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Articles

Children in foster care: their present situation
and plans for their future

Rami Benbenishty and Daphna Oyserman

A basic assumption in child-rearing in the western world is that
children should live with their biological families until they reach
maturity. It is only when the family cannot function as a safe
environment for the child that out-of-home placements such as
foster care are sought. Removing children from their biological
families and placing them with families considered more suitable to
care for them is a decision of great individual and societal con-

sequence (Maluccio and Fein, 1983). Such a placement may help
relieve the child’s and family’s distress, and pave a new and hope-
ful road for their future, but it may also result in anguish and
irreversible harm to the children and to their families (Kadushin
and Martin, 1988).

In England, since the Children Act of 1948 fostering has been the
preferred method of care for young children who have to be placed
out of home, and the number of children placed in foster care has
continued to grow (Rowe et al., 1984). Similarly, in the United
States, family foster care is one of the largest components of child
welfare and seems to be growing (Terpstra, 1987). In Israel foster
care has also become a preferred alternative for many children who
cannot or should not be adopted, and for whom residential care is
not suitable (Jaffe, 1982). In 1989 there were about 1700 children
placed in about 1200 foster families across Israel. Most of these
placements are voluntary and do not involve the courts.
While in the United States, foster care providers may be private
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organizations, counties or states, in Israel foster care is managed by
social workers who operate within the local welfare bureau. Some
of these caseworkers work only with foster children, while most
have mixed caseloads and are working with other client populations
as well. In Israel, several attempts have been made to promote
a ’specialist’ model of foster care work - providing in-service

training and foster care only caseloads for example. While in the
US, foster care workers function as case managers documenting
changes in family circumstances, in Israel the social worker with
responsibility for the child rarely has direct contact with the child’s
biological family, and does not provide direct service. Reunification
attempts are not as emphasized as they are in the United States;
funding for foster care is not time-limited; and since courts are
involved in only a few cases, there is relatively little outside pressure
to return children to their biological families. This is quite different
from the situation in many states in the US where the vast majority
of children enter care under a court order which must be periodically
reviewed.

Empirical analyses of the Israeli system show that many children
who enter foster care come from single-parent families, and the
reasons for placement are ’parent based’, most frequently neglect.
Death of one of the parents is also a common reason for placement
(Oyserman et al., 1992). Nevertheless, even though ’child-based’
problems are never the sole reason for out of home placement,
children are often viewed at the time of placement as worse off
than same-aged peers in a variety of domains (Oyserman et al.,
1992). In most cases, foster families come from an economic, educa-
tional, and ethnic-cultural background similar to that of the foster
children’s biological families. In fact, a number of these families
are related to the biological parents. Approximately 40 percent
of children are known to be placed with relatives, a much higher
percentage than found in the US (Oyserman et al., 1992). In both
countries, foster families are not required to have any formal
training. They are not licenced in Israel, in contrast to the training
and licencing of foster families in the US. Foster families are paid a
monthly stipend that should cover the expenses of raising the foster
child, in addition to partially compensating the foster parents for
their work with the child.
Due among other things to the fact that all but a small minority

of children are placed into foster care voluntarily in Israel, reporting
demands are not large. Thus, similarly to the situation in the UK
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(Rowe et al., 1984), workers are required to assess the progress of
children but are not required to send these assessments to anyone for
oversight. Therefore, the large size of the foster care population in
Israel and the burden of responsibility shouldered by professionals
who have made a decision to place a child in foster care are the main
impetus to monitor children in foster care in Israel.

In a series of studies (e.g. Oyserman and Benbenishty, 1992;
Oyserman et al., 1992) we are examining the characteristics, situa-
tion and experiences of children in foster care. In the present study,
our aim is to examine the situation of children in foster care and

plans for their future. This study of foster care in Israel relies heavily
on the theoretical and empirical contributions made in the United
States and England. Our assumption is that, despite the cultural
and organizational differences mentioned above among these child
welfare systems with regard to fostering, they share the fundamental
human situation of taking a child from a biological family and
placing him/her, temporarily and conditionally, in another family.
Rowe and her associates (1984) commented that despite the impor-
tance of foster care, little is known about the characteristics and
circumstances of children in foster care (see also Prosser, 1978).
Since then, there have been several investigations of the charac-
teristics of children in care. Rowe and her associates (1984) report
that the most common behavior problems seen in their sample were:
lack of concentration, temper tantrums, stealing, and excessively
demanding attention. In addition, the authors note a high propor-
tion of children with academic difficulties. Their figures are slightly
lower than in Thorpe’s (1974) study, and much lower than those
found by Jenkins (1967), who reports that 50 percent of long-
term foster children were behaving or had behaved in a way that
suggested a considerable degree of emotional disturbance. Given
the long stay in foster care of the children in the sample, Rowe and
her associates concluded that their findings seem to ’reinforce the
criticism of foster care as providing an insecure base for children to
recover from earlier traumas or achieve their best development’
(Rowe et al., 1984: 85).

