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Abstract
Few studies have systematically asked youth about their perceptions of placement in 
out-of-home care (OOHC), and no known longitudinal studies have explored how 
their perspectives change over time. In this mixed methods study, over 200 preado-
lescent children recently placed into OOHC were asked questions about the diffi-
culty and helpfulness of placement and how their lives might be different had they 
not been removed. Participants were then asked these same questions when inter-
viewed 10 years later as well as how they would change the child welfare system. 
At both ages, over 80% of participants reported that it was somewhat or very helpful 
to have been placed in OOHC. Although fewer young adults than pre-teens felt that 
their lives would have been better if they had never been removed from their homes, 
more young adults reported that it was very difficult to have been placed in OOHC. 
Many participants reported that they did not get enough information from their case-
workers and almost never had enough say about what happened to them while in 
OOHC. Demographic and psychosocial characteristics measured in both preadoles-
cence and young adulthood were largely unrelated to ratings of placement in OOHC. 
Participant responses to the question about how they would change the child welfare 
system varied from “nothing” to impassioned responses about the need for change 
(e.g., better oversight, giving birth parents more time before removal, keeping sib-
lings together). Data suggest, overwhelmingly, that the experiences of youth are 
nuanced and complicated, and they highlight the importance of youth voice in child 
welfare decision-making.
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In the United States, there is currently intense discussion about child welfare reform, 
which includes calls to dismantle or abolish the system. Barth and colleagues (2021) 
state that “reform can be especially effective when empirical data are coupled with 
the views of a variety of stakeholders” (Barth et al., 2021, p. 2). Unfortunately, the 
voices of what might arguably be the most critical stakeholder group, namely young 
people involved in the child welfare system, are rarely heard. There are calls for 
more critical perspectives and for studies’ findings to be interpreted and contextual-
ized by those with lived experience, but this is a rarity (Tajima et al., 2022). Even 
when young people’s input about the child welfare system is solicited, there tends 
to be a lack of diversity in the characteristics of the young people who are heard, 
despite the fact that there is great diversity in their experiences (Barth et al., 2021; 
Berrick et al., 2022). Most studies of youth perspectives focus on those who recently 
aged out of care, yet only a small minority of children in out-of-home care (OOHC) 
age out (Berrick et al., 2022; Child Welfare Information Gateway. 2021). The views 
of children and adolescents in OOHC who reunify, are adopted, or are permanently 
placed with kin have not been heard. What are their views? Do their views differ as 
a function of demographic characteristics or living situation histories? How do their 
perspectives change over time? If they could change the child welfare system, would 
they? And, if so, what would they do?

These questions are the subject of the current exploratory longitudinal study. This 
study builds upon an earlier study, Children’s Appraisals of their Experiences in 
Out-of-Home Care (Dunn et al., 2010), which interviewed 180 preadolescent chil-
dren who were in different types of OOHC placements about how they appraised 
being removed from their families of origin. A third of the youth reported that it was 
“very difficult” to have been removed, a third said it was “okay,” and the remaining 
third selected “very good/helpful.” Although over 40% of pre-teens felt that their 
lives would have been better if they had never been removed from their homes, it is 
important to note that female youth and youth who were sexually abused or emo-
tionally abused were more likely to state that their lives would have been worse had 
they remained with their families of origin. Children in congregate care (very small 
n) were more likely to state that life would have been better had they never been 
removed from their homes. The vast majority of comparisons, however, were non-
significant; there were no differences in appraisals between children living in fam-
ily foster care and those living with kin nor did children’s appraisals differ based 
on age, race, ethnicity, length of time in OOHC, or severity of maltreatment (Dunn 
et al., 2010).

