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A B S T R A C T

Although kinship guardianship is an increasingly important foster care exit pathway for children
in the United States, research on the factors leading to kinship guardianship breakdown is
lacking. This study examines the factors associated with guardianship breakdown for children
who exited foster care to kinship guardianship in California between 2003 and 2010
(N=18,831). Specifying time-dependent Cox relative risk models, children’s age trajectories are
directly accounted for in the analysis. This allows differentiation between duration dependence
(i.e., time spent in guardianship) and children’s development (expressed as age). Overall, 17.3%
of children reentered care by 2017. Early adolescents, age 13–15 years (HR=1.63, p < .001),
and late adolescents, age 16–17 years (HR=1.93, p < .001), had an increased hazard of reentry
compared with children under the age of six. Children with a history of mental health concerns
had more than twice the hazard of reentering than children without such a history (HR=2.18,
p < .001). Our findings indicate that transition to adolescence was associated with increased
risk of reentry into care, highlighting the need for guardianship support services leading up to,
and during, this child developmental stage.

1. Introduction

Since 1980 two major trends in the provision of foster care services in the United States have often worked at cross purposes. The
first is the emphasis on encouraging kin to provide foster care services and the second is the emphasis on short term foster care on the
path to permanency. These trends are in potential conflict because kin placements tend to be longer and less likely to lead to
reunification or adoption than are non-kin placements (Testa, 2004; Wulczyn, Zimmerman, & Skyles, 2002). In recent years states
have attempted to address this conflict by developing strategies that encourage kin guardianship.

The emphasis on, and visibility of, kinship care began with the 1979 Miller v. Youakim United States Supreme Court decision
which required that child welfare agencies treat and pay children’s relatives who meet licensing requirements as they do any other
foster parents. Since this decision, kin have become a frequent placement resource for child protection agencies (McGowan & Walsh,
2000). ‘Kinship care’ has become the placement of choice for children in need of out of home care (i.e., foster care). By 2015 kinship
care represented 30% of the United States foster care census, an increase from 24% a decade earlier (Administration for Children and
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Families, 2006, 2016). Concurrently, passage of legislation such as the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act 1980, the Adoption
and Safe Families Act 1997, and the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act 2008, required policymakers to
focus on reducing the length of stay in foster care and, for children who cannot be reunified with their birth parents, achieving legal
permanency through adoption and guardianship (Rolock, 2015; Testa, 2004).

Adoption and guardianship are inherently different pathways to achieving legal permanence for foster children. Unlike adoption,
legal guardianship does not sever the biological parents’ legal rights to the child and the familial identities of relatives, such as
grandparents, remain intact (Rolock & White, 2017; Testa, 2004, 2008 ; White, 2016). This may be an appealing distinction for those
kin who do not want the dissolution of their family members’ legal rights to their own child (McGowan & Walsh, 2000; Testa, 2008).
On the other hand, guardianship can be vacated by courts, is less legally binding and is therefore easier to dissolve (Rolock & White,
2017; Testa, 2004; Wulczyn et al., 2002).

Compared to kinship foster care, legal guardianship transfers legal custody from the state to the guardian, which means that the
state no longer actively monitors the child or family (Rolock & White, 2017). While this transfer is thought to improve stability and
continuity of the guardian-child relationship (Testa, 2004), this could result in a financial burden if foster care payments are de-
creased or eliminated (Testa, 2010). Kinship caregivers are often financially challenged (Radel, Bramlett, & Waters, 2010), and post-
permanency studies indicate that many caregivers face barriers to accessing important services due to financial hardship, lack of
information, and limited availability of services (Festinger, 2002; Liao & White, 2014; Reilly & Platz, 2004). Subsidized legal
guardianship seeks to promote successful legal permanency and exiting children from the foster care system while maintaining a
foster care equivalent payment to legal guardians.

Several states introduced this permanency option to provide a pathway to legal permanence for cases where reunification and
adoption may not be in the best interest of the child (e.g., California Senate Bill 1901, Chapter 1055, Statutes of 1998; Illinois 705
ILCS 405/2.27; Michigan, Senate Bill 227, Statutes of 2009). In response to this shift in focus, the share of exits to guardianship, in
percent of total exits from foster care, more than doubled between 2004 and 2015 (Administration for Children and Families, 2006,
2016). Additionally, research has shown that the availability of subsidized guardianship can increase the occurrence of legal per-
manency, although there may be a tradeoff between guardianship and adoption (Testa, 2002, 2010). However, results comparing
adoption and guardianship stability are ambiguous. Some studies show no significant differences (Testa, 2010), others higher sta-
bility in guardianship placements (Liao & White, 2014), and yet others higher instability for children in guardianship placements
(Rolock & White, 2017).

