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Abstract For over two decades, practitioners, advocates,

and scholars involved with the U.S. child welfare system

have engaged in coordinated efforts to increase the number

of foster youth who find stable, permanent homes through

adoption or guardianship, and these efforts have been

shaped and guided by federal policies and directives. As a

result, the number of children adopted or placed into

guardianship out of foster care has increased significantly.

This trend has significant implications for child welfare

research, policy, and practice. However, the risk and pro-

tective factors for post-permanency discontinuity, or

placement changes that occur after legal finalization of an

adoption or guardianship, have received little attention in

the literature. Also, many previous studies that investigated

post-permanency adjustment for former foster youth have

been limited by serious design and/or conceptual flaws.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the peer-re-

viewed literature that examines risk or protective factors

for discontinuity, or outcomes proximal to discontinuity,

for older foster youth. A systematic search located 18

quantitative, quasi-experimental studies published in peer-

reviewed journals that implemented multivariable methods.

This review finds that the quality of the research evidence

is generally weak, but previous studies do suggest several

risk and protective factors for post-permanency disconti-

nuity, including child, family, and service characteristics.
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Foster care � Permanency � Child welfare

Introduction

Child permanency, or the attainment of a long-term, family

living arrangement after foster care, is a central goal of the

U.S. child welfare system (U.S. Department of Health and

Human Services [USDHHS], 2005; USDHHS, 2011a), and

child welfare scholars, policy-makers, and advocates gen-

erally agree that a safe, enduring, family home is the best

placement option for all children who have experienced

maltreatment. Thus, when children are initially placed into

foster care due to child abuse, neglect, or dependency, the

priority and preference for child permanency is reunifica-

tion with biological parents or relative caretakers. How-

ever, because reunification is not possible for almost half of

all foster children (USDHHS, 2011b; Wulczyn, 2004),

other placement options are needed to ensure permanency

for maltreated youth.

Currently, only two permanency options other than

reunification exist for foster children in the United States:

adoption and guardianship. Adoption requires termination of

parental rights and is more legally binding than guardianship

(USDHHS, 2013b); guardianship involves the transfer of

legal custody of a child to another caretaker without neces-

sarily terminating parental rights (USDHHS, 2013a). Both

relatives and non-relatives may provide permanent homes for

children through either adoption or guardianship. However,

guardianship has historically been used more often with rel-

ative placement than non-relative placement, because

guardianship allows for the continued involvement of bio-

logical parents in children’s lives through child support

payments and visitation, requires less legal burden to dis-

solve, and preserves kin roles that exist between guardianship

caretakers and the child (Testa, 2004).

In recent decades, U.S. federal policy has provided

directives and incentives for child welfare agencies to
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increase permanency through adoption and guardianship

(Allen & Bissell, 2004; Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Rolock,

2014; USDHHS, 2005). In particular, the Adoption and

Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA) prioritized adoption and

legitimized guardianship as permanency goals when

reunification is no longer an option and mandated timelines

for agencies to move children into permanent homes (Allen

& Bissell, 2004; Child Welfare League of America, 2013).

In 2008, the Fostering Connections to Success and

Increasing Adoptions Act provided incentives for states to

find adoptive homes for children with special needs (e.g.,

older or disabled youth), created more opportunities for

adoption assistance for children with special needs, and

expanded the availability of subsidized guardianship pay-

ments for relatives (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008). More

recently, the Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening

Families Act of 2014 required that child welfare agencies

and courts regularly assess permanency options for older

youth with a permanency goal of ‘‘another planned per-

manent living arrangement’’, or APPLA, rather than

reunification, guardianship, or adoption, and eliminated

APPLA as a case plan option for youth under age 16

(Children’s Defense Fund, 2014; USDHHS, 2014).

Coincident with the evolution of federal policies, social

norms regarding adoption and guardianship changed, with

greater acceptance of non-traditional family structures and

adoption of older or special needs youth; the pool of non-

foster children available for adoption shrank; and child

welfare advocates became increasingly concerned about

large numbers of children languishing in the foster care

system (Rosenthal & Groze, 1990, 1994; Smith, Howard,

Garnier, & Ryan, 2006; Smith, Howard, & Monroe, 1998;

Testa, 2004). Likely due to the convergence of these

political and social forces, the number of children who exit

foster care to adoption and guardianship has grown sig-

nificantly over the past 20 years (Berry, Propp, & Martens,

2007; Smith et al., 2006; USDHHS, 2011c; Testa, 2004).

For example, from 1998 to 2008, the number of children

adopted from public child welfare agencies grew from

about 36,000 to approximately 55,000 (USDHHS, 1998;

USDHHS, 2011c). Similarly, from 2000 to 2012, the

number of youth who exited foster care to guardianship

increased from about 8500 to approximately 16,400 (Annie

E. Casey Foundation, 2015).

Literature Review

Because of the increasing numbers of children leaving

foster care via adoption or guardianship, child welfare

scholars and policy-makers have raised concerns due to

limited research on permanency outcomes for adoptive and

guardianship children (Barth & Miller, 2000; Festinger,

2002; Houston & Kramer, 2008). Researchers have noted

particular concern for certain at-risk subgroups, such as

older children and children with special needs or disabili-

ties. Scholars have suggested that because of the high

physical, emotional, or behavioral needs of these youth, a

large proportion of them may reenter foster care after

permanency (Berry et al., 2007; Testa, 2004).