Prior to 2010, studies reported that most youth had positive appraisals of being 
placed in OOHC but that they felt that they did not have enough input into child 
welfare decision-making and wished they could have more contact with their fami-
lies of origin (see Dunn et al., 2010 for a review). Very few studies of young peo-
ple’s perceptions of being placed in OOHC have been conducted since the Dunn 
et al. (2010) study, with a few notable exceptions. Jones (2015) conducted qualita-
tive interviews with almost 100 young adults who left care after living in a specific 
residential facility. Participants were asked whether “it was necessary to remove 
them from their home” (Jones, 2015), and open-ended responses were coded. Eighty 
percent of participants felt that removal was necessary due to parental difficulties, 
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problems in the home environment, and/or safety concerns. They also stated that 
being placed in OOHC led to better educational attainment and made them a “better 
person” (Jones, 2015). Additionally, two longitudinal studies spanning two decades 
were conducted by Courtney and colleagues; each study followed about 600 young 
people as they aged out of care in the Midwest and California. Across these different 
studies and ages (participants ranged in age from 17 to 24), one half to two-thirds 
of young adults reported that they agreed, strongly agreed, or very strongly agreed 
that they were “lucky to have been placed in foster care.” In the California study, the 
agreement became stronger as they aged (Courtney et al., 2007, 2010, 2014, 2020).

Even fewer studies have examined characteristics of the youth, their families, or 
placement experiences that might be associated with varying appraisals of being 
placed in OOHC. One consistent finding is that youth with a history of congregate 
care are more negative about OOHC (see Dunn et al., 2010 for a review). Also, a 
study by Chapman et  al. (2004) analyzed data collected from over 700 children 
(ages 6–18) in OOHC as part of the US National Survey of Child and Adolescent 
Well-Being. There were few differences in gender, age, race/ethnicity, or previous 
placement experiences on children’s “liking” of who they were living with or feel-
ing “part” of their substitute family. Finally, a recent Courtney et al. study (2020) of 
23-year-old care leavers also found no gender differences in response to the ques-
tion, “I was lucky to have been placed in foster care,” but there were two differences 
related to race/ethnicity. Hispanic youth were more likely to very strongly agree that 
they were lucky to have been placed in foster care as compared to African American 
or multi-racial young adults.

Despite the fact that the preponderance of evidence (across decades and age 
groups and using qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods) suggests that the 
majority of young people feel that it was positive or necessary to have been placed 
in OOHC, almost all studies conclude that the experience was very difficult and that 
the child welfare system has room for substantial improvement (Wilson et al., 2020). 
None of the studies reviewed above examined young people’s appraisals across time 
nor did they include young people’s voices who had exited from care due to reuni-
fication or guardianship. The current mixed methods study aims to increase our 
understanding of young people’s perceptions of OOHC and enable youth voice to 
inform the discussion about how to improve the child welfare system.

The Current Study

Specifically, the study sought to augment our understanding of (1) young people’s 
perceptions of being placed in OOHC; (2) how those perceptions may change over 
time; (3) how perceptions may differ as a function of demographic characteristics, 
maltreatment types, and/or living experiences; and (4) young people’s recommen-
dations for improving the child welfare system. The study used quantitative data 
gathered during preadolescence, shortly after children had been placed in OOHC, as 
well as quantitative and qualitative data from these same study participants in young 
adulthood, almost 10 years later.
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Method

Participants

FHF is a longitudinal risk and protective factors study of children in OOHC; a sub-
set of participants were also enrolled in a randomized controlled trial of an inter-
vention. Participants included eight cohorts of youth (and their caregivers) who 
were enrolled in the Fostering Healthy Futures (FHF) study between 2002 and 2009 
during preadolescence (ages 9–11). Participants were eligible for the FHF study if 
they had been court-ordered into OOHC within the preceding 12 months and were 
living in OOHC at the baseline assessment. FHF enrolled 91% of eligible children 
at this baseline interview. As part of the longitudinal study, 234 participants from 
the original FHF study who were between the ages of 18 and 22 were recruited as 
young adults (an average of 9.4 years after their baseline interview). Of the 234 par-
ticipants recruited, 206 (88.0%) were re-interviewed. Of the 28 not interviewed, 13 
were unable to be located or recruited, seven declined participation, and eight aged 
out of the eligibility criteria before they were able to be interviewed. Demographic 
information regarding participants is provided in Table 2.