In what is arguably the most extensive and best-designed study of
children in foster care, Fanshel and his associate studied a cohort
of 624 children entering foster care in New York City, and assessed
them repeatedly for five years (Fanshel and Shinn, 1978). The
findings of such a large-scale study cannot be adequately reviewed
here, but the study seems to provide clear evidence that the children
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studied were below the normal standard in mental abilities, behind
their age-appropriate class in school performance, and showed
signs of considerable internal conflict, low sense of self-confidence,
signs of repression, and immaturity. In some of these areas, espe-
cially mental abilities and school performance, there were positive
changes over time, whereas in the area of behavioral adjustment
there were indications that children showed ’somewhat more pro-
blematic behavior with passage of time in foster care’ (Fanshel and
Shinn, 1978: 371).
Such findings clearly raise the need to compare the situation of

children in foster care to children not in foster care. Rowe and her
associates (1984) discuss the difficulties involved in comparing the
foster children and samples of children not in care. Nevertheless,
comparisons made with various samples seem to indicate that
indeed children in foster care do have more adjustment problems
than children in the general population. For instance, Rowe and her
associates report that the proportion of disturbed children in their
sample of fostered children (about 30%) was very much higher
than in a sample of children in the general population in the Isle of
Wight (about 7%). However, when compared to an inner London
borough, the disturbance rates among foster children were not
much higher. Similarly, Fanshel and Shinn (1978) observed that
although children in foster care scored low on standardized psy-
chological tests, their scores were quite similar to those of children
receiving public aid (for similar findings see Keane, 1983). In a more
direct comparison, McIntyre et al. (1988) compared foster children
with a home-reared control group and found evidence that the foster
children relied more on externally determined events and were less
liked by their peers. The significance of these deficiencies of children
in care becomes even more notable when two additional facts are
considered: children stay in foster care for long periods, and very
often they do not return home from their foster home.
There is clear evidence that foster care is a long-term placement

for most children (e.g. Maas, 1969; Vasaly, 1978; and see a review
in Kadushin and Martin, 1988). Further, most children do not
head home when they leave a foster family. Thus, in Fanshel’s
study (Fanshel and Shinn, 1978), 63.5 percent of the children were
reported as having no prospect of returning home. In fact, Fanshel’s
conclusion is that 80 percent of the children in the study will not
return to their natural parents. Also, Fanshel (1982) describes the
discharge plans of 386 children who were living with the foster

 at UNIV OF MICHIGAN on November 27, 2012isw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://isw.sagepub.com/


121

families for at least a year and found that only 25 percent were
candidates to be returned to their relatives and families. In a more
recent study, almost 40 percent of children entering care as infants
had still not returned to their own home or the home of a relative
after four years in care (Abbey and Schwartz, 1992).
The large size of the foster care population and the length of time

children spend in care focus our attention on their situation while
in care, and on the circumstances affecting their destination after
exiting foster care.

Method

The data for this study were collected as part of the ongoing opera-
tion of a clinical information system set up for Israel’s foster care
service in 1988-9. Under the system, each worker is expected to
gather information about each of the children in his or her care on
a series of standardized forms. The system has been described in
detail elsewhere (Benbenishty and Oyserman, 1991 a). This paper is
based on workers’ annual reports on the situation of each child and
on the plans for the immediate and long-term future of that child.

Sample
The sample consists of the 590 children on whom annual reports
were made by their social workers. The sample is evenly divided
between males and females, 91 percent of them Jewish. Their ages
range between 1 and 18; median and mean are about 10 years of age.
Their median age when they were first placed out of home was 5
years old (mean 5.9), and they have been out of home an average
of 5.43 years. These figures are almost identical to the data known
regarding the approximately 1700 children who were in foster care
in Israel at the time of study (Ministry of Social Welfare, 1989).
No other information is available to test for possible biases in the
sample.

