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For a growing number of child welfare agencies, placing more children with kin while in
out-of-home care is a top priority. Agency leaders understand that kin caregivers may
provide children a greater sense of stability and belonging, stronger family connections,
and preservation of cultural identity.

Federal and state policy increasingly reinforce these commitments to kin-first care. Federal
policy has long required that child welfare agencies notify next of kin and consider giving
preference to kin when a removal occurs.! Recent policy changes at both levels include
an expanded range of relationships legally considered “kin,"? increased level of financial
assistance available to kin,®> and new incentives to strengthen the array of navigator
programs connecting caregivers with financial, legal, educational, and other supports.*

Despite these efforts, kin placements are still not the norm in many jurisdictions.®> This
highlights that policy changes — while helpful at establishing conditions to build kin-
first systems — are not enough on their own. Local agencies must also embed kin-first
commitments in their day-to-day processes and practices.

Yet this implementation can be challenging for several reasons. First, placing a child in
a preapproved licensed foster home can often be simpler for a caseworker than initially
placing a child with kin. Second, if a child’s initial placement is not with kin, staff may lose
momentum around continued kin search. Third, even when a placement is made with kin,
limited support for caregivers can lead placements to break down over time.

This publication, which draws on the Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance
Lab (GPL)’s direct work with state and local jurisdictions over the past decade, offers child
welfare leaders six actionable management strategies with accompanying downloadable
resources. These tools can help agency leaders motivate staff, shift perceptions, refine
procedures, and reduce barriers to increase kin placements in their jurisdictions.

Six Management Strategies to Increase Kin Placements

1. Measure and communicate the benefits of a kin-first approach

2. Strengthen tools and accountability mechanisms for staff to conduct high-
quality searches up front

3. Break down barriers to placement with kin
4. Elevate youth and family voice in the placement process

5. Provide tailored resources and services to support and stabilize kin
placements

6. Build momentum around continued kin search when initial placement is
not with kin

Translating Kin-First Commitments Into Practice | Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance Lab



Table of Contents

Benefits of KinShip care . ... ..o 4

STRATEGY 1: Measure and communicate the benefits of a kin-first approach ... 5

» Track, review, and discuss kin placement data on a regular basis.

* Use existing meeting and training touch points to continually emphasize the
benefits of kinship care.

* Share stories to make it personal.

Resource: Communicating the Benefits of KinshipCare ...................... 6

STRATEGY 2: Strengthen tools and accountability mechanisms for staff to
conduct high-quality searchesupfront ............ ... ... ... .. ... i it 7

* Find and engage family and fictive kin early.
» Build a kin search checklist for staff.
* Require local director sign-off for all non-kin placements.

Resource: Family Finding ConnectionsLog ................. ... ... .. 9

STRATEGY 3: Break down barriers to placement withkin ..................... 10

* Dedicate resources to addressing concrete and financial barriers.
+ Establish straightforward protocols to request exemptions for prior child welfare or
justice system history.

STRATEGY 4: Elevate youth and family voice in the placement process ........ 12

» Train investigative staff to ask about and document family preference.
+ Hold family team meetings or other family-involved meetings prior to placement.

Resource: Family ConversationGuide .. ................ ... ... .. ... 13

STRATEGY 5: Provide tailored resources and services to support
and stabilizekinplacements .......... ... . ... 14

» Proactively connect families to existing community resources.
* Help new kin caregivers navigate the child welfare system.
* Check in frequently on new kin placements.

Resource: Kin Caregiver Resource Guide ................ ... ..., 15

Resource: 30-Day Kin CaregiverCalls .................. ... . ... 16

STRATEGY 6: Build momentum around continued kin search when
initial placementis notwithkin ............ ... .. . i i 17

» Use every point of contact with the family as a kin search opportunity.
» Create accountability for follow-up through a structured case review process.

