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INTRODUCTION

In 2005, the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) contracted with
Chapin Hall Center for Children to conduct a study exploring factors thought to contribute to
placement instability (Zinn, DeCoursey, Goerge, & Courtney, 2006). The primary sources of
information for that study were administrative records and a survey of caseworkers about the
characteristics and life circumstances of foster homes. Members of an advisory group for that
study questioned whether caseworker interviews and analysis of administrative data would yield
sufficiently detailed information about the characteristics of foster homes, caregivers, and
children’s wellbeing and their relation to placement instability. For example, researchers
assumed that caseworkers would have minimal information regarding such matters as foster
parents’ employment, finances, health, transportation, and childcare—all of which may have a
significant impact on their abilities to function as caregivers. Moreover, caseworkers and foster
parents might think differently about the essential qualities of a nurturing environment; how to
best meet the mental, social, and physical health needs of foster children; and ways in which
household circumstances impact the fostering experience. In response to the concerns raised by
the advisory group, and in recognition of the fact that foster parents bring an important voice to
discussions of foster care experiences, DCFS approved and funded this qualitative study of foster
parents.

In this paper, we present findings from an analysis of in-depth interviews conducted in
2005 and 2006 with 35 Illinois foster parents, 28 of whom were interviewed twice at time points
approximately a year apart. We explore their motivations for fostering and their circumstances
with regard to finances, family composition, employment, and a number of other domains. We
examine how financial strain might impact the ways in which foster parents assess, carry out,
and choose whether or not to continue their roles. Reflective of—and drawn from—the sample
for the Zinn et al. (2006) study, the families interviewed for this study include both kin and
nonkin caregivers. Although kin and nonkin foster parents are frequently examined separately in
other qualitative studies in child welfare, the fact that over 50 percent of the children in foster
care in Illinois experience placement with a relative at some point during their time in care
underslcores the importance of understanding both types of care and how they do or do not
differ.

As we explore the themes that emerged from this study, our goal is to evoke the
complexity of child welfare system and family system dynamics that underlie the experiences of
these families, particularly as they relate to financial resources and foster parents’ role in
securing and supporting needed services and activities for the children in their care. In the next
section of this paper, we provide a brief discussion of the study sample and methods. Then, in the
section on findings, we first describe the foster parents’ motivations for fostering, followed by
their perceptions of their financial circumstances and such components of those circumstances as

! Illinois, California, and New York have the largest kinship care populations. Between 1986 and 1995, the
proportion of children in relative placements increased from 27 percent to 57 percent of all foster care placements in
these states (Testa, Shook, Cohen, & Woods, 1996). Recent analysis of lllinois administrative data suggests that
although the percentage of children in care who spend any time with a relative remains high, between 1996 and
2001, the proportion of children who spend their entire time in foster care with a relative has been declining
(Smithgall, 2008). Thus, it is increasingly important to understand more thoroughly the dynamics of kinship care
placements.



family composition, employment, and kinship caregiving. We identify three groups of foster
parents that are distinguished by their reports of financial well-being (or its lack). The third
section of the findings addresses activities for foster children—both organized and informal—
and the ways in which foster parents in different financial circumstances perceive and access
them. Services for children are the focus of the fourth part of the findings section, and we
explore foster parents’ perceptions of their children’s need for services as well as their own role
in accessing and providing them. Last, we examine foster parents’ considerations and
experiences regarding permanency decisions—adoption, guardianship, and reunification—for
the children in their care. We conclude this report with a discussion of opportunities for
supporting foster parents, financially and otherwise, with the goal of encouraging and facilitating
their efforts to meet the needs of the children in their care.

METHODOLOGY

Sample Selection
As noted in the introduction, the concept for this project grew out of the Zinn et al. (2006) study
on placement instability. The sample for this study was drawn directly from the set of
caseworkers and homes represented in that placement instability study. The sampling frame for
that larger study included all children in relative and nonrelative foster home placements as of
March 1, 2005, who met certain criteria regarding age (16 years old or younger) and length of
time spent in care. That sampling frame was further limited to children placed with foster
families with whom children’s caseworkers had at least six weeks prior work experience (see
Zinn et al., 2006). As of June 2005, 894 child welfare caseworkers had completed the survey.
Among the foster homes represented by that set of 894 caseworkers, 498 homes were in Cook
County or the surrounding collar counties, where in-person interviews of foster parents were
feasible (with regard to travel and accessibility). So, for the purposes of conducting this study, a
stratified random sample of 46 foster families was selected from the 498 foster homes identified
as of June 2005. The sample was stratified on three case characteristics: relative vs. nonrelative
foster parents, DCFS vs. private agency case oversight, and location in Cook County vs. the
collar counties.