Findings

Current situation
Workers reported extremely few cases (less than 1 %) of severe
problems such as delinquency, drug abuse, running away from
home, sexual neglect, etc. We asked workers to make assessments
of each child’s situation as a comparison between the particular
child’s situation and what can be expected of a same-aged child,
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TABLE 1

Workers’ assessments of the children’s situation compared to same-age children
not in care

’regular child’, not in care. This comparison was based on the
worker’s professional judgment utilizing the following scale: + 1 =
child’s situation better than same-aged children, 0 = child’s situa-
tion same situation as same-aged children, -1 = child’s situation
worse than same-aged children, and -2 = child’s situation much
worse than same-aged children not in care. This methodology was
chosen so that strengths could be assessed, severity of problems
noted and common yardstick (same-aged children not in care)
applied across workers. While clearly limited, this assessment
device’s strength was in its concrete and standard operationaliza-
tion, allowing for comparison across children in diverse develop-
mental categories and focusing attention on the similarities and
differences between foster children and their same-aged peers. Table
1 presents the distribution of workers’ assessments of the children’s
current situation on several dimensions.
Areas in which problems are more frequent are those pertaining

to sense of identity and belonging, self-esteem and school achieve-
ment. Nearly 50 percent of children were described as being in a
situation worse or much worse than their peers who are not in care.
Fewer problems were observed in the areas of behavior problems,
ability to be happy and not depressed, and the ability to create
interpersonal relationships, both with adults and peers. Almost no
problems were observed in the areas of sexual and physical develop-
ment. We created an ’Adjustment Index’, a sum of scores on all
the dimensions described in Table 1.
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This index could range between -20 (situation much worse than
same-aged other children on all dimensions) to + 10 (better situation
than same-aged other children on all dimensions). Index scores
ranged between -15 (one child) to + 10 (two children) with the
median between -2 and -3. Children in the upper 10 percent
received scores of about -7 and those in the lower 10 percent
received scores of about + 1. Also 29 percent of children did not
have problems in any of the areas, while 57 percent had problems
in only one or two areas. At the other extreme, about 9 percent of
the children had problems in six to 10 areas.

In order to examine whether the various problem dimensions have
an underlying structure, a factor analysis on the 10 dimensions was
performed. Table 2 presents the results of this analysis. As can be
seen, three factors explain most of the variance in the 10 dimen-
sions (64.1 %). The first factor refers to the child’s socio-emotional
characteristics (explaining 40.7% of the variance); the second refers
to the child’s behavior and school performance (explaining 12.7%
of the variance); and the third factor refers to the child’s physical
and sexual development (explaining 10.7% of the variance).

Correlates of current situation
Following past research (e.g. Rowe et al.,1984) we examined whether
the children’s situation was related to their sex, age and length of stay
in care. Boys were found to have significantly more problems than

TABLE 2

Factor analysis of the children’s scores on 10 domains

Note. Entries are factor loadings higher than .50.
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girls as seen on the Adjustment Index (-2.96 vs -1.86, t = 3.37,
p < .001). When this finding was examined further, we found
that of the three problem factors (socio-emotional, behavioral and
developmental) only the behavior problems factor differed signifi-
cantly for boys and girls (t = 4.31, p = .001).
When the relationship between age and the child’s current situation

was examined, a complex and marginally significant relationship
emerged (F( 19,494 ) = 1.68, p < 0.04). The nonlinear effect was
significant (p < .01). In order to explore this finding further, chil-
dren’s ages were recoded into four categories: 16 years and up, 13-15,
10-12, 7-9, and 6 years and younger, following Rowe et al. (1984).
The pre-adolescents, aged 10-12, have the most problems (i.e. the
one with the lowest Adjustment Index) and younger children, up
to 6 years of age, have the fewest problems. Further exploration
indicated that the only problem factor associated with age was
the socio-emotional factor: older children had more problems and
children up to 9 years old had fewer problems (F(3362) = 3.40,
p < .02 ) .
With regard to length of stay in care, no simple linear relationship

with the child’s Adjustment Index was found. A significant nonlinear
effect of the behavioral factor on length of stay (F( 18,295 ) = 1.95,
p < .02) was found, but no simple pattern could be identified to
explain this relationship.

Plans for the children’s future
As to the coming year, the social workers were sure or almost sure
that the child would be returned to the biological family in only eight
cases (1.3%) and perceived a good chance that 20 (3.4%) more
children would return to their biological family in the coming year.
They saw no chance for such a return in 416 cases (70.5%), and slim
chances for another 86 (14.6%) cases (no estimate was given for the
remaining 60 children). Even when a longer-term perspective is

taken, few children were viewed as destined to return home. As can
be seen in Table 3, the most common long-term placement plan was
for the child to stay in his/her present placement (N = 208, 35%),
a long-term placement plan had not been decided yet in 16 percent
of cases (N = 92), while the next most common statement with
regard to long-term plans was that the child was expected to remain
in care until old enough to leave for independent living (N = 56,
9.5%). The plan for another group of 56 children was to leave for
residential care. Only 41 children (7%) were viewed as destined, in
the long run, to return home.
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TABLE 3

