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During the past two decades, court and child welfare agency officials have begun 

to view the use of mediation in child protection cases as a logical and cost-effective 

approach to finding safe and mutually agreeable solutions to cases in a timely manner so 

that permanency can be established more quickly for children. While those who support 

the use of child protection mediation generally believe that the mediation process has a 

positive influence on permanency outcomes; few studies have attempted to examine the 

accuracy of these claims. 

Utilizing participant survey data from an evaluation of a pilot child protection 

mediation program implemented in 43 Texas counties, as well as case-level 

administrative data from Child Protective Services (CPS), the present study sought to 

address gaps in the existing literature by more closely examining the association between 

child protection mediation and permanency outcomes for children in foster care. In 
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addition, this study examined the impact of parental engagement with the mediation 

process on permanency outcomes. Propensity Score Matching (PSM) was used to match 

315 mediated cases with 315 non-mediated cases that were resolved through the 

traditional adversarial process (N=630). 

Descriptive bivariate analysis indicated that mediated cases varied significantly 

from non-mediated cases on several of the observed characteristics. Furthermore, the 

findings of this study indicate that neither participation in mediation nor parental 

engagement in the mediation process had a discernable effect on whether permanency 

was achieved or on children’s final placement outcomes. Interestingly, the use of 

mediation, as well as higher levels of parental engagement were both found to be 

associated with increased time to permanency. 

While the findings were somewhat counterintuitive, the results of this study 

suggest that the phenomena of permanency may be better explained not by one or two 

specific factors, but rather a combination of child, family, agency, court, and community 

factors that work together, and in some instances against each other, to influence the final 

permanency outcome. The findings of this study underscore the difficulty in measuring 

the impact of a single intervention on outcomes likely affected by a multitude of 

competing factors. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Problem Statement: Study Background and Significance 

The child welfare system seeks to protect children from abuse and neglect. 

According to the most current figures available, state child welfare agencies received an 

estimated 3.3 million referrals in 2008 alleging maltreatment of approximately 6 million 

children. Of the 3.3 million reports received, slightly more than one-third (37.5%) were 

screened out and were not investigated. The remaining 2 million referrals, involving 3.7 

million children, were investigated by state child welfare agencies. Three-fourths (76.3%) 

of these investigations determined that the child was not a victim of abuse or neglect. 

However, the remaining investigations were substantiated, meaning that at least one child 

in the home was found to be a victim of abuse or neglect (U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2008a). 

While a large proportion of the children named in these investigations were able 

to remain in their own homes, an estimated 273,000 children were removed from their 

family’s care by child welfare agencies in 2008 and placed in protective custody, a 

system known as “foster care” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2009a). 

During the last three decades, the number of children in foster care has significantly 

increased, growing from 269,000 in 1983 to an estimated 463,000 children in 2006 

(Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2007; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2009a). 

Although placement in foster care is intended to be a temporary arrangement, many 

children remain in care for a prolonged amount of time (Courtney, 1999). It has become 

increasingly evident that the number of children entering the public child welfare system 
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has outpaced states’ efforts to find safe and permanent homes. In 2006, over 29,500 

youth “aged out” of foster care—that is, the youth reached their eighteenth birthday and 

became adults with no permanent legal ties to a family. An additional 123,000 children 

were legally freed for adoption but were waiting for adoptive placements (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2009a). 

Permanency can be defined as “a legal, permanent family living arrangement, that 

is, reunification with the birth family, living with relatives, guardianship, or adoption” 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2005, p. 2). Research on children and 

attachment provides a strong base of evidence supporting the need for increased efforts to 

achieve permanency for children in foster care (Hardin, 2004). It is widely acknowledged 

that permanency, and the emotional attachments that can accompany it, are of paramount 

importance to a child’s social and emotional development (Jenson & Fraser, 2006; Jones-

Harden, 2004). There is also evidence that the separation, loss, and unresolved grief that 

occur when a child is removed from their home can have a negative, long-term effect on 

a child’s overall sense of emotional wellbeing and identity formation (Mallon & Hess, 

2005). 

Some studies have concluded that children who do not have at least one strong 

attachment to a caring adult are at increased risk of experiencing challenges later in life 

with regulating their own emotions, interacting with others, and coping with stressful 

situations (Carlson & Sroufe, 1995; Masten, 1994). Furthermore, research has shown that 

children who lack long-term nurturing attachments to appropriate caregivers are at 

greater risk of experiencing difficulty in achieving and maintaining self-sufficiency and 
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independence as young adults (Avery & Freundlich, 2008; Children's Permanency 

Cooperative, 2000; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Plunkett & Osmond, 2004). 

Other studies have shown that children who have been abused or neglected are at 

increased risk of experiencing difficulty attaching to others (e.g., Ainsworth, Blehar, 

Waters, & Wall, 1978; Crittenden & Ainsworth, 1989; Zeanah, et al., 2004). Entry into 

foster care can render these children even more vulnerable because of the instability and 

uncertainty that is often inherent in foster care (Schuerger, 2002). A significant number 

of children in care experience three or more placement changes (Teather, Davidson, & 

Pecora, 1994). Frequent placement changes can be detrimental to children’s growth and 

development (Pecora, et al., 2007; Ryan & Testa, 2004). In addition, placement 

instability can result in education delays, behavior problems, and problems coping 

(Hardin, 2003). Schuerger (2002) also notes that placement instability can make it more 

difficult for children to bond with and build lasting attachments to others. 

Youth in foster care who age out before securing a permanent placement are 

particularly vulnerable as they lack the safety net of emotional and relational connections 

that may benefit them as they transition into adulthood (Shirk, 2004). Courtney, Piliavin, 

Grogan-Kaylor, and Nesmith (2001) conducted a longitudinal study of 141 youth who 

aged out of the foster care system. The study revealed that the youth encountered a 

number of difficulties and setbacks as they transitioned from foster care into adulthood. 

Within 18 months of aging out of the foster care system, over one-third (37%) of the 

youth reported experiencing one or more of the following after leaving foster care: 
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physical or sexual victimization, incarceration, or homelessness. Many of the youth also 

reported difficulty accessing medical care and locating employment. 

Agencies and courts work to provide children in the foster care system with safe, 

permanent homes in the shortest amount of time possible (Olson, 2003). However, 

overcrowded dockets and inadequate child welfare and court resources often serve as 

barriers to the establishment of timely permanent placements for children in foster care 

(U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002). Furthermore, the adversarial nature of child 

protection cases can also result in lengthy delays and appeals that prevent the timely 

resolution of cases (Olson, 2003; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). 

Faced with these challenges, an increasing number of court officials and child welfare 

agency administrators now view the use of mediation in child protection cases as a 

logical and cost-effective approach to finding safe and mutually agreeable solutions to 

cases in a timely manner so that permanency can be established more quickly for the 

child (Anderson & Whalen, 2004; Edwards, 2009). 

Mediation is a form of conflict resolution that involves the facilitation of 

communication between two or more interacting and conflicting parties by a third party 

who does not possess the authority to impose a particular outcome (Wall, Stark, & 

Standifer, 2001). The process provides families with an alternative to the protracted 

adversarial court process that many argue is polarizing and deficit-focused (Crush, 2005; 

Vidmar, 1992). In contrast to the conventional adversarial process, mediation appears to 

offer greater opportunities for families and child welfare agencies to participate in the 

decision-making process and in determining how the case will be resolved. 
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Lack of Research 

While those who support the use of child protection mediation generally believe 

that the mediation process has a positive influence on permanency outcomes; few studies 

have attempted to examine the accuracy of these claims. To date, much of the research on 

child protection mediation has focused on short-term measures that may contribute to 

permanency, such as settlement rates, parental compliance, and cost savings (Supreme 

Court of Virginia, 2002). Yet, only a small number of empirical studies have been 

conducted to determine the effectiveness of mediation beyond these measures. While 

parental compliance and cost savings are certainly desirable outcomes, it is important to 

look beyond these short-term measures and understand the role that mediation may play 

in establishing one of the most important outcomes for children in foster care—

permanency. 

Methodological Limitations 

Closer examination of the available literature on child protection mediation 

revealed a number of methodological inadequacies that limit the overall generalizability 

of past studies’ findings and what conclusions can be generated. First, most evaluations 

are limited by small sample sizes, incomplete data, and the lack of a comparison group. 

Second, time constraints have prevented most evaluators from following cases over a 

lengthy period of time to examine long-term outcomes. Third, few evaluations have been 

conducted on stable, well-established mediation programs that have a high enough 

volume of cases needed to support more rigorous research designs (Thoennes, 2009). 

While the limitations above apply to both process evaluations and outcome studies on 
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child protection mediation, an additional criticism of studies that have specifically 

attempted to examine permanency outcomes is the lack of consensus across studies 

regarding how permanency should be defined, and therefore, operationalized (Anderson 

& Whalen, 2004). 

Study Approach 

Additional investigation is needed to expand and clarify our understanding of the 

impact of mediation on permanency. The present study sought to address gaps in the 

existing literature by more closely examining the association between child protection 

mediation and permanency outcomes for children in foster care. Using empirical data 

obtained from the Center for Public Policy Dispute Resolution (CPPDR) and Child 

Protective Services (CPS), this study evaluated different outcome measures of 

permanency. In addition, this study examined the impact of parental engagement with the 

mediation process on permanency outcomes. Propensity Score Matching (PSM) was used 

to match mediated cases with non-mediated cases that utilized the conventional 

adversarial process. The resulting sample of mediated and non-mediated cases was 

sufficiently large enough (630 cases, 315 in each group) to provide enough statistical 

power to make potentially significant comparisons regarding permanency outcomes. 

After a comparison group was identified, a series of analyses was used to address 

seven related research questions: 

Research Question 1.1: What are the characteristics of the study sample pre and 

post PSM with regard to the characteristics used in the matching process? 
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Research Question 2.1: Are children whose families participated in child 

protection mediation more likely to achieve permanency than children whose families did 

not participate in mediation? 

Research Question 2.2: Of the children who achieved permanency, do children 

whose families participated in child protection mediation achieve permanency more 

quickly than children whose families did not participate in mediation? 

Research Question 2.3: Of the children who achieved permanency, do the types of 

final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose families 

participated in child protection mediation and children whose families did not participate 

in mediation? 

Research Question 3.1: Among mediated cases, are children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation more likely to 

achieve permanency than children whose families reported lower levels of parental 

engagement at the time of mediation? 

Research Question 3.2: Among mediated cases that achieved permanency, do 

children whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement achieve 

permanency more quickly than children whose families reported lower levels of parental 

engagement at the time of mediation? 

Research Question 3.3: Among mediated cases that achieved permanency, do the 

types of final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement and children whose families reported 

lower levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation?
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

The following chapter provides a detailed overview of literature related to the 

importance of permanency, as well as the use of mediation as a tool to expedite 

permanency outcomes for children in care. This literature review is comprised of five 

parts. The review begins with a historical overview of child welfare in the U.S. in order 

to contextualize the study and describe the emergence of the contemporary notion of 

childhood. The second section discusses the nature of permanency and why it matters for 

children in foster care. The third section addresses the role of courts in matters of child 

abuse and neglect, including a description of the conventional adversarial process as it 

relates to child protection cases. The fourth section further defines mediation and 

provides the rationale for its use in child abuse and neglect cases. The fifth and final 

section details the available research on child protection mediation, including research on 

the relationship between the use of child protection mediation and permanency for 

children in care, and discusses the conceptual framework used to guide this study. 

Literature reviewed in this chapter was selected using Academic Search Premier, 

PsycInfo, Social Services Abstracts, Web of Science, and WorldCat. In addition to these 

academic databases, a comprehensive search was conducted using various internet search 

engines to locate unpublished works pertaining to permanency and child protection 

mediation. The following search terms were used to locate relevant literature: court, 

mediation, alternative dispute resolution, decision making, dependency, child protection, 

child welfare, foster care, abuse, neglect, children, and families. The aforementioned 
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search terms yielded journal articles, both empirical and conceptual, reports, white 

papers, and book chapters. 

The Child Welfare System 

The Emerging View of Childhood 

To fully understand the current child welfare system, it is important to examine 

how our perception of childhood has changed. The notion that children should be loved, 

nurtured, and protected is a relatively new phenomenon. Records indicate that for 

thousands of years, children lacked individual rights and were generally viewed as the 

property of their parents (Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2007). Parents had sole determination 

over the manner in which a child was cared for and how they were treated (Crosson-

Tower, 2008). Miller-Perrin and Perrin (2007) note that “the harshness of life, high rates 

of disease, and the visibility of death all contributed to a general devaluation of life and 

of children’s lives in particular” (p. 13). Prior to the 19th century, children who survived 

early childhood were expected to work hard and contribute to the family’s livelihood. 

Provisions for orphaned children, or those whose parents could not care for them, were 

meager and guaranteed only a minimal level of subsistence (McGowan, 2005). 

Indenture System. Early efforts to address the needs of dependent children often 

resulted in indentured servitude. Under this system, children were apprenticed to masters 

who agreed to teach the child a trade while providing for a rudimentary education and 

room and board. Children were expected to remain with their masters until an agreed 

upon age, usually 16 for boys and 21 for girls. Although primarily an economic 

arrangement, this system served a social welfare function, as it addressed the problem of 
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what to do with dependent children (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). Although indentured 

children were viewed as a valuable economic resource, little attention was paid to their 

individual needs or rights (McGowan, 2005). The onset of the Industrial Revolution 

limited the need for craftsman and contributed to the decline of the indenture system 

(Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). 

Almshouses. The decline of the indenture system led to the use of almshouses, 

institutions established by authorities in urban areas for the care of destitute children and 

adults, as an alternative method of care for dependent children. Although this was 

thought to be an effective system for dealing with children who would otherwise be left 

to roam the streets, reformers soon criticized the wisdom of raising children in the 

company of alcoholics, the sick, the insane, and the “feeble minded” (McGowan, 2005; 

Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). Investigations of almshouses characterized them as 

“symbols of human wretchedness and political corruption” (McGowan, 2005, p. 13). 