Researchers have put forth several definitions for

placement instability after adoption or guardianship, and

these definitions are often combined or confused in the

literature. For example, disruption is generally defined as

placement of a child back into foster care prior to legal

finalization of adoption or guardianship (Festinger, 2002);

dissolution typically refers to the formal, permanent ter-

mination of a permanent placement after it has already

been legally finalized (Smith et al., 1998); and disconti-

nuity refers to changes in adoption or guardianship place-

ment after legal finalization, including both temporary and

permanent changes (Rolock, 2014; Testa, Snyder, Wu,

Rolock, & Liao, 2015). In this study, post-adoption or

guardianship placement changes are considered using the

definition of discontinuity as put forth by Testa et al.

(2015): foster care reentry for 7 or more days, or a subsidy

ending prematurely, for a former foster child subsequent to

legal finalization of an adoption or guardianship. Thus, this

term has a more global definition than dissolution, in that it

includes both temporary and permanent changes in a

child’s placement, as well as a subsidy ending before the

child is age 18. However, discontinuity is distinct from

disruption, because discontinuity only refers to placement

instability that occurs after legal finalization of an adoption

or guardianship.

Previous research provides a general indication of dis-

continuity rates in the United States. Studies that investi-

gated adoption alone suggest that somewhere between

about 2–15 % of youth in finalized adoptions experience

placement changes such as foster care reentry, but this

range of estimates may mask important differences for

older children or children with challenging behavioral

needs (Barth, Berry, Yoshikami, Goodfield, & Carson,

1988; Barth & Miller, 2000; Berry et al., 2007; Festinger,

2002; Hartinger-Saunders, Trouteaud, & Matos-Johnson,

2014; McDonald, Propp, & Murphy, 2001; Rolock, 2014;

Selwyn, Wijedasa, & Meakings, 2014). Fewer guardian-

ship studies have examined discontinuity or dissolution,

but some have reported rates of discontinuity from as low

as 2 % to over 30 % for youth with histories of adjudicated

abuse or neglect (Henry, 1999; Koh & Testa, 2011; Rolock,

2014; Testa, 2004). Thus, a reasonable estimate for the

overall rate of discontinuity for adoptions and guardian-

ships in the United States is between 2 and 15 %.

This range of risk for discontinuity may be better than

child welfare scholars feared after the implementation of
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ASFA (Barth, 2009; Berry et al., 2007). In comparison, the

risk for foster care reentry after reunification is about 12 %

within 1 year, and up to 30 % within 10 years (USDHHS,

2012a; Wulczyn, 2004). However, the risk for discontinu-

ity is much higher than the risk of foster care placement for

the general U.S. population of approximately 0.33 %

(Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics,

2015; USDHHS, 2011a). Also, because a high number of

children exit foster care to either adoption or guardianship

each year, what might seem to be a modest percent trans-

lates to markedly higher numbers; for example, about

64,000 children exited to adoption or guardianship in 2011

(making up 26.7 % of all exits from foster care; USDHHS,

2011a), suggesting that as many as 9600 of these children

may be expected to experience placement discontinuity.

There are serious consequences of post-permanency

discontinuity for adopted or guardianship children and their

families. The experience of removal from a permanent

family and placement into foster care is often traumatic

(Bruskas, 2008), adding in some cases to the trauma

already experienced due to child abuse, neglect, or

dependency. Early trauma experiences are associated with

a myriad of negative life outcomes, including cardiac dis-

ease, depression, and even premature death (Bruskas, 2008;

Chartier, Walker, & Naimark, 2010; Danese et al., 2009).

Further, decades of research indicate that placement

instability for children in foster care is associated with poor

outcomes such as attachment disorders, low educational

achievement, mental health issues, behavioral problems,

and poor preparation for independent living as adults

(D’Andrade, 2005). Multiple changes in foster care

placement over a 12-month period for foster youth relate to

negative child externalizing and internalizing behaviors,

including anxiety, aggression, and hyperactivity (Newton,

Litrownik, & Landsverk, 2000). Finally, as children get

older, their likelihood of being adopted decreases, and they

may have more difficulty adjusting to adoptive placements

(Haugaard, Wojslawowicz, & Palmer, 1999).

There are also significant societal costs due to post-

adoption or guardianship placement instability. Decisions

to place children in legally permanent homes are carefully

vetted by family court judges, child welfare caseworkers

and administrators, attorneys, and court-appointed child

advocates (Allen & Bissell, 2004). Thus, considerable time

and public money are spent finding, approving, and mon-

itoring legally permanent placements. One study estimates

that adoption may up to 56 % cheaper than long-term

foster care over time, depending on the length of time

youth spend in foster care and the scope of services pro-

vided, and not including potential long-term indirect costs

such as lower employment or higher incarceration rates for

foster youth who reach adulthood without finding perma-

nency (Avery, 2010; Barth, Lee, Wildfire, & Guo, 2006).

Little research has rigorously examined risk factors

associated with discontinuity for former foster youth.