Resource: Non-Kin Placement Case Reviews . ................ ... 19

Translating Kin-First Commitments Into Practice | Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance Lab



Benefits of kinship care

In a system that has long separated children from their parents, siblings, and other
extended family members, kinship care can instead enable children and families to
lean on preexisting familial supports in times of crisis. For children who may have
experienced the trauma of removal from a parent’s care, placement with a relative or
fictive kin can help create more consistency and stability by allowing them to be cared
for by familiar, supportive adults who may already play active roles in their lives.®

Research indicates that placement with kin is associated with:

* Maintained sibling ties. Sibling groups are more likely to stay together when
placed with kin, which can help increase children’s sense of stability and well-
being.’

* Preservation of cultural identity. Kinship care can help children maintain strong
connections to their cultural heritage and identity.®

* Improved well-being. Children placed with kin generally experience better
behavioral and mental health outcomes compared with children placed in non-
kin settings.®

* Greater stability. Children placed with kin are less likely to experience
placement changes while in care, compared with children placed with unrelated
foster families.”® Placement disruptions in foster care are associated with worse
educational outcomes and increased behavioral and mental health needs."

* Reduced reentry rates. Children placed with kin are less likely to reenter foster
careinthe future.? In cases where children cannot be reunified with their parents,
many kin caregivers choose to pursue guardianship or adoption; for instance, in
fiscal year 2022, 33 percent of children adopted from out-of-home care
nationwide were adopted by relatives.”
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STRATEGY 1: Measure and communicate the benefits of a
kin-first approach

Creating regular opportunities to measure kin placement trends and share stories about
the benefits of kin-first approaches is critical for raising awareness and cultivating buy-
in among front-line staff and supervisors. This is especially important for staff who may
have doubts or preconceptions about placing children with kin.

Track, review, and discuss kin placement data on a regular basis

Adopting a data-driven approach can help agency leaders prioritize specific challenges
for focus and monitoring over time. Key metrics to review regularly include:

* The share of children initially placed with kin upon entry to care.
* The overall share of children in care placed with kin.

+ The share of children initially placed with kin who remain in “We take every
that same placement one, three, and six months later (also opportunity to
in comparison to placement stability for children in other discuss our cases.
placement settings). It’s an ongoing

conversation. We
believe that we
can’t stop talking
about kinship
placement. We
can’t remove this
from our focus
right now; it can
only get better.”

Each of these metrics should also be disaggregated by key
demographic indicators, including child’s age (e.g., under 1, 1-4, 5-12,
13 years and older) and race/ethnicity.

Use existing meeting and training touch points to continually
emphasize the benefits of kinship care

Leaders can shape organizational culture over time by incorporating
messaging on the value of kinship care into everyday touch points

and meetings with staff. Key messages may include kinship care’s — Foster Care
association with improved child well-being, greater placement Agency Senior
stability, trauma reduction, and stronger ties to family, community, Leadership
and culture.

Sharing local data on the stability of kin placements may
further validate its benefits. While leaders may initially focus
on communicating within their own agencies, they may also
consider repurposing internal communication resources for
interactions with key external audiences, such as courts,
community-based organizations, and even kin caregivers
themselves.

Share stories to make it personal
When talking about the benefits of kinship care, include local stories of where and how
staff have seen the benefits of working with kin. Identify and encourage internal champions

like front-line staff and agency leaders to share their success stories as a complement to
the quantitative metrics described above.

Translating Kin-First Commitments Into Practice | Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance Lab




Resource: Communicating the Benefits of Kinship Care

Agency leaders can use slides like these to introduce and reinforce the benefits of kin-
first approaches with both internal staff and external stakeholders. Leaders can share
national research and evidence as well as local stories and data on placement trends.

Download: Communicating the Benefits of Kinship Care (PowerPoint)

Translating Kin-First Commitments Into Practice | Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance Lab



https://govlab.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/communicating_the_benefits_of_kinship_care.pptx

STRATEGY 2: Strengthen tools and accountability mechanisms
for staff to conduct high-quality searches up front

For a caseworker, the process of placing a child with a licensed foster family can often
be more straightforward than making a placement with kin. Licensed foster families
have already passed a background check, completed training or other requirements,
and prepared their home to welcome a child or sibling group.

In contrast, the steps required to identify and contact kin, share additional details
and expectations for placement, and secure the needed approvals can potentially
require many more hours in a short period of time. Without intentional efforts to begin
identifying and engaging kin early in an investigation, children may be placed, by
default, with licensed foster families or in congregate care settings.