Reform efforts during this period marked the beginning of a shift in thought regarding the 

needs of children and how they should be cared for (McGowan, 2005). The lengthening 

of childhood, the breakdown of traditional social institutions (e.g., the family and the 

church), and the emergence of an industrial economy contributed to this shift. While 

change was slow to occur, society was beginning to recognize that children had unique 

needs that warranted some accommodation (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007; Zelizer, 1994). 

Orphanages and Free Homes. According to McGowan (2005), two systems of 

out-of-home care evolved to replace almshouses: orphanages and “free homes.” While 

orphanages were an improvement over almshouses, they were far from ideal. Critics of 
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the institutions complained that they were rigid and impersonal environments that did 

little to build self-reliance or prepare children for practical living (Popple & Vecchiolla, 

2007). By 1910, an estimated 110,000 children resided in orphanages (Smith, 1995). 

Some states relied on “free homes,” secured by religious aid societies, such as the 

Children’s Aid Society, to address the problem of dependent children. The Societies 

argued that dependent children were better off living in “good” Christian homes in rural 

communities, where they would receive education, proper moral training, and develop a 

good work ethic (McGowan, 2005; Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). New York was the first 

state to institute this system. Homeless children were gathered and placed on “orphan 

trains,” and transported to rural regions of the country to be placed with farming families 

(Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). Over the course of four decades, thousands of children 

were relocated and placed with families in this manner (Holt, 1994). For many children, 

the free home system closely resembled the indenture system, as children were expected 

to contribute to the home as a condition of their placement. Records suggest that little 

effort was made by the Societies that placed the children to follow-up and inquire about 

their welfare (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). As the number of farms dwindled at the turn 

of the century, so did the demand for children. The use of free homes served as a 

precursor to the modern day foster care system (Crosson-Tower, 2009; Popple & 

Vecchiolla, 2007); however, the rationale for placing children primarily served the 

interest of the community, rather than the interests of the children. 

McGowan (2005) notes that developments at the end of the 19th century laid the 

foundation for what would become hallmarks of the modern child welfare system: 
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bureaucracy, professionalism, and expanded state intervention in the lives of children and 

families. The formalization of child welfare services symbolized the increasing 

importance of children to society. 

A Changing System 

During the last century, the U.S. child welfare system has evolved in response to 

changing beliefs and attitudes about the role of government in the protection and care of 

abused and neglected children. The earliest interventions on behalf of dependent children 

were characterized more by practical concerns about meeting children’s basic physical 

needs, than concerns about the impact of abuse and neglect on their social and emotional 

development (Murray & Gesiriech, n.d.). In the last century, public opinion, federal and 

state legislation, and research on the needs of families and children have shaped the field 

of child welfare and have guided the manner in which services have been provided 

(Baker & Charvat, 2008). 

White House Conference of 1909. The White House Conference on the Care of 

Dependent Children in 1909 was one of the first events in the 20th century to impact the 

child welfare movement. The conference accelerated state and federal legislation to 

improve child welfare services for families and children. President Teddy Roosevelt 

called for the end of the widespread institutionalization of dependent children and 

emphasized the importance of children having a family and home life. The conference 

resulted in the formation of the U.S. Children’s Bureau in 1912 and for the development 

of the cottage plan, a homelike alternative to large congregate orphanages (Child Welfare 

League of America, n.d.; Laird & Hartman, 1985; The White House, 1909). McGowan 
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(2005) observes that the establishment of the U.S. Children’s Bureau was a significant 

event in the child welfare movement, as it was the first formal acknowledgement that the 

federal government has a responsibility to ensure the welfare of its children. 

The U.S. Children’s Bureau improved the administration of child welfare 

services. Under the Bureau’s guidance, states gradually assumed the role of licensing and 

the regulation of child welfare services. The establishment of organizations, such as the 

Child Welfare League of America, helped keep the issue of child welfare at the forefront 

and influenced the manner in which child welfare services were provided. As 

professional knowledge expanded regarding the developmental needs of children, child 

welfare agencies became increasing aware of the importance of considering the 

emotional needs of children in addition to their physical needs (McGowan, 2005). 

Social Security Act of 1935. Prior to 1935, child welfare services were generally 

provided by private agencies, albeit with some public subsidy. Following the Social 

Security Act of 1935, child welfare services became predominantly a public function 

(McGowan, 2005; Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). The Act established the basic structure of 

the current child welfare system by providing Title IV grants for states to fund the 

coordinated delivery of child welfare services. Under this program, states were allowed 

full autonomy to set their own eligibility criteria, determine payment levels, and establish 

their own administrative procedures (McGowan, 2005). The Act symbolized a 

philosophical shift in thought, in both principle and practice, away from rescuing poor 

children whose families could not care for them to providing families with supports that 

would enable the families to care for their own children (McGowan, 2005). This 
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transformation occurred as child welfare advocates, disenchanted with the current system 

of care, began to feel that children might be better served in their own homes, with their 

own families (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). 

A Divided System. It is important to note that prior to the Social Security Act of 

1935, the provision of services to dependent children in the U.S. was generally limited to 

Anglo children (McGowan, 2005). The systematic exclusion of African American 

children from the child welfare system resulted in the creation of a separate, informal 

system of care for African American dependent children that remained in place until the 

1920s. The establishment of advocacy organizations, such as the National Urban League, 

and the migration of African American families to urban areas during and after World 

War I forced many states to recognize the needs of African American children 

(McGowan, 2005). However, states throughout the U.S. continued to routinely deny 

services and assistance to children of color until the 1960s when the federal government 

began directly financing the foster care system and these and other discriminatory 

practices were banned (Hill, 2004; McGowan, 2005). 

Rediscovery of Child Welfare. Popple and Vecchiolla (2007) note that following 

the Social Security Act, there was a marked decline in interest regarding child welfare 

issues. World War II and the Korean War occupied America’s attention until the mid-

1950s. During this time, little progress was made. The 1960s and the War on Poverty 

ushered in a number of policy changes that affected low-income families. The addition of 

programs such as food stamps, Medicaid, and housing assistance for low-income families 
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meant that children would no longer have to be separated from their parents for reasons 

of poverty alone (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). 

Belated recognition by the medical profession of child abuse as a public health 

concern in the late 1950s and early 1960s contributed to the public’s “rediscovery” of 

child maltreatment. In what would become one of the most defining events in the history 

of child welfare, Kempe, Silverman, Droegumuller, and Silver (1962) published “The 

Battered Child Syndrome” in the Journal of American Medical Association. The 

publication was not the first to identify or define child abuse; however, it marked the 

addition of the medical profession to the campaign against child abuse and neglect. 

Recognition of the problem by the medical community legitimized the child welfare 

movement and provided the needed momentum to induce widespread change. Kempe and 

his colleagues’ work served as the impetus for additional research and subsequent 

legislative changes (Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2007). Within a year of the publication, 

eleven bills were enacted by Congress that addressed issues relating to child abuse and 

neglect. By 1967, all states had passed laws mandating professionals to report child abuse 

(Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). In 1974, Congress passed the Child Abuse and Prevention 

and Treatment Act (CAPTA). The act defined child abuse and neglect as: 

“Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker which results in 

death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or an act or 

failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.” (P.L. 94-247) 
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CAPTA also provided funds for research and for training on the identification, treatment, 

and prevention of abuse and neglect (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2004). 

Mandatory reporting laws and increased public awareness of child maltreatment 

resulted in a substantial increase in the number of referrals made to child welfare 

agencies. Between 1967 and 1980, reports of child abuse rose from 9,500 to over 1 

million (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). The increase in referrals led to an explosion in the 

number of children placed in the foster care system (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). During 

the mid to late 1970s, while agencies were being asked to expand and provide a broader 

array of services for families, agencies were simultaneously criticized for their failure to 

prevent children from entering out-of-home care and for not moving children out of the 

system more quickly (McGowan, 2005). Increases in caseloads and the gradual 

deprofessionalization of child welfare services during this time led some to express 

concern regarding the capacity of child welfare staff to provide the range and quality of 

services that were now required of them (McGowan, 2005; Perry & Ellett, 2008). Other 

developments during the 1970s that contributed to a shift in child welfare policy included 

the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) in 1978 and an increased focus on 

permanency planning so that children might move through the foster care system more 

quickly. 

Permanency Legislation. During the 1980s and 1990s, state and federal officials 

introduced a number of initiatives designed to promote permanency and reduce the 

number of children in foster care. The Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 
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1980 (AACWA) was the first piece of legislation specifically intended to address “foster 

care drift”—children who languished in foster care and experienced multiple placements 

without returning to their families or being legally freed for adoption (Thoennes, 2001b). 

AACWA increased the role of the courts in child protection matters and stipulated that 

states must consider all placement options, including family reunification, placement with 

relatives, adoption, as well as long-term foster care (Edwards, 2004). Furthermore, 

AACWA required states to make “reasonable efforts” to prevent the need for placement 

of children in foster care and to ensure that children could return to their birth families 

after removal. Critics of the legislation observed that AACWA provided little guidance 

regarding what constituted “reasonable efforts” (Crosson-Tower, 2009). While AACWA 

initially reduced the number of children in foster care, the number of children in care 

increased dramatically during the mid to late 1980s (Gendell, 2001; Hardin, Rubin, & 

Baker, 1995; McDonald, 1997). It has been suggested that some growth in the foster care 

population during this time can be attributed to increases in incarceration rates, as well as 

to the onset of the crack-cocaine and HIV epidemics (Bass, 2004; Hill, 2004; Ruiz, 

2000). 

In 1997, Congress enacted the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) with the 

intention of refocusing efforts to promote safety, permanency, and wellbeing for children 

in the foster care system. In effort to expedite permanency for children languishing in the 

foster care system, ASFA established strict time frames for states to initiate proceedings 

to terminate parental rights for children unable to return to their family’s care and 

outlined specific circumstances under which states could forgo efforts to reunify families 
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(U.S. General Accounting Office, 2003). ASFA also stipulated that “long-term care” 

would no longer be a viable permanency option for children in care (Lowry, 2004). 

However, the legislation included an alternative permanency category intended for older 

children in care termed “another planned permanent living arrangement” (McNaught & 

Onkeles, 2004). The enactment of ASFA represented a fundamental shift in thought 

within the field of child welfare, as it placed increased emphasis on child safety, 

permanency, and well-being over prevention efforts and family preservation. 

More recently, Congress passed the Fostering Connections to Success and 

Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008. Inspired by reports of frustrated families who have 

attempted to adopt children from the child welfare system, this legislation was introduced 

with the intent of making long-range improvements in the adoption process by increasing 

agencies’ responsiveness to prospective adoptive parents and increasing the public’s 

access to information regarding adoption of children from foster care (North American 

Council on Adoptable Children, 2008). Additionally, the Act included provisions to 

promote relative guardianship and adoption, as well as provisions to ensure educational 

stability and better coordinated health care for children in foster care. The Act also 

extended federal support for youth to age 21 (Center for Law and Social Policy, 2008). 

Judicial Response to Child Maltreatment  

Although criminal cases involving child abuse in the U.S. date back to the 17th 

century, the case of Mary Ellen Wilson, a 9 year old child in New York, is one of the 

earliest and most notorious cases involving protective action on behalf of a child (Brittain 

& Hunt, 2004). The case was brought to the attention of the court and tried in 1874 after a 
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New York charity worker discovered that Mary Ellen was routinely beaten and starved 

by her caretaker. After unsuccessfully seeking assistance from other sources, the charity 

worker turned to Henry Bergh, the founder and president of the Society for Prevention of 

Cruelty to Animals. Acting as a concerned citizen, Bergh filed a petition for the removal 

of Mary Ellen from her caregiver. The judge issued a writ de homine replagiando, 

provided for by the Habeas Corpus Act, after witnessing Mary Ellen’s condition first 

hand, thus making her a ward of the court (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007; Watkins, 1990). 

The trial received considerable attention and increased the public’s awareness of 

the plight of abused and neglected children. The public outcry that followed the trial led 

to the creation of the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 

(SPCC), the first organization in the U.S. dedicated to the protection of children. This 

organization, and others that soon followed, advocated for changes in the treatment of 

children. Yet not fully realized, these events suggested that child welfare advocates were 

beginning to understand the need for children to be nurtured and protected by society 

when parents or other caregivers failed to do so (Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2007). 

The role of child protection courts has evolved since the first juvenile court was 

established in 1899 in Illinois (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007). The Illinois court established 

a separate judicial system to address the needs of delinquent youth. The establishment of 

a separate juvenile system was significant, as it recognized that children are different than 

adults and have needs that require additional consideration and assistance. 

Initially, the court focused on rehabilitating and reforming delinquent youth who 

came before the court; however, courts eventually expanded their jurisdiction to include 
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matters involving child abuse and neglect (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2006). Other states followed Illinois’ suit, establishing juvenile courts and 

statutes to specifically address the needs of dependant and delinquent youth (Shepherd, 

1999). The establishment of juvenile courts resulted in more individualized treatment of 

dependent children and delinquent offenders. 

Juvenile courts operate under authority and direction of parens patriae doctrine 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). This doctrine authorizes states 

to act on behalf of children whose parents are either unable or unwilling to provide 

adequate protection or care for them (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007; U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, 2006). Contemporary juvenile courts general hear cases 

involving delinquency matters, status offences, allegations of abuse and neglect, 

termination of parental rights, adoption, as well as petitions for emancipation (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). The manner in which juvenile courts 

are organized varies from state to state. Some courts consider both juvenile and 

dependency matters while others have separated these functions by establishing two 

different court systems, a juvenile court and a child protection/dependency court, to 

specifically address matters involving child abuse and neglect. How courts are organized 

largely depends on how the state established their court system, as well as the overall 

volume of cases in each jurisdiction (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2006). 

