptions. However,
afew admitted to doing so on occasion, and many said that they were aware that other workers did this.
Participants dso pointed out that some information could not be shared without compromising the
confidentidity of the birth parent.

Because of my religion, | tell the truth. But | don'’t tell them everything.

Some workers aren’t as forthcoming as others. It's Friday, and you want to go to happy
hour. You tell this mother the kid bites and scratches and calls people thieves and
everything else, then you know they’re not going to take them.

Workers dso described family meetings, held shortly after placement, asaway of informing foster
parents about children’s behaviors and daily routines. These were only rarely discussed within foster
parents focus groups, perhaps because they are a relatively recent innovation that have not yet been
experienced by the mgority of foster parents. In generd, workers comments suggest that in the face of
chronic time condraints, ongoing communication is less of a concern for workers than for foster parents.

That's simply not realistic. They can't be chit-chatting a lot with the foster parent, with
all the other things they have to take care of.

Workersgenerally described their willingnessto shareinformation about children with foder parents
in pogtiveterms. Workersfrom Family to Family Steswere more committed to information sharing overdl,
and more likely to be “very postive’ about this process, describing a defined procedure for sharing
information and a belief that it isimportant to do so.

Workersin most sites agreed that foster parents should beinvited to case staffings. Some workers
cited specific advantages of foster parents’ participation, including thefoster parent’ sgreater knowledgeof
the child, the importance of their participation in trangtion plans, and the improvement in communication
when al involved parties can be present to discuss decisons related to a case.
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Children can play us one against the other, but when we got that foster parent, they
know this child.

Other comments, however, reveded the limits to workers belief in the value of foster parent
participation. Someworkers pointed out that only the“good” foster parents, who were genuindy interested
inthe child’ swelfare and in supporting the case plan, werelikdly to actudly atend reviews and offer ussful
input. Many agreed that although it was policy to invitethem, few fogter parentswere sufficiently interested
or ableto come, particularly when meetings are held during working hours. In only afew stesdid workers
mention specific effortsto schedule meetings at timesand placesthat would makeit morefeasiblefor foster
parents to attend. Some acknowledged that foster parents might not be included in reviews if they were
perceived to be difficult to work with or likely to sabotage plans to return children home.

You know they have three or four kids in their home, and pack them all up [would be
difficult]. So it has to be at 6:00 at night. | go to their house; it makes it convenient for
them.

There are times when foster parents are not invited because the treatment worker and
foster family don’t get along. We don’t want to invite them because they are going to
be so difficult to deal with at that meeting. So we just make our plan, and go back and
tell them “this is what is happening.”

In generd, workers in Family to Family sites were more likely to be strongly supportive of foster
parents participating in casereviews, and lesslikdy to say thet foster parentswerenot invited, or only rarely
included in these meetings. Even in the Stesmost commiitted to the process, however, the vaue of foster
parent participation was described in terms of keeping foster parents informed of case decisions and
providing useful information to workers rather than actudly influencing workers decisons.

Discussion. The discrepancies between workers and foster parents viewpoints on the
adequacy of information sharingisgriking. One possible explanationistha workers' attitudesin thisregard
have indeed changed, but that actual behavior changes have yet to be acknowledged among foster parents.

It isaso possble that workers, whose focusis on information to support placement decisons, arefar less
atuned to the detalled information on activities of daily living that is of paramount importance to foster
parents. Whileboth workersand foster parents recognize amovetoward inclusion of foster parentsin case
daffings, fodter parents' expectations of influencing decisons are clearly greeter than workers arelikdy to
grant.

Foster parentsinthisround of focusgroupsare morelikdy to fed that they arewd l-informed aboout

the children placed with them thanin 1994. Although they are now frequently invited to casereviews, they
are uncertain that ther participationisredly vaued. Workers, particularly thosein Family to Family Stes,
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are more committed to sharing information with foster parents and valuing foster parents’ input for case
planning then previoudy, dthough it isfar from afull partnership.

