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Abstract 

 
The Time and Care on Foster Children and its Impact on Reunification 

 
 

By 
 

Kristina Gonzalez 
 

Master of Social Work 
 
 
 

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to understand how length of stay in the foster care 

system affects reunification within the foster care agency. Previous research has shown that the 

amount of time a child spends in the system can have a great affect on the likeliness of 

reunification. Method: This research used information provided by a foster care agency in order 

to asess both the amount of time a child was in the foster care system and the type of 

reunification that was attained at the end of termination. Data collected will compare foster youth 

between the ages of 0-18 from different backgrounds that the agency has fostered for the past 

seven years. Results: Analysis show that the longer a child was placed in foster care the less 

likely the child was to reunify with their family.  
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Introduction 

Children are the most important aspect of our country and the state pays special attention 

to those children who are not being well taken care of under their guardians’ care. This is why 

the foster care system was created. Foster care is a system in which a child is placed in a group 

home, private home, or with a state certified caregiver, a foster parent. The child is typically 

taken under the governments’ care due to being in an unsafe environment, neglect, or child 

abuse. In the United States foster care entry rates tend to vary. Foster care entry rate increased 

from 4.7 per 1000 children in 1980 to 7.7 per 1000 children in 2000, while falling to 3.6 per 

1000 children in 2010 (Russell, Macgill, 2015). There is also a race/ethnicity risk as to who is 

placed in the foster care system White and Hispanics have a low risk of falling into foster care, at 

4.86% (White) and 5.35% (Hispanic).  Asians have a low risk at 2.14%, while Black children 

and Native American children have the highest risk, at 10.99% and 15.44% (Wildeman, 

Emanuel, 2014). This means that about 5.91% (1 in 17) of U.S. children will be placed under 

foster care at some point between birth and the age of 18 years old. An astonishing, 15.44% (1 in 

7) Native American children and 11.53% (1 in 9) of Black children will be a part of the system, 

before turning 18 years old (Wildeman, Emanuel, 2014). Statistics found on the topic of foster 

care show the large percentage of children that fall into the system. At the same time, race has an 

influence on the risk rate of being placed in foster care. The most important aspect is to look into 

what is being done to get the children out and reunited with their families.  

 Many factors come into play when dealing with reunification of foster care 

children with their families: age of the child, kinship care with family co-operation, drug 

dependence in parents, neglect due to alcoholism, foster care under voluntary arrangement with 

visits, short-term fostering with family co-operation and parental impossibility due to 
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imprisonment (Lopez, Del Valle, Montserrat, Bravo, 2013). There are several components that 

need to be met in order for the foster care system to serve its purpose and take care of the 

children’s well being while trying to seek reunification between the child and his family. The 

birth family has to put in the effort and abide by the state’s rules while closely working with the 

social worker in order to try and regain the child back. There are certain standards that need to be 

followed and met before the state can award the child back to the family.  

 One strong variable of concern for reunification to occur is the time the child 

spends in the system before reunification occurs. When it comes to family reunification only 19 

% of the children leaving the system after one year or more, return to their birth family and 61% 

returned home if they spent 6 months or less in the system (Lopez et al., 2013). The time a child 

spends in the foster care system can be a reliable predictor to their reunification outcome. The 

time in these cases also refers to the age at which the child entered the system. The younger a 

child is, the more involved a family seems to be and willing to cooperate, therefore speeding up 

the process.  In this same way the amount of time spent by the social workers and effort put 

into terminating a child from foster care can have a strong influence in the whole process. The 

more involved Professionals are in helping foster care children, the likelihood of achieving 

reunification for the child increases (Lopez et al., 2013). Social workers play an important part in 

the foster care process moving along and the resources they provide, the amount of help and 

concern they have for each case can make reunification more successful. This is why it is 

important to learn how time and the amount of care put into each case can affect the reunification 

process. This is a theme that needs further research in order to understand what can be done to 

promote reunification. This research can help social workers and foster care facilities in order to 



3 
 

pin point what can be done to help the time situation and what each individual surrounding each 

case cad do better to help the children in foster care.  