As the number of juvenile and dependency cases has increased, many courts have 

struggled to manage the influx of cases. A study by the U.S. General Accounting Office 
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(1999) evaluated the U.S. juvenile dependency court system’s handling of child 

maltreatment cases. The study found that the juvenile dependency court system 

experienced several systemic problems. Barriers identified in the study include lack of 

communication and cooperation between child welfare agencies and the courts, 

overwhelming court caseloads, insufficient training for judges and attorneys in child 

protection issues, and inadequate information systems to track individual case progress 

(U.S. General Accounting Office, 1999). 

Permanency 

Defining Permanency 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services defines permanency as “a 

legal, permanent family living arrangement, that is, reunification with the birth family, 

living with relatives, guardianship, or adoption” (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2005, p. 2). Yet, this definition is not entirely congruent with placement options 

outlined in the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (ASFA), the legislation that 

currently guides permanency planning efforts. ASFA outlines five possible permanency 

options for children in foster care. These options include (in order of preference): 1) 

family reunification; 2) adoption; 3) legal guardianship; 4) permanent placement with a 

“fit and willing” relative; and 5) another planned permanent living arrangement 

(APPLA). While ASFA promotes permanent legally defined placements in family 

settings, some view the inclusion of APPLA as a default goal that denies children real 

permanency (Renne & Mallon, 2005). 
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Despite the hierarchy of permanency outcomes outlined in ASFA, what 

constitutes permanency—and the order of preference—varies among states. For example, 

Oklahoma operationalizes permanency as 1) reunification with the child’s birth family; 2) 

placement with a guardian or kinship guardian; or 3) another permanent living 

arrangement (Oklahoma Children’s Code § 10-7003-5.6, 2009). Texas operationalizes 

permanency as 1) reunification of the child with a parent or other individual from whom 

the child was removed; 2) termination of parental rights followed by the child’s adoption 

by a relative or other suitable individual; 3) the award of permanent managing 

conservatorship (PMC) of the child to a relative or other suitable individual; or 4) another 

planned, permanent living arrangement (APPLA) for the child (Texas Family Code 

§263.3026(a), 2009). However, a small number of states (e.g., California, Massachusetts, 

Washington, and Iowa), operationalize permanency more narrowly, including only legal, 

permanent, family living arrangements, such as, reunification with the child’s birth 

family, adoption, or guardianship (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2001). Freundlich, et.et al. (2006), note that the states’ preference for legal, family-based 

permanency options is consistent with child development literature that emphasizes the 

critical role of family and attachments in children’s lives. While nearly every state 

includes family reunification, adoption, and legal guardianship (with a relative), a number 

of states (e.g., Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, 

Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, North Carolina, and Texas) also 

categorize “long-term care,” “independent living” and/or “emancipation” as alternative 
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permanency arrangements for children in care (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2001). 

In effort to better understand states’ responses to the permanency requirements 

stipulated by ASFA, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2001) 

commissioned a survey of 25 states regarding issues surrounding permanency policy and 

practice. States were asked about the types of permanency options available for children 

and how states prioritized the available permanency options. All of the states surveyed 

reported that family reunification with the child’s birth family was the preferred 

permanency option for children in their care. The majority of states (65%) ranked 

adoption as the second permanency option. Placement with relatives (including legal 

custody and guardianship) ranked third among states, indicating that some states were 

less confident that placement with a relative would actually result in a permanent 

placement for the child and allow for the child to be discharged from the foster care 

system (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001). 

The Importance of Attachment 

Child welfare professionals have begun to recognize the importance of attachment 

for children and the necessity of providing the consistency that children need to develop 

attachments with others (Crosson-Tower, 2009). Attachment refers to an emotional bond 

between two people in which there is an expectation of care and protection (Goldberg, 

2000). Attachment theory suggests that a child’s early attachment experiences influence 

their personality development, their ability to form supportive relationships, as well as 

their capacity to overcome adversity (Bowlby, 1958; Golding, 2008). The theory posits 
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that children learn about themselves, and what they can expect from the world and others, 

through these early relationships. Therefore, the quality of care that children receive can 

have profound impact on their social functioning and how they perceive themselves and 

others (Schuerger, 2002). For example, children who experience responsive, nurturing, 

and consistent caregiving are more likely to view the world as a safe place and that 

people generally have their best interests in mind. They are also more likely to develop a 

positive self-image and secure attachments with others. In contrast, children who are 

cared for in a harsh, inconsistent, or unresponsive manner learn to view the world as an 

untrustworthy and unpredictable place to live. Children who have been cared for in this 

manner may develop insecure attachments with others and perceive themselves as 

inadequate or unlovable (Berk, 2000; Rolfe, 2004). 

Importance of Permanency 

While permanency alone does not guarantee a normal, healthy childhood, the 

presence of a nurturing and consistent caregiver is an important factor in a child’s growth 

and development. Hardin (1992) offers several reasons why permanency is important for 

children. First, it is widely believed that the relationship that a child has with his or her 

caregiver serves as the foundation for all other attachments and relationships. Children 

who have consistent and responsive caregivers are more likely to develop the foundation 

that is necessary for them to learn how to form healthy attachments with others. Second, 

children need caregivers who are committed and willing to tend to their needs. The 

absence of a committed and loving caregiver can undermine a child’s self-worth and their 

subsequent ability to trust others. Third, children desire and need a certain amount of 
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predictability in their lives. Children who lack a permanent placement are often painfully 

aware of the tentative nature of their situation. Having a permanent family provides 

children with the stability that they crave and promotes a sense of belonging. In addition, 

a permanent family can provide children with the support that they will need as they age 

and encounter new situations. Finally, on a practical level, autonomous families are 

generally more capable of making timelier and more fully informed decisions for a child 

than child welfare agency professionals or the courts (Hardin, 1992). 

Barriers to Permanency 

In recent years, a number of studies have examined barriers to the establishment 

of permanency for children in the U.S. child welfare system ( e.g., Macomber, Scarcella, 

Zielewski, & Geen, 2004; U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002; Wilson, Katz, & Geen, 

2005). In 2002, the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) conducted a survey of all 50 

states and the District of Columbia in order to assess the impact of the implementation of 

ASFA. Several barriers to permanency were identified in this study, including: 1) court 

issues, including poor communication between courts and child welfare agencies, 

inadequate numbers of judges and attorneys, insufficient training for judges and attorneys 

regarding child protection issues and delays in scheduling termination of parental rights 

hearings; 2) difficulties with recruiting families for children with special needs; and 3) 

difficulties with inter-jurisdictional placements, such as obtaining home study reports 

from other states (U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002). In addition to these barriers, 

Texas reported particular difficulty with the management and processing of child welfare 

cases in rural areas. In order to respond to the specific problems identified in rural areas, 
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Texas developed a specialty child protection court system (formerly known as “Cluster 

Courts”). This system was designed to ensure that a judge experienced in child welfare 

issues is assigned to preside over child welfare cases in a cluster of adjacent rural 

counties (U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002). Currently, there are 15 dedicated Child 

Protection Courts in Texas serving 121 counties in Texas (U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2009). Texas officials report that specialty child protection courts have 

been effective in addressing court-related procedural problems that resulted in lengthy 

case delays for children in care (U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002). 

Other studies have focused on identifying barriers to permanency that are 

specifically related to the adoption of children from foster care. In 2002, the Urban 

Institute and the Malcolm Weiner Center for Social Policy at Harvard University assessed 

states’ experiences in implementing ASFA related policies, as well as barriers to adoption 

from the public child welfare system (Macomber, et al., 2004). The researchers echoed 

many of the same concerns cited in the report issued in 2002 by the U.S. General 

Accounting Office (see above). However, additional barriers were noted as well. Barriers 

identified by states included delays in termination of parental rights hearings; difficulties 

in the recruitment of adoptive homes for special needs children and in recruiting racially 

and ethnically diverse families; child case management issues, such as staff turnover, 

excessive workloads, incomplete case records, and insufficient staff training; court case 

management issues such as crowded dockets and judicial beliefs about adoption; as well 

as difficulties related to establishing or changing the child’s goal to adoption. Other 

notable barriers included delays in approving adoptive families, parental appeals to 



 
27 

termination of parental rights, and inadequate child welfare and court resources 

(Macomber, et al., 2004). 

A more recent study funded by The Collaboration to AdoptUsKids evaluated 

barriers to the adoption of special needs children from foster care (McRoy, 2007). While 

many of the barriers identified in the study related to family and child factors, a number 

of agency and systemic barriers were identified by prospective adoptive families, 

including jurisdictional issues related to the termination of parental rights, paperwork 

delays, too few judges and court personnel, as well as lengthy appeals by birthparents. 

Child welfare staff surveyed for the study suggested several strategies to address these 

barriers, including hiring more judges and attorneys, providing training for judges and 

attorneys about the child welfare system and termination of parental rights, and 

increasing communication and cooperation between child welfare agencies and the court 

within jurisdictions (McRoy, 2007). 

Factors that May Influence Permanency 

Research has shown that some child and case characteristics may influence 

permanency outcomes for children in foster care. Child characteristics studied typically 

relate to demographic characteristics of the child such as age, gender, and race/ethnicity. 

However, there is evidence that the presence of mental and physical disabilities can also 

affect permanency outcomes for children (Connel, Katz, Saunders, & Tebes, 2005). In 

addition to child characteristics, studies have identified several case characteristics 

associated with delayed permanency for children in care. Case characteristics identified 

in the literature include the child’s prior removal history, reasons for the removal, and the 
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child’s initial placement setting (Connel, et al., 2005). 

The Conventional Adversarial Process 

The adversarial process is the foundation of the American legal system (Helfer, 

Kempe, & Krugman, 1999). It is founded on the belief that the best way to arrive at a fair 

and just resolution is for parties to argue their respective positions and allow an impartial 

judge to weigh the facts and render a judgment. Under this system, judges are dependent 

on others to provide them with information about the case (Taylor, 2009). The process is 

guided by procedural and evidentiary rules that guide what courts and parties may or may 

not do (Tomkovicz, 2002; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). 

Attorneys advocate for their client’s position and present additional facts to the court by 

filing motions, requesting hearings, and introducing evidence. Such advocacy enables 

each party to argue their case and allows the court to reach a more informed decision 

(Taylor, 2009). 

Within the context of child protection, state juvenile and family courts hear cases 

involving allegations of child abuse and neglect (Helfer, et al., 1999). The courts rule on 

matters such as whether allegations of abuse and neglect are founded, where the child 

will reside, whether the parents have made sufficient progress on their service plans, the 

child’s permanency plan, and/or whether the child’s needs are being met. Courts also 

determine if there is cause for parental rights to be terminated (Edwards, 2004). 

When a child is removed by a child welfare agency, the result is a progression of 

legal actions and hearings. These typically include the filing of a petition alleging 

maltreatment, an initial hearing, adjudication hearing, disposition hearing, permanency 
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hearing, as well as periodic review hearings (Edwards, 2004). In instances when family 

reunification is not possible and there are no appropriate relatives with which to place the 

child, further proceedings may be held to seek termination of parental rights so that the 

child may be legally freed for adoption (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2006). Such hearings may be conducted as a jury trial with a panel of jurors or by a judge 

without a jury in what is sometimes referred to as a “bench trial” (Breger, 2006). See 

Table 1 for an overview of child protection court hearings (adapted from Badeau, 2009).1 

Table 1. Overview of Child Protection Timeline 
Hearing Purpose 

Initial  Hearing to determine whether the child will remain in emergency, 
temporary out-of-home care. If the removal is a “non-emergency” 
removal, then the hearing will determine whether the child will be 
placed in temporary out-of-home care. 

Adjudicatory  Hearing to determine if abuse or neglect occurred. 
Disposition  Hearing to determine where the child will live while in foster care, who 

will have custody of the child, and what services and actions will be 
required of the child welfare agency and the child’s parents. 

Review Hearing to review progress under the child’s case plan. Must occur 
every six months until permanency is achieved. 

Permanency Hearing to approve a clear, definitive permanency plan for the child. 
Must occur within 12 months of the child’s initial placement. 

Termination of Parental 
Rights 

Hearing to determine whether the parents’ rights should be terminated. 
With some exceptions, federal law requires states to initiate this 
proceeding for any child who has been in foster care for 15 of the last 
22 months. 

Adoption or Guardianship  Hearing to make the child legally part of another family, either through 
adoption or by establishing legal guardianship.  

 

                                                       
1  As this study utilizes data from the Texas foster care system, it should be noted that some hearings are 

combined in Texas. For example, adjudicatory and disposition hearings are held jointly. 



 
30 

Inadequacy of the Conventional Adversarial Process 

Although conventional litigation is appropriate for resolving some conflicts, 

critics argue that the adversarial process is ill-suited to address the complex problems 

inherent in many child protection cases (Edwards, 2004). McHale, Robertson, and Clarke 

(2009) suggest that the adversarial process frequently results in a problematic dynamic 

between parties that “frames the questions of the child’s welfare as a contest, and 

positions parties as opponents” (p.87). This dynamic can have negative repercussions on 

parents and children involved in the child welfare system, such as breakdowns in 

communication between parties, power imbalances, and lengthy appeals that result in 

case delays (McNeilly, 1997). 

