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Foster Family Agencies: 

MYTH Versus FACT
MYTH:
FFAs are not meeting legislative intent.
FACT:
FFAs have accomplished everthing the legislature intended when they were created in 1985…and then some.

· In 1985, state law was enacted with the intent “to encourage the development of private, nonprofit foster family agencies which recruit, screen, certify, train, and provide professional support services to foster parents.”

· Before FFAs were created, counties often were forced to place children in group homes even though a child’s needs could have been met in a foster family home setting, due to a shortage of foster family homes.

· The Legislature created foster family agencies (FFAs) in an effort to (1) serve more children through foster families, rather than group homes; (2) find a cost effective alternative to group homes; and (3) enlist private, nonprofit agencies in addressing the shortage of foster families.
· In 10 years, FFAs doubled the number of available foster family placements and substantially decreased the number of children inappropriately placed in group homes.

· [image: image1.jpg]From 1988-1998, the number of children in foster care doubled.  In response, FFAs dramatically increased the number of available foster family homes, growing and expanding from serving 1000 children in 1988 to serving 18,000 children in 1998.

· As FFA placements grew, group home placements remained stable although the number of children entering foster care doubled. Meanwhile, the number of lower level group homes – group homes where children would be placed who most likely could be served in foster family-based settings – decreased significantly from 75% of group home capacity to 25%, while the number of higher level group homes serving youth with more challenging problems increased proportionately.

MYTH:
FFAs have caused a shortage of county licensed foster family homes. 

FACT:
FFAs have provided vitally needed foster home placements for counties struggling with a lack of county foster homes.

· FFAs were created in response to a chronic shortage of county licensed foster family homes; FFAs did not create the shortage.

· FFAs have responded successfully to the ever-increasing demand of counties for foster care placements. 

· During the peak period of FFA growth, the number of county licensed foster family home (FFH) placements did not significantly decrease.

· Counties still struggle to recruit and retain foster parents just as they did before FFAs were created. 

MYTH:
FFAs have unfair advantages over public agencies.
FACT:
FFAs have advantages and liabilities not shared by public agencies.


· FFAs are paid a capitated flat rate that allows them to flexibly use funds to best meet the needs of children and families in a cost effective manner.

· FFAs can screen out or not certify weak foster families, while public agencies must license all applicants that meet minimal licensing standards.  

· FFAs have the programmatic flexibility to meet the specific needs of their county customers, and can form alliances or merge with other agencies to improve effectiveness.

· FFAs are highly motivated to effectively recruit and retain qualified, competent foster parents.  

· If FFAs do not have a sufficient pool of foster parents, they cannot accomplish their missions and do not survive as viable nonprofit agencies. 

· If FFAs do not select qualified, competent foster parents, then train, monitor, and provide adequate professional support, the FFA, not the foster family (as is the case with county licensed foster homes), is at great risk for licensing citations, potential loss of license, litigation and liability claims. 

· In other words, if FFAs are unsuccessful at recruiting and certifying foster families and in providing quality foster care services, they go out of business.

MYTH:
FFAs are too expensive; they are two to three times the cost of licensed FFHs. 

FACT:
Foster Family Agencies are a genuine value.

· Comparing FFA rates to licensed FFH rates is like comparing apples to apple cores.  FFA rates are inclusive of all cost components. FFH rates cover just one cost component—the minimum monthly stipend paid to foster parents.

· If public agencies were to replicate the level of support and services offered by FFAs, the cost would be significantly higher than that of FFAs.  

· Comparing just the social work costs, the public agency cost per child per month would be more than twice that for FFAs as shown below:

	Costs for Counties to Replicate

Social Work Services Provided by FFAs

	 
	FFA
	Public Agency

	Hourly Costs of Social Worker*
	$  29.08 
	$  62.49 

	Average Monthly Costs 
	$  523.00 
	$  1,125.00 

	*  Includes administrative and other associated overhead costs, as well as

    costs of a social worker's pay and benefits.


· On top of the FFH basic rate (minimum stipend) paid to foster parents, most counties also pay specialized care increments and clothing allowances to licensed FFHs. The highest approved county specialized care rate is about $2,000 per month and annual clothing allowances range from $100 - $600.  By comparison, the average standard FFA rate is $1,697 per month, inclusive.

· The capitated FFA rate funds quality services provided by social workers with lower caseloads and higher required educational levels than in the public sector.  
· State regulations require that FFAs employ at least one social worker for every 15 children, compared to staffing of one worker for every 40 to 50 children typical in the public sector. 
· State regulations require that every FFA social worker have a master’s degree; by contrast, regulations require that “at least 50% of the professional staff” in public sector child welfare services have a master’s degree.

· FFAs provide a less expensive alternative to lower level group home placements; compare FFA rates that range from $1,589 – $1,865 per month to RCL 1-9 group home rates that range from $1,454 – $4479 per month.

· The capitated FFA rate pays for a wide range of services for children and families such as:

· Intake and evaluation of children for matching with appropriate certified families.

