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Question : How does foster care and adoption look different for different age groups? 

Introduction: 
Children removed from the home for welfare reasons are typically placed in foster care. Usually, the 

primary goal of foster care is family reunification, but if this is not possible, the next best option for 

children is adoption. (ref) As children get older, it can be harder to find both foster care and adoptive 

homes and federal incentives do not reduce this discrepancy (Brehm 2017). 

Many older children run away from care, or seek legal emancipation. Both of these situations leave a 

child with no permanent structure as they grow in the world. 

 

Hypothesis: Older children/teenagers in foster care are less likely to be adopted or placed in 

permanent care than younger children, leading to outcomes like “aging out”, running away, or 

emancipation. 

 

 

 

Percent who transition to permanency 
Admitted at 13-14 years: 71.7% 

Admitted at 15 years: 62.0% 

Admitted at 16+ years: 47.5% 

 

Figures: 
 

See figures.pdf 

 

Discussion: 
 

Children entering foster care as teenagers have a different experience than younger children, and this 

difference is more apparent the older that teenagers get, mostly because they reach the age of majority 

(age out of the system). Runaways are also more common the older a child is when they enter foster 

care. 



This is important from a policy standpoint because it shows that foster experiences are fundamentally 

different for young children versus teenagers. The later a teen is admitted to the foster system, the 

more likely they are to face outcomes less favorable than permanency. 
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Sharing for future: 
 

It was actually difficult to find the kind of data I need. Obviously granular data of child-by-child would be 

hard to find, but because of this I needed to rely on secondary data sources that focused on what I 

wanted to see, i.e., the differences in reasons for leaving care, specifically by age. I ended up getting 

most of my interesting data from a journal article (Wulczyn et. al). It would definitely be interesting to 

spend more time in the pure research phase of the project. 

 

I also limited a lot of the raw data I found to the year 2014, just for ease of calculating. Seeing yearly 

trends or averages would be a nice expansion to the data. 

 

An interesting piece of data I didn’t have time to look into – some sources mention young adults aged 

19-21 in the foster care system, and I wonder what situations might cause a child to be retained past the 

age of 18. Maybe it’s a situation primarily for children with disabilities, and I’m wondering what the 

outcomes look like for this small group of “children” in the foster system. 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/stats_research/afcars/tar/report12.htm
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