Find and engage family and fictive kin early

When an investigation commences, agency staff can begin documenting contact
information for the child’s relational network. This can start with something as simple as
an emergency contact list. Agency staff can also bring together supportive individuals
for family meetings or safety planning. If a removal does occur, identifying this support
network early may increase the likelihood that staff can identify and assess kin placement
options more quickly. Ifaremoval does not occur, having

this identified support network is still important. This

network of kin can provide respite to parents or help

with transportation, child care, or emotional support.

Build a kin search checklist for staff

Agencies can create a checklist to guide caseworkers or
other staff while conducting a search for kin and to aid
supervisors when discussing cases with staff. Agencies
with dedicated family-finding staff or other specialized,
kin-focused roles may choose to delegate activities on
this list across different positions. A kin search checklist
may include prompts such as:

* Conduct a comprehensive search of possible kin relationships. Focus on both
maternal and paternal relationships, as well as an expansive range of potential fictive
kin, such as godparents, coaches, parents of friends, neighbors, or others. This is
especially important for teenagers who may have strong existing relationships with
supportive but unrelated adults.

* Use a variety of search methods. Engage directly with parents, children, and kin.
Search local child welfare case management and public benefit systems, social media
platforms, and other advanced family finding tools.

* Follow up with contacts multiple times. People may need more time to be willing
or comfortable sharing information about family connections. Contacts may be able
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to build on information about existing relationships that other individuals have
previously shared.

* Note any barriers or needs. What situations may or may not be addressed through
the placement process? This could include a caregiver’s concrete or financial needs,
such as beds, clothing, or car seats; potential placement exemption requests, or
individual circumstances that may prevent placement in the current moment but
could be opportunities in the future.

* Thoroughly document search activities. Using a genogram or a similar tool enables
agency staff to more readily build upon prior efforts, particularly in the event of a
staffing change or placement disruption in the future.

* Hold a family team meeting or another family-involved meeting prior to removal.
See additional details on p. 12.

* Consider relevant local agency policies. Think about any factors unique to the
jurisdiction that may be important to consider as staff prioritize kin search.

Require local director sign-off for all non-kin placements

Leaders can increase accountability for staff to conduct a thorough kin search by requiring
local leader sign-off on any placements made in non-kin settings. Such a policy may help
motivate staff to address any barriers or provide potential kin caregivers with needed
supports before defaulting to a non-kin placement.

This sign-off process may include expectations that staff document efforts made to
identify and secure kin placement (e.g., using the ideas described in “Build a kin search
checklist” section above) and explain why placement could not be made with kin. Such
a process provides leaders the opportunity to intervene if diligent efforts to identify kin
have not yet been made. It may also help leaders identify the most common challenges
and develop ways to address them.

"We have seen that
the commitment
is better from kin

caregivers. They aren’t
caring for the child as
a job, they are raising
her as their own. They
are raising her to
become an adult.”

— Foster Care Agency
Senior Manager
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Resource: Family Finding Connections Log

This family finding connections log from Broward County, Florida provides a single,
centralized location for staff to document and update all kin search efforts and
contact information throughout the life of a case. This tool was created to make sure
contact information was preserved during case hand-offs. It also intentionally outlines
connections that can be commonly skipped over — like paternal family, sibling parents,
and fictive kin relationships.

Download: Family Finding Connections Log (Word document)
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https://govlab.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/family_finding_connections_log.docx

STRATEGY 3: Break down barriers to placement with kin

In many cases when a child is being removed, there is likely a relative or fictive kin who
could provide a safe, suitable, and stable placement for that child. Yet many potential
caregivers are dropped from consideration from the start.

Staff may disqualify supportive, loving kin caregivers because of expectations around
financial or concrete resources, background check policies, or misperceptions that
placing children with kin caregivers — who may not appear as qualified as foster families
on paper — may lead to more challenges down the road. Rather than allowing these
barriers to rule out a promising placement, agencies can proactively put structures and
resources in place to address them and help facilitate more placements with kin.