2. Factors associated with post-permanency breakdowns

Despite the growing importance of kin guardianship as a permanency option, research has focused on breakdowns of re-
unifications and adoptions and there has been limited study of factors associated with discontinuation of guardianships (Rolock,
2015; Rolock & White, 2017; White, 2016). Historically, placement type, child age, and behavioral issues have been associated with
breakdown in foster care placements (Chamberlain et al., 2006; James, 2004) and many of those predictors have also been shown to
be relevant for discontinuity of permanent placements.

For example, many studies have found children’s age to be a significant determinant of post-permanency continuity and there is
strong evidence that the risk of permanence discontinuity is higher for older children (Rolock & White, 2016; S. L. Smith, Howard,
Garnier, & Ryan, 2006; White, 2016). However, it appears that this relationship may be nonlinear, with infants also having been
identified as being at higher risk of discontinuity (Jones & LaLiberte, 2017; Kimberlin, Anthony, & Austin, 2009; Shaw, 2006).
Additionally, children exhibiting emotional, behavioral and mental health problems have consistently been shown to be at increased
risk of post-permanency breakdown (Barth et al., 2007, Barth, Weigensberg, Fisher, Fetrow, & Green, 2008; Coakley & Berrick, 2008;
Jones & LaLiberte, 2017; Kimberlin et al., 2009; White, 2016). Children’s experiences during foster care, such as the number of
placements, and maltreatment history have also been identified as important factors associated with post-permanence instability
(Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Courtney, 1995; Jonson-Reid, 2003; Kimberlin et al., 2009; White, 2016; Yampolskaya, Armstrong, & King-
Miller, 2011). For example, recent evidence indicates that children’s previous experience with removal is positively correlated with
the risk of reentry to foster care (Jedwab & Shaw, 2017; Shipe, Shaw, Betsinger, & Farrell, 2017).

While children’s ethnicity has received significant attention in the literature, the findings are mixed. Some studies suggest that
African American children are at increased risk of post-permanency discontinuity (Courtney, 1995; Rolock & White, 2016; S. L. Smith
et al., 2006; Wells & Guo, 1999; Yampolskaya et al., 2011), while other studies find that ethnicity is not a significant risk factor
(Goering & Shaw, 2017; Jedwab & Shaw, 2017; Shipe et al., 2017). Similarly, the impact of children’s gender is not straightforward
with some studies finding increased risk of post-permanence instability for males (Coakley & Berrick, 2008) and other studies in-
dicating no significant relationship (Barth et al., 2008; Lee, Jonson-Reid, & Drake, 2012; Rolock & White, 2016; S. L. Smith et al.,
2006; Wells & Guo, 1999). At the caregiver level, marital status, educational level, emotional stress or expressiveness, and ex-
pectations have all been associated with post-permanency stability (Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Liao & White, 2014; Testa, Snyder, Qi,
Rolock, & Liao, 2015). For example, some studies found that the permanent placements may be more stable if caregivers were
married (Berry & Barth, 1990; Liao & White, 2014). Finally, post-permanency stability has been positively associated with the
availability, accessibility, quality and utilization of pre- and post-permanency services (Berry, Propp, & Martens, 2007; Coakley &
Berrick, 2008; Liao & White, 2014; White, 2016).
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3. The current study

This study aimed to address the scarcity of research into factors associated with the continuity of kin guardian placements.
Reentry to foster care following an exit to kinship guardianship was used as an indicator of guardianship breakdown. Throughout this
article, we used the terms guardianship breakdown and reentry to foster care interchangeably. Guardianship breakdown is more
specific than the term post-permanency discontinuity employed in recent literature, which includes any kind of post-permanency
instability (Rolock, 2015; Rolock & White, 2016). As explained below, we defined guardianship breakdown as occurring only when a
child reentered care and was placed with a different substitute caregiver – not just reentering care, which could occur to facilitate
birth parent reunification or to receive services while maintaining a placement with the same caregiver.

The analysis drew on child-specific, event-level administrative data containing information on all children aged 0–17 years who
entered kinship guardianship in California for the first time from January 2003 through December 2010. Children were followed for
up to fourteen years after their exit to kin guardianship. This addresses a major shortcoming of the existing literature which is the lack
of studies with long follow-up periods (Goering & Shaw, 2017) and thus contributes to the growing evidence base on the long-term
stability of permanency options (Rolock & White, 2016; Testa et al., 2015).