Procedures

The current study was approved by the Colorado Multiple Institutional Review 
Board. At baseline, children’s legal guardians provided consent and children pro-
vided assent. Young adult participants provided their own consent. Children and 
young adults were interviewed by trained research assistants in a private place, typi-
cally at their residence (for children) and in a public place with a private room, e.g., 
at a library and recreation center (for young adults). The interviews included both 
quantitative and qualitative questions. Those who lived out of the area at follow-
up were interviewed by phone. Participants received $40 cash at baseline and $100 
cash at follow-up for the interviews.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Appraisals of Placement in OOHC A project-designed measure asked participants at 
baseline and at the young adult interview a series of questions about their appraisals 
related to being placed in OOHC and their interactions with child welfare casework-
ers. The primary question for the current study, as it was asked of all participants 
at baseline and in young adulthood, was: If you had stayed with your biological 
parent(s), would your life be [better/the same/worse] than it is now? Participants 
were asked to select one of the three answer choices in brackets. In order to con-
duct analyses with this variable, responses at both time points were dichotomized as 
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follows: better vs. the same/worse. A subset of participants in cohorts 6–8 (n = 47) 
were asked the following additional questions at baseline and in young adulthood 
(response options shown in the “Results” section):

• How difficult has it been [was it] to be placed in OOHC?
• How helpful has it been [was it] to be placed in OOHC?
• How do you [did you] feel about the amount of information you get [got] from 

your caseworker?
• Do you [did you] get to have enough say about what happens [happened] to you 

while you are [were] in OOHC?

Independent Variables

Demographic Factors Demographic data used in this study included age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation based on young adults’ self-reports.

Type of Maltreatment Seven types of child maltreatment were each coded as absent 
= 0 or present = 1 at baseline: physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, fail-
ure to provide, lack of supervision, moral-legal maltreatment (i.e., exposing children 
to illegal activities), and domestic violence exposure. Trained research assistants 
coded Child Protection Services’ intake reports and court records of dependency 
and neglect petitions using a modified version of the Maltreatment Classification 
System (Barnett et al., 1993). The developers of the rating system report an over-
all kappa of 0.60 and adequate estimates of inter-rater agreement (0.67–1.0). All 
records were consensus coded by at least two trained staff, and discrepancies were 
resolved through consultation with one of the senior investigators.

Living Experiences Young adults were asked to report whether they had ever lived 
in non-relative foster care, congregate care, and/or with relatives (whether infor-
mally or with child welfare involvement). Child welfare records were abstracted for 
termination of parental rights and adoption information.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Index A previously developed 6-item continu-
ous measure of ACEs was used in the current study. This ACE measure was empiri-
cally derived in a prior study using data from a subset of the current study’s par-
ticipants (Raviv et al., 2010). The ACE index is comprised of the following adverse 
experiences: (1) physical abuse, (2) sexual abuse, (3) removal from a single parent 
household, (4) exposure to community violence (upper quartile scores), (5) number 
of caregiver transitions (upper quartile scores), and (6) number of school transitions 
(upper quartile scores). Children’s scores of 1 or 0 for each of the six ACE items 
were summed to form a composite ACE index.

Trauma Symptoms Trauma symptoms were measured at both baseline and in 
young adulthood using self-report. The Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children 
(TSCC, Briere, 1996) is a 54-item measure of posttraumatic stress and related 
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symptomatology that was normed on a racially and ethnically diverse sample of 
children. The Trauma Symptom Checklist (TSC; Briere & Runtz, 1989) assesses 
symptoms commonly associated with the experience of traumatic events. The TSC 
has been shown to have good reliability and validity (Elliott & Briere, 1992). Mean 
TSCC and TSC scores were used in the current study.

Cultural Pride The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM, Phinney, 1992; 
Phinney et  al., 1997) was administered at both baseline and in young adulthood. 
The MEIM is a self-report scale that measures the extent to which people (1) feel a 
sense of belonging to their ethnic group, (2) have positive ethnic attitudes, (3) have 
explored and resolved ethnic identity issues, and (4) engage in ethnic behaviors or 
practices. In diverse samples of adolescents from Asian American, Hispanic, Afri-
can American, Caucasian, and mixed ethnic backgrounds, the measure demonstrated 
good reliability and validity.