There were two phases of data collection for this study. The first round of interviews
occurred over a 5-month period from July to November 2005. The second round of interviews
occurred over a 5-month period from April to August 2006. A total of 35 foster parents—76
percent of the sample—completed at least one interview, and 28 of those foster parents
completed two interviews. Many qualitative studies of foster parents have relied on focus groups
or self-identification and voluntary participation. Although the sampling approach used in this
study was not a true random sample, it was also not a convenience sample, and significant effort

2 For the purposes of sampling, the classification of relative vs. nonrelative homes was based on a “Home of
Relative” placement code in administrative data files. However, analysis of the interviews revealed that the
distinction between relative and nonrelative was not as clear as might have been expected; in three cases the foster
parent interviewed served as a relative foster parent at one point in time or to one particular child but was a
nonrelative foster parent to other children or at another point in time. We considered these three foster parents to be
relative foster parents as they were related—in a biological or fictive sense—to a foster child currently in the home.



was made to achieve a high completion rate, including repeated visits to the residence when
phone contact was not successful.

Interviews
Each interview averaged 90 minutes in length, and short follow-up phone calls were conducted
when necessary to ensure completeness of the information. Foster parents were provided a $30
cash payment for their participation in each interview. With consent of the foster parents,
interviews were recorded and transcribed, providing a high level of detail and preserving the
language of the participants.

The interview questions were based on an adaptation of the Ecocultural Family Interview
(EFI). The EFI is a conversation with parents about how they organize their everyday routine—
that is, how they plan, create, change, and sustain family activities with the foster child in their
care (Ecocultural Scale Project, 1997; Weisner, 1997). Throughout the interview, the foster
parents also have an opportunity to talk about their fostering experiences as they relate to topics
such as employment, education, social support, childcare, social services, housework, and other
resources and constraints that make up their family ecology. The EFI focuses on learning from
participants—in their own words and from their own perspectives—about the resources they
have available and what constraints challenge them.

Analytic Approach
For the first level of qualitative coding, researchers reviewed six to eight transcripts and labeled
units, such as a phrase, sentence, or paragraph, with a descriptive code of the unit’s content.
Those descriptive codes were then reviewed and discussed, and codes were clarified until a
consensus emerged, resulting in a set of broad, non-mutually-exclusive coding categories. These
categories made up the initial coding scheme for analysis of the interview transcripts. Using
Atlas.ti, each transcript was coded by one member of the research team. At two different times in
the coding process, a total of five interviews were fully coded by both researchers and assessed
for coding reliability. In addition to the coding categories, the “families” function in Atlas.ti was
used to track and separate content from wave 1 vs. wave 2 interviews and relative vs. nonrelative
interviews. Separating the content allowed us to observe how themes varied across time and by
type of foster home.

In an initial round of analysis, content began to emerge that suggested considerable
variability in the financial circumstances of households represented in this sample. Based on this
initial analysis, researchers established criteria for categorizing foster families based on how they
described their financial well-being, their reported employment history and status, and their
household composition. Coded interview content from the transcripts were then reanalyzed to
apply these criteria and establish a typology of households based on perceived financial well-
being. This typology then became both a finding of the study and a factor used in further
analyzing themes embedded in other content categories, such as motivations for fostering,
children’s use of services, children’s participation in activities, and permanency. Consideration
was also given to the type of home (relative or traditional) and the age of the child. In an iterative
process, the themes and findings that emerged from these analyses were further informed by the
existing research literature. Supporting quotations were drawn from Atlas.ti.



FINDINGS

Although it was clear from the interviews that financial payment was not a primary motive for
fostering, it was equally clear that finances played a role in how these families functioned. In
order to lay the groundwork for a discussion of the impact of financial circumstances on foster
parents, and thus on the children in their home, we present a brief discussion about parents’
motives for fostering. Analysis of the interviews allows us to group the foster parents into three
categories of financial well-being. We find that the families within each category shared some
perspectives and experiences with regard to activities and services for the children. The next
section of this report will describe those categories, and the families that they include. We will
then turn to a fuller discussion of the families’ perspectives on providing and participating in
activities and services. Our last set of findings concerns retention of foster parents, and explores
some considerations that impact their decisions to continue or discontinue fostering. In
conclusion, we will discuss some leverage points that DCFS might exploit in order to recruit and
retain foster parents who can best meet the needs of the children in their care.

Motivations for Fostering

A 2003 survey of registered voters revealed that over one-quarter believe foster parents are
“mostly interested in financial gain.” * According to the research, however, foster parents seldom
identify financial considerations as a motivation to foster children. In fact, the most frequently
reported reasons for becoming a foster parent are altruistic or personal—for example, giving
back to the community, wanting to raise children despite not being able to have them, or
providing an abused or neglected child with a warm, loving home (MacGregor, Rodger,
Cummings, & Leschied, 2006; Rodger, Cummings, & Leschied, 2006; Rhodes, Cox, Orme, &
Coakley, 2006).

Like the families in the research cited above, foster parents in this study were initially
motivated by a range of considerations. Some said clearly that their sole intent was to adopt the
child in their care. Several had been in foster care or had been adopted themselves (or had
siblings with these experiences). Others were altruistic, expressing the intention to “help” by
caring for children, or felt a responsibility to the children in their community or cultural group. A
significant number were motivated by a desire for companionship, in some cases combined with
the extra time they gained through retirement. These motivations proved to be quite fluid; some
foster parents began fostering intending to take a certain kind of child (a particular age or race),
but were persuaded by caseworkers to take on a different child. Some began fostering a relative,
and then took in other children.