Impact on Parents. Most parents involved in the child welfare system are at a 

significant disadvantage, as they lack familiarity with state laws and court procedures 

(Barsky, 1996). Because of this, parents may feel alienated and disempowered by the 

complexity of the legal process (Barsky, 1996). This polarization can lead to breakdowns 

in communication between the child welfare agency, parents, and the court (Miller, 

Saman, & Bowen, 2001). Parents may also feel confused and intimidated, as they are 

faced with the daunting tasks of understanding the court process, the various roles of 

court and child welfare agency personnel, and complex legal terminology (Firestone, 

1997; Jones, 2006). In addition, in instances in which termination of parental rights is not 

initially sought, the parents may not have formal supports or counsel readily available to 

help them understand and navigate the legal process (Barsky, 1995). As a result, many 
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families view court proceedings as a “win/lose proposition,” in which they are more 

likely to lose (Barsky, 1997). 

Child protection agencies are entrusted with a great amount of authority to ensure 

that children remain safe from abuse and neglect. This authority can create power 

imbalances between the child protection workers who represent the agency and the 

families whom they seek to help (Barsky, 1996). Power imbalances can become more 

pronounced when lawyers and court formalities are introduced. The additional stress 

caused by the involvement of multiple parties, each with a different role, can result in 

parents feeling outnumbered. When this occurs, parents are less capable of fully engaging 

in the court process (Barsky, 1996). 

Impact on Children. While child protection cases can be difficult for adults, they 

can be particularly difficult for the children involved. Children who have been removed 

from their families and placed in foster care are often left to struggle with the instability 

of the foster care system while they wait for the court, the child welfare agency, and their 

parents to determine their future (Hardin, 2003). This can be a scary and stressful 

experience for a child. Although the removal may have been necessary to protect the 

child and ensure his immediate safety, the child must now adjust to an unfamiliar 

environment and the uncertainty of whether he will ever be able to return home again 

(Center for Policy Research, 1992; Supreme Court of Virginia, 2002). This stressful 

period may be further compounded by the residual effects of the abuse and neglect the 

child experienced prior to their removal from the home (Center for Policy Research, 

1992). 
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Mediation 

Mediation is defined as a form of conflict resolution that involves the facilitation 

of communication between two or more interacting and conflicting parties by a third 

party, called a mediator, who does not possess the authority to impose a particular 

outcome (Wall, et al., 2001). The term “mediation” is sometimes used interchangeably 

with other terms, including collaborative negotiation, conflict resolution, and conflict 

intervention. While mediation is utilized in a variety of legal contexts, such as labor or 

landlord-tenant disputes, within the context of families, mediation most widely used to 

resolve divorce and custody conflicts (Stahler, DuCette, & Povich, 1990). 

Confidentiality provisions for mediation vary; however, in many states the 

process is confidential (Thoennes, 2009). With the exception of mandatory reporting 

requirements (e.g., new allegations of abuse or neglect, threat of harm to someone), the 

information exchanged during the mediation is not subject to discovery and cannot be 

used as evidence in court (Baron, 1997; Firestone, 1997; Lande, 2001). Confidentiality 

provisions allow participants to be candid with others in the mediation about their needs 

and their interests (Olson, 2003). In addition, confidentiality ensures that what is said 

during the mediation session cannot be used against participants at a later date. 

Unlike judges, mediators do not have decision-making authority (Bryant, 2009; 

Colman & Ruppel, 2007). Rather, mediators work with parties to identify issues and 

foster solutions acceptable to each of the parties involved (Colman & Ruppel, 2007). 

During the mediation session, the primary role of the mediator is to facilitate 

communication between participants and guide them through the various phases of the 
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mediation process (Bailey, 2007). Mediators must maintain a neutral position and 

develop constructive alliances with all of the parties (Barsky & Trocme, 1998). Mediators 

use a variety of techniques to help guide the process, including: active listening, 

clarifying, and summarizing (Giovannucci & Largent, 2009). Through these techniques, 

mediators strive to create an environment that empowers and encourages participants to 

fully engage in the decision-making process. 

Barsky (1997) suggests that the purpose of mediation is to create a process in 

which the participants know that they were heard by others and believe that they were 

treated in a fair and respectful manner. To accomplish this, each party is provided an 

opportunity to talk about their concerns and grievances (Barsky, 1997). This can occur in 

a joint session with each of the parties present or in a separate meeting with the mediator, 

called a “caucus.” During a caucus, mediators privately confer with each of the parties 

about their individual positions (Nasworthy & Tarver, 2005). Mediators may also call for 

a caucus to determine areas of agreements between parties, to allow parties to 

constructively vent their emotions, or to discuss possible solutions (Nasworthy & Tarver, 

2005). All conversations that occur within the context of a caucus are confidential and 

may not be disclosed to other parties unless the party to the caucus gives their expressed 

consent (Bryant, 2010). One advantage of caucusing is that it allows for more open 

communication between the mediator and the different parties involved. In addition, 

caucusing can lessen power imbalances by providing a private venue for individuals to 

express their feelings and consider concessions while maintaining dignity in front of the 

other parties (Firestone, 2009). 
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Child Protection Mediation 

Child protection mediation is a specialized form of mediation that is used by 

dependency courts to resolve conflicts involving issues of abuse and neglect. Sometimes 

referred to as child welfare mediation, dependency mediation, or permanency mediation, 

child protection mediation seeks to engage parents in a non-judgmental inclusive process 

in which they are given a voice and treated with respect (Colman & Ruppel, 2007; Stack, 

2003). 

Formal mediation techniques were first used in child abuse and neglect cases in 

the early 1980s in response to an increase in the number of child protection proceedings. 

Mediation was used as a tool to help manage court dockets. Dependency courts in 

California and Connecticut were among the first states to use mediation to resolve child 

abuse and neglect cases (National Resource Center for Foster Care and Permanency 

Planning, 1998; Thoennes, 1994, 2009). During the next decade, other jurisdictions soon 

followed suit (Firestone, 1996). Currently, more than 30 states have implemented child 

protection mediation programs (Olson, 2003). 

Child protection mediation utilizes a neutral third party to assist in the 

clarification of problems and facilitate problem solving (Dobbin, Gatowski, & Litchfield, 

2001). The purpose of child protection mediation is not to determine whether the alleged 

mistreatment of the child occurred (Barsky, 1999). Rather, it is to reach a settlement 

agreement that will ensure the child’s safety and promote permanency for the child 

(Dobbin, et al., 2001; Eaton, Whalen, & Anderson, 2007; Edwards, 2009). 
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Cases can be referred to mediation by the courts, child welfare agencies, the 

parents, attorneys, or by other interested parties, such as Court Appointed Special 

Advocates (CASA) (Stack, 2003). Advocates of mediation argue that it is an appropriate 

forum to address a broad range of issues, including plea and petition language, 

communication issues between parents and the child welfare agency, content included in 

child and family service plans, service plan compliance, placement decisions, frequency 

of visitation, relative custody, and termination of parental rights (Anderson & Whalen, 

2004; Barsky, 1999; Mayer, 1989). Although mediation has been determined to be 

helpful at all stages of the legal process, (Eaton, et al., 2007; Mayer, 2009), some argue 

that mediation is most effective when used during the early stages of a case, before 

parties become entrenched in their positions (Edwards, 2009). 

Arguments for Child Protection Mediation 

Courts and agencies rely on mediation to help engage families and resolve cases. 

Mediation promotes collaboration rather than adversarial relationships so that children 

can exit the foster care system and find permanency in a timely manner (Olson, 2009). 

Child welfare scholars have identified several benefits of the use of mediation in child 

protection settings, including: heightened engagement of parents in the decision-making 

progress, improved communication between parties, more comprehensive service plans, 

increased parental compliance, and timelier case resolution (Giovannucci, 2007; Lande, 

2001). 

Heightened Parental Engagement. The use of mediation empowers families to 

become more engaged in the decision making process and to take a more active role in 
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their cases. Literature on child protection mediation has drawn on empowerment theory 

to explain the usefulness of mediation in engaging families and resolving cases. Broadly 

defined, empowerment theory is “based on the assumption that the capacity of people to 

improve their lives is determined by their ability to control their environment, namely, 

having power” (Hasenfeld, 1987, p. 478). Barsky (1996) suggests that mediation has an 

empowering effect on family members through the development of alternative options, 

by providing them the opportunity to fully participate in the decision-making process, 

and by correcting power imbalances that may exist between parties. Unlike conventional 

litigation, mediation provides parents and families the opportunity to engage in the 

decision-making process and have a say in the final outcome. The formality and structure 

of the conventional adversarial process may prevent parents from fully engaging in 

decisions regarding their case. 

Improved Communication. Mediation offers opportunities for improved 

communication between parties (Giovannucci, 2007; Thoennes, 2009). The confidential 

and informal nature of the process encourages families and child protection workers to 

have candid conversations about sensitive issues that they may have previously been 

unable to discuss. The mediator can help facilitate the discussion to ensure that each party 

has an opportunity to be heard and that all parties are treated with dignity and respect. 

Advocates of mediation argue that when participants are provided an opportunity to be 

heard by others, they are better able to set aside their own concerns and work with others 

to develop solutions (Colman & Ruppel, 2007).  
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Improved communication between parties can help parents better distinguish 

between issues that are important to them and issues that are important to the court. 

Parents who have participated in child protection mediation commonly report that the 

process helped them understand the issues at hand and what was expected of them by 

other parties in the case (Thoennes, 2009). 

More Comprehensive Service Plans. Mediation may be used to produce service 

plans for children and parents that are more comprehensive. Service plans are used by 

child welfare agencies to outline what will be expected of the parents, as well as what the 

agency will do to help the parents reach their goals. Service plans help parents to better 

understand what they need to accomplish in order to have their child returned to their 

care (Thoennes, 2009). Colman and Ruppel (2007) suggests that the inclusion of multiple 

perspectives in the mediation process increases the amount of information that is 

available to parties. Increased sharing of information allows for more informed and 

thoughtful service plans that are individualized to the families’ needs. When service plans 

are mediated, parents are able to provide feedback about what services they feel will be 

the most beneficial and weigh whether they will be able to follow through with the 

identified services. Increased collaboration between parties to develop service plans can 

help prevent misunderstandings and disagreements later in the case (Thoennes, 2009). 

Increased Parental Compliance. Mediation often results in increased parental 

compliance with service plans. Parents who participate in the formation of their service 

plan are more likely to comply with solutions that they helped to develop than ones that 

are imposed on them by others (Barsky, 1997; Bernstein, 1998; Thoennes, 1994). 



Proponents of mediation contend that parents who help develop their service plan may 

feel a greater sense of ownership of the plan (Thoennes, 2000; 2009). Others argue that 

parents who are included in the decision-making process are less likely to feel coerced 

and more likely to see value in the interventions for themselves and for their children 

(Mayer, 1989). 

Timelier Case Resolution. Mediation can result in timelier resolution of cases 

(Koh, 2004). Advocates suggest that increased family engagement, improved 

communication, comprehensive service plans, and parental compliance contribute to 

earlier resolution of cases (Colman & Ruppel, 2007). As a result, cases progress to 

permanency more quickly and with less involvement of the court (Anderson & Whalen, 

2004). Figure 1 provides a graphic representation of the benefits of child protection 

mediation as outlined in the literature. 

Figure 1. Advantages of Mediation 

 

Criticisms of Child Protection Mediation 

While mediation has become an important alternative to the conventional 

adversarial process, it is not without controversy. Critics of mediation have raised several 

concerns regarding the types of cases and issues appropriate for mediation and the 
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existence of power imbalances between parties. Cases that have been deemed as 

inappropriate for mediation include ones in which the parents would be unlikely to 

appear or those in which the parent does not have the capacity to make informed 

decisions (e.g. substance abuse or mental illness) (Thoennes, 2001b). Other critics have 

questioned the use of child protection mediation to resolve matters involving child abuse 

and neglect (McNeilly, 1997). Some argue that the mediation process magnifies power 

imbalances between child welfare agencies and parents. McNeilly (1997) suggests that 

these imbalances prevent parents from negotiating on “level playing field” with child 

welfare agencies. In addition, some critics have expressed concerns that the use of 

mediation will result in agreements that may endanger the child’s safety and wellbeing, 

as it encourages parties to compromise about matters that should not be considered 

negotiable (Barsky, 1995; Edwards, 1997; Thoennes, 2001b). 

Similarly, others have argued that the use of mediation compromises the interests 

of women who are victims of domestic violence (e.g., Bragg, 2003; Feller, Davidson, 

Hardin, & Horowitz, 1995). Drawing on feminist theory, these critics contend that 

mediation does not fully take into consideration the power imbalances that occur in 

negotiations between a male and a female in an intimate and economic relationship 

(Maxwell, 1992). The conclusion by some is that the mediation process results in unequal 

bargaining power and poses more risks to the women and their children than benefits 

(McNeilly, 1997; Thoennes, 2009). 

Research on Child Protection Mediation 

During the 1990s, several mediation programs attempted to evaluate the use of 
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mediation in child protection cases. Although the methodologies used and the outcomes 

examined varied, the majority of evaluations completed during this time were process 

oriented, focusing on the number of cases referred to mediation, settlement rates, 

agreement content, and participant satisfaction with the mediation process (Thoennes, 

2009). Early evaluations often included interviews with relevant professionals including, 

court officials, mediation program administrators, mediators, and child protection 

workers. Later evaluations evolved to include more advanced measures, such as parental 

compliance with treatment plans, cost savings, and the impact of case-specific factors on 

settlement outcomes. While these evaluations were not designed to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of mediation in improving permanency outcomes for children in foster care, 

they can help us more clearly understand the benefits of mediation and how mediation 

may help facilitate permanency. See Table 2 for a summary of relevant research on the 

use of child protection mediation. 