Partnership

Because the concept of foster parentsworking cooperatively with birth parentsis acornerstone of
the Family to Family modd, we asked both foster parents and workers about their beliefs regarding the
practice. We aso asked foster parents to tell us about their experiences interacting with birth parents,
whether these occurred independently or with the encouragement of the child welfare agency.

Foster Parents: Mentoring Birth Parents. Few topics sparked such strong discussion
and divergent opinionsamong foster parents asthetrend toward increased interaction with the birth parents
of children in their care. Although generdly positive or negative trends could be discerned among each
group, dissenterswere outspoken. Among those who spoke in positive terms, most seemed to accept the
practice as agency policy, rather endorsing it based on persond experience and commitment. Particularly
among recently-trained foster parents, the concept of partnering with birth parents has been clearly
communicated through training and other communi cation from the agency. Thesefodter parentsareat least
willing to try working with birth parents. However, many have clear reservations regarding what will be
asked of them and whether they are equipped to do it.

None of us are trained to do that kind of work with families. We’re simply asked to do it,
and you can only look at yourself and say, “Well, what kind of skills do | have, and
what kind of fears or concerns do | have? Am | going to create another problem, or am
| going to be able to really help?”

Those who are most enthusiastic about contact with birth parents are the more experienced foster
parents, who frequently initiated the practice on their own, when it was either not encouraged or was
actively discouraged by the child welfare agency. These participants are more corfident of their own skills,
and able to draw on persond experience in working with birth parents. However, even these seasoned
foster parentsare frequently wary of current birth parents, and particuarly concerned about interactionwith
substance abusing parents. Many of these participants, while supporting the concept of mentoring, took
painsto point out that the birth parentswere, at least initidly, not easy to work with. Instancesin whichthe
birth parent criticized the foster parent’s parenting practices were particualy difficult.

We have done this ever since we’ve been in foster care. This is nothing new to us.

We did it when it was illegal.

Among fogter parentswith pogitive attitudes toward working with birth parents, thereasonscitedin
support of the practice werelimited in scope. They included supporting and encouraging the birth parent,
relieving the child’ s concerns during the placement, and easing the eventud trandtion home. No participant
cited the broader perspective in which foster-birth parent partnership is more typicaly discussed among
professonds: that of rebuilding families by developing birth parents cgpacity for child-rearing.
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Concerns about contact with birth
parents followed three generd themes.
First was concern about the limits of what
would be asked of foster parents, with
discusson of whether they would be
expected to entertain active substance
abusers in their home. These discussons
sometimes  included  anecdotes  of
problematic encounters with such birth
parents in the pagt, athough the contact in
these cases had not been officidly
sanctioned and was hardly typica of the
modd intended by the agency. However,
participants anxiety about the extent and
circumstances of expected interactions,
and whether any support could be

expected from the agency in the event of difficulties, was clearly evident.

It really puts the foster parent in a potentially dangerous situation because if these
people hit you with a brick, DSS is not going to sue them or prosecute them. You are

on your own.

A second theme centered around the belief that partnership with birth parents represented approva
of their behavior. Those expressing this view gppeared to fed that such normalized contact conveyed an
equa datus for foster and birth parents. They aso pointed out the stress experienced by the child asa
result of contact with the birth parent. Taken together, these viewpoints represent the belief among some
foster parents that agencies are favoring the birth parents' interests over those of the child.

These kids were taken out of your home for a serious reason, and | don’t want to sit

and socialize with you, as if what you did was okay.

Kids have such a trauma when they visit the parents—come home and kick a hole in
the wall. We have to pick up the pieces. | think the idea [of mentoring] is excellent, but

at some point we need to look at the damage.

Finaly, many foster parents pointed out that they smply lack the time to care for severd foster
children, carry on their own lives and work with serioudy troubled birth parentsaswell. Those who care
for young childrenin particular felt thet while children are demanding, their parents may befar more difficult
to work with. While acknowledging that it may accomplish some good, these participants clearly see

mentoring as beyond their role definition.