Interestingly, in addition to the stated motives, almost two-thirds of the nonrelative foster
parents commented that prior to becoming a foster parent they either knew others who were
foster parents or they or a sibling were in foster care or adopted as a child. This suggests that

% 0on April 14 and 15, 2003, Peter D. Hart Research Associates and Public Opinion Strategies conducted a survey
among registered voters nationwide on behalf of the Pew Commission on Children in Foster Care.
http://pewfostercare.org/docs/index.php?DoclD=21



social networks may play a strong role in how individuals interested in fostering reach a point of
acting on those interests.

Relatives’ motives for fostering kin varied as well and in very different ways. Although
all kin caregivers felt a sense of family responsibility, some were driven by the need to keep their
relatives from being placed with strangers. Other kin caregivers had been caring for the child
before any legal placement in the child welfare system occurred. Some indicated they were the
only family members willing to take on the responsibility, or the only family members with the
means to care for the child.

Consistent with prior research involving foster parents, and counter to some public
perceptions, none of the foster parents in this study indicated financial motives for becoming a
foster parent. Furthermore, a recent analysis of the adequacy of foster parent payments suggests
that becoming a foster parent would hardly be a profitable endeavor (Children’s Rights, National
Foster Parent Association, University of Maryland School of Social Work). At the same time,
discussions with foster parents about their finances and employment prospects—to be detailed in
the next section—suggest that financial considerations are certainly not irrelevant.

Considering the motives articulated by the foster parents in this study and the implied, if
not stated, significance of their financial considerations, the findings in this study support a more
nuanced understanding of the underpinnings of foster parents’ motivations, as suggested by
Swartz (2004), who argued that “economic interests and altruistic motives coexist . . . .” Our
exploration of the “economic interests” of foster parents begins with the taxonomy of financial
well-being described in the next section.

Perceptions of Financial Well-Being

In the child development literature, a substantial body of research has established the significant
role of financial strain, which is defined as “an individual’s perceptions of financial pressures
and lack of resources, often described as a feeling of having difficulty ‘making ends meet’.”
(Dunifon, 2002). Supporting research suggests that financial strain impacts parents’ health and
mental health, which in turn impacts their parenting behaviors, ultimately contributing to such
negative child outcomes as poorer health, problematic behaviors, and lower academic
achievement (Dunifon, 2002; Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, Huang, & Glassman, (2000); Jackson,
Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1997; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000; Skinner, Elder, & Conger,1992;
Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). Although this research does not focus
specifically on foster families, it is reasonable to think that the connections between financial
strain, parenting behaviors, and children’s well-being are also applicable to foster families.

DCEFS policy regarding foster parent licensure requires applicants to demonstrate the
capacity to manage household bills without inclusion of foster parent payment. According to
Zinn et al.’s (2006) survey of caseworkers, over 90 percent of caseworkers reported that the
foster family in question had “sufficient income to provide for children’s basic needs.” However,
work and employment status can change over time, as can other factors that might influence the
household finances, including who is living in the home. Moreover, objective measures of
income can differ from subjective experiences of financial sufficiency and stability.



In this study, we examined the language foster parents used to describe their financial
situation as well as the descriptive information they provided about their household composition,
combined income sources, other sources of assistance, and change in these factors over time.
This entire set of circumstances informed our understanding of why certain families were
strained while others were secure. The interviews also showed that childcare and employment
security as well as caring for kin had a significant relation to foster parents’ perception of
financial well-being.

The analysis of foster parents’ responses to questions about income, employment, and
household composition yielded a typology in which foster parents fell into one of three groups.
We have labeled the three groups financially strained, secure, and managing. In categorizing the
families, emphasis was placed on how they described their financial well-being—that is, how
comfortable they were with their current financial picture.

The following summaries describe each of the three groups:

Strained

Eight of the 35 families were considered to be financially strained. Foster parents in this
group described themselves as having outstanding or unpaid bills, lacking money to do
laundry, having had the phone turned off, or “going without,” and being “stressed out
about paying the bills.” In the words of one foster parent, they “struggle from month to
month . . . usually the bills don’t get paid until you get the little pink notice.”

Secure

There were 10 families in which the foster parents indicated that they were financially
secure. In describing their financial circumstances, they said they “have plenty,” were
“generally comfortable,” “financially secure and settled,” “better off than some,” or able
“to afford to give [the foster children] extras.” Foster parents in this group report having
retirement, vacation, education, or other savings accounts.

Managing

The remaining 17 foster parents—representing half of the total group of foster parents
interviewed—uwere “managing okay” with respect to finances. They characterized their
financial situation as being “able to pay my bills” or “okay,” and referred to themselves
as “someone who doesn’t run into big financial problems.” Several foster parents in this
category did note that the DCFS payment is not sufficient, specifically commenting on
the inadequacy of the payment for such things as clothing or food.

Table 1 summarizes select household descriptors across the three categories. Although
we are cautious about drawing conclusions from the percentages among such a small sample,
this table demonstrates some key differences among these groups. Foster parents in the secure
group were more apt to be married, and not only did all of these families have one employed
adult but most had two steady incomes; they also had fewer children in the home—foster and
biological. In contrast, fewer foster parents in the strained group were married, and half relied on
sources of fixed income that often failed to keep pace with inflation. Foster parents in the



managing group were similar in marital status to those who were strained, but in the managing
group, more were employed. On the other hand, that financial support from employment
frequently had to cover three or more foster children.