However, some studies suggest that children who exhibit

difficult behaviors, older children, and child victims of

sexual abuse may be at increased risk for post-adoption or

guardianship placement instability, and that other child

factors may impact discontinuity as well, such as gender,

placement with siblings, or developmental disability (Barth

et al., 1988; Barth & Miller, 2000; Groze, 1996; Haugaard

et al., 1999; Henry, 1999; Smith et al., 1998). Also, pre-

vious research has indicated that service factors may

increase the risk of discontinuity, including a low or

inadequate level of pre- or post-permanency support or

training for adoptive or guardianship caregivers (Barth &

Miller, 2000; Rosenthal, Groze, & Aguilar, 1991; Testa,

2004).

However, it is important to note that much previous

research on post-adoption or guardianship families has

been hampered by serious methodological and design

limitations, including inadequate attention to selection bias

and the use of cross-sectional analyses, convenience sam-

pling, and single-item or unstandardized measures (Dhami,

Mandel, & Sothmann, 2007; Rycus, Freundlich, Hughes,

Keefer, & Oakes, 2006; Smith et al., 2006; Treseliotis,

2002). In addition, putative risk factors for discontinuity,

such as child ‘‘behavior problems’’ or ‘‘special needs’’ have

been inconsistently or ambiguously defined by researchers

(Rycus et al., 2006). Finally, previous adoption or

guardianship studies have found conflicting or mixed evi-

dence regarding the relationships between several risk or

protective factors (e.g., caregiver age or sibling placement)

and post-permanency outcomes (Barth & Miller, 2000;

Haugaard et al., 1999). Therefore, the purpose of this study

was to systematically review the peer-reviewed literature to

identify the risk and protective factors associated with

discontinuity for former foster youth who are school-age or

older, as well as assess the quality of research evidence.

Table 1 Keywords and search strings

(1) (risk OR resilienc* OR predictor* OR correlate*) AND

(‘‘adoption dissolution’’ OR ‘‘adoption disruption’’ OR

‘‘placement discontinuity’’)

(2) (risk OR resilienc* OR predictor* OR correlate*) AND

permanenc* AND guardianship AND ‘‘foster care’’

(3) adoption AND dissolution AND ‘‘foster care’’

(4) guardianship AND (dissolution OR disruption) AND ‘‘foster

care’’

(5) (‘‘post-adoption service*’’ OR ‘‘post-permanenc*’’ OR ‘‘post-

guardianship’’) AND ‘‘foster care’’
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Method

The first step in this review was a systematic search of

several electronic academic databases. Keywords and

search strings were derived by the author using keywords

and information from known articles that related to dis-

continuity, including Barth and Miller (2000), Berry et al.

(2007), Dhami et al. (2007); Festinger (2002), Smith et al.

(2006), and Testa (2004). These six articles were also

designated as ‘‘target studies’’ that should be captured by

the search if the strategy was effective and sufficiently

comprehensive. The keywords and strings used in all

searches are shown in Table 1.

Five databases were searched, and all searches were

limited to articles in peer-reviewed, English-language

journals. This review was restricted to articles in peer-re-

viewed journals because, as noted above, post-permanency

research has been generally been limited by a lack of rigor,

with studies often relying on convenience samples and

cross-sectional analyses, unstandardized measures, and

ambiguous constructs. Thus, peer-review provided an

important filter to ensure that only studies characterized by

rigorous designs, methods, and reporting would be inclu-

ded in the final sample.

After the literature search was completed, article

abstracts were read and screened according to the six

inclusion criteria below. If an abstract provided no or

limited information related to the inclusion criteria, the

article was selected for full-text review to ensure that no

relevant articles were inadvertently excluded. An article

was selected for full-text review if the study:

(1) Examined risk or protective factors for discontinuity

or another post-permanency outcome that could

plausibly be considered proximal to discontinuity,

such as level of parent satisfaction, negative youth

behaviors, or caregiver commitment;

(2) Implemented quantitative methods;

(3) Used either an experimental design or a multivariable

(Hidalgo & Goodman, 2013) quasi-experimental

design that accounted for the effects of potential

confounding variables (e.g., multivariable regression,

multivariate analysis of variance [MANOVA], or

propensity score analysis);

(4) Investigated a child welfare population in the United

States or another country with a similar child welfare

system (specifically, Western Europe, Canada, or

Australia);

(5) Included a majority of youth in the sample (over

50 %) with a history of child welfare services

involvement;

(6) Included at least some youth in the sample who were

ages 6 or older at the time of the study.

Thus, studies were excluded from the sample if they

were qualitative literature reviews, or if they primarily

examined outcomes for families prior to legal finalization

of an adoption or guardianship. Further, studies that

exclusively examined outcomes for infants and/or children

ages five or younger only were not selected for the sample.

Studies that employed bivariate analyses were also exclu-

ded from the review, because the purpose of this study was

to identify individual risk and protective factors for dis-

continuity while holding the effects of other, potentially

confounding variables, constant. Finally, proximal out-

comes to discontinuity were defined as short-term out-

comes that may signal child or family adjustment problems

after adoption or guardianship (e.g., child behavior prob-

lems, family adjustment, or parental stress). More specifi-

cally, proximal outcomes were considered to be potential

mediators in the chain of risk between child, family, or

service characteristics and discontinuity. In general, any

child, family, or service variables measured after finaliza-

tion of an adoption or guardianship were considered to be

proximal outcomes in order to select as many studies as

possible for review and because so little is known about the

factors that contribute to post-adoption or guardianship

placement instability.