Dedicate resources to addressing concrete and financial barriers

Families living in poverty are disproportionately more likely to interact with child welfare
agencies.” The intergenerational nature of poverty also means that many potential kin
caregivers already face financial constraints prior to being asked to care for a child or
sibling group.”® When a kin caregiver is asked to take in a child, often on a moment’s notice,
they may not have the time or immediate

resources to secure basicitems like children’s

clothing, diapers and formula, or safety

items like carbon monoxide detectors, much

less more expensive items like additional

beds or car seats.

Their inability to secure these needed items
can quickly preclude a placement. Agencies
can mitigate this barrier by having basic
items available for potential kin caregivers
during the home assessment process.

Case Study

Broward County, Florida reserves emergency funds to address concrete needs
of relatives and fictive kin who are willing but may not have the resources to
take placement. These funds are often used to help families meet home visit
requirements — like buying beds, renting a storage unit to store belongings

to create more space in a home, or installing a pool lock to ensure a safe
environment for children.

In one instance, a family member was willing to care for a sibling group of four
but did not have space in their current apartment. The team helped the family
secure alarger living arrangement, pay the security deposit, and move. The large
sibling group was able to remain together, living with a trusted family member.
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Establish straightforward protocols to request exemptions for prior child welfare
or justice system history

People of color, particularly Black Americans, experience higher rates of involvement in
the criminal justice system and are often sentenced more harshly for the same offenses
than their white counterparts.’ This population is also disproportionately impacted by
the child welfare system.” Agencies should be cautious of inadvertently reinforcing
systemic bias and perpetuating racial and economic disparities by summarily excluding
prospective kin caregivers with prior child welfare or justice system history who would be
loving and supportive caregivers.

Children are prohibited from being placed with individuals who have certain prior felony
convictions (e.g., violent crimes or crimes involving children).® However, in other cases,
agencies often have discretion.

Leaders can evaluate situations on a case-by-case basis, taking into consideration the
length of time that has passed and current implications for a child’s safety. Leaders
can also provide clear guidance on when to seek exemptions, implementing a simple,
straightforward process for completing any necessary exemption paperwork, and sharing
examples of completed documentation.

Case Study

Three siblings were removed from their mother’s care in Michigan. Their
grandmother, who was a present and active support in the children’s lives,
expressed interest in becoming their caregiver. The caseworker explored this
lead but learned that the grandmother had multiple DUIs on her record.

Using a newly implemented process, the caseworker showed that the
grandmother’s last offense occurred more than 10 years ago, and that she had
since completed substance use disorder treatment. The caseworker submitted
a request for an exemption because

the grandmother had not had any

subsequent convictions, nor did these

offenses pose a current safety risk to

the children. Leadership approved

the placement. The children were

placed with their grandmother, who

could provide them with a safe and

loving home.
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STRATEGY 4: Elevate youth and family voice in the placement process

For many staff members, especially new staff, it can be challenging to have sensitive
conversations with parents about the potential removal of their children. As a result,
case workers may not engage with parents sufficiently to incorporate their valuable
insights and perspectives into decisions.

Actively inviting parents, children, and kin to share their perspectives throughout the
placement process can preserve dignity, promote mutual respect, and offer children
and families a greater sense of control over what is happening. Doing so can also help
staff build trust with family members and cultivate a strong network of support for a
child that can set a placement up for success.

Train investigative staff to ask about and document family preference

At the start of all investigations, staff should ask parents with whom they prefer their
children live if they must be placed in out-of-home care. Staff should also ask older
children with whom they would feel comfortable living temporarily. Teenagers often have
independent relationships with mentors, educators, or peers’ parents who could serve
as supportive and stable fictive kin placements. Even if a removal does not occur, these
individuals can help support a family during a crisis.

Agencies should train staff to facilitate these conversations, as well as document and share
families' preferences and contacts with other agency staff. Doing so can help expedite
future family finding efforts and reduce the number of times parents and children are
asked for the same information.

Hold family team meetings or other family-involved meetings prior to placement

Before making removal or placement decisions,
agencies should hold a family team meeting or
another similar family-involved meeting. This meeting
can bring together key individuals in a child’s life —
including parents, relatives, friends, service providers,
and, when age appropriate, the children themselves —
to collaboratively discuss next steps, voice preferences
around the desired placement setting, and develop a
plan to support child well-being.