Table 1. More secure families were married and employed; managing and strained families had
fixed incomes and more children in the home.

Categorization of Perceived
Financial Well-Being

Strained Managing Secure

Number of families in this category 8 17 10
Number who are relative caregivers 3 8 2
Household/Income Characteristics (%) (%) (%)
Foster parent is married 25 24 90
One full-time employed adult in home 25 47 100
Steady income from two adults 0 24 90
Household relies primarily on fixed-income sources

(Social Security, disability, pension, etc.) 50 41 0
Three or more foster children in home 0 35 20
Multiple, nonsibling foster children in the home 0 29 10
Two or more biological, adopted, or other nonfoster

children, ages 0—17, in home in addition to foster children 25 18 20

Relatives as Foster Parents

Thirteen of the families in this study were relative caregivers, and only two were categorized as
secure. The fact that relative caregivers are more apt than nonrelative foster parents to be in the
managing or strained group may be explained in part by lower payment rates provided for
unlicensed relative care. In fact, none of the relative caregivers who were financially strained
were licensed. Furthermore, among those who were managing, almost all of those who were not
licensed mentioned receiving or being able to borrow money from other family members. Thus,
for those relative caregivers who were not receiving the higher payment rates associated with
licensure, informal sources of financial support may have been critical in differentiating the
strained group from the managing group.

The Influence of Employment and Childcare on Financial Well-Being

Not only did the presence of a steadily employed adult differ across these groups, but so did the
type of work and associated benefits. Few of the households in the strained group had an adult
with steady full- or part-time employment, and those who were employed typically held jobs
with relatively low earnings and no health insurance or other benefits. Foster parents in this
group reported sources of income such as baby sitting and doing odd jobs. In contrast, not only
did foster parents in the secure group typically have jobs in professional fields (e.g., law, social
work, administration, accounting, etc.) with benefits and flexibility in scheduling, but at least a
third of this group indicated they had been in their current job for over 10 years. Within the
managing group, the picture was more varied—quite a few of these foster parents relied on
fixed-income sources (e.g., pensions or disability payments). Several foster parents in this group




reported that they stopped working shortly after taking in a foster child, and a couple of others
changed jobs over the course of this study. The types of jobs these foster parents reported taking
were generally unskilled or entry-level jobs, such as bus driver and daycare or classroom
assistant.

Among those who were employed in the strained and managing groups, balancing the
economic benefits of employment with the costs of childcare was a dominant concern and
significantly affected decisions around work and day-to-day finances. As noted, few of the foster
parents in these two groups were skilled workers. The low wages and general lack of scheduling
flexibility offered by employers for low-skill jobs, combined with concerns about inadequate
DCEFS childcare reimbursement rates, minimized the perceived financial gain from employment.
One foster parent in the managing group said she had periodically worked part time, but:

that is not the case right now and hasn’t been for a while . . . mostly because
you can’t work at a place and say | need Tuesday off for a dentist appointment
and Thursday off for a doctor’s appointment . . . especially when 1’m not that
skilled.

In the second interview, she discussed the added challenges of arranging childcare,
saying :

I mean how can you go be making (sic) $7.60 an hour and you got to pay a
babysitter. . . . I might as well stay home and babysit someone else.

Although the financial concerns around childcare payments were felt differently by
families in the three groups, payment was of critical importance for all employed foster parents
and foster parents considering employment. Among the foster parents in the secure group, low
DCEFS childcare payments were a source of aggravation and challenge in their commitment to
fostering. As a foster father and lawyer described his dilemma:

Well daycare service was going to be a very important component *cause obviously we
both work full-time. So I’'m thinking that DCFS has some daycare providers who
accept DCFS’s rates all set up here. . . . Then there are no daycare providers who will
[accept DCFS rates]—And to the extent that they would, DCFS is usually like a month
or two behind in paying. So not only do you have to find a daycare provider who
would accept that rate, you have to find one who would be willing to bill DCFS and
wait a month or two to get paid. Nobody’s going to do that. . . . So bottom line for two
kids it was probably going to be about $1,500, $1,600 a month to go to a like a [name
of agency] type deal. And so with the money that DCFS would have paid, it probably
that would have knocked it down to $800 per month. So that would have been another
$800 that comes out of . . . my pocket to pay for daycare for these kids. Well that’s not
something we’re prepared to do . . . just find $800 in our budget every month. So now
the trick becomes find a daycare that will accept the DCFS rate. Well it so happens that
[another agency] does. But | had to find that out on my own.



It is clear that employment and childcare have serious impacts on the costs of living for
families who choose to foster, and may cause some families to choose not to foster or to live
with less financial security. These choices may have important ramifications for the foster
parent’s satisfaction with and ability to continue as a foster parent.