Settlement Rates. Evaluation outcomes of child protection mediation programs 

have shown that the majority of mediated cases result in a full or partial settlement.2 

Settlement rates of larger child protection mediation studies appear to range from 70 

percent to 90 percent (e.g., Anderson & Whalen, 2004; Dobbin, et al., 2001; Gatowski, 

Dobbin, Litchfield, & Oetjen, 2005; Thoennes, 1997, 1998). Thoennes (2001b) reported 

settlement rates of 60 percent; however, the cases mediated involved issues related to  

 
2  The term full settlement implies that the parties reached consensus on all of the issues discussed while 

partial settlement means that the parties reached consensus about some issues but not all. 
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termination of parental rights. The author notes that lower settlement rates are not entirely 

unexpected in termination of parental rights cases. In addition, there is evidence that 

mediation produces settlements about a wide range of issues and at all stages during the 

life of a case (Thoennes, 2009). Advocates argue that mediation can be beneficial even in 

the absence of a full or partial agreement, as it can help narrow the issues to be 

determined at trial and shorten the duration of the trial (Giovannucci, 1997). 

Service Plan Content. There is some evidence to suggest that the use of 

mediation to negotiate child and family service plans may result in more creative and 

detailed plans for children and parents. Gatowski et al. (2005) compared services plans of 

mediated and non-mediated cases. The authors found that mediated cases contained an 

average of 4.4 services for parents while non-mediated cases included an average of 2.9 

services. The authors observed that children were more likely to be mentioned as 

recipients of services in mediated service plans than in non-mediated service plans. 

In addition to increased services, Thoennes (2001a) found that mediated service 

plans tend to have more detailed parental family visitation schedules. An evaluation of a 

California child protection mediation program reported that over half of the mediated 

service plans reviewed included specific provisions for visitation compared to 10 percent 

of non-mediated plans (Thoennes, 1997). A similar study found that 27 percent of the 

mediated plans reviewed provided three or more visits a month to parents, while only 8 

percent of non-mediated cases included provisions for the same number of visitations 

(Thoennes, 1998). 
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Participant Satisfaction. Overall, participants in mediation view the process 

favorably. Across studies, families report higher levels of satisfaction with the mediation 

process than with traditional court litigation (Giovannucci, 2007; Nasworthy & Tarver, 

2000, 2001, 2002, 2005). While there is no consensus on what constitutes a successful 

mediation session, Olson (2003) reported that satisfaction rates of child protection 

mediation ranged from 75 percent to 90 percent. Anderson & Whalen (2004) observed 

that attorneys and child welfare agency professionals tended to be the most satisfied with 

the process. However, over three-fourths of the families in the study indicated satisfaction 

with the mediation process as well. 

A study of a New Jersey mediation program (Dobbin, et al., 2001) assessed 

parental satisfaction with the mediation process by asking parents to rate on a scale of 

one to five, with a five being the highest, questions, such as “Everyone really listened to 

what I had to say,” “Everyone treated me with respect,” and “I felt part of finding the 

answers to problems.” Over 75 percent of the parents surveyed rated these questions a 

four or a five. The findings suggest that by in large, parents were satisfied with the 

mediation process. 

Parental Compliance. Comparisons of mediated and non-mediated service plans 

indicate that parents are more likely to comply with the terms of mediated service plans 

(Anderson & Whalen, 2004; Thoennes, 2001a). In one of the earliest evaluations of child 

protection mediation, Mayer (1989) examined parental compliance rates among cases 

referred to mediation. Mayer concluded that participation in mediation significantly 

impacted parental compliance with service plans. Parents who participated in mediation 



 
43 

reported that they felt less coerced into going along with plans against their will. In 

addition, parents reported feeling greater commitment to the value of the interventions in 

the service plans (Mayer, 1989). Other studies have shown similar findings. A more 

recent study reported high compliance rates, with 73 percent of the cases examined 

demonstrating full compliance and 25 percent showing partial compliance within 60 to 90 

days after the mediation was completed (Anderson & Whalen, 2004). 

Contested Hearings. Contested hearings can be an indication of parental non-

compliance and can result in additional delays to the resolution of the case (Thoennes, 

2001a). Although more research is needed, there is some evidence to suggest that 

mediated cases result in fewer subsequent contested hearings. An evaluation of San 

Francisco County’s child protection mediation program found that mediated cases were 

less likely to have a contested review hearing within the first six months of a case 

(Thoennes & Pearson, 1995). 

Case Processing Timeframes. Research on case processing timeframes is limited; 

however, some evaluations have shown that mediated child protection cases are resolved 

more quickly than non-mediated cases (Gatowski, et al., 2005; Olson, 2003; Thoennes, 

2001a). Gatowski, et al. (2005) found that cases that utilized mediation reached 

adjudication, disposition, and permanency more quickly than cases that did not 

participate in mediation. Findings of an Arkansas pilot mediation program reported that, 

on average, mediated cases achieved permanency eight months more quickly than non-

mediated cases (Olson, 2003). 
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Time and Cost Savings. There is some evidence that mediation may be effective 

in reducing costs associated with the amount of time spent in and preparing for court 

hearings (Bernstein, 1998; Giovannucci, 2007; Nasworthy & Tarver, 2005). Although 

most cases are resolved prior to termination of parental rights trials, professionals 

involved in cases can spend a great deal of time preparing for potential termination of 

parental rights trials. A cost-benefit analysis of Colorado’s Fourth Judicial District 

mediation program found that the use of mediation resulted in a 13 percent cost savings 

for each case resolved in mediation compared to cases that utilized the conventional 

litigation (Thoennes, 1999). In a more recent study, a Texas cluster court mediation 

program estimated that the use of mediation resulted in a cost savings of $234,263 over 

the course of three years (Nasworthy & Tarver, 2005). While the use of mediation 

appears to result in substantial cost savings, it is important to clarify that these savings are 

not reflective of the costs that child welfare agencies incur when providing services to 

children and their families.  

Research on Child Protection Mediation and Permanency Outcomes 

In recent years, a number of child protection mediation scholars have declared 

that the use of mediation is an effective tool in expediting permanency. Despite these 

claims, few studies have tested this assertion empirically. To date, only a small number of 

studies have specifically examined permanency outcomes of children whose cases were 

mediated (e.g., Anderson & Whalen, 2004; Gatowski, et al., 2005; Thoennes, 2001b). 

 Thoennes’(2001b) evaluation of the Lucas County Permanent Custody Mediation 

Project was one of the first published studies to examine permanency outcomes in 
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mediated cases. The evaluation compared permanency outcomes of 53 cases referred to 

mediation and 47 cases that were not mediated. Findings of the evaluation showed no 

differences between the two groups with respect to the proportion of cases resulting in 

termination of parental rights. In fact, of the 100 cases evaluated, only 16 cases resulted 

in an outcome other than termination of parental rights. Three of the cases resulted in 

legal custody being granted to a third party without termination of parental rights and 13 

cases resulted in continued temporary custody. Thoennes also compared the types of 

permanency custody arrangements resulting from mediated and non-mediated cases. 

Among both groups, adoption by non-relatives was the most common permanent custody 

agreement reached, followed by legal custody to relatives or other parties and relative 

adoption. The author noted that the differences between the groups were not significant 

(Thoennes, 2001b). 

In 2002, Landsman, Thompson, and Barber conducted an independent process 

and outcome evaluation of the Iowa Mediation Permanency Project. The evaluation 

design called for a descriptive profile of the children and families served, as well as 

process measures, permanency outcomes, participant satisfaction, cost of mediation and 

case studies illustrating the mediation process. The evaluators reported that 118 families 

(208 parents and 210 children) were served during the evaluation period. At the 

conclusion of the evaluation, permanency outcomes were available for 176 of the 210 

children. A majority of the children were in adoptive placements (37%) or pre-adoptive 

placements (24%). Only 15% of the youth reunited with their birth families while 6% 

were in long-term care, 2% had a legal guardianship arrangement, 3% were classified as 
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“Other.” Thirteen percent of the youth remained in foster care at the conclusion of the 

evaluation. The evaluators reported that permanency achievement was highest for 

families who had a signed final mediated agreement. However, the evaluators noted that 

permanency achievement was high among participants even when the mediation ended 

without a finalized, signed agreement (Landsman, Barber, & Thompson, 2002). 

In 2004, an exploratory evaluation of Michigan’s mediation pilot program was 

completed (Anderson & Whalen, 2004). The evaluation design included a retrospective, 

longitudinal investigation, that addressed both process and outcome measures. Outcomes 

of 171 unique child protection cases referred to mediation between 1999 and 2001 were 

analyzed. Of these cases, 138 were mediated and 33 were not. In addition to participant 

satisfaction, settlement rates and parental compliance, the evaluators examined 

permanency outcomes and overall time to permanency from petition to termination. The 

evaluators found that 128 of the 171 cases included in the evaluation achieved 

permanency of some type, including family reunification (37%), adoption (23%), 

guardianship (9%), foster family agreement (2%), long-term foster care (3%), 

independent living (1%), placement with relatives (2%), or another unspecified living 

arrangement (2%). 

In 2005, the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) 

conducted an evaluation of a mediation program implemented in the District of Columbia 

(Gatowski, et al., 2005). The purpose of the evaluation was to examine outcomes for 

child protection cases that utilized mediation. The evaluation included a sample of 200 

cases randomly assigned to mediation between January and September 2002, as well as a 
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control group that included 200 cases that were randomly assigned to participate in 

conventional adversary litigation during the same time period. The evaluators compared 

permanency outcomes for mediated and non-mediated cases. They concluded that 

mediated cases resulted in permanency more quickly than non-mediated cases. In 

addition, the evaluators noted that family reunification was the most common 

permanency outcome for mediated cases (46%), followed by grant of legal custody 

(18%), permanent guardianship (14%), and other planned permanent living arrangements 

such as independent living (9%). Interestingly, only two percent of the mediated cases 

resulted in adoption. The evaluation also concluded that mediation cases were more 

likely to result in non-custodial or kinship placements (63%) than non-mediated cases 

(42%). This evaluation was unique in its utilization of random assignment. The use of 

random assignment is important as it addresses bias concerns regarding the types of cases 

that are referred to mediation. 

Although the studies are unique in their emphasis on permanency outcomes, it is 

important to note that in most of these studies, the evaluators broadly defined 

permanency to include living situations other than permanent legal arrangements in a 

family setting, such as long-term foster care and independent living. Although there are 

many definitions of permanency supported in the literature, the inclusion of these living 

arrangements may lend some to question what the findings might have shown had the 

evaluators used a more discriminating, less inclusive definition of permanency. 
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Research on Child Protection Mediation and Time to Permanency 

While the research is very limited, there is evidence that mediation may also be 

effective in reducing the amount of time children spend in out-of-home placements. An 

evaluation of an Ohio mediation program found that the use of mediation shortened the 

time children spent in foster care (Olson, 2003). Another evaluation found that on 

average, children whose cases were mediated achieved permanency 13 months sooner 

than children whose cases were not mediated. The authors found that of the 106 cases 

included in the analysis, the average time period from petition to termination was 16.5 

months. In contrast, the average time from petition to termination among cases that were 

not mediated (n=11) was 29 months (Anderson & Whalen, 2004). 

Summary of Previous Studies 

This chapter discussed the relationship between permanency and mediation, as 

detailed in the literature. The literature suggests that the use of mediation to resolve child 

protection cases is still a relatively new technique. Advocates of mediation report that the 

benefits of mediation include high participant satisfaction rates, high settlement rates, 

high parental compliance rates with service plans, and cost savings for courts and child 

welfare agencies. Little research has been done to empirically evaluate the effectiveness 

of mediation in expediting permanency for children in foster care (Anderson & Whalen, 

2004); however, there is some evidence that the use of mediation may have an indirect 

influence on permanency outcomes. 



 
49 

 
Table 2. Summary of Relevant Research 

Author & 
Date 

Mediated 
Cases 

Comparison 
Cases 

Design 
Selected Outcome 

Measures 
Results 

Thoennes, 
1997 
(California) 

606 223 Process 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Parent and 

professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Parental compliance 
with treatment plans 

⁻ The point at which 
mediation is most 
effective 

⁻ High settlement rates 
⁻ High satisfaction rates 

were reported among 
parents and 
professionals 

⁻ Mediated cases were 
less likely to have a 
contested 6-month 
review hearing 

⁻ High rates of parental 
compliance among 
mediated cases 

⁻ Parents reported that 
they preferred 
mediation over 
traditional litigation 

Thoennes, 
2000 
(Colorado) 

243  48 Process 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Factors associated 

with settlement 
outcomes 

⁻ Parental compliance 
with treatment plans 

⁻ Service plan content 
 

⁻ A large majority of 
mediated cases 
resulted in a full or 
partial settlement 

⁻ Cases with prior 
dependency filings 
were somewhat less 
likely to reach a full 
settlement 

⁻ Mediated cases were 
more likely to comply 
with service plans 

⁻ Few differences were 
noted between 
mediated and non-
mediated service 
plans 

Dobbin, et al., 
2001 
(New Jersey) 

69 None Process 
evaluation 
(Survey) 

⁻ Parent and 
professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Settlement rates 

⁻ High rates of 
satisfaction were 
reported among 
parents and 
professional 

⁻ Approximately three-
fourths of the cases 
resulted in a full or 
partial settlement 
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Author & 
Date 

Mediated 
Cases 

Comparison 
Cases 

Design 
Selected Outcome 

Measures 
Results 

Thoennes, 
2001b 
(Ohio) 

79 53 Process/ 
outcome 
evaluation 
(Survey) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Factors associated 

with settlement 
outcomes 

⁻ Professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Time to case 
resolution 

⁻ Permanency outcomes 

⁻ More than half of 
mediated cases 
resulted in a full or 
partial settlement 

⁻ Cases involving 
physical abuse were 
more likely to reach a 
settlement agreement 

⁻ Mediated cases 
reached case 
resolution 2 months 
more quickly on 
average than non-
mediated cases 

⁻ No differences were 
found in the types of 
permanency outcomes 
among mediated and 
non-mediated cases 

⁻  Adoption was the 
most common 
permanency outcome 

Thoennes, 
2002 
(Ohio) 

49 37 Process 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Whether a 

permanency 
agreement was 
reached 

⁻ Professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Cost-savings 

⁻ Over one-third of the 
cases were able to 
reach an agreement of 
some type 

⁻ A wide range of cases 
were able to resolve 
permanent custody 
issues in mediation. 