3.1. Modeling child development and age trajectories

A particular feature of this investigation is its focus on the association of children’s age and stability of kin guardianship pla-
cements. While age has consistently been identified as an important factor related to post-permanency, the specific form of this
association remains and area of active research. There exists strong evidence that older children are at increased risk of post-
permanence instability (Jones & LaLiberte, 2017) and similar patterns have also been identified in the literature on foster care
placement stability (James, 2004; D. K. Smith, Stormshak, Chamberlain, & Bridges Whaley, 2001). Some scholars hypothesize that
placement breakdowns are more likely to occur at older ages because youth are more difficult to manage or may be better able to take
action to terminate ill-fitting placements (Beckett, Pinchen, & McKeigue, 2014). Other authors argue that family integration may be
harder for children who are older at the time of reunification (Wells & Guo, 1999). Furthermore, older children with a history of
foster care placement instability are more likely to exhibit internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Newton, Litrownik, &
Landsverk, 2000), which has been linked to lower levels of family functioning and instability of post-permanence placements (Barth
et al., 2008; Leung & Erich, 2002; Liao & White, 2014; Nalavany, Glidden, & Ryan, 2009).

However, some research into post-permanency stability indicates that the relationship between child age and placement dis-
continuity may be nonlinear (Jones & LaLiberte, 2017). Interestingly, similar bimodal patterns are also prevalent in data on first time
foster care placements (Wulczyn, Barth, Yuan, Harden, & Landsverk, 2005; Wulczyn, Chen, & Hislop, 2007). Assessing a wide range
of epidemiological data, Wulczyn et al. (2005) found that first foster care entry rates varied by age, with infants having the highest
entry rates. Moreover, there was a second, more modest, increase in entry rates during adolescence, suggesting a link with children’s
developmental trajectories. They also concluded that the developmental and behavioral problems exhibited by children in foster care
were an accumulation of the effects of foster care experiences and children’s developmental problems at the onset of their in-
volvement with the child protection system. It may well be that difficulties in the transition from adolescence to adulthood for youth
in the general population (Spear, 2000) may be exacerbated by the difficulties faced by foster children (Berry & Barth, 1990). This
immediately raises the question: To what extent are children’s developmental trajectories contributing to the instability of post-
permanence placements?

The most widely used approaches to modeling child age in the child welfare literature are based on children’s age at placement or
permanency. A shortcoming of these models is that they assume children’s age as fixed, or time-invariant, over the course of the study
and attribute all changes in differences in the risk of placement discontinuity to the duration the child spent in legal permanence. If
children’s developmental trajectories contribute to the risk of guardianship breakdown, this assumption would no longer hold as
different children enter developmental stages at different points in time during their placement. This would manifest itself in distinct
patterns in the risk of reentry, with an increase between the ages of twelve and seventeen years, independent of children’s age at legal
permanence. A recent analysis of factors related to post-permanency stability supported such a hypothesis and emphasized that
children’s age trajectories, rather than their age at permanency, may be the most compelling characteristic from a preventative
perspective (Rolock & White, 2016).

In this study, we used time-varying semiparametric duration models to investigate the association between children’s age tra-
jectories and the risk of guardianship breakdown. The specification used in this study separated developmental effects from duration
dependence which is not possible in proportional hazard models traditionally used in the child welfare literature. Furthermore, we
used a flexible specification of developmental stages that allowed for complex patterns in the relationship between age and reentry
hazards as indicated in the literature.

4. Methods

4.1. Data specification

Data were extracted from the California Child Welfare Services/Case Management System (CWS/CMS), the state’s administrative
child welfare database. Data are available through a longstanding agreement between the University of California at Berkeley and the
California Department of Social Services (CDSS), which has Institutional Review Board approval. The data extract included all
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California children who exited child welfare foster care to kin guardianship before age 18 between 2003 and 2010 (N=18,834).
Observations from earlier years were excluded to minimize data irregularities due to early implementation effects that occurred
during the introduction of the kinship guardian assistance program (Kin-GAP) in California. Three additional children who exited
between 2003 and 2010 were excluded from the analysis due to missing or incorrect information resulting in 18,831 children being
included in the analysis.