The final stage of the process was a full-text review of

the articles selected from the abstract screening phase. The

same six inclusion criteria above were also applied to select

full-text articles for the final sample. In addition, snowball

sampling (Contandriopoulos, Lemire, Denis, & Tremblay,

2010; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011) was implemented to

locate more studies. Specifically, the references lists of all

full-text articles were searched to find other articles that

related to risk and protective factors for discontinuity, and

the full texts of those articles were reviewed as well. Only

one researcher, the author, read the abstracts and full-text

articles for this review. Therefore, decisions about article

inclusion were not subject to discussion among multiple

reviewers, and inter-rater reliability is not applicable to this

study.

Results

The results of database searches are shown in Table 2. The

search strategy captured a total of 355 articles, including

five of the six of the target studies. The one target study not

found using the initial search strategy (i.e., Dhami et al.,

2007) was later captured during full-text review using

snowball sampling.

The PRISMA flow chart in Fig. 1 (Moher, Liberati,

Tetzlaff, Altman, & the PRISMA Group, 2009) shows the

number of articles excluded at each stage of the review

process. In the abstract screening phase, 113 studies were
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excluded because they were duplicates. Another 190

abstracts were also screened out due to not meeting the six

inclusion criteria specified above, leaving a total of 52

articles for full-text review. In addition, 39 more articles

were identified for full-text review through snowball

sampling. Then, of the 91 articles that were subjected to

full-text review, only 18 met the criteria for inclusion in the

final sample. Many full-text articles were excluded from

the final sample because they were qualitative literature

reviews, or, more commonly, because they combined pre-

finalization and post-finalization data for youth and/or

families. This is consistent with previous research reviews

which have also noted that post-finalization-only studies

are relatively rare in the literature (Festinger, 2002; Selwyn

et al., 2014). Some abstracts and articles reviewed were not

entirely clear if all or even a majority of the outcomes

observed were from youth and families after legal

finalization only, and these studies were not selected for the

sample.

Table 3 in the Appendix provides a summary of the 18

studies selected for the final sample. The studies are

arranged in chronological order in the table to show how

researchers have examined post-permanency outcomes

over historical time. Only three studies explicitly exam-

ined risk or protective factors for discontinuity or disso-

lution. The rest investigated risk or protective factors for

outcomes that could plausibly be considered proximal to

discontinuity, such as child behavior problems, parent

satisfaction with the adoption, or impact of the adoption

on the family. All the studies in the final sample exam-

ined adoptive families, but only one (Koh & Testa, 2011)

investigated outcomes for guardianship families. Finally,

the majority of studies were published within the past 10

years, and five were published since 2011, consistent with

Table 2 Search Results

Date Database Search engine Number of articles

6/5/2014 Social Services Abstracts ProQuest 32

6/5/2014 PsychInfo EBSCO Host 56

6/5/2014 Social Work Abstracts EBSCO Host 11

6/5/2014 Sociological Abstracts ProQuest 6

6/5/2014–6/7/2014 Google Scholar (the first 50 articles for

each string, sorted by ‘‘relevance’’)

250

Total 355

Records identified through database searching
N=355

Records after duplicates removed
N=242

Full-text articles 
reviewed

N=52

Abstracts excluded
N=190

Abstracts screened
N=242

Full-text articles 
excluded

N=40

Full-text articles 
obtained from 

references reviewed 
N=39

Studies included in the final sample
N=18

Full-text articles 
obtained from 

references excluded 
N=33

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow chart

Placement Discontinuity for Older Children and Adolescents Who Exit Foster Care Through… 381

123



the idea that post-finalization adjustment of adoptive and

guardianship families is a fairly new and evolving topic in

child welfare research (Berry et al., 2007; Selwyn et al.,

2014).

In regard to research methods and design, 14 studies

used multivariable regression to explore the impact of risk

or protective factors on post-permanency outcomes while

holding the effects of potential confounding variables

constant. Other methods that were implemented in studies

included structural equation modeling (SEM; Goldman &

Ryan, 2011), propensity score analysis (Koh & Testa,

2011), generalized estimating equations (GEE; Nalavany,

Glidden, & Ryan, 2009), and MANOVA (Erich & Leung,

2002; Reilly & Platz, 2004). No RCTs were identified in

this systematic review, signaling a serious limitation in the

literature. Three of the studies were longitudinal (Berry

et al., 2007; Goldman & Ryan, 2011; Koh & Testa, 2011),

and thus, addressed some of the common threats to internal

validity found in observational research, such as ambigu-

ous temporal precedence and maturation (Shadish, Cook,

& Campbell, 2002).

Discontinuity

Three studies in the sample attempted to identify risk or

protective factors for discontinuity. Berry et al. (2007) used

hierarchical multivariable regression to analyze placement

outcomes at 6 and 12 months follow-up for a sample of

post-adoptive families who had received intensive in-home

services within a 10 year period, controlling for numerous

child, family, and service characteristics. The authors

found that child and family factors, including non-white

child, full time employment of the primary caregiver, and

an initial placement reason of child maltreatment, were

most predictive of placement discontinuity at 6 months

follow-up. However, at 12 months follow-up, although

child and family characteristics were still predictive of

placement stability, service factors explained more vari-

ance in the outcome, including the types of problems

addressed by services (child behaviors, child abuse issues,

or parenting issues) and the number of days receiving

services (with longer service durations associated with

family ‘‘intactness’’). The authors concluded that long-

term, intensive in-home services may help protect post-

adoptive families from placement discontinuity, particu-

larly when families have problems that relate to child

behavior rather than parenting issues. However, the sample

consisted only of high need families, reflected in the rela-

tively high discontinuity rate of 17 % for the sample.