Life Satisfaction This study used an adaptation of the Andrews and Withey’s (1976) 
Life Satisfaction Scale in both preadolescence and young adulthood. The original 
study asked respondents how they felt about domains identified as important to 
Americans from general population studies using a 7-point rating scale. The cur-
rent study adapted the scale by changing the response options and adding some 
questions specific to the foster care experience. There were 11 questions regarding 
school, friendships, fun, and health in the scale at both baseline and at follow-up. 
Response options at baseline were on a 3-point scale: 1, mostly unhappy; 2, some-
times happy/sometimes unhappy, and 3, mostly happy; in young adulthood, response 
options were on a 5-point scale ranging from 1, mostly unhappy, to 5, mostly happy. 
The scale demonstrated good internal consistency at both baseline and in young 
adulthood.

Qualitative Question

In order to hear participants’ perspectives on the child welfare system in their own 
words, young adults were asked the following open-ended question, “If you could 
change the child welfare system, what would you do?”.

Analytic Method

Quantitative Data First, descriptive statistics of the independent and dependent 
variables were conducted. Second, a chi-square analyses was conducted to exam-
ine the relationship between baseline and young adult appraisals of being placed in 
OOHC. T-tests and chi-square analyses were then conducted to examine bivariate 
relations between baseline and young adult appraisals of being placed in OOHC and 
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demographic factors, maltreatment types, living history, ACEs, and psychosocial 
constructs.

Qualitative Data Open-ended responses for all participants were audiotaped, tran-
scribed, and deidentified. Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns across par-
ticipant responses to evolve a set of themes that describe how participants would 
change the child welfare system. More specifically, we followed a well-established 
series of steps (see Braun & Clarke, 2006): (1) the two study authors familiarized 
themselves with the data and memoed initial thoughts and ideas; (2) they indepen-
dently coded all responses using initial open coding to identify meaningful “chunks 
of text” in a systematic fashion while continuing to memo about emerging ideas; (3) 
authors engaged in constant comparison within and between interviews, analysts, 
and code lists, attending closely to emerging themes in the data; (4) they met mul-
tiple times to review emerging themes with coded data, examining if the themes 
mapped onto the coded text; (5) study authors listened for saturation in the data, 
noting that fewer and fewer new ideas were emerging; and 6) they finalized the over-
all set of themes in the young adult data, which are represented in the results pre-
sented below. Throughout the process, the authors met to maintain a reflexive posi-
tion in the data analytic process examining their own positionality, belief systems, 
and judgments, in order to reduce biases in the results. Finally, authors compared 
the results from the quantitative and qualitative data to build a more comprehensive 
picture of young people’s perceptions of out-of-home care. Final interpretations tri-
angulated the unique perspectives offered by both sources of data.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Demographics, Maltreatment Type, and Living Experiences

As shown in Table 2, almost half of the study participants identified as female and 
the remainder as male. It was a racially and ethnically diverse sample with about half 
of participants identifying in young adulthood as Latinx/Hispanic, half as White, 
about a third as American Indian, and a little over a quarter as Black/African Ameri-
can (non-exclusive categories). Participants’ mean age at baseline was 10 years old, 
and in young adulthood, the sample had a mean age of almost 20. The majority of 
participants identified as heterosexual/straight in young adulthood.

At baseline, according to child welfare and court records, over 80% of partici-
pants had experienced some type of neglect, two-thirds had been emotionally 
abused, a third had experienced moral-legal maltreatment, a little over a quarter 
had experienced emotional abuse and/or physical abuse, and one in ten had a docu-
mented history of sexual abuse. In terms of living experiences throughout their life-
times, by young adulthood, almost all reported living with relatives at some point 
in their lives, two-thirds had experienced non-relative foster care, half had been in 
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congregate care, almost half had experienced reunification, a third had their parental 
rights terminated, a quarter had been adopted, and a quarter aged out of care.