Literature review 

Social Worker Participation 

One of the 10 competencies endorsed by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) 

is that social workers apply their knowledge of human development and behavior in their 

practice (CSWE, n.d.). Social workers have a duty to provide the resources and information 

necessary to expedite the foster care process and seek reunification. Providing caseworker 

stability has an affect on the outcome of the child once they are terminated (Ryan, 2006). The 

more time spent in foster care, the greater the likelihood that reunification will be delayed or not 

occur at all. This is the reason as to why case workers are supposed to build meaningful 

relationships with their families and children in order to promote reunification with their 

biological parents or stable placements. (States News Service, 2012) Challenges that can arise 

through reunification are based on the values and beliefs of a social worker and the need to make 

decisions between limited and inadequate opinions (Jackson, 1997). Social workers report that 

reunification is the best part of their job but also the most stressful and risky discussion (Jackson, 

1997). The placement of the child as far as social services are concerned and their services can 

have a prevailing impact on the outcome of the type of termination the child has. These services 

included group therapy, psychological testing, psychiatric testing, medication program, special 

education classes, play therapy, family counseling, individual counseling, and behavioral 

modification (Tam, Ho, 1996). According to the article, although children are being returned 

home at higher rates then national average, high caseloads and limited resources may limit 

children from returning home sooner. (States News Service, 2012) 
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According to the articles found on this topic, one of the top five predictors of child 

reunification with biological parent includes the relationship between the social worker and the 

family as well as the type of services provided by the facility in which the child is placed (Tam, 

Ho, 1996).  

Time Spent in Foster Care 

 The amount of time a child spends in the foster care system seems to be a 

common thread in the likeliness or unlikeness for reunification to occur. One of the most 

important variables is the age in which the child enters the foster care system and therefore it 

also reflects on the cooperation of the family. Younger children entering the system have better 

chances of reunification in comparison to when a child enters the foster care system at a later age 

(Wildeman et al., 2014).  Time also refers to the amount of time it takes for the child to enter 

foster care and to leave. The children who are in foster care six months or less have a 61% 

chance of being returned to their biological families in comparison to those children who are in 

the system six months or longer who have a 19% chance of returning to their biological parents. 

(Lopez et al., 2013)  

Care and Family Involvement 

 The amount of care by the social worker and family investment is a strong 

predictor in whether reunification will occur. Family reunification depends on the involvement 

of the immediate family and the extended family. Family involvement is defined as a parent 

showing cooperation with visits and working alongside the caseworker throughout the fostering 

process (Lopez el al., 2013). Maintaining contact with the parent is vital for the parent-child 

relationship. It is encouraged for the parent to continue to exercise the authority and be a part of 

the child’s life by signing documents, having them for the weekends, having consistent visits, 
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etc.… This reassures the child and the parent and this type of relationship is more motived to 

reunite the family (Tony el al., 1996). There needs to be a partnership established between the 

parents, caregivers, and workers. It is important to plan for reunification or the possibility of it 

not occurring in order for the parent to be more accepting and to work with the child as to what 

might occur (Jackson, 1997). 

 Research in foster care has shown that care refers to the amount of money and 

time placed by the state to promote the welfare of children in the foster care. Ultimately their 

termination in the system, preferably by ending in reunification. Each state has their own way of 

funding child welfare programs, which depend on the amount of time a child is under the state’s 

care. The Adoption and Safe Family Act (ASFA) and Child and Family Services Review (CFSR) 

are responsible for evaluation of each state and measures the social workers’ involvement and 

child outcomes to see how well the states are performing. This method determines the budget for 

each state and how well the system is performing to help the children who have been placed 

under foster care (Russell, et al., 2015). Although plenty is being done to try and promote child 

welfare, evidence shows that social workers have a large amount of case loads and this can 

prevent them from putting in the necessary time and attention to each child and their process. 