It is, perhaps, noteworthy that two of the foster parents in the secure group were
considered “professional foster parents”; the agency they worked for required that they not work
outside the home (although both had spousal income), but then provided them with higher
compensation rates and benefits. It has been argued that professionalization removes economic
disincentives to fostering, improves the supply of caregivers in low-income neighborhoods, and
lessens the need to place children away from their communities.*

Although these three groups of foster parents showed some distinct patterns of marriage,
employment, and overall household composition, it appeared to be the combination of
circumstances that led to their feeling financially strained, financially secure, or somewhere in
between. For example, in the strained group, the married grandparents with two young adult
children still in the home had one steady source of employment income with no health benefits
and a DCFS payment for nonlicensed relative care to provide for themselves, their adult children,
and several young grandchildren. On the other hand, the only single foster parent in the secure
group had been employed for many years in a professional position with benefits and was caring
for herself and the two young foster children placed with her.

The next sections of this report describe how this perception of financial well-being was
related to such aspects of parenting as participating in activities and accessing recommended
services. Then we turn to the question of permanence and continued fostering, and explore how
financial circumstances are related to foster parents’ considerations of whether to provide long-
term placements or seek guardianship or adoption for the children in their care.

* A 1999 study of one particular professional foster parent program found that the program outperformed regular
foster care in the areas of placement stability, keeping sibling groups intact, placement proximity to birth family, and
reunification with birth family, but performed poorly in terms of placing children in adoptive families or in
permanent guardianships (Testa & Rolock, 1999).



Activities for Foster Children

It is well understood that participating in family activities and encouraging children to socialize
and explore various interests encourages healthy development. In a meta-analysis of 73
evaluated programs, Durlak and Weissberg (2007) found that youth who participate in
afterschool programs improved significantly in three major areas: feelings and attitudes,
indicators of behavioral adjustment, and school performance. In his survey of caseworkers, Zinn
et al. (2006) found that for about 47 percent of children, caseworkers reported that “recreational
or after-school programming” would help to maintain children’s foster care placements”; yet 40
percent of the children for whom workers had recommended recreational or afterschool
programming were not, according to workers, currently participating in these programs.

From day-to-day unstructured play to day trips to zoos and amusement parks to
vacations, sports, and organized clubs and lessons, foster parents’ comments in our interviews
demonstrate that they understood participation in activities as a part of normal child and family
life. However, participation in these activities was not equally distributed across the three
financial groups. In this section, we discuss the types of activities that foster parents arranged for
the children in their care, and how the degree of financial strain or security related to
participation or to such barriers to participation as access and costs and foster parent attitudes
toward various activities.

Participation in Activities

Foster parents in the strained group, discussing the activities their children engaged in, identified
playing in the house and occasionally outside, going for walks or on picnics, shopping, and
reliance on watching TV. Some foster parents said that they took the children to places such as
the zoo, church, carnivals, restaurants, and entertainment venues such as Navy Pier, although
these outings were infrequent. Only two of the eight families reported that the foster children
were participating in organized activities.

In contrast, children living in foster families who were managing or secure were much
more involved in activities, both unstructured and organized. The unstructured activities included
playing inside and outside, swimming, and bike riding. Foster parents in these groups had more
resources for playing, including swing sets, safe yards, and swimming pools, than the strained
families. Outings included visits to the park, pools, splash parks, movies, library, skating parks,
recreation centers, city venues, baseball games, restaurants, theatre, family vacations, and
church. In addition, approximately three-fourths of the children in the managing and secure
families participated in organized activities. These activities represented a wide variety of
interests including day and overnight camp, choir, church groups, baseball, karate, dance,
gymnastics, soccer, afterschool programs, girl scouts, boy scouts, and general interest classes.

Barriers to Participation
Foster parents in each of the financial groups experienced certain barriers to participation in
activities. Foster parents in the strained group discussed neighborhood safety and the financial

costs of participation. One foster parent discussed her efforts to limit the children’s play at the
nearby park, stating the “big kids are too wild on the playground, and it is not safe.” Another

10



foster parent explained that she had enrolled her child in swimming lessons at a local youth
center but then explained that there were too many gangs there.

The expense of activities and outings was also frequently described by foster parents in the
strained group as a barrier to participation in activities, and while expense may not have
precluded participation for families in the managing group, it was still a challenge. According to
one foster parent:

The pool here is very close, but it cost a lot of money and that is why we go to
the one [further away]. . .. Imagine that for each time you go [to the pool
nearby] it cost $6.00.

Foster parents in the managing and secure groups seemed to live in neighborhoods with
fewer safety concerns and more community resources. These foster parents discussed a wide
variety of providers of organized activities, from park districts and YMCAs and to Alvin Ailey
Dance classes and American Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO).

However, unlike families in the financially secure group, a number of families who were
managing said their foster children did not engage in all the activities the children wanted
because their resources were limited. These foster parents reported that their experiences with
DCFS policies for reimbursement and/or payment for activities and accompanying costs, such as
T-shirts were ambiguous and inconsistent over time. As one foster parent said:

We wanted Amanda to go to camp. And sometimes [DCFS] did pay for it. But
sometimes they won’t. Sometimes they might say your camp costs $275 and
the most we’ll pay is $200. . . .well right now it might be a little tight.