4.2. Outcome variable

For this study, the event of interest was a child’s reentry to foster care following an observed exit to kinship guardianship. ‘Positive
reentries’ were not counted as guardianship breakdowns. These positive reentries were of three types: (1) return to care for purposes
of adoption by the same caregiver; (2) return to care to facilitate reunification with birth parent(s); (3) return to care but maintaining
guardianship with the same caregiver. The time to guardianship breakdown was measured as the duration between the date a child
exited to kin guardianship and the date a child either experienced their first reentry to foster care as a result of a guardianship
breakdown or the date an observation was censored. For cases where no reentry to foster care was observed, censoring occurred
(observation was ceased) either on children’s eighteenth birthday or 1 January, 2017, the data extract date. Given the large sample
size and low number of events per time interval, we mapped durations into monthly intervals to optimize computation time.

4.3. Independent variables

As is the case with many large administrative data sources, standardized measures of child development were not available.
Therefore, we specified a model in which a proxy for stage of development was modeled as a flexible nonlinear function of age over
time. We defined five time-varying age categories that reflected developmental stages: Preschool (0–5 years); primary school (6–9
years); preteen (10–12 years); early adolescence (13–15 years); and late adolescence (16–17 years). Being time-varying indicators,
each child transitioned through age categories over time until reentry or until being censored (i.e., reaching age 18 or their age on the
last date of observation – 1 January 2017).

The models controlled for a range of time-invariant covariates at the child, case and guardian level, chosen on basis of the
literature outlined above and the availability of information in the CWS/CMS. These included children’s gender; child’s reported
race/ethnicity (Black, White, Latino, Asian Pacific Islander, Native American); the presence of a mental health disability identified
prior to the exit to kin guardianship (yes/no); and the presence of a physical disability, but no mental health disability, prior to the
exit to kin guardianship (yes/no). Case characteristics included the primary initial removal reason (child neglect, physical abuse,
sexual abuse, other maltreatment type); the number of prior care episodes, centered at the first episode, as well as duration in months
for the base episode from which the child exited to kin guardianship, centered at twelve months. The model also included an indicator
for whether the guardian was a single caregiver (yes/no). All categorical variables, such as ethnicity or initial removal reason, where
transformed to a set of dichotomous indicators, taking values 0 or 1, for the inclusion in the analysis.

4.4. Data analysis

We specified time-dependent Cox relative risk models to investigate associations between possible predictors of breakdown and
the duration a child spent in kin guardianship. Although our models controlled for a number of covariates at the child and caregiver
level, they did not consider explanatory factors at higher levels such as counties. Though state-supervised, child welfare services in
California are administered at county level, which implies that child protection programs and child welfare practices can vary
between counties according to local needs (California Department of Social Services, 2017). For example, differences in the avail-
ability of pre- and post-permanency services at the county level could lead to systematic variation in post-permanency outcomes as
suggested in the literature (Berry et al., 2007; Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Lee et al., 2012). The presence of such unmeasured het-
erogeneity can result in county-specific excess risk that must be accounted for in analytical models to avoid inconsistent estimates
(Therneau & Grambsch, 2000). Hence, we included a shared frailty term in the specification.

A direct consequence of relaxing time-invariance in our model was that the usual proportional hazard assumptions were, by
definition, violated as relative hazards between children were allowed to change over time according to children’s developmental
trajectories. The proportionality assumptions for other covariates were assessed (Grambsch & Therneau, 1994; Schoenfeld, 1982) and
rejected for a small number of covariates (Black, mental health). However, graphical analyses revealed that the scaled Schoenfeld
residuals were small relative to coefficients and variation over time was negligible (Therneau & Grambsch, 2000).

Despite the proportionality of hazards in time-dependent models no longer being constant over time, the relative hazard inter-
pretation remains valid (Kalbfleisch & Prentice, 2002). Therefore, the hazard of reentry for a particular child, denoted with index i, is
expressed as =λ t X α αλ t X t β( , ) ( )exp{ ( ) }i 0 i , where the covariate vector X t( )i may include fixed and time-dependent variables
whereas λ t( )0 represents the baseline hazard and beta denotes a vector of parameters. The term α represents the shared frailty and is
assumed to have unit mean and variance θ. This term can be thought of as a random intercept, which becomes apparent if one
expresses the model in log-hazard form. The Cox relative risk models with shared frailty were estimated via penalized maximum
likelihood, and it is important to note that resulting hazard ratios and standard errors have to be interpreted conditional on the
optimized thetas (Cleves, Gould, & Marchenko, 2016). Data coding was conducted using SAS version 9.4 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary,
NC) and all analyses were performed using Stata SE 14.2 (StataCorp LP, College Station, TX).
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5. Results

Overall, 17.29% of children reentered care prior to January 1st, 2017 and descriptive statistics are provided in Table 1. In total,
50.82% of children were female. The majority were reported to be Latino (43.74%) or Black (31.25%) followed by White children
(21.03%). The most common reason for original removal to foster care was Neglect (82.49%). About 12% of children had a reported
mental disability and 36.08% had known (and reported) disabilities other than mental health prior to their exit to kinship guar-
dianship.