You can't save the world. | know the best way to help the kids is by helping the
parents, but you can’tdoitall. If | can keep their kids in a safe, clean environment and
give them love, then the parents—who don’t have nothing but time on their hands—

they can get their selves together if they want to.
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The digtinction between Family to Family and traditiond gtesis clearly evident, with Family to
Family sites predominantly expressing positive views regarding contact with birth parents, and traditional
gtes expressng negdive views. As stated earlier, diversty of opinion on this topic occurred frequently
within groups

Workers: Partnership with Birth Parents. Workersin most sites agreed that increased
interactions between foster and birth parents are encouraged by their agencies. However, they were quick
to identify barriersand limitations related to the practice, and relatively few offered examples of successful
interactions from within their caseloads.

Although workers generdly agreed that these interactions are endorsed by their agenciesand are
part of the training process for new fogter parents, their comments made clear that many had reservations
about the concept. Being acutely aware of just how chalenging work with birth parents can be, many
wondered if foster parents were capable of taking on thistask, and whether they should be asked to do so.

Some agreed that alimited degree of interaction, engaging birth parentsin theeventsof the child sdally life,

such ashaircutsand medica appointments, could be beneficid, but did not believe that foster parents could
act asmentorsor dliesinthetherapeutic process. They agreed with thefoster parent quoted abovethat the
role of thefoster parent should revolve around the needs of the child. Severd pointed out that they would
not be willing to jeopardize a good match between child and foster parent by pushing the foster parent to
work with abirth parent.

Foster parents are the ones that are the experts in providing a safe home. But they
don’t necessarily have the skills to coordinate and nurture and do what the biological
parents need, which is a whole lot.

| don'’t really think it is the foster parents’ responsibility to work with the biological
parents, too. They have a large responsibility with the kids, and their main focus
should be on the children.

| don’t waste my breath. I'll ask once, be nicey-nicey, and then try to edge them into it.
If they won’t go, I'm not going to force the, because the kids are fine here. | don’'t want
to put them into some new foster home who won't take such good care of them, just
because she’ll work with mom.

Workers identified severd advantages to increased interactions between birth and foster parents,
primarily inimproving the attitude of birth parentstoward the placement so that they were more opento the
workers efforts. They aso agreed that the practice could be beneficid for the child who witnessed positive
interactions between the birth and foster parents. Although newer foster parents, who have been exposed
to the concept throughout the recruitment and training process, were most likely to be willing to try work
with birth parents, participants cited examples of long-term foster parentswho have beenworking with birth
parents for years, with or without officia encouragement.

When the foster parent is able to work with the biological family, that is when it works
the best. When the foster family is willing to sort of wrap around extending family to the
biological family. It doesn’t matter if it's a teen or a young child, that's when the system
works the best.
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Workers: Partnership with Birth Parents

There have always been these
types of families in the system.
Family to Family is an initiative
that's trying to make that the norm.
The best foster parents have
always been the type that would go
for Family to Family, but now we're
recognizing them. That's the
important part, that they're being
recognized and encouraged to do
it rather than it all depending on
the worker.
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|:| Famlly to Family sites (9 sites) increased contact between birth and foster

parents, few workers described any active

involvement in the process. Only afew agencies formaize the process through team mesetings or service

agreements, in which the worker can modd mentoring behavior for the foster parent, and where

expectationsfromal partiescan be made explicit. Someworkers pointed out that both workersand foster

parentswould both need to have substantialy reduced workloads beforethiskind of interaction becomesa
practica dternative.

| tell them, it's up to you. If you feel comfortable with doing it, you go ahead and do it.
You just let me know what you've done.

It takes more than just saying, “do you want to do it? Here, let's go try it.” | think they
need some worker, working with them.

Workers have to have their caseloads reduced to where they truly facilitate the
relationship between the foster parent and the biological family. If we don’t have the
time to do it, it's not going to happen in most cases.

Workers in both Family to Family and traditional dtes had smilarly postive attitudes toward
interactions between birth and foster parents, although, asnoted, their practica expectationsfal somewhat
short of the theory. It seemsthat workers responded to this topic in accordance with agency policy, but
went on to statetheir persona skepticismaswell. Workersin Family to Family Steswere somewhat more
likely to cite pogitive attitudes based on experience rather than theory.