Koh and Testa (2011), in the only study in this review

that examined both adoptive and guardianship families,

explored whether a pre-permanency placement in kinship

foster care was protective against foster care reentry as

compared to a pre-permanency placement in non-kinship

foster care. The authors implemented multivariable

regression, propensity score analysis (with matched

groups), and survival analyses, and found no significant

impact of kinship versus non-kinship foster care on post-

adoption discontinuity. However, in regard to post-

guardianship discontinuity, statistical models estimated

with an unmatched sample indicated that the expected time

to foster care re-entry for guardianship cases was about 13

times greater for children placed in kinship foster care

versus non-kinship foster care, but this statistically signif-

icant relationship was not found using the matched sample.

Using stepwise multivariable regression with survey

data, Hartinger-Saunders et al. (2014) explored whether

post-adoption service needs or access predicted disconti-

nuity as indicated by parent report. Results indicated that

17 % of families reported that they had experienced dis-

continuity after adoption. Further, findings showed that

needing substance abuse or educational advocacy services

was associated with higher placement discontinuity and

accessing educational advocacy services or parent support

groups was associated with lower discontinuity. However,

results also indicated that accessing substance abuse ser-

vices was associated with higher placement discontinuity.

The authors surmised that there may be unintended con-

sequences of actually receiving substance abuse services,

such as unrealistically raising parents’ expectations

regarding youth behavior.

Impact on the Family

Several studies examined the impact of risk or protective

factors on post-permanency family adjustment or func-

tioning. For instance, Rosenthal and Groze (1990) used

stepwise multivariable regression to investigate the rela-

tionship between child, family, and service factors and a

parent-report, Likert scale that measured the impact of

adoption on the family. Consistent with previous literature,

results showed that several risk factors were related to a

negative impact of the adoption, including an older child

age at placement, higher parent education levels, child

externalizing behaviors (i.e., negative behaviors directed

toward the external environment such as hyperactivity,

aggression, or defiance; Liu, 2004), suspected child history

of sexual abuse, and a child history of group home or

psychiatric placement. Protective factors were also identi-

fied, including single parent adoption, higher family

cohesion, family approval for the adoption, more infor-

mation shared with the parent during the adoption process,

and a higher child enjoyment of school.

Also using stepwise regression, McDonald et al. (2001)

investigated the relationship between child, parent, and

family variables and family adjustment as measured by a
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scale developed by the authors. Regression models indi-

cated that a higher number of child special needs, more

total children in the home, and a higher family income

were associated with lower family adjustment. Conversely,

married adoptive parents and more adopted children in the

home were related to better family adjustment. Adoptive

parents were also very positive about their adoptions, with

76 % reporting that they were satisfied with the adoption

process. However, parents also reported problems regard-

ing post-adoption supports, and suggested improvements

for more consistent and effective services.

Leung and Erich (2002) examined post-adoption family

adjustment as measured by the Self-Report Family Func-

tioning Scale (SFI; Beavers, Hampson, & Hulgus, 1985)

using stepwise multivariable regression with a sample of

intact adoptive families. The study found that sibling group

adoption, child behavior problems, child contact with legal

authorities (e.g., arrests), an older child age at adoption,

and more social support from schools or relatives were all

risk factors for poor family adjustment. In contrast, higher

social support from a spouse or partner was a protective

factor for family adjustment. The authors concluded that

sibling adoption and child behavior scores were most

predictive of family functioning because they accounted

for about 42 % of the variance in the outcome. Similarly,

Erich and Leung (2002) investigated the impact of risk and

protective factors on family functioning (i.e., scores on the

SFI) using MANOVA. Results were consistent with their

previous study, in that, family functioning was significantly

lower for sibling group adoption. Findings also supported

that a child maltreatment history of physical and/or sexual

abuse was associated with lower reported family

functioning.

In another study that implemented stepwise multivari-

able regression, Leung, Erich, Kanenberg (2005) examined

the impact of child and family characteristics on family

functioning, but also looked at the impact of adoptive

placement with same-sex parents. The study found that

both an older child age at adoption and child disability

were factors associated with poorer family functioning.

Conversely, sibling group adoption, special needs child,

and more previous placements of the child were associated

with better family functioning. There was no significant

impact in regression models for same-sex adoptive parents,

but an interaction effect indicated better reported adjust-

ment for same-sex families with older child placements.

Belanger, Cheung, and Cordova (2012) used stepwise

multivariable regression to examine the relationship

between child and service factors and the impact of the

adoption on the family in African-American special needs

adoptions. Findings showed that parents who reported

children were more difficult (according to the Parenting-

Stress Index; Abidin, 1995) or lower caseworker support

also reported a more negative impact of the adoption on the

family, with the child behavior variable accounting for

about 17 % of the variance in the outcome. Based on both

quantitative and qualitative analyses, the authors concluded

that post-adoptive African-American families in rural

communities benefit from flexible post-adoption resources

and a strong relationship with a trustworthy adoption

caseworker.