Appraisals of Placement in OOHC

Table 1 shows the percentage of child and young adult participants who selected each 
response option for the OOHC appraisal questions. At baseline (T1), two-fifths of chil-
dren responded that life would be better than it is now if they had not been removed; 
by young adulthood (YA), the percent of participants who selected this response 
dropped to one in 10. At both T1 and YA, about a third of participants selected 
the “same” response, indicating that life would be no different if they had not been 
removed. Finally, a little over a quarter of children and over half of YA stated that life 
would have been worse had they never been placed in OOHC. After combining the 
same/worse categories as described above for bivariate analyses, 59.1% of children 
and 89.3% of adult participants were in this category. For the subset of participants 
that was asked additional questions at both T1 and YA about being placed in OOHC, 
the results are also shown in Table 1. As shown, the vast majority of both preadoles-
cents and YA found being placed in foster care to be somewhat or very helpful. More 
YA than children felt it was difficult to have been placed in OOHC. Over twice as 
many YA compared to children reported that they did not get enough information from 
their caseworkers, and 50% more felt that they did not have “enough say” in regards to 
what happened to them when they were in OOHC.

Relationship Between Baseline and Young Adult Appraisals

A chi-square analyses was conducted to examine whether T1 appraisals of being 
removed predicted YA appraisals. The chi-square value of 3.8 was statistically sig-
nificant (p = 0.05): 6.4% of participants said life would be better if never removed 
at both T1 and YA; 55.9% of participants said life would be same/worse if never 
removed at both T1 and YA; 33.5% of participants said life would be better at T1 
and same/worse in YA; and only 4.3% of participants said life would be same/worse 
at T1 and better in YA.

Correlates of Appraisals

In examining whether the T1 appraisals of placement in OOHC differed as a function of 
predictors, we found no differences as a function of age, gender, race, ethnicity, type of 
maltreatment, all living experiences (with one exception), ACEs, racial/ethnic identity, 
trauma symptoms at T1 or in YA, cultural belonging or pride at T1 or in YA, or life 
satisfaction at T1 or in YA (see Table 2). Children who were later adopted were more 
likely to state at T1 that life would have been the same/worse had they stayed with their 
families of origin (33.7% vs. 16.9%, χ2 = 6.0; p = 0.01). In predicting YA responses, only 
2 of the 29 analyses attained statistical significance (and none would have been statis-
tically significant if we applied a Bonferroni correction). Fewer American Indian YA 
said life would have been better (3.6% vs. 13.6%; χ2 = 4.2, p = 0.04) if they had not been 
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removed. Those with lower life satisfaction in YA reported that life would have been bet-
ter had they not been removed (M = 3.6 vs. 4.0; t =  − 2.4, p = 0.02).

Qualitative Results

Responses to “what would you do” to change the child welfare system varied from 
“nothing” or “it’s good” (18% of responses) to numerous specific ideas to reform the 
system. Empirical data emerged related to three main themes: (1) youth and family 
needs, (2) caseworker behavior change, and (3) system-level change.

Youth and Family Needs

Three sub-themes emerged around youth and family needs: (1) youth voice, (2) edu-
cation and support, and (3) maintain connection to family. First, participants dis-
cussed the importance of “youth voice” in decision-making and having personal 
control within the context of their experiences when in the child welfare system. For 
example, one participant stated:

When I was growing up in foster care they always told me what was better for 
me…but they never asked me what I think would be best. So just pretty much 
asking the kids what they want instead of just thinking what they think is best 
for them. Because they’re not always right at all you know.

Another participant noted, “I’d let them have a little bit more control…in what 
happens.” And, finally, a youth summed this sub-theme up when they stated, “Give 
the kids like more options.”

A second sub-theme related to youth and family needs was the need for “educa-
tion and support.” One participant recommended:

Teaching foster kids a lot more than what they’re taught right now, because 
I think that I was really prepared when I left out-of-home care. But a lot of 
my friends, younger youth, are not as prepared as I was. And I think that if 
we had more hands-on as far as going to find a job and had more mentors and 
more support, then there wouldn’t be as many homeless youth as there is right 
now. And there would be more people in college and more people with good 
jobs…more education and support, particularly ‘hands-on’ support.

Another young adult noted, “Better help kids set up for their future. Like so that 
when as soon as they turn 18 they won’t just be thrown out to the world type thing.” 
Relatedly, youth noted that education and support provided key guidance in their 
lives:

I think part of it was that I had…small group of people who cared about me…
so it was, it was nice to find someone who I could express myself with, and 
um, I think, for people who are still kind of adjusting to being in situations like 
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mine I think that would be important, finding kind of either a mother figure or 
a mentor that can kind of, um, encourage and guide them from a life that’s bet-
ter than which they came from.