⁻ Cases that did not 
result in agreements 
often narrowed the 
issues in dispute 

⁻ Professionals were 
generally satisfied 
with the process 

⁻ Mediation appears to 
result in cost savings 
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Author & 

Date 
Mediated 

Cases 
Comparison 

Cases 
Design 

Selected Outcome 
Measures 

Results 

Supreme Court 
of Virginia, 
2002 
(Virginia) 

28 None Process/ 
outcome 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Parent and 

professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Three-fourths of the 
cases mediated 
resulted in a full or 
partial agreement 

⁻ High rates of 
satisfaction were 
reported among 
parents and 
professional 

Landsman, 
Thompson, & 
Barber, 2003  
(Iowa) 

176 None Process/ 
outcome 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Parent and 
professionals’ 
satisfaction 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Factors associated 

with permanency 
outcomes 

⁻ Permanency outcomes 

⁻ High rates of 
satisfaction were 
reported among 
parents and 
professionals 

⁻ Permanency was 
established for the 
majority of children. 

⁻ The most common 
permanency outcomes 
were adoptive and 
pre-adoptive 
placements. 

⁻ Less than a quarter of 
the children were 
reunified or placed 
with a guardian. 

⁻ Only the child’s age 
was negatively 
correlated with 
permanency 

Anderson & 
Whalen, 2004 
(Michigan) 

138 33 Process/ 
outcome 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Parental compliance 
⁻ Permanency outcomes 
⁻ Time to case 

resolution 

⁻ High rates of 
satisfaction among 
mediated cases 

⁻ High rates of parental 
compliance among 
mediated cases 

⁻ Higher proportion of 
mediated cases 
achieved permanency 
than non-mediated 
cases 

⁻ Permanency achieved 
more quickly among 
mediated cases 



 
52 

Author & 
Date 

Mediated 
Cases 

Comparison 
Cases 

Design 
Selected Outcome 

Measures 
Results 

Nasworthy & 
Tarver, 2000; 
2001; 2002;  
& 2005 
(Texas) 

Varied None Process 
evaluation 
(Survey & 
Interviews) 

- Types of cases 
referred 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Parent and family 

members’ satisfaction 
⁻ Professionals’ 

satisfaction 
⁻ Cost-savings 

⁻ High rates of 
satisfaction were 
reported among 
parents and 
professionals 

⁻ A majority of cases 
resulted in a full or 
partial mediated 
agreement 
 

Gatowski, et 
al., 2005 
(Washington, 
D.C.) 

200 200 Outcome 
evaluation 

⁻ Settlement rates 
⁻ Characteristics 

associated with a 
settlement outcome 

⁻ Case processing 
timeframes 

⁻ Permanency outcomes 
⁻ Re-entry rates 

⁻ A majority of cases 
resulted in a full or 
partial mediated 
agreement 

⁻ No characteristics 
were identified that 
were predictive of a 
settlement outcome 

⁻ Mediated cases 
achieved adjudication 
and disposition more 
quickly than non-
mediated cases 

⁻ Mediated cases 
achieved permanency 
more quickly 
compared to non-
mediated cases 

⁻ Mediated cases were 
more likely to result 
in a relative 
placement than non-
mediated cases 

⁻ Mediated cases were 
less likely to re-enter 
care 
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Author & 
Date 

Mediated 
Cases 

Comparison 
Cases 

Design 
Selected Outcome 

Measures 
Results 

Colman & 
Rupple, 2007 
(New York) 

306 None Process 
evaluation 
(Survey) 

- Settlement rates 
- Types of cases 

referred 
⁻ Influence of case-

specific factors 
whether mediation is 
held 

⁻ Types of issues 
mediated 

⁻ Foster care exit rates 
of mediated cases  

⁻ Over half of mediated 
cases resulted in a 
settlement agreement 

⁻ Mediation did not 
expedite the 
permanency process 
compared to other 
foster care samples 

⁻ Court-based referrals 
were less likely to 
result in a settlement 
agreement than cases 
referred by other 
sources 

⁻ Cases referred for 
compliance issues 
were more likely to 
result in a settlement 
agreement 

 
Relationship between Child Protection Mediation and Permanency: 

A Conceptual Framework 

This section presents a conceptual model used to guide this study. Procedural 

justice is used in this study to provide a framework for understanding the importance of 

the mediation process to families, as well as outcomes that may result from the use of 

mediation to resolve child protection cases. Figure 2 demonstrates the framework used to 

guide this study. 

Procedural Justice 

Proponents of mediation assert that the use of mediation resulted in timelier 

permanency outcomes for child in foster care. The concept of procedural justice provides 

a framework for understanding the progressive influence of child protection mediation on 

children’s permanency outcomes. Procedural justice refers to the overall fairness of a 
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process used to arrive at an outcome (Welsh, 2001). Procedural justice should not be 

confused with distributive justice. Although the concepts are interrelated, there is an 

important distinction between the two: distributive justice pertains to the fairness of the 

outcome, while procedural justice pertains to the fairness of the decision-making process 

(Kazemi, 2007; Tyler & Lind, 1992). 

Research suggests that in the course of resolving disputes, people care as much, if 

not more, about the actual process as they do about the resulting outcome (e.g., Lind, 

Lissak, & Conlon, 1983; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Vidmar, 1992). When applied to 

mediation, procedural justice contends that participants are more willing to accept and 

comply with an outcome, even a less than optimal outcome, when they believe that they 

have been treated in a fair and just manner (Patnoe, 2002; Vidmar, 1992). 

Two explanations have been proposed by social psychologists to describe the 

importance of procedural justice. First, individuals often want to have control over the 

decisions that determine the outcome of the dispute (Tyler & Blader, 2000). Within the 

conventional adversarial process, parties to the case have less of a role in determining the 

outcome of the case (Koh, 2004; Vidmar, 1992). Rather, judges make decisions about the 

case based on the information that is presented by the various parties (Crush, 2005). 

Procedural justice posits that participants are more likely to perceive that the outcome is 

fair when they are allowed to participate in the decision-making process and play a role 

in determining the final outcome (Welsh, 2001). The second explanation posits that 

participants in mediation are more likely to report that the process was fair when they are 

allowed the opportunity to tell their story and voice their concerns (Patnoe, 2002). 



 
55 

Having an opportunity to speak and be heard contributes to the participant’s perception 

that they were treated with respect and dignity (Patnoe, 2002; Vidmar, 1992). 

In addition, several studies have linked perceptions of procedural justice with 

greater satisfaction outcomes. Tyler and Folger (1980) found that perceptions of 

procedural justice were predictive of satisfaction among individuals stopped by law 

enforcement officers for traffic violations. The researchers reported that perceptions of 

procedural justice predicted satisfaction regardless of whether the individual was cited for 

a traffic violation. Thibaut and Walker (1975) found that satisfaction in criminal trials 

was more influenced by perceptions of the fairness of the court proceedings than by the 

penalty imposed by the judge during sentencing. 

Influence of Mediation on Permanency 

Although extant research has not yet been synthesized into a single conceptual 

framework, prior work suggests that child protection mediation may have a progressive 

influence on permanency outcomes (see Figure 2). Studies examining families’ reactions 

to mediation have shown that most families view mediation as an empowering 

experience, in which they feel heard and valued as part of the mediation process (Colman 

& Ruppel, 2007; Dobbin, et al., 2001). Research has shown that mediation can have an 

empowering effect on families, as it provides them the opportunity to discuss their 

concerns and needs in a setting that is less formal and intimidating than a courtroom 

(Barsky, 1996; Edwards, 2004). Families that are empowered are more engaged in the 

process and are more likely to participate in decision making and case planning activities 

(Dobbin, et al., 2001). Several studies have shown that those who participate in mediation 



are more satisfied with the process than those who participate in traditional litigation 

(Giovannucci, 2007; Nasworthy & Tarver, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2005). Increased 

satisfaction with the process contributes to higher compliance rates. Research suggests 

that when families are included in the case planning process during mediations, they are 

more likely to follow through with plans that they helped develop than ones imposed by 

child welfare agencies (Mayer, 1989; Thoennes, 2009). Increased compliance with child 

welfare agency service plans results in fewer contested review hearings, appeals, 

termination of parental rights trials, or other delays. Cases with fewer delays are resolved 

in a more timely manner (Colman & Ruppel, 2007). Proponents of child protection 

mediation argue that when the mediation process is successful, the result is that there are 

fewer delays in the overall case process and fewer decisions required by the court. Thus, 

the legal case is resolved more quickly and the child’s permanency plan can be enacted 

more quickly (Colman & Ruppel, 2007). 

Figure 2. Conceptual Framework of the Influence of Mediation on Permanency 
 

 

With this framework in mind, this study sought to answer seven research questions 

regarding to the relationship between mediation and permanency and the influence of 

parental engagement on different permanency outcomes for children in care. The research 

questions guiding this study are discussed in Chapter 3.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 The following pages describe the research methodology that was utilized in this 

study. The chapter begins by providing an overview of the study and presents the seven 

research questions that guided the study. Next, the origins of the data used in this study 

are discussed, as well as the process (Propensity Score Matching) that was used to select 

the final study samples used in the analyses. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 

each of the variables examined in the study and with a description of the analytic 

strategies that were employed to address each of the research questions. 

Overview 

The current study relied on secondary data obtained from The Center for Public 

Policy Dispute Resolution (CPPDR) and Child Protective Services (CPS) to investigate 

permanency outcomes for 315 cases that utilized child protection mediation in Texas 

between 2002 and 2005, as well as a matched comparison sample of 315 cases that did 

not utilize mediation. Variables were created to indicate children’s entries into and exits 

from foster care. In addition, variables were created to indicate the final placement 

outcomes/status of the children in the sample 18 months following entry into care (e.g., 

reunification, relative placement, adoption, and other planned placements). This allowed 

for an analysis of permanency outcomes for children who left care within 18 months of 

entering care, as well as analysis of the final status of children who remained in care 18 

months post-removal. An 18 month timeframe also facilitated examination of the timing 

of the permanency process and final placement outcomes for children who achieved 
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permanency within 18 months of entering the Texas foster care system. The University of 

Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the present study in March 

2008. 

Research Questions 

Specifically, this study sought to add to the current literature on child protection 

mediation by addressing the following seven research questions: 

Research Question 1.1: What are the characteristics of the study sample pre and 

post PSM with regard to the characteristics used in the matching process? 

Research Question 2.1: Are children whose families participated in child protection 

mediation more likely to achieve permanency than children whose families did not 

participate in mediation? 

Research Question 2.2: Of the children who achieved permanency, do children 

whose families participated in child protection mediation achieve permanency more 

quickly than children whose families did not participate in mediation? 

Research Question 2.3: Of the children who achieved permanency, do the types of 

final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose families 

participated in child protection mediation and children whose families did not participate 

in mediation? 

Research Question 3.1: Among mediated cases, are children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation more likely to 

achieve permanency than children whose families reported lower levels of parental 

engagement at the time of mediation? 



 
59 

Research Question 3.2: Among mediated cases that achieved permanency, do 

children whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement achieve permanency 

more quickly than children whose families reported lower levels of parental engagement at 

the time of mediation? 

Research Question 3.3: Among mediated cases that achieved permanency, do the 

types of final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement and children whose families reported 

lower levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation? 

Data Sources 

The Center for Public Policy Dispute Resolution Evaluation Data 

Between September 1999 and September 2005, The Center for Public Policy 

Dispute Resolution (CPPDR) conducted an evaluation of the Child Protective Services 

(CPS) Mediation Project, a pilot project funded by the Texas Children’s Justice Act. The 

Project was designed to promote the use of mediation as a means of resolving child 

protection cases in a timelier manner. The goal of the Project was to expedite 

permanency for children by developing a more expeditious, less adversarial, and less 

costly alternative to traditional litigation. While the Project initially started with only five 

counties, by the end of the evaluation in 2005, the Project had spread to over forty 

counties in Texas (Nasworthy & Tarver, 2000, 2005). 

As part of the evaluation of the CPS Mediation Project, CPPDR asked all 

individuals who participated in child protection mediation sessions for feedback 

regarding the mediation process. Two surveys were developed for the evaluation: 1) a 
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survey for mediators and 2) a survey for other participants such as, parents, relatives, 

CPS representatives, guardian ad litems, and attorneys for those various parties of the 

suit. The survey administered to mediators who facilitated sessions asked questions 

regarding demographic characteristics, who participated in the mediation, the types of 

issues discussed in the survey, and the overall level of agreement on the issues discussed. 

The survey administered to participants asked questions regarding the participant’s 

relationship to the child in the case, their feelings about different aspects of the mediation 

process, fairness of the overall mediation process, and whether the mediator was 

effective. In addition, both surveys administered by CPPDR asked mediators and 

participants to identify the court cause number, the date of the mediation, and the county 

in which the legal case originated. During the evaluation period, over 7,500 surveys were 

completed by mediators and other individuals who participated in the mediation process. 

The majority of the surveys (4,950) were completed between 2002 and 2005. 

Child Protective Services Administrative Data 

To obtain the necessary case information to determine outcomes for children 

whose families participated in mediation, as well as for a comparison sample of children 

who did not participate in mediation, individual-level administrative data was requested 

for all children removed between January 2002 and July 2005 in the 43 Texas counties 

that participated in the Child Protective Services Mediation Project. Table 3 provides a 

listing of the 43 counties for which data on removals was obtained. The resulting data set 

prepared by CPS included records for over 19,000 children. The data spanned a six year 

period, from September 2001 (the earliest point of entry) to March 2009 (when the data 
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were obtained). This seven and a half year time frame provided a sufficient period of time 

to examine the permanency outcomes of children who exited foster care during that 

period and the final status of children who had not yet achieved permanency as of March 

2009. 