· At least twice monthly face-to-face visits with a social worker. 

· Development and updating of children’s needs and services plan.

· Professional support services for foster parents including, crisis intervention, advice and counseling, liaison with schools, and referrals to respite care.

· 24-hours a day, 7 days-a-week availability for emergencies.

· Maintenance of contact with brothers and sisters.

· Transportation of children to visit birth parents.

· Individual, group and family counseling. 

· Independent living and transition services.

· Pre-adoption services.

MYTH:
There is little difference in characteristics or background between children placed in FFHs and those placed in FFA certified foster family homes.
FACT:
Children in FFAs often have greater needs overall than those in licensed FFHs.

· UC Davis case file research suggests that twice as many children placed in FFAs had been sexually abused prior to placement, twice as many had witnessed family violence or murder, and significantly more had a group home placement in their history compared to FFH children.

· A 1999 California Department of Social Services (CDSS) report to the Legislature indicated that the top two treatment reasons reported by county child welfare administrators for placing children in FFAs were “severe acting out behavior” and “program for children who are diagnosed as seriously emotionally disturbed.”  

· UC Davis case file research indicates that more school age and “troubled” children are placed in FFA homes and more infants and preschoolers are placed in licensed FFHs. 

· Counties use licensed FFHs and FFAs in a wide variety of ways, so the characteristics and background of children in the two types of placements vary significantly depending on the county.  For example:

· Some counties use licensed FFHs for all medically fragile infants, children freed for adoption, or short-term shelter care placements.  

· Some counties use FFAs, by comparison, when they wish to place brothers and sisters together in the same home, when there is a difficult birth parent situation, or they need foster parents who can communicate with a child who does not speak English.

MYTH:     
FFAs hold on to children too long. 

FACT:
How long children stay in FFA placements varies greatly by county and is controlled by the juvenile court and placing agencies.

· County departments of social services and juvenile courts have control over how long a child remains in placement, not FFAs.  FFAs cannot keep children in foster care one day longer than is stipulated by county caseworkers and juvenile courts.

· In Los Angeles County – with over 40% of the foster care caseload – the median length of stay is about the same for children in FFA homes and licensed FFHs (UC Berkeley Center for Social Services Research data extracted from the California Child Welfare Services/Case Management System [CWS/CMS]).

· UC Davis research indicates that more school age and “troubled” adolescents (who are more difficult to reunify and find adoptive placements) are in FFA homes and more infants and preschoolers are in licensed FFHs (generally easier to reunify and find adoptive placements). 

· A 1999 California Department of Social Services (CDSS) report to the Legislature noted that juvenile courts had established “long-term foster care with a non-relative” as the case plan for over 20% of children placed by counties in FFAs, compared to 12% of children placed in licensed FFHs.

· Statewide averages regarding length of stay in FFAs are simply not relevant because of the differences between counties in how they use FFAs to meet county foster care needs. 

· The California Alliance of Child and Family Services is committed to working cooperatively with counties and state policymakers to explore ways to ensure that every child in foster care is either safely reunified with parents, adopted, or transitioned to an alternative form of permanence as quickly as possible.

MYTH:
There is a higher incidence of abuse by FFA foster parents than by licensed FFH foster parents.

FACT:
Intensive FFA oversight of certified foster homes assures that licensing violations of all types are more likely to be detected and self-reported by FFAs to Community Care Licensing.


· CCL data demonstrate:
· Over 50% of reports on certified foster homes come from the supervising FFA.

· 74% of all allegations are for low priority concerns. 

· Only 9% of all reports result in substantiated incidents of abuse.

· CCL has not yet developed benchmarks for incidence of reports and substantiation, or comparison to other types of out-of-home care.

CONCLUSION:


FFAs are a success story. they should be applauded and their strengths supported. 

· FFAs helped solve the chronic foster home shortage problem.  

· FFAs have been highly responsive to counties’ needs developing specialized approaches to foster care including pre-adoptive services, foster care for special populations (e.g., developmentally disabled, pregnant and parenting teens, juvenile offenders, gay and lesbian youth), foster family-based residential treatment, and emergency shelter care. 

· FFAs with adoption licenses account for over 10% of the children adopted out of the foster care system each year, more than any single California county.

· FFAs have successfully increased foster care capacity among families of color and among previously underutilized religious and ethnic populations. 

· The County Welfare Directors Association, California Department of Social Services, and the California Alliance of Child and Family Services, among others, view the role of FFAs in the continuum of care as vital and cost effective. 

· The California Alliance of Child and Family Services recommends that counties, private nonprofit FFAs, and state policymakers should aggressively pursue ways to use FFAs to expand foster home capacity, reduce county workload, improve care and supervision of foster children, make certain that every child has a permanent home, and assure that the state and counties meet federally mandated child welfare services outcome standards. 

Did you know?


FFAs account for the adoptions of over 10% of the children adopted out of the public child welfare system each year. That’s more adoptions than are facilitated by any single California county. 
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