The smoothed hazard estimate from nonparametric analyses (Fig. 1) showed that the hazard of reentry initially increased until
approximately 30 months from exit to kin guardianship before decreasing until around 100 months (approx. eight years). After this
time, the hazard increased again. These results indicated that children who have been in kin guardianship for extended periods of
time had an increase in the hazard of a guardianship breakdown, but this increase was not constant over time. When stratified by
child age at original exit to kin guardianship, there was visual evidence to suggest an increased risk of reentry between ages 11 and 16
years (Fig. 1 in the online Supplement of this article).

Table 1
Child characteristics of children exiting to kinship guardianship, 2003–2010.
Data source: California Child Welfare Services/Case Management System.

Variable Children without observed reentry (N=15,576) Children with observed reentry (N=3255)

Categorical Variables % %

Gender Female 50.73% 51.21%
Ethnicity White 21.68% 17.94%

Black 29.76% 38.37%
Latino 44.45% 40.37%
Asian/Pacific Islander 2.50% 1.44%
Native American 1.61% 1.87%

Disability Mental health 10.18% 20.28%
Other disability only 37.40% 29.77%

Reason for removal Neglect 82.32% 83.29%
Physical abuse 7.88% 8.57%
Sexual abuse 2.64% 1.60%
Other maltreatment 7.16% 6.54%

Guardian Single caretaker 70.89% 74.04%

Continuous & Count Variables Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Age at exit to kin guardianship (years) 9.37 (4.70) 8.57 (3.96)
Number of previous episodes incl. base episode 1.31 (0.61) 1.33 (0.60)
Duration of base episode (months) 38.80 (37.24) 38.18 (33.79)

Fig. 1. Smoothed hazard estimate of reentry to care. Children in kinship guardianship in California, 2003–2017. Cohort includes children who exited to kinship
guardianship, 2003– 2010.
Source: California Child Welfare Services/Case Management System.
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5.1. Multivariate analysis

The pattern in time-dependent age groups supported the results from nonparametric analyses and provided statistical evidence
that age is associated with reentry to care. Table 2 shows hazard ratios and confidence intervals for the time-dependent Cox re-
gression with shared frailty. Reference category was the ‘preschool’ cohort (i.e., time-varying indicator that shows child develop-
mental stage at each failure time).

Whereas the hazard ratios of the 6–9 and 10–12 age groups were not statistically significant, the hazard ratio of the age group
‘early adolescence’ was statistically significant at the 95% confidence level and was large in magnitude. Controlling for other cov-
ariates in the model (including the unobserved county effect or frailty), the ‘early adolescence’ age group had a 63.21% increase in
hazard compared to the ‘preschool’ cohort (HR=1.63, χ2= 26.69, p < .001). This association was even more pronounced for
children in the ‘late adolescence’ group who had a 93% higher hazard of reentry (HR=1.93, χ2= 46.88, p < .001). Further tests
showed that the differences between ‘early adolescence’ and ‘preteen’ (χ2= 62.30, p < .001) as well as ‘late adolescence’ and ‘early
adolescence’ (χ2= 14.54, p < .001) were statistically significant.

Of the time-constant variables, mental health disability showed the largest association with hazard of reentry to foster care.
Children with a known history of mental health concerns prior to initial exit to kinship guardianship had more than twice the hazard
of reentering foster care than children without such a history (HR=2.18, χ2= 245.46, p < .001). Another substantial and sig-
nificant factor was ethnicity. Black children experienced a 42% increase in the hazard of reentry as compared to White children
(HR=1.42, χ2= 41.35, p < .001). Children whose last child maltreatment report prior to entry to foster care involved sexual abuse
had a lower risk of reentry to care post kin guardianship than children removed for reasons of neglect (HR=0.73, χ2= 4.86,
p= .03). The hazard of reentry also increased with increases in the number of children’s prior episodes in care (HR=1.10,
χ2= 11.43, p < .001). Finally, the estimated variance of the frailty term was 0.08, which is small. However, a likelihood-ratio test
rejected the null hypothesis that θ equals zero and within-county correlation should not be ignored. That is, certain counties tended to
fare better or worse than others. Although this was controlled for in the statistical model, it was not explored further in this analysis.
To test how sensitive these results were to the model specification, we conducted a comprehensive robustness analysis which is
available in the online supplemental material to this article.