Variables in the data set obtained from CPS included: demographic information 

for children and parents, reasons for removal, date of removal from the home, placement 

information, (e.g., types of placements, length of stay in each placement, etc.), case 

factors that contributed to the child’s removal (e.g., substance abuse, emotionally 

disturbed parent, inadequate housing, incarcerated parent, etc.), legal information 

regarding each child’s case, as well as some child and caregiver characteristics. 

Table 3. Counties Included in the CPS Data (N=43) 
Rural (n=24) Urban (n=19) 

Anderson, Andrews, Camp, Cass, Cherokee, 
Dawson, Franklin, Frio, Gaines, Gillespie, 
Henderson, Hopkins, Howard, Kerr, Lamar, 
Martin, McCulloch, Rains, Shelby, Titus, Uvalde, 
Van Zandt, Winkler, Wood 

Atascosa, Bandera, Bowie, Dallas, Delta, Ector, 
Ellis, Harris, Hunt, Kaufman, Kendall, Medina, 
Midland, Potter, Rockwall, Rusk, Smith, Upshur, 
Wilson 

Note: Counties designated by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) as part of a metropolitan statistical area 
(MSA) were categorized as “Urban.” See Texas Workforce Commission, 2003 for additional information. 

 
Merged CPS and CPPDR Data for the Present Study (2002-2009) 

Although the evaluation of the CPS Mediation Project extended from 1999 to 

2005, CPS administrators indicated that administrative data for children prior to FY 2002 

for some variables was not consistent with data compiled by the agency after FY 2002. 

Therefore, the decision was made to exclude data prior to FY 2002 and limit the data 

requested to children removed between FY 2002 and FY 2005. 
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Inclusion of the court cause number in the CPPDR mediation data provided 

enough information to match the cases identified in the mediation data set with children 

identified in the administrative data obtained from CPS. Data regarding the date the 

mediation was held and the county where the legal case originated were used to further 

validate that a correct match was made between the two data sets. Of the 4,905 surveys 

completed by mediators and other participants between 2002 and 2005, matches were 

found in the CPS administrative data set for 640 of the cases that participated in at least 

one child protection mediation session. However, it is important to clarify that multiple 

surveys were completed for each of the 640 cases identified in the mediation and CPS 

data, as mediation sessions typically included at least one mediator and multiple 

participants. The final merged data set created for this study included data for 19,418 

children. Of the 19,418 cases included in the final merged data set, 640 of the cases 

participated in mediation while the remaining 18,778 did not. 

As 502 children in the data set provided by CPS experienced more than one entry 

into foster care, only children’s first entries into and exits out of care were included in the 

merged data set. This was done to minimize the confounding effect that a prior entry in 

foster care might have on the relationship between mediation and permanency outcomes. 

Records for each case began with the date that the child was removed from the 

home and conclude when CPS responsibility for the child was discontinued by the court 

of jurisdiction. In instances in which the case was not closed (e.g., the child was still in 

foster care), data for the case were provided from the date of the child’s removal through 

March 2009, when the data were obtained from CPS. 
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Data Collection 

 Data for the evaluation of the CPS Mediation Project were collected by CPPDR 

from 1999 to 2005 through brief surveys of mediation participants. All individuals who 

participated in mediations, including mediators and other participants were asked to 

complete a survey after the conclusion of each mediation session. Surveys were then 

collected by the project director for each county and forwarded to the evaluators for data 

entry, tabulation, and analysis. Administrative data obtained from CPS were collected by 

the agency during the course of providing routine services to children and their families 

between 2002 and 2009. 

Study Sample for Research Questions 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 

The final sample utilized in this study contained 630 cases—315 children whose 

families participated in mediation, as well as 315 children with similar case 

characteristics whose families did not participate in mediation. For analytical purposes, 

the study sample was selected from a subsample of 10, 483 cases selected from the final 

merged data set (n=19,418). The subsample of 10,483 cases was restricted to: 1) children 

who did not have siblings and 2) a randomly selected child from each of the 4,839 sibling 

groups in the original merged data set with 19,418 cases. This subsample of “random 

sibling and only children” (n=10,576) was selected in order to avoid the confounding 

effect that may have resulted from the inclusion of siblings in the analyses. Ninety cases 

were omitted from the subsample of 10,576 random sibling and only children due to 

missing data on one or more of the dependent variables in this study. Following the 

removal of these 90 cases, the final subsample resulted in 10,483 cases. This subsample 



 
64 

of 10,483 cases included 317 children whose families participated in mediation and 

10,166 children whose families did not participate in mediation.3 Propensity Score 

Matching (PSM) was used with the subsample of 10,483 children to select the 

comparison sample of children who did not participate in mediation and to control for 

differences in the mean characteristics of mediated and non-mediate cases. Two cases 

were dropped during the matching process, as suitable matches could not be identified. 

Therefore, after PSM was employed, the final study sample resulted in 315 mediated 

cases and 315 non-mediated cases. Table 4 describes in further detail how the study 

sample for Aims 1 through 4 was selected. 

Table 4. Study Sample Description and Selection Process 
    N Sample 

19,418 Records obtained from CPS. Includes 640 mediated cases, 18,778 non-mediated cases. 

10,576 Subsample selected from 19,418 children. This subsample contained all children without 
siblings (n=5,644) and children who were randomly selected from each of the 4,839 
sibling groups identified in the data. One child was selected from each sibling group. The 
subsample contained 317 mediated cases and 10,259 cases that were not mediated. 

10,483 Ninety cases were omitted due to missing data on one or more of the dependent variables 
in this study. This sample included 317 mediated cases and 10,166 cases that were not 
mediated. 

630 The final study sample used to address Aims 1-4 included the 315 mediated cases for 
which a match could be found and 315 non-mediated cases that were matched to the 
mediated cases using PSM. 

 

                                                       
3  The 317 mediated cases included in the 10,483 subsample of “random and only children” were compared 

with the 323 mediated cases that were not included in the subsample. Comparisons were made between 
the two groups of mediated cases (selected cases/cases not selected) to discern if there were any 
differences on observed characteristics to be used in the PSM matching process. However, no significant 
differences were noted on any of the following variables: child’s age at removal, child’s gender, child’s 
minority status, reasons for the child’s removal, the geographic location of the court of jurisdiction for 
the case, and the year the child entered the foster care system. In addition, no significant differences were 
noted with regard to placement stability or individual race/ethnicities. 
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Propensity Score Matching (PSM) Methodology. PSM is designed to correct for 

differences in case characteristics that are likely to occur between cases in the treatment 

group and those who did not receive the treatment (Fuller & Nieto, 2009). The method 

uses logistic regression to match subjects on their conditional probability of group 

membership (Koh & Testa, 2008). PSM is primarily used to minimize selection effects 

and to allow for a less biased comparison of groups in terms of their outcomes (Barth, et 

al., 2007; Guo, Barth, & Gibbons, 2006). Because PSM matches on a single score, it is 

possible to control for many covariates simultaneously (D'Agostino, 1998). Proper use of 

PSM should result in subjects in the treatment (mediation cases) and comparison groups 

(non-mediated cases) having the same, or nearly the same, distributions on the covariates 

used in the matching process (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983). Table 5 provides an overview 

of the steps used in PSM to obtain a comparable comparison sample (adapted from Barth, 

et al., 2007; Barth, Guo, & McCrae, 2008). 

The matching process for this study was accomplished with the use of the SAS 

GREEDY macro (Kosanke & Bergstralh, 2004; SAS 9.1 for Windows, 2009). The 

GREEDY macro utilizes one-to-one nearest neighbor matching to create the newly 

matched sample. To accomplish this, the macro uses an algorithm to select the "best" 

matches first, followed by the "next-best" matches. This is done in a hierarchical 

sequence until no more matches can be made (Parsons, 2001; Kosanke & Bergstralh, 

2004). If more than one unmatched control matches to a case, then the control case is 

selected at random. Cases are selected once from the potential matching pool and then 

discarded from the matching pool. 
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The best matches are those with the highest digit match on propensity score 

(Kosanke & Bergstralh, 2004). Parsons (2001) defines goodness of matched pairs as 

those with the least absolute difference in matched propensity score. Cases with missing 

values on the selected matching variables are excluded from the final matched sample 

(Kosanke & Bergstralh, 2004). 

Table 5. Summary of the Steps in PSM 
Steps Description 

1 Select a representative sample of participants and non-participants in the treatment group. 

2 Use prior research, theory, and experience to select available case characteristics that are 
likely to be associated with assignment to treatment conditions. 

3 Calculate propensity scores using logistic regression to predict the likelihood of 
participating in the treatment group. 

4 Match treatment group cases with cases that did not participate in treatment. The 
matching process, done using SPSS, selects the closest match based on the propensity 
score. 

5 Compare means of treatment group and comparison groups to make sure that no 
statistically significant differences exist. 

6 Using the matched sample of treatment group cases and comparison group of non-
participant cases, complete bivariate or multivariate analysis on the new sample to 
compare outcomes of the treatment group and the comparison group. 

 
Measures Used in PSM. The following variables were used to match mediated 

cases with non-mediated cases: child’s age at removal, child’s gender, child’s minority 

status, reasons for the child’s removal, the geographic location of the court of jurisdiction 

for the case, and the year the child entered the foster care system. These variables were 

selected based on prior research and theory, as they have been shown to influence 

permanency outcomes (see Connel, et al., 2005). See Table 6 for description of variables 

used to match children whose families utilized mediation with a comparison sample of 

children whose families did not use mediation. 



Table 6. Measures Used in PSM 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the time of 
removal 

Metric  

Gender CPS Child’s gender  Dichotomous  (0-male, 1-female) 
Minority status CPS  Whether the child is of a 

minority status, including 
African American, Asian, 
Hispanic, or Other (not 
Anglo) 

Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Reason for removal 
Sexual abuse 
Physical abuse 
Abandonment 
Other 

CPS The reasons identified for the 
child’s removal 
 

Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Geographic location CPS & 
CPPDR 

Geographic location of the 
court of jurisdiction for the 
case 

Dichotomous (0-urban, 1-rural) 

Removal year 
 

CPS Year the child was removed 
from the home (2001-2005) 

Dichotomous** (0-no, 1-yes) 

*Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using neglect as a reference category. 
**Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using 2001 as a reference category. 
 
Study Samples for Research Questions 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 

The study sample used to address the last three research questions regarding 

parental engagement included 199 cases. These 199 cases were of a subset of the 630 

cases used to address the first four research questions and was limited to cases in which at 

least one parent participated in the mediation process and subsequently completed a 

participant survey about the mediation process. 

The study sample used to address research questions 3.2 and 3.3 included 142 of 

the 199 cases previously discussed. Because the final two research questions addressed 

time to permanency and final permanency placement outcomes, the study sample for 
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these questions was limited to the 142 cases that achieved permanency during the 18 

month study timeframe. Fifty-seven cases did not achieve permanency during the study 

timeframe; therefore, they were excluded from the analyses for these questions. 

Measurement of Variables 

Independent Variables: Mediation and Parental Engagement 

Mediation. Participation in mediation served as the independent variable for 

research questions 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 in this study. Mediation was coded as a dichotomous 

variable and was derived from data obtained from the CPPDR data set. The variable 

indicates whether the case utilized child protection mediation to resolve an issue in the 

case. The variable was coded 1 if mediation was utilized in the case and 0 if mediation 

was not used. 

Parental Engagement. Parental engagement served as the independent variable 

for the research questions addressed in research questions 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 of this study. 

Parental engagement was derived from three of the seven questions that were asked in the 

CPPDR mediation survey to measure participant satisfaction with the mediation process. 

The seven questions asked of mediation participants include: "I got a chance to talk 

about what I wanted to talk about;” "I felt that what I had to say was understood;” "I 

understood what we were trying to do in the mediation;” "I felt listened to in the 

mediation;” "The legal issues for all parties were equally represented;” "Mediation 

helped me better understand parenting responsibilities;” and “Mediation helped me 

understand what the case social worker will do.” However, it was noted that three of the 

questions potentially addressed the degree to which the parent felt “engaged” in the 



 
69 

                                                      

process:  "I got a chance to talk about what I wanted to talk about;” "I felt that what I 

had to say was understood;”and "I felt listened to in the mediation.” A reliability 

analysis of the three questions was conducted using the standardized Cronbach’s alpha. 

The alpha coefficient for the three items was .909, suggesting that the items had relatively 

high internal consistency. 

Parents’ answers to these three questions were used to assess their overall 

engagement in the mediation process. A parental engagement score was calculated for 

each case by averaging the responses of each parent who participated in a given 

mediation session. For example, if a mediation session included two parents, then the 

final satisfaction score for the child’s case was the mean score for the two parents. If only 

one parent participated then their individual parental engagement score was used. 

Parental engagement scores for each case ranged from 1 to 5 (mean=3.97). These scores 

were then recoded as a dichotomous variable.4 Using the mean score as a breaking point, 

the variable was coded with 0 representing lower levels of parental engagement (Scores ≤ 

3.97) and 1 representing higher levels of parental engagement (Scores ≥ 3.98). 

Dependant Variables: Permanency, Time to Permanency, Final Placement Outcome  

Permanency. Permanency was coded as a dichotomous variable. This variable 

was used to indicate whether the child achieved permanency between 2002 and 2008. A 

child was considered to have achieved permanency if at 18 months post-removal if their 

 
4  The parental engagement score was recoded into a dichotomous variable (0=lower, 1=higher) because of 

its non-normal distribution (negatively skewed). In addition, dichotomization of the variable allowed for 
the use of the Fisher’s exact test that was used to analyze questions 2.3 and 3.3. 
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legal status indicated “PRS Responsibility Terminated” or “Adoption Consummated.” 