Finally, Reilly and Platz (2003) used multivariable

regression to examine the impact of child, parent, and

agency factors on a parental assessment of the impact of

adoption on the family and marriage (among other out-

comes—see below). The study used a sample of intact

special needs adoptive families. A consistent finding across

regression models was that more appropriate parental

expectations for children’s behavior was associated with a

better rating for impact of the adoption on the marriage and

family.

Child Behavior Problems

Four studies explored the impact of risk or protective

factors on child behavior problems. For instance, Groza

and Ryan (2002) regressed total and subscale scores from

the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach & Ruffle,

2000) on child, family, and service factors. The study

found high rates of behavior problems for adoptees as

compared to the general population, but also showed that

most adoptive parents were very satisfied in their rela-

tionship with their children. Further, a poor parent–child

relationship was a consistent predictor of higher CBCL

scores in 10 of 11 estimated regression models, and a child

history of sexual abuse was associated with higher CBCL

scores in several regression models. Erich and Leung

(2002) also examined the risk and protective factors for

child behavior problems in a sample of adoptive families.

MANOVA models indicated that youth adopted as sibling

groups were at lower risk for negative externalizing

behaviors as measured by the Eyberg Child Behavior

Inventory (ECBI; Eyberg & Ross, 1978) than children not

adopted with a sibling.

Averett, Nalavany, and Ryan (2009) examined the

effects of adoptive parents’ sexual orientation and other

factors on youths’ externalizing and internalizing behavior

problems as measured by the CBCL. Results showed no

impact of parents’ sexual orientation on outcomes, but

found that, among 6–18 year olds, each 1 year increase in a

child’s age was associated with a 0.24 and 0.23 point

increase internalizing and externalizing behaviors, respec-

tively. Also among 6–18 year olds, youth with a history of

sexual abuse had internalizing and externalizing CBCL

scores that were 2.76 and 4.44 points higher, respectively,

than youth without a history of sexual abuse; and youth
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with a history of physical abuse had externalizing CBCL

scores that were 2.36 points higher than youth without a

history of physical abuse. More pre-adoption preparation,

better family functioning, higher annual income, and

female child were all associated with less problematic

internalizing or externalizing behaviors in regression

models.

Finally, Goldman and Ryan (2011) estimated SEM

models with longitudinal survey data to examine the

impact of alcohol, tobacco, and other drug (ATOD)

exposure; child gender; child history of sexual abuse; and

the number of child placements on the relationship between

child pre-adoption functioning and post-adoption exter-

nalizing behaviors as measured by the CBCL. Results

showed that higher ATOD exposure was associated with

worse pre-adoption functioning, but no risk or demo-

graphic factor alone significantly altered the strong nega-

tive relationship between pre-adoption functioning and

post-adoption externalizing behaviors.

Parent Satisfaction

Four studies selected for this review examined parent sat-

isfaction with the adoption as a post-permanency outcome.

Reilly and Platz (2003) investigated the impact of child and

family factors on two parent-report outcomes—parent

satisfaction with the adoption and parent–child relationship

quality. The authors found that more appropriate parental

expectations for children’s behavior was associated with

better parent satisfaction and parent–child relationship

ratings. In addition, fewer child behavior problems were

associated with higher parent satisfaction. Looking at the

same outcomes but in relationship to service needs and use,

Reilly and Platz (2004) showed that receiving post-adop-

tion informal, financial, or other services was positively

related to parent satisfaction, and having an unmet need for

counseling was associated with a lower quality of the

parent–child relationship.

Smith-McKeever (2006) explored parent satisfaction

among African-American adoptive families using stepwise

multivariable regression. Study results showed that more

child behavior problems (as measured by total CBCL

scores), greater frequency of parents’ thoughts about the

child, and higher parenting stress were all risk factors for

lower parent satisfaction with the adoption, although 80 %

of parents reported being ‘‘extremely satisfied.’’ Some

factors associated with post-adoption problems in previous

studies, such as older child age and type of previous mal-

treatment, were not significant predictors of parent satis-

faction. Thus, the authors concluded that researchers

should not assume that risk factors for post-adoption dif-

ficulties apply across different racial or socioeconomic

categories.

Also looking at parental satisfaction as an outcome,

Nalavany et al. (2009) used generalized estimating equa-

tions to test the impact of child learning disability, as well

as the mediation effect of child internalizing or external-

izing behaviors, controlling for numerous child and family

demographic or risk factors. The authors found that a sta-

tistically significant negative relationship between child

learning disability and parental satisfaction was mediated

by internalizing or externalizing behaviors. In the final

multivariable model, results showed that African-American

parent, married parent, and child age were negatively

related to parent satisfaction; adoption preparation and

higher family functioning were positively related to parent

satisfaction.

Other Indicators of Post-permanency Adjustment

Nalavany, Ryan, Howard, and Smith (2008) examined the

impact of several child factors, including childhood sexual

abuse (CSA), on parental commitment to the adoption,

using a dichotomized Likert scale completed by case-

workers. Families were participants in an adoption

preservation program, so they were at higher risk for dis-

continuity. The results of logistic regression showed that

pre-adoptive CSA was associated with more inconsistent

parental commitment to the adoption, even after control-

ling for the effects of child age and gender. Specifically,

children with pre-adoptive histories of sexual abuse had

almost three times higher odds of an inconsistently com-

mitted parent as compared to children without histories of

sexual abuse.