Long-term plans by mean age, years out of home and number of problem areas

Correlates of long-term plans
In examining the relationship between child characteristics and
long-term placement plans, no effect of child gender was found.
However, as can be seen in Table 3, there is a strong relationship
between the child’s age and the long-term plans for his/her future
(F(18,508) = 16.1, p < .001). Younger children are destined for
either adoption or return home. The mean age for those few children
(N = 14) who are to be placed in a different foster family is 8.6, and
for the large group of children who are to stay in present placement
the mean age is 10.7. The older children are to be placed with a
relative, sent to residential care, or, if they are old enough, leave
care at 18 for independent living. Not surprisingly, the number of
years the child has been out of home has a very similar relationship
with long-term plans (F( 8441 ) = 8.80, p < .001 ) . The only differ-
ence is that those who were planned to return to a relative have
stayed on the average fewer years in care than those who were
planned to remain in the present placement, despite being, on the
average, slightly older.
We explored the relationships between future plans and degree

or type of child problems. Indeed, there is a relationship between
child Adjustment Index score and long-term placement plans
(F( 8543 ) = 4.41, p < .001 ) . Children with the fewest number of
problems were destined to return home, whereas children with the
highest number of problems were expected to be sent to residential
care. It is interesting to note that plans to send the child to another
foster family were associated with a relatively large number of pro-
blems ; perhaps this plan focused on problems viewed as emerging
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due to placement mismatch or was a means of avoiding a crisis in
the foster home when foster parent resources became depleted due
to dealing with a multi-problem child.
Examined separately, both the socio-emotional and the behavioral

factors were significantly associated with long-term placement plans.
The pattern of relationship of these factor scores with the placement
plans was very similar except for the following distinction: children
who were planned to return home, and those to be placed with a
relative had, on the average, a similar number of problems. How-
ever, children who were planned to be returned home were charac-
terized by having more problems on the behavioral factor and fewer
problems on the socio-emotional factors than the average, whereas
for those to be placed with a relative the reverse was true.

Discussion
This study examines the situation of children in foster care in Israel.
The study is unique in that it is based on the assessment of a large
number of children currently in care and utilizes the child’s case
worker’s judgments rather than record reviews by a third party.
Clearly, workers know the children in their care better than a coder,
however well trained, possibly could. However, the external validity
gained by this approach is countered by a loss in documentable
reliability of ratings. This and the use of global rating scales must
be taken into account when making sense of findings.
Workers in this study reported few severe conduct problems such

as delinquency and drug abuse, and few problems in the areas of
sexual and physical development. Workers assess, however, that a
large number of children in foster care are worse off than same-aged
children not in care in a number of areas. Almost 50 percent of
the children were judged to be worse off in the areas of sense of
security in identity and belonging, and of self-image. In the research
reported by Maas (1969), some localities reported as many as 60
percent of children with confused self-identity. It is important to
note that assessments made of children at entry into care (Oyserman
et al., 1992) mirror the present findings. Although direct statis-
tical comparisons cannot be performed, it seems that staying in
foster care may not have helped to alleviate the problems typical
to children growing up in these broken and surrogate families.
On the other hand, the foster care experience was not detri-

mental, and did not cause noticeable deterioration in the children’s
situations.
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The evidence of difficulties in academic achievement replicates
Rowe et al.’s observation that children in foster care have academic

problems. Although we do not have direct evidence, it seems plau-
sible that this level of academic difficulties is comparable to that
of children from similar socioeconomic background raised by their
biological parents. Still, this finding should be a cause of special
concern. Academic achievements can be seen as a resource acquired
by children to insure their future. Foster children, who can rely
less on family support in the future, are especially vulnerable in
their attempts to begin their independent living if their educational
background is lacking. Findings regarding graduates of foster
care seem to indicate that success in independent living is indeed
more marginal due, to a considerable extent, to fewer educational
resources (e.g. Zimmerman, 1982).
The workers noted fewer difficulties in the children’s behavior,

their social relations and their overall mood. This assessment seems
to indicate that workers do not view the children as being in any
immediate crisis or emergency. The higher frequency problems have
more to do with the internal price children pay for their placement
and for their confusion regarding their parents. The lower fre-
quency problems are related to their social interaction. This picture
may reflect the type of children referred to foster care in Israel. A

study of this population indicated that children in Israel are referred
to foster care because of their parents’ problems, and not because
of behavioral or emotional problems of their own (Oyserman et al.,
1992). Hence, we do not see severe conduct problems, but rather
difficulties that seem to be directly related to being raised in a family
other than the child’s own.