Finally, a number of participants reported that it was critical for “youth to main-
tain a connection to family.” One young adult shared the importance of this for them:

I was completely cut off from my birth family and I didn’t mind so much being 
cut off from my mom, I knew why I had to be, but being cut off from my 
brother, my grandmother, when they weren’t doing anything wrong, that was 
tough. You know ‘cause people can pass away, people can end up in the hospi-
tal, things can happen. It’s at least nice to know if one of your family members 
is not doing well, or at least where they are at in life.

Caseworker Behavior Change

Participants discussed the need for caseworker behavior change in two distinct ways: 
(1) that caseworkers should be intentional in taking more time communicating and 
being with youth and (2) that they should provide more help and assistance to fami-
lies. First, participants discussed the importance of caseworkers making personal 
connections and taking more time:

The caseworkers and the social workers really don’t make personal connec-
tions with the kids. I think it was my social worker…the only time she ever 
started to talk to us was when we started asking her how come you don’t come 
around when you’re supposed to? I thought she was supposed to get to know 
us and help us through this, and she was like, "okay" you know, I mean she 
eventually started coming around and taking us to McDonald’s every once 
awhile, and talking to us about that, but that was towards the end when every-
thing was going to shit.

Another young adult added that taking more time is important as youth need 
more attention:

Have more time for…wait a second. Make more time for each kid, for each 
foster kid. Make sure everyone has the attention they need and when they need 
it most. Just in general like, I don’t know…give every kid the attention they 
need.

Finally, a young adult explained that they didn’t even know their caseworker:

I never even knew my caseworker or anything like that. She never questioned 
me, I never got any kind of, you know, you’ve been displaced, “Do you want 
therapy? Do you want this? Do you want anything?” I never got any. It was 
just like, well, you know, here you go. So, that’s, I would definitely change 
that. There needs to be more communication overall.

Second, participants discussed the importance of caseworkers giving parents more 
support, resources, and tools to help them function as parents. One young adult stated:
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I would change actually giving the parents you know more tools so they could 
get their kids back, and not just be so quick to take them, over, say, missing a 
visit or something. Actually work with them, don’t, don’t just try to just push 
them off to the side, ‘cause that could damage the kid in the long run.

In summary, a young adult noted:

I mean I think they should help the parents more before they take the kids 
away…or at least try. Yeah like more resources. Like you know how they have 
food stamps? Well, stuff like that for parents who are struggling with their kids.

System‑Level Changes

Many participants discussed system-level changes related to one of the following 
themes: (1) leniency for parents, (2) quality of care, and (3) systemic issues around 
placement and visitation.

First, several young adults discussed that the system should provide more leni-
ency and support for parents before their children are removed from home. “Let the 
parents have a chance. Even though parents mess up once in a while, they deserve 
another opportunity. My mom didn’t get hers until she passed away.” Others reported 
that parents should be given more chances to prove themselves. One young adult 
said, “Give the kids’ parents another chance to like prove themselves to be a better 
person. That’s what I would do. Give the families more chances before removal.” 
Another young adult summed up this concern:

I would have a little bit more leniency on families. ‘Cause they took me from my 
parents; me and my sisters and my brothers…and it was all off of assumptions and 
false information that they were receiving from whoever they were receiving it from.

A second set of concerns mentioned by participants was focused on the quality 
of care within the system (e.g., screening). For example, one young adult reported:

I would change how we interviewed our foster parents. I would change that 
because we need to know if our foster parents are doing these kids that already 
been done wrong, right. We can’t just move the kids that been done wrong back 
into something wrong. And sometimes that happens to the foster kids…Making 
sure we have a thorough, stricter, background check on our foster parents.

Another young adult suggested that interviews with foster parents need to be 
improved alongside more thorough screening for foster parents:

Like better interviews for parents and making the interview harder for foster 
parents to get in because a lot of people use foster care as just another pay-
check and they don’t give a damn about the kid that they’re bringing in.