Last, Ward (2012) examined the impact of child mal-

treatment type, as well as child and family characteristics,

on the use of different types of support services. Results

showed that depending on the type of maltreatment,

varying types of support services were used, and that the

majority of families used at least some type of post-adop-

tion services. In regard to risk factors, the authors showed

that having an adopted child with problematic social

behaviors was associated with increased use of mental

health, family counseling, and mentoring services. In

addition, foster care adoption, siblings in the home, and a

household income between 100 and 200 % of poverty level

(as compared to an income greater than 200 % of poverty

level) were positively related to the use of mental health,

adoption support group, and mentoring services, respec-

tively. Although the study findings were limited because

service use may not be a useful proxy for post-adoption

adjustment problems (for example, service use may reflect

program availability or family income rather than need),

the authors concluded that the results were consistent with

previous literature that indicates child and family charac-

teristics influence post-permanency adjustment, and that
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children with behavioral problems in particular may

struggle to adjust to adoptive placements.

Discussion

Although caution must be exercised when generalizing

results across studies in a qualitative systematic review

(Valentine, 2014), several key findings relevant to post-

permanency discontinuity warrant further elaboration.

First, this review provides evidence that most children do

not experience discontinuity after legal finalization of an

adoption or guardianship. Also, post-permanency families

typically receive at least some kind of post-adoption ser-

vices, but the types of services received do not always

match family needs, and caregivers frequently report that

more, or different, post-permanency services are needed.

Also, consistent with previous studies of post-permanency

services (Dhami et al., 2007; Groze, 1996; Zosky, Howard,

Smith, Howard, & Shelvin, 2005), this review suggests that

post-permanency services are most effective when they are

flexible, individualized, and available for an extended

period of time, such as for months or years after legal

finalization.

Risk and Protective Factors Identified in Multiple

Studies

Several risk factors for discontinuity were identified in

multiple studies included in this review. First, children who

exhibited problematic behaviors, particularly externalizing

behaviors such as poor social functioning, aggression,

hyperactivity, sexual acting out, or defiance, and their

families were at greater risk for poor post-permanency

outcomes. In addition, families with adopted or guardian-

ship youth who were older, or who had a history of

childhood physical or sexual abuse, generally showed

worse post-permanency adjustment. Finally, parents who

reported unrealistic child behavioral expectations or

receiving less information from child welfare agencies also

tended to report more post-permanency problems. Thus,

the findings of this review are consistent with previous

literature reviews on pre-finalization adoption disruption,

which have also identified these same variables as risk

factors for child and family difficulties (see Barth & Miller,

2000; Smith et al., 2006).

This review provides evidence that the predominant

focus of adoption researchers and advocates on attachment

processes in infancy and young childhood, as well as

attachment-related interventions (Barth & Miller, 2000;

Roberson, 2006), may not be the best way to consider or

address the problems faced by children after legal adoption

or guardianship. Rather, it seems that researchers should

focus more on theories and processes that relate to older

children with histories of trauma due to maltreatment and

involvement with the child welfare system. Indeed, many

scholars have advocated for the development of a ‘‘trauma-

informed child welfare system,’’ in which the effects of

multiple traumas experienced by many child-welfare

involved children are appropriately assessed, treated, and

considered in all phases of intervention and judicial review

(Ko et al., 2008).

Studies in this review also indicated possible protective

factors against discontinuity. For example, the timely

provision of intensive, post-adoption family preservation

services was helpful for at-risk families (Berry et al., 2007).

Results were also generally positive for African-American

adoptive families, because two studies (Smith-McKeever,

2006; Belanger et al., 2012) found that African-American

parents were willing and able to successfully adopt youth

with serious histories of child maltreatment. As one

exception, however, Nalavany et al. (2009) found lower

adoptive parent satisfaction for African-American care-

givers. Finally, not surprisingly, several studies (Averett

et al., 2009; Nalavany et al., 2009; Rosenthal & Groze,

1990) also provided evidence that higher family cohesion

and functioning at the time of child placement was asso-

ciated with better post-permanency adjustment.

The relationships between several other risk or protec-

tive factors and post-permanency outcomes were less clear

from this review, because findings were inconsistent across

studies. For instance, McDonald et al. (2001) showed that

the number of child special needs had a negative rela-

tionship to positive family adjustment, but Leung et al.

(2005) found that special needs adoption had a positive

influence on post-permanency functioning, and child dis-

ability had a negative impact. The contradictory findings

for child ‘‘special needs’’ across studies may be at least

partly due to the fact that this is a broad, somewhat

ambiguous term that may refer to a child’s older age,

minority race, disability, and/or sibling group placement

(Berry et al., 2007; Groze, 1996).Other risk or protective

factors that showed inconsistent results across or within or

studies in this review included child gender, family

income, social support, and needing or accessing different

types of post-permanency services. Thus, it seems possible

that there are complex, interactive, and cumulative effects

between many post-permanency risk or protective factors

and outcomes over time (Berry et al., 2007; Goldman &

Ryan, 2011; White & Wu, 2014). Contradictory results

then may reflect varying population conditions across

studies and design limitations, as well as different study

windows, constructs, methods of measurement, and sam-

pling particulars.
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Limitations of the Selected Studies