Caseworkers face significant challenges that could prevent them from performing to their full 

potential; auditors have suggested agencies to consider strategies to help them cope with their 

caseloads. 

Reunification  

 Judges typically give about six to twelve months from the time the child is taken 

from the home for them to be able to reunify with the child. According to the Multiethnic 

Placement Act Reunification must occur by 12 months of placement or plans to terminate 



6 
 

parental rights and adoption must begin. This act was enacted in order to reduce the amount of 

time the child spends in the foster care system (De Haymes, Simon, 2003). Reunification tends to 

refer to the child being reunited with his or her biological family. This is the form of termination 

that wants to be achieved by the state and the caseworkers involved (D’Andrade, Chambers, 

2012). The amount of time the child spends in the foster care system can also have an effect on 

their health. Previous research shows that it is stressful for a child to be taken out of their home 

and be in another person’s care for months. Seeking reunification in a timely manner is in the 

best interest of the child’s welfare (Wildeman, et al., 2014). Reunification is based on several 

variables put together, previous research has shown a trend between the amount of time a child 

spends in the foster care system and the effort put into each child’s case. More specifically this 

refers to the age of the child when he or she entered into the system and the plan set between the 

family, if involved, and the caseworker (Lopez, et al., 2012). Reunification is considered an 

approach to terminate the child from the foster care system by either bringing him back to the 

biological parent’s care, adoption, or the child aging out of the system. There are many reasons 

as to why a child goes into foster care but one of the higher incidences of failure for reunification 

is neglect (Lopez, et al., 2012). 

 This research will focus on the amount of time a child spends in the foster care 

system and how the social worker can have an effect on the likeliness or therefore the 

unlikeliness of reunification.   
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Method 

Participants 

 Research participants for this study were foster children who were placed in a 

foster family agency from ages 0-18 from all various backgrounds who have been placed in this 

agency within the last 7 years.  

Measures. 

The following was conceptualized and operationalized to help with the research study’s 

objective: Time, Foster Care, Reunification, Terminated: Time can be operationalized meaning 

the point of entry to the Foster Care & Adoption services to the point of termination in days, 

months, years. Foster Care was defined as a situation in which for a period of time a child lives 

under the governments care (Merriam-Webster). Termination can be operationalized as the date 

in which the child was returned to the parent or adopted. Reunification is defined and comes 

from unification the act, process, or result of unifying: the state of unifying (Merriam-Webster). 

It can operationalize as the status of the child, whether the child was returned to the parent or 

adopted. 

Research Design. 

The participant’s information was obtained through a foster care and adoption services 

agency. Termination files were used from the agency, which provided the necessary data. Data 

was provided in forms completed by supervising caseworker at the agency. The researcher 

provided the data information forms in order to protect participant’s identity. The data 

information form required for the supervising caseworker to convert 50 randomly selected 

children, out of a possible 230 files, into an ID number that was kept confidential. The data 

information form was filled out by previously collected date, regarding terminated children, thus 
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no signatures are not needed for consent from participants. This agency did not provide files to 

researcher with participants’ information. Researcher was not be able to identify any of the 

children on the data information form. Data was kept in locked terminated files that the 

researcher did not have access too. This agency is participating in this research to view their 

statistics on reunification compared to national statistics.  

Procedure.  

The supervising caseworker translated every participant into an ID number. The 

supervising Caseworker provided researcher the data information forms. The researcher shared 

her findings with the agency. An estimate of 50 data information forms; were completed by the 

supervising Caseworker. Information collected only focused on day of entry and day of 

termination from Inner Circle Foster care & Adoption services. Information also included race 

and age of children. Additional information collected by the data information forms included 

reason for entry. No identifying information such as name, date of birth, address, social security, 

etc. was collected.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

Results 

On average, at the time of study, the children were six years and seven months of age 

(M= 6.7 years old, SD=5.5).  Most of the children were between the age of 0-3 years old, with 17 

out of 50 children being in this age range (34%), 11 of the children were between 4-6 years old  