Foster parents in the strained and managing groups may not be as well positioned to
tolerate these inconsistencies and/or use their own financial resources to support participation. In
order to cope with the costs of activities, some foster parents in the managing and secure groups
spoke about seeking out free activities. One foster parent in the secure group discussed taking
part in a DCFS-sponsored camp for children who proved their immunizations were up to date.
As another foster parent in the managing group explained:

When he and | do things, we do things that don’t cost money. That’s why we
bike and we walk and we go to parks and things . . . we do things that are free.
A lot of times there is a band in the park; we’ll go to the band in the park or
things like this.

Unlike either of the other groups, foster parents in the financially secure group reported
several instances in which they attempted to access financial assistance for activities. Several
foster parents in this group asked their park districts and other community-based children’s
centers for discounts. One foster parent tells how she learned to ask for assistance:

I remember sitting in my [foster parent] training, and there was somebody that
worked for a park district saying, “You know, give me a call if you ever get kids

11



because | can . . . get you this free or do that free.” Which made me think, hmmm,
“I’m going to ask my park district.” The park district pays for up to $200 per
season for activities for the kids so | don’t have out-of-pocket expenses for that . .
. I know that was there and I’ve called other places and said, “Can you get them
anything?”

The time and energy that participation in activities requires may also play an
unacknowledged role in participation. Enrolling children in organized activities and encouraging
active participation requires resources including money, time, and persistence. One foster parent
in the secure group described a typical week:

Some days are really busy. . . . On Wednesdays [1] leave work right at 3:00. We
have piano lessons, then we have to get to another town for speech therapy. We’re
there about an hour and a half. We have to get home and get homework and piano
and all of that done, so those nights are kind of tough. Our other therapy is on
Friday nights, which is not that big of a deal. And then, [foster child] has OT
therapy one evening so we usually try to come home and have something to eat
and then take him to therapy for that. So, yeah, it’s busy. It’s busy.

Clearly, foster parents who are grappling with concerns about funds for transportation,
payment for activities, and work schedules with less flexibility, among other challenges, have
more difficulty in undertaking and managing such a daily routine. When foster parents are
required to manage other elements of a foster child’s life, such as visitation requirements,
consultation with professionals involved in managing a child’s case, and participation in needed
services, those who are under more financial stress may have neither the monetary nor
nonmonetary resources to facilitate participation in unstructured or organized activities.

Value of Participation in Organized Activities

Foster parents in the three financial categories showed important differences in the value they
placed on participation in organized activities. The foster parents who reported financial strain
rarely discussed the value of organized activities. With the exception of two families, these foster
parents did not discuss enrolling children in organized activities. One foster mother explained
that she had not signed her child up for more activities because the child (age 5) was too young.

I haven’t signed him up . . . because I’m trying to see . . . what he wants to do.
Maybe by the time he gets to second or third grade. . . . Now I think it’s too early
because I don’t know which way he wants to go. . . . Now is kind of early.

Foster parents in the managing and secure groups clearly valued unstructured and
organized activities as a way for children to gain access to a variety of experiences and to learn.
In contrast to the foster parent in the strained group who was waiting to enroll her 5-year-old
foster child in activities until she was clear about his interests, these foster parents saw enrolling
young children in activities as a way to encourage their interests. As one foster parent said:
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They have done computers, they have done piano, they have done an arts class,
they’ve done um, every sport imaginable. . . . Anything that they’re interested
in we’ll try to sign them up for and get them involved.

Foster parents in the managing group did differ from those in the secure group with regard to
foster children with special needs. Those who perceived themselves as managing tended to
report that their foster children with special needs were limited in their ability to participate in
organized activities. One foster parent in this group discussed her foster son, who—despite
behavioral problems—wanted to play football and baseball:

I wanted to put [him] in baseball . . . but ... 1 can’tsit there during his
practices so he can’t be turned loose and be on hisown at all . . . I can’t leave
him there for the practice because | know he won’t listen. . . . I know that the

coach is not going to be able to just put all of the focus on him and keep him in
line. So he can’t do it.

Another foster parent in the managing group discussed her difficulty in finding an activity for
her oldest fosterchild who had a learning disability:

We’re not positive of what she can do because she is at the age where she could
have a job, but her understanding is not very well for counting money, or you
know, anything like. . .. so I don’t really know what kind of program we gonna
have for her this summer.

These foster parents also had several other foster children in their homes. It is possible that large
numbers of children in the home—foster or otherwise—Ilimit the foster parent’s ability to
monitor and support participation in activities, especially among children with mild to moderate
special needs, such as behavioral problems and learning disabilities.

In contrast, those who perceived themselves as secure generally said that exposure to
unstructured and organized activities is valuable, regardless of the child’s special needs, and
foster parents in this group sought out activities to help children with special needs. For example,
one foster parent explained that because her foster child had behavioral problems and other
special needs, she needed activities with small groups of children. This foster parent sought out
classes through an organization that conducts small group classes. Another foster parent
described how piano lessons helped her child’s anger management as well as fine motor skills.