This study clearly shows that children in foster care in Israel are
expected to remain in care. Chances of leaving care within the com-
ing year are negligible, and the long-term plan for most children is
to remain out of home, mostly in their present placement. In a
recent report, Fanshel, Finch and Grundy (1989) analyze the modes
of exit, and condition at exit, of almost 600 children who were
selected to the Casey program because their homes were not likely
to receive them back, and they were not good candidates for adop-
tion (the mean age of entry into the program was 12.6 years old).
The authors reported that about 37 percent of the children in their
sample exited care because of ’emancipation at 18’, about 18 percent
emancipated at 17 or less, 21 percent had to be returned to court
or social service agency, about 4 percent were runaways, and the
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remaining 20 percent returned to parents. Hence, although children
in the Casey program were specially selected on the basis of their low
chance of return home, the proportion of children returning to their
parents was much higher than in this study’s Israeli sample. This
finding is a clear indication that the Israeli foster care system is not
geared towards reunification as its main goal.

In the present study, older age and longer time out of home were
associated with the plan to keep the child in care. Seaberg and Tolley
(1986) review US studies trying to predict length of stay and observe
their ’varied and inconsistent results’. In Seaberg and Tolley’s own
study of a large national representative sample in the United States,
race, age, impairment and parental abandonment were found to be
predictive of long stay in care. Also, parental visits emerged again,
as in Fanshel’s studies (1975; 1978 (with Shinn); 1990), as a major
predictor of length of stay in the United States. The present study
replicates the finding that children who have been in foster care
longer are expected to remain there. Change of placement is asso-
ciated with more adjustment difficulties, especially in the area of
behavior problems.

This study examined the children’s current situation and plans for
their future. The fact that few extreme and/or disturbed behaviors
are reported, and that relatively few problems are noted in the
area of the children’s interactions with their environment, may be
directly related to their relatively long stay in care and the plan to
keep them in their present placement. These children may not be
demanding much attention from the workers, and may not require
rethinking of their situation. Further, in recent studies we found
indications that workers assess most foster parents as functioning
well in important dimensions such as providing physical care,
showing love and affection, and communicating a sense of belong-
ing (Benbenishty and Oyserman, 1991b). Hence, workers may
think that since foster parents maintain positive emotional attitudes
toward the child, the biological parents may not be better suited to
raise the child than the foster families. As other options such as
adoption or residential care are not considered possible or superior,
long-term foster care becomes a preferred option.

Fanshel and Shinn (1978: 481) raise the concern ’... that many
children are in long-term care through lack of systematic case
management and accountability mechanisms rather then through
design’. The present findings regarding the long-term plans for
children in foster care in Israel clearly indicate that a long stay is by
design. Consequently, policy changes should be considered.
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Seltzer and Bloksberg’s comment is most pertinent here:

A permanent placement is not defined simply as a child’s extended residence with
a particular family. Rather, permanency refers to a placement in which the
caretaker (usually biological or adoptive parents) have made the commitment to
take responsibility for a child until adulthood. Technically, if a child lives in a
foster placement until adulthood but does so without the benefit of a plan, this
would not be classified as a permanent placement. (1987: 65)

Our proposal is to take full advantage of the apparent permanency
and consistency of stay in foster families by introducing changes to
the contract between all sides to the placement. Knowing that when
a child enters care at a young age, he or she is expected to remain
there until maturity may contribute to the foster family’s sense that
the child is an emotional part of them, and to the child’s sense of
having a permanent psychological family. A change in policy could
help to reduce the relatively high rate of difficulties in the areas of
the child’s self-esteem and sense of identity and belonging found in
this study.

This study is based on the workers’ annual reports on children in
their care. This ensured that the report was of consequence and
related to decision-making and to treatment plans. The report was
scrutinized by the supervisors and became a permanent part of the
clinical files. In the process of creating the clinical information
system (of which this report was an important part) we met with
the workers and attempted to explain the forms and to ensure
the reliability of the reports. Nevertheless, one of the important
limitations of this study is that the instruments were not tested
for reliability and validity. It is not clear whether other observers,
not workers directly involved with the case, would have reached
the same assessments. Hence, although workers’ assessments are
extremely relevant for treatment and for the children’s future, they
should be supplemented in future studies with additional sources
of information, including that of the child, him or herself.

Note

Funding for this project was provided by ASI, Community Resources and the
Warburg Fund, JDC, Israel. The authors wish to thank the staff of the ’Foster Care
Project’, and the staff of the foster care service in Israel, as well as the Ministry of
Labor and Social Affairs, Division of Personal and Social Services, Department of
Services for Children and Youth, for their co-operation.
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