6. Discussion

The current study examined factors associated with children’s reentry to foster care, following their exit to kinship guardianship.
Reentry into foster care was analyzed as an indicator of the stability of kin guardian placements and thus the well-being of children
growing up in this family setting. Overall, about 17.3% of all children discharged to kin guardian ship between 2003 and 2010
reentered foster care during the 14 years follow up period. These broader findings are comparable to other studies in the area. In his
review, White (2016) found that discontinuity rates for guardianships reported in the literature range from 2% to over 30%.
However, the studies included in the review varied vastly in sample characteristics and follow-up periods. In a population-based

Table 2
Estimated hazard ratios for time to first reentry to foster care.

Variable Hazard Ratioa Confidence Interval

Primary School (6–9) 0.964 0.795 1.170
Preteen (10–12) 1.062 0.877 1.286
Early adolescence (13–15) 1.632*** 1.355 1.966
Late adolescence (16–17) 1.930*** 1.599 2.330
Female 1.095* 1.022 1.174
Removal reason: Physical abuse 1.063 0.938 1.204
Removal reason: Sexual abuse 0.733* 0.556 0.966
Removal reason: Other maltreatment 0.862* 0.745 0.998
Ethnicity: Black 1.416*** 1.273 1.574
Ethnicity: Latino 1.075 0.972 1.190
Ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.763 0.565 1.029
Ethnicity: Native American 1.297 0.988 1.704
Mental health disability 2.183*** 1.980 2.407
Other disability than mental health only 0.845*** 0.779 0.917
Guardian is single caretaker 1.020 0.938 1.110
Number of episodes including base episode 1.104** 1.042 1.169
Base episode duration in months 0.999 0.998 1.000

θ (estimated variance of frailty term)b 0.076 (SE=0.030)

Notes: Reference cohort is ‘Preschool’ for developmental trajectories, ‘White’ for ethnicity, and ‘Neglect’ for removal reason.
a All hazard ratios and standard errors are conditional on estimated θ.
b Likelihood ratio test of H0: θ=0: χ 2(01)= 80.08, p < .001. No. of counties= 56.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.

A. Parolini et al. Child Abuse & Neglect 79 (2018) 315–324

320



study in Illinois with up to 15 years follow up, Rolock and White (2016) found that approximately 7% of children who exited to
adoption or legal guardianship between 1998 and 2002, reentered the foster care system and that the reentry rate after two years was
1%. Goering and Shaw (2017) reported in their study that 7.5% of children placed in kin guardianships reentered foster care within
18 months. When comparing the same follow-up time, 4.1% of children in our sample reentered foster care within 18 months, which
sits in-between the figures reported by Goering and Shaw (2017) and Rolock and White (2016).

Principal findings from our study were that the risk of reentry following placement with a relative guardian was higher if the child
was Black, older, had a mental health diagnosis prior to exit to kinship guardianship, or if the child had multiple spells in care prior to
their exit to guardianship. The fact that African American children in our sample were more likely to reenter foster care is in line with
similar findings across numerous child welfare studies that reveal less favorable outcomes for Black as compared to White children
(Courtney et al., 1996; Rolock & White, 2016; S. L. Smith et al., 2006; Wells & Guo, 1999). However, as is emphasized throughout the
literature these findings have to be interpreted with care since the increased risk for Black children is likely to reflect the complex
structural issues facing African American families (Drake, Lee, & Jonson-Reid, 2009). For example, African American families are not
only more likely to be overrepresented in the child welfare system but are also at higher risk of related hardships such as poverty or
unemployment (Wulczyn, Gibbons, Snowden, & Lery, 2013). Hence, more research is needed to disentangle the differing risk of kin
guardianship breakdown for African American children. That is, a single binary marker for whether a child is African American does
not explain why African American children are at elevated risk.

Many studies have documented an increased risk of post-permanency discontinuity for children with mental health or behavioral
problems (Barth et al., 2007; Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Jedwab & Shaw, 2017; Jones & LaLiberte, 2017; Kimberlin et al., 2009; White,
2016). Furthermore, some evidence indicates that children with identified health problems or disabilities experience lower family
functioning (Leung, Erich, & Kanenberg, 2005) or higher risk of permanency instability (Courtney, 1995; S. L. Smith et al., 2006).
However, it is important to note that most of the studies mentioned above that included a measure for disability did not differentiate
between mental health issues and physical disabilities. The findings in our study showed a large and significant effect for children
with diagnosed mental health issues that were distinct from other disabilities. That said, the indicator used for mental health dis-
abilities in this study is coarse and did not allow us to differentiate between mental health diagnoses. Our data also did not include a
measure of behavior problems and therefore we could not assess the extent to which the observed effect of mental health issues was
due to an unobserved interaction with behavior problems as indicated in previous studies (Barth et al., 2007). Nevertheless, this
finding highlights that children with mental health disabilities were at particular risk of guardianship instability and warrants further
research with a focus on the intersection between mental health and behavioral problems.