Significant methodological limitations were noted in many

of the studies selected for this review. One noteworthy

concern is that the results of several studies may have been

biased because small convenience samples were used, and

because data were taken from surveys of parents with low

to modest response rates (less than 50 %). Thus, partici-

pation bias is possible because the characteristics of fam-

ilies that responded to surveys may have differed from non-

respondents in meaningful ways. Indeed, two studies

(Smith-McKeever, 2006; Hartinger-Saunders et al., 2014)

compared the characteristics of study samples to general

samples of adoptive families and found significant differ-

ences between groups. In addition, because most of the

studies in this review relied on parent report data, other

biases are possible, such as social desirability bias (if

parents were motivated to present themselves or their

families in a positive manner; DeVellis, 2003), or recall

bias (if survey questions required parents to report infor-

mation about events that occurred prior to the time of the

observation; Jonson-Reid, Kohl, & Drake, 2012). Also, for

several studies in this review, surveys of adoptive parents

were restricted to intact families only. This restriction

potentially creates selection bias by conditioning on dis-

continuity, the distal outcome of interest (Elwert, 2013).

Specifically, by including intact families only, data is lost

for families who have already experienced discontinuity,

arguably the families most at-risk for post-permanency

problems.

Research designs and methods were generally weak for

studies selected in this review. Of the 18 studies selected,

15 examined cross-sectional rather than longitudinal data,

which is problematic because the risk or protective factors

that influence discontinuity are likely different over

developmental and historical time (Berry et al., 2007;

White & Wu, 2014). Only one study (Koh & Testa, 2011)

implemented survival analysis, the appropriate method for

analyzing a time-to-event outcome such as discontinuity

that may show data censoring (Guo, 2010). Although

multivariable methods were used in all of the selected

studies, statistical models were frequently estimated with

few covariates, or without important covariates that have

been found in previous research to influence both risk or

protective factors and outcomes (e.g., child behavior

problems). Therefore spurious relationships between risk

or protective factors and post-permanency outcomes were

possible if estimates from multivariable regression models

did not account for potential confounding factors (Shadish

et al., 2002). Future post-permanency studies should

implement more rigorous designs, such as propensity score

analysis, regression discontinuity, or instrumental vari-

ables; use survival analysis with time-to-event outcomes

such as discontinuity; and include relevant covariates in

multivariable models to better account for possible selec-

tion bias, a prevalent concern in child welfare research

(Berger, Bruch, Johnson, James, & Rubin, 2009; Berzin,

2010; Koh & Testa, 2008, 2011).

A final research design limitation is that no studies were

found that used random assignment of participants to

experimental conditions. Although challenging, random

assignment has been demonstrated to be feasible with child

welfare and other vulnerable populations (Testa & White,

2014). Further, random assignment provides the best evi-

dence of a causal relationship between risk or protective

factors and outcomes with the least assumptions (Fraser,

Richman, Galinsky, & Day, 2009; Shadish et al., 2002).

Modifications of simple random assignment, such as wait-

list or Zelen designs (Adamson, Cockayne, Puffer, &

Torgerson, 2006; Shadish et al., 2002), may be particularly

useful to examine the impact of services or interventions

with adoptive or guardianship families.

Limitations of the Current Study

There are two notable limitations for this review. First,

only one study that was selected for the sample (Koh &

Testa, 2011) rigorously examined guardianship families

after legal finalization. Although other informative articles

that related to guardianship were identified using the search

strategy (see Henry, 1999; Howard, Smith, Zosky, &

Woodman, 2006; Testa, 2004), these were not included in

the sample because either they did not employ multivari-

able analyses with observational data (i.e., analyses were

descriptive or bivariate only), or they included a significant

proportion of pre-finalization youth or families in the study

sample. Therefore, clearly more research is needed to rig-

orously examine post-permanency adjustment for

guardianship families, particularly because guardianship is

likely to become an even more common permanency

option for child welfare-involved youth in coming years

(Testa, 2004, 2013).

Another limitation of this systematic review is that lit-

erature database searches were restricted to articles pub-

lished in peer-reviewed journals. The grey literature, which

is informally or non-commercially published materials

such as government reports, dissertations, theses, and

research briefs (Hopewell, McDonald, Clark, & Egger,

2007), and books were not searched for this review. Thus,

the results may be affected by publication bias, which

occurs because studies with significant results, or results

that conform to scholars’ expectations, are more likely to

be submitted to journals and accepted for publication

(Shadish et al., 2002). However, a cursory examination of

several recent post-permanency studies in the grey litera-

ture indicated findings that were generally consistent with
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the results of this review (see Barth, 2009; Biehal, Ellison,

Baker, & Sinclair, 2009; Egbert, 2003; Jones & LaLiberte,

2010; Rolock, 2014; Selwyn et al., 2014; USDHHS, 2010;

USDHHS, 2012b).

Conclusion

This systematic literature review located and described 18

studies published in peer-reviewed journals that evaluated

risk or protective factors for post-permanency discontinuity

or outcomes proximal to discontinuity for older, former

foster youth. Although several child, family, and service

risk or protective factors for discontinuity were suggested

by consistent findings across studies, the current state of

post-permanency research is generally weak because most

studies have been limited by problems related to research

methods or design. Identifying risk and protective factors

for discontinuity remains a critical task for child welfare

researchers, because children and youth continue to exit the

U.S. foster care system to adoption and guardianship at

increasing rates, and this trend is expected to continue into

the near future.

Appendix

See Table 3.
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