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Research Questions 

• What factors affect placement stability of unaccompanied youth in long-term foster care? 

• To what extent do pre-migration and transit experiences influence placement stability? 

• To what extent do post-placement experiences and behaviors influence placement stability? 

 

Method 

Subjects: A total of 256 children served in long-term foster care in the United States from 2012 to 2015 

under the auspices of Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS). Of the total, 190 were from 

the Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras; 55 were from other 

countries, including Mexico, Somalia, India, Nigeria, Ghana, Bahamas, Bangladesh, Ecuador, 

Ethiopia, and Haiti; and the rest (11) were from Belize, China, Mali, Nicaragua, Russia, and Saudi 

Arabia. 

 

Design: The dependent variable was placement change. Demographic variables included age at 

placement, gender, and country of origin (recoded to “Northern Triangle country” versus “Other”). 

Forty-eight indicators about children’s behavior and experiences were collected prior to and during 

placements on topics related to child maltreatment, behavioral issues, disabilities, criminal activities, 

family reunification, and medical and mental health issues. Premigration risk factors were collected 

during intake and were updated every 90 days. Post-migration risk factors were also collected. 

Independent measures were the following: abandoned in home country, experienced violence in home 

country, failed family reunification, fear of returning to home country, experienced trauma, significant 

acting out while in foster care. 

 

Materials/Measures: The analytic approach used bivariate and multivariate analyses. Independent 

samples t-tests and chi-square analyses were used to examine differences in independent variables by 

Northern Triangle countries of origin versus other countries of origin as well as by experiencing a 

placement change versus no change. Binomial logistic regression was used to examine the relationship 

of independent variables to the log likelihood of ever changing placements while in foster care. 

 

Results/Findings 

Of the 256 children in the analytic sample, 26.5% experienced a placement change while in foster care 

while 74.5% did not. Children’s age and gender did not differ to a statistically significant degree by 

whether they experienced a placement change. Few children from the Northern Triangle countries 

experienced a placement change compared with those from other countries. Experiencing a failed 
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family reunification was less common in those who had changed placements compared with those who 

had not changed placements. Fewer children who had changed placements experienced trauma 

unrelated to the migration journey compared with those who had not changed placements. No other 

relationships were statistically significant. Girls were 63.0% more likely than boys to change 

placements. Having experienced violence in their home countries was associated with over twice the 

likelihood of changing placements. However, fear of returning to their home countries and 

experiencing trauma not related to migration were each associated with a significant decrease in the 

likelihood of changing placements. Significant acting out while in care predicated a 266.0% greater 

likelihood of changing placements. 

 

Limitations 

Longitudinal analyses were not possible using these data, even though data were collected quarterly 

from 2012 to 2015, because the time at which a placement change occurred was not recorded in 

spreadsheets. As a result, the length of time a child spent in a placement was unable to be captured, and 

the number of placement changes occurring during a particular quarter was also unable to be 

measured; both of these variables are important measures of placement stability that cannot be 

accounted for in the analyses. The data used for these analyses are of unknown reliability and validity. 

Several indicators of risk may be underreported by children who do not feel comfortable disclosing 

sensitive information to strangers. Indicators related to children’s protective factors were not available 

for analysis, but given the resilience shown by many of these children during their migration journey, 

future studies should include analysis of protective factors. These data may not be generalizable to 

unaccompanied children placed in foster care outside the LIRS network. Data were not available on 

important alternative explanations of placement stability, such as the quality and type of foster 

placement or variations in services provided to children across sites. 

 

Application to Practice 

As unaccompanied children migrate to the United States, it is important that those in social services be 

informed about and prepared to address the multiple needs of this population. Drawing from evidence 

in child welfare and refugee studies, researchers and practitioners can explore how best to define child 

welfare outcomes in terms of safety, permanency, and well-being as applied to children placed in 

foster care because of their migration and legal statuses rather than for reasons related to maltreatment 

alone. It is important for social services agencies to operate from culturally competent, trauma-

informed perspectives to meet the unique needs of these children. 
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