An interesting finding was that children who had a diagnosed physical disability only were at significantly lower risk of guar-
dianship breakdown. Given that the mean duration of qualifying episodes was approximately three years, one explanation could be
that caregivers were aware of the responsibilities related to caring for their child at the time of permanence. This strong commitment
would then be reflected in the protective effect of physical disability. Alternatively, Yampolskaya et al. (2011) hypothesized that
mandatory health assessments, in combination with improved service provision, may offset the costs of physical health problems and
explain the protective effect in their results.

Another finding in our study was that children who experienced multiple spells in foster care were more likely to also experience
post-permanence instability. This agrees with previous studies (Jedwab & Shaw, 2017; Kimberlin et al., 2009; Shipe et al., 2017)
stating that children with previous removal experience were more likely to reenter the foster care system after reunification. The
finding that a primary removal reason of sexual abuse was a protective factor in our results was unexpected and at odds with the
previous literature (Coakley & Berrick, 2008; Jones & LaLiberte, 2017; White, 2016). However, because there were few such children
in our sample, we were unable to conduct further analysis and it is not advisable to speculate without further information. This
finding highlights the need for future studies investigating guardianship stability for children who have been sexually abused.

Perhaps most tellingly, our results indicated that the transition to adolescence (ages 13 to 15 years) was associated with increased
risk of reentry into care. This finding was robust regardless of the amount of time elapsed since a child exited to kin guardianship or
the age at which a child exited to permanency. Overall, the mean age at the time of guardianship breakdown was 12.4 years which is
in line with findings reported in other studies (Henry, 1999; Rolock & White, 2016). Moreover, this increase in risk from the age of
thirteen years onwards is very similar to the patterns reported for first time foster care placements (Wulczyn et al., 2005, 2007). We
also want to emphasize that the associations between children’s age trajectories and risk of reentry to foster care in our study were
robust across a series of flexible model specifications (see supplementary material for further details).

Overall, our findings strongly suggested that observed patterns are consistent with developmental theories and research ex-
amining youth in this age group. Developmental theory has long suggested that this life stage is related to identity development; and
the desire for autonomy and independence may cause friction in families (Erikson, 1960). Specifically, as youth begin adolescence,
the risk for reentry could increase since this liminal period is related to negative social and behavioral outcomes, particularly among
foster youth (Gramkowski et al., 2009). Preliminary results, provided in the supplementary material, also indicated complex inter-
actions between children’s developmental trajectories, their ethnicity, and their mental health status. From these analyses it appeared
that the differences in risk of reentry between White and Black children became even more pronounced during late adolescence while
children with mental health disabilities experienced a decrease in risk during this stage. However, the analysis provided in the
appendix also showed that these outcomes were dependent on the functional specification of the interaction terms and hence further
research is needed to understand the complex underlying patterns through which children’s characteristics are associated with risk of
reentry to foster care. Nevertheless, the findings from this study provide evidence that the transition to adolescence can pose a risk of
guardianship breakdown, implying that youth and families experiencing this developmental stage may need to navigate more
challenging circumstances and thus warrant heightened attention or developmentally sensitive, age-appropriate services from child

A. Parolini et al. Child Abuse & Neglect 79 (2018) 315–324

321



welfare agencies.

6.1. Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, analyses relied on administrative data which can be vulnerable to missing
or inaccurate records. Second, child well-being and developmental indicators of child outcomes were not directly assessed, but were
rather captured by proxy through time-varying age categories which themselves may be crude representations of child development
and could affect estimates. Third, although a range of covariates were controlled for, model specification may be limited by a focus on
main effects, or the influence of unobserved relevant covariates (Bretagnolle & Huber-Carol, 1988), which may also have caused the
failure of proportionality assumptions in some of our results (Therneau & Grambsch, 2000). Fourth, results were generated from a
single, albeit large, state data system and may not necessarily generalize to other jurisdictions. Finally, the study was limited to data
collected solely while children were under child welfare supervision and thus our findings do not reflect a more comprehensive
picture that could emerge from ongoing information tracked after discharge (e.g., child functioning; caregiver health), or through
analysis of linked data from intersecting public systems providing services to youth or families.