Discussion. Although both workers and foster parents voice positive attitudes toward
partnership between foster and birth parents, evidence of changing behavior istentetive. Thewillingness of
recently recruited foster parents has yet to be extensively tested in practice. Workers are skeptica that
fogter parentswill be ableto be effectivein interactionsthat they, asprofessionds, find difficult. Successful
implementation of partnership may demand more active support than workersare currently willing or ableto
provide.
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Attitudes toward interaction with birth parents among newer foster parents have clearly been
influenced by more recent changesin recruitment and training practice. Although not without somereserver
tions, these foster parents are far more open to mentoring than participantsin earlier groups. Workersin
some Stes have seen the benefits of increased interactions between birth and foster parents compared to
participants in earlier focus groups, but many remain skepticd.

Reform

Findly, we asked both workers and foster parentsif they were familiar with Family to Family, and
what that phrase meant to them. Our intent was two-fold. We wanted to assess participants familiarity
with Family to Family, and to identify the programmeatic components most commonly associated with Family
to Family implementation. Becausetimelimitationsfrequently madeitimpossibleto addressthistopicfully,
data are incomplete.

Itisimportant to stressthat we are not assuming that reform can only take place under the banner of
Family to Family. Sitesthat have implemented substantial changes may have chosen to incorporate the
reform process into other efforts or into agency-wide or cross-agency change processes. Therefore, no
judgement about the success of implementation is assumed within the following discussion.

Foster Parents. Among those stes designated as Family to Family implementation Sites, some
but not dl use the term interndly, so that most or dl foster parents know the term and have clear
associaions with it. These Stes may have specifically recruited foster parentsinto anew model and held
training sessonsdesigned to “ convert” existing homesto Family to Family homes. Morefrequently, in both
Family to Family and traditiond Stes, only afew were familiar with the term. Those who had heard of it
were most commonly longer-term foster parents, who had atended orientation sessons early in the
implementation phase.

Only in two of the Family to Family Stes did foster parents identify the term as representing a
comprehensvereform, representing “theway wedo businesshere” Far morefrequently, Family toFamily
is associated with specific practice styles, organizationa changes or resources. The most frequently
mentioned of these changes is the increased expectation of interaction between birth and foster parents,
followed by community or neighborhood placements.

Workers. Snceworkersin many sites have been organized into dedicated Family to Family units,
awareness of theterm is generd (dthough not universal) among those practicing in both Family to Family
and treditiond modds.  Discussons within the workers groups suggest that the existence of designated
units, rather than agency-wideimplementation, tendsto limit the scope of change associated with Family to
Family. Workers in these agencies associated the term Family to Family with specific innovations,
organizationa changes, or resources, rather than a comprehensive shift in philosophy and practice.
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Not surprisngly, workers associations with Family to Family are more extengve than foster
parents. The most frequently mentioned component was teamwork among workers, birth parents and
foster parents. Workers tended to view the notion of teamwork as a broad concept rather than focusing
specificaly onthefogter- birth parent mentoring relationship. Both Family to Family and traditiond workers
were highly aware of changes associated with a shift toward community-based practice, either through
worker location, casdoad assgnment or neighborhood placements. Family to Family workers aso
mentioned practice changes such as intensive reunification work and community outreach, and specific
resources such as flex funds and new positions.
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DISCUSSION

Quadlitative data provide a useful complement to the quantitative analyses described elsewhere®
because they dlow us to explore the perceptions and experience of those mogt directly involved in
implementing Family to Family. The focus groups identify some important changesin front-line practice
that have occurred during the implementation period, as well as some subgtantia chalenges il to be
overcome in working toward the Initiative' s gods.