Holding these meetings prior to a removal can elevate
new leads for potential relative or fictive kin placements,
including those that may otherwise be impossible to
identify through other search methods. Meetings can
also create an opportunity to begin addressing any
needs that children or kin caregivers may have, and
identify roles that family members or fictive kin can
play in a child’s life even if they are not able to serve as
full-time caregivers.
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Resource: Family Conversation Guide

Leaders can share guiding questions and communication tips with staff to help them engage
families and children in conversation about their preferences. A few sample questions are
below.

Download: Family Conversation Guide (Word document)

Initial Questions to Identify Family Supports

Talking with a parent/caregiver:

* Can you tell me about your family? Who do you go to in your family if you
need a hand with child care?

* Have your children ever stayed with other family members?

* How do you celebrate family occasions? Who is there? Do you have any
cousins or aunts and uncles you talk with?

* Who would you call if you ran out of gas?
* Do you participate in any activities outside of work? Do you play any sports?
* Are you a member of a religious community?

» Does your child ever have friends over? Do
you know their parents?

* Who is your child's emergency contact at
school?

Building rapport with a child/teen:

* Tell me about your day. What did you do?
What classes did you have?

* How long have you been at this school?
What do you like about it?

* Are you involved in any sports teams or after
school clubs? Who takes you to practice?

* What is your favorite subject? Do you have a favorite teacher or other adult at
school that you go to for help?

* What do you do for fun?

* Who does your family spend time with? Does your grandma or aunt ever
come around? What about other relatives? Who else is in your family?

* Who do you hang out with in the neighborhood? Do you ever go to your
friend’s house? Do you know their parents?
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STRATEGY 5: Provide tailored resources and services to support
and stabilize kin placements

Kin caregivers rarely have the benefit of significant planning or preparation time, nor
access to the same level of supports offered to licensed foster families.™

Even when existing resources are extended to kin caregivers, the supports and services
may not be tailored to meet their unique needs. Caregivers may need help navigating
various challenges: the financial burden of caring for children, generational differences
as an older caregiver, interpersonal challenges managing relationships with the
parents of children in their care, and complex logistics of the child protection and legal
systems. These challenges can prevent a placement from occurring or contribute to
caregivers feeling overwhelmed, which can lead a placement to break down over time.

Proactively connect families to existing community resources

Becoming a kin caregiver often occurs suddenly and can be
overwhelming. Helping new caregivers access community resources
— rather than just informing them of their existence — can go a long
way in setting up a new placement for success. Agency staff should
proactively make referrals and plan next steps with kin families.
Agency management can set expectations by maintaining up-to-
date training and resources for front-line staff on community referral
sources and available benefits, which may include legal supports,
mental health services, diaper banks, respite care, and more.

“Kinship care
preserves lifelong
connections. This is
important because
we know that our
kids go back to
look for family,
even when they are

with great foster
Help new kin caregivers navigate the child welfare system -

parents.”
Child welfare agencies can make the transition for a new kin caregiver
easier by offering key information and resources from the beginning. — Foster Care
For instance, agencies can host brief orientation sessions designed Agency Senior
Manager

for kin caregivers. This is an opportunity for staff to share essential
information about navigating the child welfare system, resources on
managing family relationships, and expectations for parent visitation.

Check in frequently on new kin placements

Adjusting to new routines as a kin caregiver takes time, and not all needs may be apparent
from the start. Formalizing monthly points of contact with kin families can provide them
with ongoing emotional support as well as confirm that they have the supports they
need. Regularly scheduled check-ins also provide staff with opportunities to follow up on
caregiver and child needs and support kin families by proactively addressing challenges
that might otherwise lead a placement to break down.

Translating Kin-First Commitments Into Practice | Harvard Kennedy School Government Performance Lab




Resource: Kin Caregiver Resource Guide

Case management staff in Broward County, Florida, saw that new kin caregivers
struggled to know where to begin accessing benefits and supports and that not all staff
could readily provide details of available resources.