(22%), 6 were between 7-9 years old (12%), 6 were between 10-12 years old (12%), 6 were 

between 13-15 years old (12%), and 4 were between 16-18 years old (8%). Table I shows the 

description of characteristics of the children at the time the data was gathered.  Over more than 

half of the majority were boys (60%) while less than half consisted of girls (40%). The race of 

the children was also gathered; most of the children were Hispanic (46%) while the other most 

common race was African American (40%). There was a low percentage of White children (8%) 

and the children who classified as other was an even lower amount (6%).  

Table 2 reflects the time the child was in the foster care system from the arrival date              

to the date of termination. On average the child spent about 191 days in the foster care system 

(M=191 days). In more specific terms 27 children spent between 0-180 days (54%), 9 children 

spent 181-360 days (18%), 3 children spent 361-540 days (6%), while 3 children also spent 541-

720 days (3%), and eight children spent about 721-900 days (16%) in foster care.   

The results also account for the reason the child enter the foster care system. The most 

popular reason for entry was due to neglect, 31 out of 50 children were put in foster care due to 

neglect (62%), 10 children were entered due to domestic violence issues in the home (20%), 5 

children were due to drug use in the home (10%), 3 children entered the system due to physical 

abuse (6%), 1 child entered the system for another unspecified reason (2%). After their stay the 

most common form of termination ended with the children returning back to the biological 

parents’ custody. Family reunification was the average result with 21 children returning to their 
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families (42%), 6 children were adopted (6%), 12 children were taken in by a relative (24%), 2 

children went AWOL (4%), while 9 children (18%) fell under another type of termination 

category not describe. 

The cross tabulation chart (table 3) shows the correlation between the amount of time the 

child spent in the foster care system and the type of termination from the system. According to 

the results, out of the 27 children who spent between 0-180 days in foster care, 13 children were 

reunited with their biological parents, 1 child was adopted, 7 children were given to a relative, 2 

went AWOL and 4 children were under a different termination that was not described. Out of 9 

children who spent between 181-369 days in foster care, 4 children were reunited with their 

biological parents, 2 children were adopted, 2 children were given to a relative, 0 went AWOL 

and 1 child was under a different termination that was not described.  Out of 3 children who 

spent between 361-540 days in foster care, 1 child was reunited with his biological parents, 1 

child was adopted, 0 children were given to a relative, 0 went AWOL and 1 child was under a 

different termination that was not described. Out of 3 children who spent between 541-700 days 

in foster care, 2 children were reunited with their biological parents, 1 child was adopted, 0 

children were given to a relative, 0 went AWOL. Out of 8 children who spent between 721-900 

days in foster care, 1 child was reunited with their biological parents, 1 child was adopted, 3 

children were given to a relative, 0 went AWOL and 3 children were under a different 

termination that was not described. 

The strength of association between the variables is very high. As seen in table 4, the 

Pearson’s r correlation coefficient value of 0.827 is statistically significant (P < 0.001). There 

seems to be a significant correlation between the amount of time a child spent in foster care and 

the type of reunification that took place once the child was terminated. The longer a child spends 
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in foster care, the less likely the child will reunite with the family of origin. Perceived control 

helps to explain nearly 68 percent of the variance in the respondents’ scores. It is an estimate of 

the strength of the relationship between the model and the response variable  
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Discussion 
 

The research findings in this study demonstrate a demographical aspect of the children 

who were used for the study as well as why they entered the foster care system, how long was 

there stay and the type of termination that was achieved once they were out of foster care. A vast 

majority of these children fell under a minority group, a total of 86% of the children were either 

Hispanic or African American.  There was not much of a gap between the distributions of the sex 

of the children. Most of the children, to be specific 56% of the children, were between the ages 

of 0-6 years old.   