Accessibility, cost, and the perceived value of participation all influence the degree to
which foster children in a variety of homes participate in unstructured and organized activities.
DCFS may have many opportunities to increase participation in activities, especially among the
families experiencing the most financial strain. Easing the financial concerns associated with
both unstructured and organized activities may be partially accomplished by providing clarity
about DCFS policy for reimbursement for activities. In addition, education about how to ask for
financial assistance is important. Foster parents who did access financial assistance outside of
DCFS reimbursement often seemed to learn how to ask for this assistance by chance. Upon one
success, they tended to repeat requests for assistance. Further, foster parents in the financially
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strained group clearly needed their caseworker’s help or other professional help accessing
available activities and organized programs. Finally, all foster parents, especially those
experiencing financial strains, may benefit from increased education about the value of activities
for all children in order to justify the monetary and nonmonetary costs of participation and
understand the benefits and satisfaction participation brings for both foster children and parents.
As one foster parent said, “They are on the football team, basketball team . . . the baseball team .
.. and, [foster son] had violin last semester and now he is taking piano.” She described the
effects of participation on her children stating, “They are so happy. | see a difference in them. . .

7

Services

Children in foster care often have a host of needs for medical, mental health, special education,
and other services—some identified by foster parents and some recommended by caseworkers or
school personnel. The research on foster parents’ role in children’s receipt of services is limited,
but there is consensus that foster parents can play a central role in service delivery. In fact,
among those studying foster parent competencies, “meeting children’s physical and mental
health needs” is considered one of the domains central to successful foster parenting (Buehler,
Rhodes, Orme, & Cuddeback, 2006). Meeting those needs can be particularly challenging when
foster parents have little historical information on the child’s well-being. Pasztor et al. (2006)
raise concerns that “foster mothers who have limited experience with a child in their care may
not be aware of the full range of children’s problems” and that failure to identify and address
the problems increases the likelihood a child may experience placement instability.

Despite the emphasis in the field on identifying children’s needs and securing appropriate
services, Zinn et al.’s (2006) survey of Illinois foster care caseworkers found that, on average,
about a third of caseworker-recommended services were not being delivered, largely because
referrals to specific services were not made or because families did not take up the services to
which they had been referred. For example, in placements in which a specific mental health
service had been recommended, workers reported that one in five had not received those services
at the time of the survey.

In this section, we explore foster parents’ role in accessing services for their children. For
the purposes of this discussion, we considered services to include mental health assessments as
well as counseling and behavioral health services, medical evaluations and treatments, Alcohol
or Other Drug Abuse (AODA) services, WIC and other food programs for children, basic life
skills training, and/or ongoing developmental disabilities support services such as occupational,
physical, and speech therapies.’

We find meaningful variation among the three financial well-being groups, and between
kin and nonkin foster families, in their uptake of services and in their grasp of the nature,
purpose, and importance of services. We begin with a discussion of what foster parents

® Although some foster parents mentioned participation in structured recreational programs, childcare programs, and
services for adults such as respite care, we did not include such material in this particular analysis of children’s
involvement in services.
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understand about services and service provision. We then discuss how foster parent finances and
the type of home (relative versus nonrelative) may relate to child participation in services.

Degree of Knowledge about Services and Service Provision

In attempting to learn which foster children receive needed services, it is important to know
something about the foster parents’ knowledge and understanding of the services that the
children were receiving—in other words, the extent to which the foster parents were aware of the
reason for services, the content or focus of the appointments, their opinions about the
effectiveness of the services, and their thoughts about the providers. Although there were few
differences between relative and nonrelative foster parents in their understanding of services, our
analysis does demonstrate differences based on foster parents’ perceived financial well-being.

Few foster parents in the strained and managing groups articulated more than basic
knowledge about the services in which their foster children participate. Slightly fewer than half
of foster parents from these two groups discussed details about services their foster child
received, such as the agency that provides the service, the name of the provider, and/or the
reason for the service. It may be that those foster parents were not aware of such details or they
chose not to share them. For example, one foster parent in the managing group responded to
questions about services stating that the child does attend counseling twice a week, but she did
not know the name of the agency or provider of counseling. When asked if the child participated
in any other services, she stated, “None that | know of.”

More foster parents in the secure group provided explicit details about services, such as
the names of providers, the length and frequency of appointments, reasons for services, and their
opinions about the effectiveness and quality of the services. For example, one financially secure
foster parent described not just enrolling the foster child in services based on her belief that the
child had a substance abuse problem, but also advocating for a higher-quality service.

The first time | took him to [service provider] I sat there and had a very
unpleasant experience, in that the counselor that came, young guy, and | guess
as most substance abuse centers that the counselors are ex—substance abusers.
And the language he used and his mannerism was totally unacceptable to me.
So | had to go up to the administrator and talk to her about it. And | brought
him home because | didn’t want him in that environment...So after going to
the administration and writing letters, and I’m good at writing letters and stuff,
she called me and | brought, | took him back. And he had another counselor
that was very, very nice.