Mot notably, workersand foster parents operating in the Family to Family practicemode describe
substantia differences in practice compared to traditional groups. In at least some Stes, foster parentsin
Family to Family groups were more likely to fed they had access to services needed for children in their
care, were more sati sfied with payments and reimbursement, were more confident of recelving information
about childrenin their care, and had more positive attitudes toward partnership with birth parents than did
fodter parentsin traditiona groups. In a least Some Sites, workers in Family to Family groups felt more
confident that they could obtain needed services for families, were more likely to say that their caseload
alowed them to practice family- centered care, and were more willing to shareinformation on children with
foster parents. Where comparisons with focus groups held in 1994 are possible, these data suggest
improvementsin at least some sites with respect to access to services, resources to support the work of
socid workers and foster parents, and information-sharing between workers and foster parents.

Thefocus groups provide resounding support for the far-reachingimpact of reduced casdoads.
In stes that have made substantial reductions in casdloads (below 15 cases per worker), the impact
extends far beyond workers' ability to see families more frequently. Workers in these Stes are able to
mobilize previoudy unknown and untapped community resources, prevent some of the crises that make
out-of-home placements unavoidable, devel op creative collaborationswithin work unitsand support foster
parentswho are devel oping mentoring relationshipswith birth parents. By contrast, in Steswhereworkers
gill struggle with high casdoads, workers can often do no more than meet minima expectations and
respond to the most potentialy dangerous crises.

The focus groups aso demongtrate that workers are far from fully acknowledging foster
parentsasvalued member sof theteam. Many steshave madeimportant stridesin sharing information
andinviting foster parentsto St at thetable. However, workers comments makeit clear thet they often fail
to respect theuniqueingghtsthat foster parentsbring by virtue of their involvement withthechild. Workers
too frequently assume that foster parents are incapable of understanding, or unwilling to act on, the best
interests of the child. Although workers grappling with high casdoads may fed that they lack the time
required to nurture collaborative relationships with foster parents, this pattern was aso observed in sites
with reduced casdoads. Theresulting attrition among the very foster parentswho are most able to support
workers efforts on behdf of children only compounds the pressure faced by workers.

8 Measuring Outcomes in Child Welfare: Lessons from Family to Family. Prepared by the Family to Family Evaluation Team,
December 1996.
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Itisdriking that the policy and organizationd changes achieved by agency leaderswithin Family to
Family have not yet created an environment in which workers fed supported by agency
adminigration. This finding, conastent across adl Stes, remains unchanged from focus groups hdd in
1994. Evenin steswhereworkers described improved working conditions or expressed enthusiasm over
programmetic innovations, agency adminigtration’s efforts to create these changes was not interpreted as
supportive of workers. It ispossblethat “ upper management” will dways serve as a useful scapegoat for
the enormous stresses and frugtrationsinherent in child welfarework. However, unlessworkersareableto
believe that their specific efforts in implementing change are recognized and appreciated, it is unlikely that
they will be willing to take the risks that accompany amove into more family-centered practice.

In spite of these concerns, the focus group data strongly support thewillingness of both worker s
and foster parentsto adopt a new practice model. Although the changes are far from complete, the
srongly voiced support for family-centered foster care isin striking contrast to what was heard from the
1994 focus groups. Changes in recruitment practices and training programs have produced cohorts of
workersand fogter parentswith radicaly different attitudes and beliefsfrom those of their predecessors. In
addition, ongoing education efforts have yielded substantial changes among some—but never al—of the
more experienced workers and foster parents.  This shift in attitude may represent the strongest of al
indicators of both the success of efforts to date and the prospects for continuing change.

Practice changes described in this report may be too recent, or too limited in the scope of their
implementation, to have resulted in Sgnificant changes in quantitative outcome measures such as length of
stay and re-entry rates. Changesin foster parent training, for example, may have resulted in substantia
changes in attitudes and behavior of newly-recruited foster parents without effecting equivaent changes
among existing foster parents. Other changes, such asincreased sharing of informeation about children prior
to placement, are more likely to influence outcomes such as rates of placement disruptions in current and
future longitudina cohort data. Overal, the focus group data document extensive changes in front-line
practice, which can be expected to result in changes over timein the associated Family to Family outcomes.