Finally, many young adults discussed systemic change regarding placing siblings 
together:

The splitting up of siblings. I think that’s what I would change. That they 
could stay together, depending on if they get along or not. Cause if they don’t 
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get along, you don’t want them together. But, if they’re like the only thing that 
each other has, I would keep them together.

Another participant reported, “I’d try to make it so when, like families…or chil-
dren get taken from their parents or whatever that the siblings stay together in the 
home. When removed, that siblings stay together.” Finally, one participant summa-
rized this concern, “Make sure siblings stay together…because being apart from 
them that’s probably one of the hardest things.”

A related concern was the need for the system to grant more visitation. A young 
adult reported, “Probably have them give more visitations to the parents like if…
they’re in a foster home or have them get more visitations with their family.” Simi-
larly, another young adult stated:

I feel like I would involve more visits. Because I feel like it wouldn’t have been as 
bad as I experienced if I had been able to see my parents a little bit more. Because 
that was the main problem, because every time I had left the system, I mean left 
the building where you visit your parents, I felt disconnected and alone afterward 
and I felt like that did cause a little bit of stress and sadness a lot that I felt like 
every time I’d be able to go home with my parents and I wasn’t allowed to.

Discussion

This is the first study to ask young people with diverse child welfare experiences (e.g., 
reunification, adoption, kin guardianship, aging out) about their perceptions of out-
of-home care (OOHC) at multiple time points using both qualitative and quantitative 
questions. The findings suggest that the majority of participants felt that it was helpful 
to have been placed into OOHC whether they were reporting as pre-teens (following 
a recent removal) or as young adults. Over half of the participants in both preado-
lescence and young adulthood reported that life would have been the same or worse 
had they not been removed from their homes, while only 7 out of 100 said life would 
have “been better” in both preadolescence and adulthood. Despite this, young people’s 
responses to other questions suggested that placement was very difficult, that they did 
not get enough information from their caseworkers, and that they did not have enough 
input about child welfare decisions that were being made regarding their lives.

In young adulthood, when asked an open-ended question about how they would 
change the child welfare system, participants provided tangible ideas across all levels 
of their social ecology. From their narratives, we identified three overarching themes 
that could improve child welfare services: attending to youth and family needs, case-
worker behavior change, and system-level changes. Our findings mirror those of a 
recent systematic review of qualitative studies by Wilson et al. (2020), which sought 
to answer the question, “What are children’s experiences with Child Protection Ser-
vices?” The 39 studies identified for review included studies from 14 countries and 
narratives from children across a wide age spectrum, which makes the findings more 
generalizable across international contexts and developmental stages. Young people’s 
key recommendations of ways to improve child welfare practice included:
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1. Providing understandable and age-appropriate information to the child about what 
is happening so they can be informed and prepare for changes.

2. Listening to children and ensuring their rights to meaningful participation in what 
is happening to them.

3. Recognizing that not all substitute caregivers’ homes are safe, nurturing places.
4. Focusing on more than safety and stability; children want adults to focus on their 

well-being.
5. Recognizing that children want to be treated with respect, and when children 

in care are not treated as “normal,” they feel stigmatized. They want supportive 
adults in their lives to nurture their individual interests.

Finally, they noted that children in care are a “heterogeneous group; each child and 
her or his context should be considered individually” (Wilson et al., 2020, p. 12).

One of the challenges to “youth voice” within child welfare is that the youth who 
are invited to the table, and those who accept the invitation, tend to be a select group 
of youth (Berrick et al., 2022). They are typically young people who have aged out of 
care and who feel empowered and safe to share their stories without fear of repercus-
sion. Rarely do we ask or hear from youth under the age of 16, and it is even more rare 
to hear from youth who have reunified, have been adopted, or were permanently placed 
with kin. Although we have no evidence for this, youth who did not age out of care 
may be more difficult to locate and/or may feel less comfortable sharing their views in 
a public forum or on an advisory board, perhaps due to not being involved in the child 
welfare system anymore or due to concerns about saying things that might hurt family 
members. Yet, their experiences and opinions are certainly no less important.