With the support of the GPL, Broward County built a kin caregiver resource guide to help
new caregivers become aware of their options. Rather than provide a long and potentially
overwhelming list of all possible supports, staff limited the guide to two pages, prioritizing
the most common needs and supports for new caregivers in the county.

Download: Kin Caregiver Resource Guide and Template (Word document)
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Resource: 30-Day Kin Caregiver Calls

After working with the GPL, staff in several Michigan counties implemented a process
where they would call all new kin caregivers at the one-month mark to better understand
and follow up on their priority needs.

Staff found this process to be a helpful accountability mechanism and a way to ensure
earlier promised supports were not forgotten. Additionally, caregivers appreciated the
chance to speak with someone about their experience. Having this feedback loop with
caregivers also helped to inform future approaches for strengthening support for kin.

Download: 30-Day Kin Caregiver Calls (Word document)
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https://govlab.hks.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/30-day_kin_caregiver_calls_6_23_25.docx

STRATEGY 6: Build momentum around continued kin search
when initial placement is not with kin

Many agencies encourage or require staff to continue efforts to move children
into placements with kin if they are initially placed in other settings. In practice,
however, continued search for kin can lose momentum once children are deemed
safe in a placement. Additionally, critical information around prior search efforts
may be lost during case hand-offs, and new caseworkers may face competing, added
responsibilities that make it challenging to find time to continue search efforts and
reach out to kin.

Use every point of contact with the family as a kin search opportunity

Building out a child’s support network and finding a kin placement may take time.
Formalizing expectations and supports for staff to keep asking, searching, and
collaborating can uncover additional opportunities to make a placement with a relative
or fictive kin possible. Parents may need more time before they are willing to share
family connections, children may need another chance to share where they feel safe, and
current contacts’ life situations may change. Relatives or family friends unable to care for
children at the time of an initial placement may change their minds when given additional
information, time for consideration, or support.

Family team meetings, initial conversations between parents and foster caregivers, and
visitations are all opportunities to ask again or reframe questions around relatives and
fictive kin. Agency leaders can provide staff with training in navigating follow-up
conversations as well as lists of questions to use when following up with parents and
children (when age appropriate). Leaders can also add checkpoints to existing forms or
regular review processes to confirm that staff have asked parents and children about
other members of their support network.

“Our managers make sure their
supervision is family focused. We
should be asking those questions
for as long as the child is in out-
of-home care. Just because we’ve
had that conversation once and

it wasn’t a good time, does that
mean the conversation ends? It
does not. This is something that
we have to revisit. Our children
are worth that conversation.”

— Child Welfare Agency Regional
Leadership
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Create accountability for follow-up through a structured case review process

Agencies can implement a regular case review process that brings together key
stakeholders — including county leaders, child protective services and foster care
supervisors and caseworkers, and other key personnel like family finding specialists — to
identify challenges, elevate effective practices, and regularly follow up on progress made
toward securing kin placements in cases where children are not initially placed with kin.
This process can simultaneously:

» Build accountability for continuing efforts to move children into kin placements by
discussing recent search efforts.

» Elevate and reveal potential leads for kin placement.
» Create opportunities to brainstorm and align on action steps for each case.

* Help leaders recognize how existing policies and practices may need to be adjusted
to maximize kin placements.

Case Study

In one situation in Michigan, a teenager’s adoptive parents died, and he
was immediately placed with a resource foster family. When his case was
discussed as part of the case review process, a caseworker shared that they
asked the youth about where he hoped to live and learned about a neighbor
who had been close to the family.

Having the case review process in place enabled leadership and staff to more
quickly work through the required administrative steps and supplemental
court approvals. They followed up when progress stalled in order to authorize
the neighbor as a fictive kin placement. They also provided resources, which
allowed the teen to move back into a familiar home in a familiar neighborhood.
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Resource: Non-Kin Placement Case Review

Leaders can use this slide deck as a template for structuring regular collaborative reviews
of recent non-kin placements. It also provides discussion prompts for brainstorming
potential action items in each case to make placement with kin possible.

Download: Non-Kin Placement Case Review (PowerPoint)
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