Although the differences between the secure and strained groups were striking, we did see
evidence that foster parents may discover their role as an advocate for children as they become
more experienced. One foster parent in the managing group described her transformation from a
foster parent who felt afraid to ask for services to one who observes a need and advocates for
appropriate services. During the first interview with this foster parent, she discussed her
willingness to enroll the child in group activities, but described her reliance on the caseworker to
arrange for services for the child. She discussed her active role in connecting the child to
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tutoring, a youth drop-in center, and an afterschool program. However, when discussing her
experience obtaining services to meet the child’s therapeutic needs, she took a decidedly
different and less active role in arranging services. She explained:

I’m not able to get a [referral] for that [a speech therapist]. . . . | did my job by
informing her [the caseworker] that his occupational therapist said he needs to
see a speech therapist.

In the second interview—a year later—this same foster parent reflected on a dramatic shift in her
willingness to request and arrange for needed services:

I figure I’m asking for too much, you know, “Let’s get rid of this foster parent,
she’s asking for too many services.” . . . | don’t want to ask for more, but the
child needs this help. But I didn’t want them to say, ... “This foster parent
asks for this help . . . We can put them in another home, we ain’t got to do all
these services,” . . . | felt I’m uncomfortable asking them for services, and |
used to tell the worker . . . she said, “It’s probably you helping the children.”
But I said, “I feel I’'m asking too much, | feel that I’m asking for too much.”
And | talked with the kids’ attorney and she said” . . . “You’re not asking for
too much, you’re helping the children.” But within myself, | felt | was asking
for too much. . .. You know at first | was kind of ashamed about asking for the
help with the schooling and stuff, but it’s for the children so I just asked. |
don’t want in my life to be a burden on nobody, but . . . | thought foster parents
are only supposed to do so much, but it’s for the children, and I . . . asked for
them and | got them.

Foster Parent Role in Initiating and Facilitating Services

Research findings by Leslie et al. (2002) support the idea that foster parents can play a pivotal
role in service access. The authors state that, “Caregivers and social workers may have [a role] as
de facto ‘gatekeepers’ into the mental health system.” Nevertheless, research also suggests that
foster parents are not clear about their responsibility for accessing and facilitating services for
their foster children. In a series of focus groups with foster parents and caseworkers, Pasztor et
al. (2006) found that foster parents experience frustrations about the ambiguity of their role. The
foster parents Pasztor interviewed said they were treated as “glorified babysitters,” despite the
fact that they considered themselves to be essential members of the care team.

Our study supports and amplifies those findings in that there was considerable variability
in the extent to which foster parents felt it was their role to identify the service needs of the
children in their care and to facilitate connections to the providers of such services. Foster
parents in the three financial groups articulated different perceptions about their role—some
expecting the caseworker to take the lead in identifying services (which we have termed passive
involvement) and others taking more initiative, advocating more strongly, and directly pursuing
service providers (which we have termed active involvement).
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Passive Involvement of Foster Parents

Foster parents who rely on caseworkers and school personnel to identify needed services and
arrange for their provision rather than actively advocating for the children in their care may be
guided by certain misconceptions about what services are and by a particular view of their role as
foster parents. For example, several foster parents in the strained group responded to questions
about service participation by naming food pantries, Section 8 housing, and energy assistance
programs as services they access.

One foster parent responded to service questions with comments about needing more
money for food. Another foster parent said she doesn’t get paid enough. Foster parents who are
financially strained and some who are managing appear to consider their service-providing role
to be limited to maintaining daily life by providing food and shelter and monitoring day-to-day
activities. These foster parents may perceive the role of connecting the child to physical and
mental health services as solely the purview of the caseworker.

Fewer than half of the managing group and very few foster parents in the strained group
who do access services for children discussed making the effort themselves to initiate or
advocate for services. Instead, they rely on the caseworker or schools to identify needs and to
ensure that the child accesses the services that are needed. One foster parent in the strained
group described how DCFS and medical doctors arranged for developmental, occupational, and
physical therapy services for the children in her home:

When a child come into the system anyway and it is something wrong with the
child or whatever, DCF (sic) go through with that [assessment and
location/provision of services] anyway with the child. . . . And whoever they
get, those the people who | talks to when they come out to my house.

A number of foster parents who were financially strained or managing expressed frustrations
around inaction on the part of the caseworker. These foster parents believed that it is not within
their role or ability to access services independently. In one example, a foster parent suggested
that if she had had better training, the placement would not have disrupted.

I don’t have a degree. They know what is available to me, but I don’t. So, I just
felt they should have offered more things to me to get help.

Foster parents in the strained group—including relatives and nonrelatives—often named schools
as a source of services such as occupational, physical, and/or speech therapy, and counseling.
This may be a consequence of policies requiring schools and other agencies to identify and refer
young children in need of these types of services. It is also possible that caregivers understand
and respond to behaviors that interfere with school functioning differently than they do to
behaviors that are exhibited in the home. Other research on mental health service use has raised
questions about whether school-related concerns are a primary factor in caregivers’ propensity to
identify problems and seek out services (Smithgall et al., 2006).
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Active Involvement of Foster Parents

In contrast to foster parents in the strained and managing groups, many of whom spoke of the
foster care stipend or the daily costs of living (i.e., food) in the context of services, those in the
secure group discussed what they did to facilitate access to and support services for the children
placed with them. These foster parents believed their contribution to their child’s participation in
services was clearly part of their role, notwithstanding the caseworker contribution to this effort.

Foster parents in the financially secure group located children’s service providers through
the placement agen