Thus, a major strength of the current study was to amplify the voices of over 200 
young people, each with unique stories. Their perspectives add nuance to some of the 
common statements we hear related to what is best for children who come to the atten-
tion of child welfare. There were no differences in young people’s appraisals of place-
ment in OOHC as a function of gender, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, maltreat-
ment type, ACEs, cultural pride, or trauma symptoms. It may be telling, however, that 
children who were later adopted were more likely to report in preadolescence (prior to 
adoption) that life would have been the same or worse had they not been removed from 
their homes. This might suggest that they perceived that removal from their biological 
family home was appropriate and/or necessary. Although American Indian youth are 
frequently placed in homes without a cultural match (Maher et al., 2015), in this study, 
they were more likely than non-American Indian youth to report in young adulthood 
that life would have been the same or worse had they not been removed. Finally, those 
with lower life satisfaction in young adulthood were more likely to report that life 
would have been better had they not been removed. This might be a function of retro-
spective reporting or cognitive bias among those who were more depressed or unsatis-
fied with their young adult lives. Studies have shown that adolescents with depression 
are more likely to report negative impacts of life events such as family conflict than are 
non-depressed adolescents (Adams & Adams, 1996).

In addition to the limitations of retrospective reporting, it should be noted that data 
for this study were collected between 2002 and 2016 in one metropolitan area. Cer-
tainly, child welfare practices have changed over time and differ by county, state, and 
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nation. Although this limits the study’s generalizability, the replication of these find-
ings over 30 years (as shown in the literature review) and across different nations sug-
gests that young people’s views have largely remained consistent. Another limitation is 
the inability of the study to examine more fine-gained features of young people’s living 
experiences and how that relates to their perceptions. This study conducted interviews 
when all children were in OOHC in preadolescence and then again when all were in 
adulthood. An examination of young people’s perceptions at different points across 
adolescence and at different points in their child welfare trajectories is an important 
future direction, as it has been shown that these perceptions of OOHC experiences can 
change in the span of just a few weeks (Holland & Crowley, 2013).

Other potential important correlates, such as placement with siblings or attach-
ment to caregivers, were not examined in the current study, yet the importance of 
these factors was highlighted in participants’ open-ended responses. In addition, 
maltreatment experiences and ACEs were measured only at baseline; therefore, any 
experiences in the intervening years could not be modeled in the current study. In 
addition, participants’ perceptions of the services received or time given families 
before removing children may not reflect what was actually provided, as children are 
often not privy to all of the activities of social services and may be unaware of the 
length of their involvement and any preventive services offered to the family.

Finally, it should be noted that the open-ended question regarding changing the 
child welfare system came at the end of a 3–4-h interview (with responses to qualita-
tive questions averaging about 12 min) in which participants had already shared a lot 
of information regarding their life experiences; therefore, their answers to this ques-
tion may have presumed some knowledge on the part of the interviewer, may have 
been truncated due to fatigue, and/or may have been affected by the interviewer’s 
presentation and/or subjectivity (as is always the case with qualitative interviews). 
The reflections of our interviewers, however, were that young people appreciated the 
opportunity to be heard and to share their experiences through their oral narratives, 
as has been found in other studies with this population (Holland & Crowley, 2013).

The United States is critically examining the child welfare system, and there are calls 
for major reform. The Family First Prevention Services Act of 2018 prioritizes prevention 
efforts to reduce OOHC; these upstream efforts echo the narratives of many of our study 
participants who suggested that more support and time for birth families is needed prior to 
removing children. Their voices should also inform when it is necessary to remove children 
and how to best support children if removal is necessary. Indeed, almost two-thirds of par-
ticipants in the current study felt that it was “sometimes good for a child to be placed in out-
of-home care.”1 Unfortunately, youth voice is often absent from these conversations that 
have such weighty implications. Although young people’s views of the child welfare sys-
tem and of being placed in OOHC are complicated, we, as researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners, would do well to similarly approach reform with such nuance; these issues 
are never unidimensional or static, and valuing the voices of diverse youth, with diverse 
child welfare experiences, will be critical to developing culturally attuned, supportive, and 
effective youth- and family-centered policies and practices.

1 This question was excluded from our analyses because it was only asked at T1 and to a subset of 50 
participants.
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