A large portion of these children were in the foster care system for a short period of time, 

54% of the children were in the system between 0-180 days. The main reason behind the entry of 

these children was due to neglect. Neglect has a broad definition and it can refer to something as 

simple as homelessness to something as critical as sexual abuse. This term needs to be better 

defined and if need be create subcategories that were not used in this research. The most 

common type of reunification was family reunification, which refers to the reunion between the 

child and the biological parent.  

Looking into a further analysis of the amount of time spent in the foster care system and 

the type of reunification outcome we can conclude that there is a significant correlation. The 

results show that the amount of type the child spends in the foster care system has an effect on 

the type of termination outcome. The less amount of time spent in the system the higher the 

probability of the child returning with his biological parents or with a relative. This comes to 

show that the effort to get the children out of the system in a timely manner can positively relate 

to the type of termination they will achieve.  
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In this research we also spoke about the amount of time the social worker puts into each 

case can have an effect on the amount of time the child is in foster care. In this research we were 

unable to measure the amount of time the social worker put in each case. This type of measure is 

unpredictable and there is not an exact way of measuring such care or effort contributed by the 

social worker.  According to previous studies, the social worker can have a great effect on how 

smoothly or not the process for the child is while in the foster care system. This research was 

unable to prove or disprove this theory, as there was insufficient information to be used to make 

such an assumption.   
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Appendix A 

 
Table 4. Correlations  

 

 
recoded_timesp

ent 
reunification_typ

e 
recoded_timespent Pearson Correlation 1 .827** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
N 50 50 

reunification_type Pearson Correlation .827** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
N 50 50 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Table 3 
 

 

TIME_SPENT  Total 
0-180 
DAYS 

181-360 
DAYS 

361-540 
DAYS 

541-700 
DAYS 

721-900 
DAYS  

TERMINATI
ON_TYPE 

FAMILY 
REUNIFICATI
ON 

13 4 1 2 1 21 

ADOPTION 1 2 1 1 1 6 
RELATIVE 7 2 0 0 3 12 
AWOL 2 0 0 0 0 2 
OTHER 4 1 1 0 3 9 

Total 27 9 3 3 8 50 
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TABLE 2 

        	CHARACTERISTICS		OF	Entry		(N=50)                                   N               %  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TIME OF STAY 
           0-180 DAYS                                                                     27                    54 
      181-360 DAYS                                                                       9                     18 
      361-540 DAYS                                                                       3                       6 
      541-720 DAYS                                                                       3                       6 
      721-900 DAYS                                                                       8                     16 
 
REASON FOR ENTRY 
     NEGLECT                                                                               31                  62 
     DOMESTIC VIOLENCE                                                        10                  20 
    DRUG USE                                                                                5                  10 
    PHYSICAL ABUSE                                                                  3                    6 
    OTHER                                                                                      1                    2 
 
TYPE OF TERMINATION 
      FAMILY REUNIFICATION                                                 21                  42 
      ADOPTION                                                                             6                   12 
      RELATIVE                                                                             12                  24 
      AWOL                                                                                      2                     4 
     OTHER                                                                                     9                   18 
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TABLE	1	
	
						CHARACTERISTICS		OF	THE	CHILDREN	(N=50)	 																													N																							%
	 	
	
SEX	
							MALE																																																																																																															30																					60	
							FEMALE																																																																																																										20																					40	
	
AGE	
						0-3	YEARS	OLD																																																																																														17																				34	
						4-6	YEARS	OLD																																																																																														11																				22	
						7-9	YEARS	OLD																																																																																																6																				12	
						10-12	YEARS	OLD																																																																																											6																				12	
						13-15	YEARS	OLD																																																																																											6																				12	
						16-18	YEARS	OLD																																																																																											4																							8	
	
RACE	
						HISPANIC																																																																																																									23																				46	
						AFRICAN	AMERICAN																																																																																			20																				40	
						WHITE																																																																																																																	4																						8	
						ASIAN																																																																																																																			0																						0	
					OTHER																																																																																																																		3																						6	
	

 