7. Implications

Despite its limitations, this study underscores how examination of a large administrative data set can illuminate system outcomes
through a lens that accounts for child development. Given the potential significance of subsidized legal guardianship as a pathway to
legal permanency (Testa, 2002; Testa & White, 2014), the findings of this study are relevant to a large subpopulation of children in
relative foster care who are unable to return to their birth parents. Although the vast majority of children in this study did not
experience guardianship instability, a total of 3255 children experienced a breakdown with 38.58% (n=1256) of them occurring
more than four years (50 months) after guardianship was established. Furthermore, 10.35% (n=337) of all reentries occurred after
eight years. These findings clearly support the recent push for tracking of children’s outcomes over extended periods of time after
finalization of permanency and definitely beyond the current twelve-month federal threshold (Goering & Shaw, 2017; Shaw &
Webster, 2011).

By understanding the factors leading to discontinuation, efforts can be undertaken to mitigate their influence and improve the
stability of guardianship. An intuitive though critical finding of this work emphasizes the need for particular vigilance and avail-
ability of support services for children and their caregivers as youth transition to adolescence. Adolescence is a time of challenge and
change for both youth and their caregivers. This development period can be more complex to navigate when, by definition, the youth
involved are highly vulnerable due to their past experiences of maltreatment. Moreover, risk factors for family instability may present
themselves several years after finalization of permanence and research with similar populations has shown that service use by
adoptive families increases even after eight years post permanence (Wind, Brooks, & Barth, 2007).

Of particular interest in this matter is a potentially expanded role for State support within the context of subsidized kinship
guardianship, and this may also extend to adoption. Policies that subsidize caregivers, either through a mechanism such as Kin-GAP
or through a federal adoption subsidy are an admission by government that more is needed than the establishment of a legal
relationship. Given that the vast majority of caregivers in our sample were eligible for Kin-GAP, our findings indicated that it may not
be sufficient to leave it entirely up to caregivers to expect difficult behavior and manage with only a subsidy. Most parents are
challenged even when there are few problems, let alone the substantial issues that arise from child maltreatment and poor family
circumstances. Moreover, kinship caregivers tend to be older grandparents who struggle to make ends meet (Winokur, Holtan, &
Batchelder, 2014), often taking more than one child into their homes (Shlonsky, Webster, & Needell, 2003). Research has consistently
highlighted the need to improve service provision for caregivers and children, despite of, or maybe due to, the wide range of services
that families require over time (Festinger, 2002; Lee et al., 2012; Merritt & Festinger, 2013; Reilly & Platz, 2004; Wind et al., 2007).
However, as Rolock and White (2016) pointed out, addressing the needs of families after their exit from the child welfare system
continues to be a major challenge.

In California, guardianships are reassessed in regular intervals post finalization so that the state can respond to children’s and
families’ changes in needs. In line with previous recommendations, the insights from this study suggest that synchronizing reviews to
assess children’s and families’ needs at critical points in children’s developmental trajectories could facilitate prevention of guar-
dianship breakdowns (Lee et al., 2012; Rolock & White, 2016; Testa et al., 2015). In particular, provision of post-permanency support
including in-home services (Lee et al., 2012; Reilly & Platz, 2004), speedy and low cost access to effective child/youth clinical and
mental health services (Liao & White, 2014), developmentally and culturally appropriate parenting programs including educational
services, tutoring and mentoring (Jones & LaLiberte, 2017; Leathers, Spielfogel, McMeel, & Atkins, 2011), and access to high quality
recreational activities could go a long way toward preventing guardianship breakdown and reentry into a foster care system that has
its own set of challenges. In addition to providing effective and developmentally sensitive services, mechanisms must be put in place
to ensure caregivers are informed about support available to them and how to access it (Festinger, 2002; Liao & White, 2014).

Future research using models of child development could involve considerations of interactions between different child, caregiver
and case characteristics. Several results provided in the supplementary material indicate complex underlying patterns of risk factors
including children’s ethnicity and mental health status. Adding further information on caregivers, detailed information on child
functionality, and more information about the type and duration of services received will improve our understanding of the pathways
through which risk factors are associated with kin guardianship breakdowns. Furthermore, the correlation of outcomes within
counties emphasized the need to investigate the relationship between post-permanence stability and environmental characteristics at
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the county level. An important step in this direction will be the use of linked and enhanced data from other statewide automated
collection systems, which should be forthcoming in response to recent federal regulations (US Department of Health and Human
Services, 2015).
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