The variable was coded 0 for no and 1 for yes. 

Time to Permanency. Time to permanency was coded as a metric variable. This 

variable applied only to children who achieved permanency and was used to indicate the 

amount of time in days between the child’s removal to the time that permanency was 

achieved for the child. 

Final Placement Outcome. Final placement outcome was left as a categorical 

variable. This variable only applied to children who achieved permanency and was used 

to indicate the final placement outcome/living arrangement for children at the time that 

they achieved permanency. Children who achieved permanency were categorized as one 

of four options: 1) adoption; 2) family reunification; 3) relative placement; or 4) other 

planned placements. 5 

Control Variables: Demographics, Factors that May Influence Permanency 

 This study controlled for several variables discussed in the literature that have 

been shown to potentially influence or delay the permanency process for children in 

foster care. Variables controlled for in this study include the child’s age at removal, the  

 
5  The researcher’s initial intention was to utilize final placement categories outlined in the Adoption and 

Safe Families Act of 1997; however, administrative data obtained from CPS did not possess the 
information necessary to consistently distinguish youth with alternative permanency outcomes that 
would typically be categorized under “another planned permanent living arrangement” (APPLA), such as 
long-term foster care, from youth who did not achieve permanency. Therefore, “other planned 
placements” was used in lieu of APPLA to identify placements other than reunification, relative 
placement, or adoption. Youth with “other planned placements” included five youth: one youth who 
achieved permanency (according to the Court) by aging out of the Texas foster care system, two youth 
who were released from CPS’s care by the Court because of the youths’ refusal to remain in their foster 
care placements, one youth placed in with the Texas Youth Commission Juvenile System, and one youth 
who achieved permanency whose placement was categorized as “other” by CPS staff. 
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child’s race/ethnicity, and the stability of the child’s placement history while in foster 

care. Other variables were considered for this study (i.e., disability status and other child 

characteristics); however, it was determined that the data for those variables were not 

sufficient to include in the analyses. 

 Age at Removal. Child’s age at removal was coded as a metric variable that was 

computed from the child’s birth date to the date of the child’s removal. The variable 

indicates the age of the child at the time that the child was removed from the home and 

placed in substitute care. 

Race/Ethnicity. Race/ethnicity was recoded into three separate dichotomous 

variables with Anglo used as a reference category: African American (0-no, 1-yes); 

Hispanic (0-no, 1-yes); and “Other “(0-no, 1-yes). Due to the small number of cases 

involving Asian (n=3) and Native American (n=4) children, these race/ethnicities were 

included with cases identified by CPS as “Other.” 

 Placement Stability. Placement stability is a dichotomous variable that represents 

the overall stability of the child’s placement history while in foster care (during the 18 

month observation period). Children with two or less placements were coded with a 1 to 

represent a “stable” placement history. Children with three or more placements were 

coded with a 0 to represent an “unstable” placement history. 

Data Analysis 

The following section describes the data analysis strategies for each of the seven 

research questions previously identified in this study. Two statistical packages were used 

to answer the research questions posed in this chapter: SPSS Version 17.0 (SPSS for 
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Windows, 2009) to examine sample characteristics and complete the different regression 

analyses and Stata 10.1 (Stata for Windows, 2009) to complete two Fisher’s exact tests. 

Analytic Strategies 

 Analytic Strategy for Research Question 1.1. The first research question 

examined sought to describe the study sample: Research Question 1.1: What are the 

characteristics of the study sample pre and post PSM with regard to the characteristics 

used in the matching process? 

The descriptive analysis included the variables used in the PSM matching process, 

such as child’s age at removal, child’s gender, child’s minority status, the reasons for the 

child’s removal, the geographic location of the court of jurisdiction for the case, and the 

year the child entered the foster care system. Descriptive analyses for this research 

question included percentages for dichotomous variables and means, ranges, and standard 

deviations for metric variables. In addition to describing the study sample (n=630), a 

descriptive analysis was conducted of both mediated and non-mediated cases in the 

subsample of cases (n=10,483) that the matched study sample was selected from. Again, 

the descriptive analysis presents percentages and means for variables used in the 

matching process. Descriptive characteristics for this subsample were provided, as it is 

important to understand the composition of cases included in the overall data set before 

PSM was used to match mediated and non-mediated cases, as well as after the matching 

process was completed. This was necessary as significant differences found in the 

descriptive analysis comparing mediated and non-mediated cases before and after the 

matching process help identify characteristics that contribute to a selection bias. Table 7 



 
73 

details the variables used in the descriptive bivariate analysis before and after PSM was 

used. 

Table 7. Variables Used in Descriptive Bivariate Analysis Pre and Post PSM 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the time 
of removal 

Metric  

Gender CPS Child’s gender  Dichotomous  (0-male, 1-female) 
Race/ethnicity 

African American 
Anglo 
Hispanic 
Other 

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Geographic location CPS & 
CPPDR 

Geographic location of 
the court of jurisdiction 
for the case 

Dichotomous (0-urban, 1-rural) 

Reason for removal 
Abandonment 
Neglect 
Physical abuse 
Sexual abuse 
Other 

CPS The reasons identified 
for the child’s removal 
 

Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability CPS Overall stability of the 
child’s placements 
while in foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

 
Analytic Strategy for Research Question 2.1. The second research question 

addressed in this study sought to compare mediated and non-mediated to determine 

whether mediated cases had greater odds of achieving permanency than non-mediated 

cases: Research Question 2.1: Are children whose families participated in child 

protection mediation more likely to achieve permanency than children whose families did 

not participate in mediation? 

Hierarchical logistic regression was used to determine whether participation in 

mediation increased the odds of permanency for children in care, when controlling for 
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child’s age at removal, child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall stability of the child’s 

placements while in foster care. Table 8 lists the variables used in the analysis of this 

research question. 

Table 8. Variables Used in Research Question 2.1 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent     

Mediation CPPDR Whether mediation 
was utilized 

Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Dependent     
Permanency CPS Whether the child 

achieved 
permanency 

Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Control     
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the 

time of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability CPS Overall stability of 
the child’s 
placements while in 
foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

* Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using Anglo as a reference category. 
 
Analytic Strategy for Research Question 2.2. Research question 2.2 sought to 

determine whether the use of mediation contributed to timelier permanency outcomes 

than non-mediated cases: Research Question 2.2: Of the children who achieved 

permanency, do children whose families participated in child protection mediation 

achieve permanency more quickly than children whose families did not participate in 

mediation? 
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Hierarchical multiple regression was used to evaluate the association between 

participation in mediation and expedited permanency for children in care (time to 

permanency), when controlling for child’s age at removal, child’s race/ethnicity, and the 

overall stability of the child’s placements while in foster care. Table 9 details the 

variables used in the analysis of question 2.2. 

Table 9. Variables Used in Research Question 2.2 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent     
Mediation CPPDR Whether mediation was 

utilized 
Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Dependent     
Time to permanency CPS Time from child’s 

removal to date that 
permanency was 
achieved 

Metric  

Control     
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the time 

of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Asian 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability 
 

CPS Overall stability of the 
child’s placements 
while in foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

* Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using Anglo as a reference category. 
 
Analytic Strategy for Research Question 2.3. This question sought to compare 

the final placements (e.g., reunification, relative placement, adoption, and other planned 

placements) of cases that achieved permanency among both mediated and non-mediated 

cases: Research Question 2.3: Of the children who achieved permanency, do the types of 

final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose families 
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participated in child protection mediation and children whose families did not participate 

in mediation? 

Fisher’s exact test used to evaluate differences in the final permanency 

placements of mediated and non-mediated cases. Table 10 lists the variables used in the 

analysis to answer this question. 

Table 10. Variables Used in Research Question 2.3 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent      

Mediation CPPDR Whether mediation 
was utilized 

Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Dependent     
Final placement outcome 

Adoption 
Family reunification 
Relative placement 
Other planned placements 

CPS Child’s final 
placement outcome  

Categorical  

Control      
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the 

time of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability CPS Overall stability of 
the child’s 
placements while in 
foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

* Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using Anglo as a reference category. 
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Analytic Strategy for Research Question 3.1. Research question 3.1 examined 

whether higher levels of parental engagement increased the odds of achieving 

permanency: Research Question 3.1: Among mediated cases, are children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation more likely to 

achieve permanency than children whose families reported lower levels of parental 

engagement at the time of mediation? 

Hierarchical logistic regression was used to determine whether parental 

engagement in the mediation process increased the odds of permanency for children in 

care, when controlling for child’s age at removal, child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall 

stability of the child’s placements while in foster care. Table 11 lists the variables used in 

the analysis of research question 3.1. 

Table 11. Variables Used in Research Question 3.1 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent      
Parental engagement CPPDR Parents’ engagement 

in the mediation 
process 

Dichotomous (0-lower, 1-higher) 

Dependent     
Permanency CPS Whether the child 

achieved permanency 
Dichotomous (0-no, 1-yes) 

Control     
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the 

time of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability CPS Overall stability of 
the child’s 
placements while in 
foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

* Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using Anglo as a reference category. 
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Analytic Strategy for Research Question 3.2. This research question examined 

whether the use of parental engagement in the mediation process was predictive of 

timelier permanency outcomes: Research Question 3.2: Among mediated cases that 

achieved permanency, do children whose families reported higher levels of parental 

engagement achieve permanency more quickly than children whose families reported 

lower levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation? 

Hierarchical multiple regression was used to evaluate whether parental 

engagement in the mediation process expedited permanency for children in care, when 

controlling for child’s age at removal, child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall stability of 

the child’s placements while in foster care. Table 12 details the variables used in the 

analysis of question 3.2. 



 
79 

Table 12. Variables Used in Research Question 3.2 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent      
Parental engagement CPPDR Parents’ engagement 

in the mediation 
process 

Dichotomous (0-lower, 1-higher) 

Dependent      
Time to permanency CPS Time from child’s 

removal to date that 
permanency was 
achieved 

Metric  

Control      
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the time 

of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Asian 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s race/ethnicity Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability 
 

CPS Overall stability of the 
child’s placements 
while in foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

* Note: Categories were recoded into separate, dichotomous variables, using Anglo as a reference category. 
 
Analytic Strategy for Research Question 3.3. Research question 3.3 compared 

the final placements (e.g., reunification, relative placement, adoption, and other planned 

placements) of cases that reported higher levels of parental engagement with those who 

reported lower levels of engagement: Research Question 3.3: Among mediated cases that 

achieved permanency, do the types of final permanency placements differ significantly 

between children whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement and 

children whose families reported lower levels of parental engagement at the time of 

mediation? 

Fisher’s exact test was used to evaluate differences in the two groups. Table 13 

lists the variables used in the analysis to answer this question. 
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Table 13. Variables Used in Research Question 3.3 
Variable Source Measure Variable Measurement 

Independent      
Parental engagement CPPD

R 
Parents’ 
engagement in the 
mediation process 

Dichotomous (0-lower, 1-higher) 

Dependent      
Final placement outcome 

Adoption 
Family reunification 
Relative placement 
Other planned placements 

CPS Child’s final 
placement outcome 

Categorical  

Control     
Age at removal CPS Child’s age at the 

time of removal 
Metric  

Race/ethnicity 
African American 
Hispanic 
Other  

CPS  Child’s 
race/ethnicity 

Dichotomous* (0-no, 1-yes) 

Placement stability CPS Overall stability of 
the child’s 
placements while 
in foster care 

Dichotomous (0-unstable, 1-stable) 

 
It is important to clarify that only mediated cases were evaluated in this analysis 

of research questions 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 because parental engagement scores for non-

mediated cases that participated in the conventional adversarial process were not 

available. Had comparable parental engagement scores been available, ideally, this study 

would have evaluated the mediating influence of parental engagement on the mediation-

permanency relationship.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

This chapter presents the results of data analysis procedures used to address the 

seven research questions outlined in Chapter 3. The research questions examined in this 

study were designed to understand the overall influence of child protection mediation and 

parental engagement on permanency outcomes for children in foster care. 

The results of the study are presented in two sections. Section one presents the 

results of the first four research questions (1.1, 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3), as these questions 

pertain to the association between child protection mediation and permanency outcomes. 

Section two presents the results of the last three questions (3.1, 3.2, and 3.3). These 

questions are presented separately as they explored the relationship between parental 

engagement and permanency outcomes. 

Results: Child Protection Mediation and Permanency Outcomes 

Research Question 1.1: Sample Characteristics Pre and Post-PSM 

Question 1was designed to better understand the characteristics of the final study 

sample before and after the matching process was completed using PSM: Research 

Question 1.1: What are the characteristics of the study sample pre and post PSM with 

regard to the characteristics used in the matching process? 

Bivariate analysis of case characteristics was conducted on the subset of 10,483 

cases from which the final study sample was selected to identify differences among 

children whose families received child protection mediation versus those children whose 

families did not experience child protection mediation. Tables 14 and 15 present the 
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results of the bivariate analysis of characteristics among the entire subsample of 10,483 

cases, as well as the results of chi-square goodness of fit test and one sample t-tests 

comparing case characteristics of children whose families participated in child protection 

mediation and those who did not participate. Of the 10,483 children included in the 

subsample, only 317 (3%) children’s families participated in mediation. The remaining 

10,166 children’s families did not participate in mediation. 

Propensity Score Matching. Characteristics with significant differences between 

the treatment group of mediated cases and the comparison group of non-mediated cases 

help identify explanatory variables that may contribute to selection bias (Weigensberg, et 

al, 2008). In order to account and control for selection bias, a logistic regression model 

was used to identify a propensity score for each child. Covariates used in the matching 

process included: child’s age at removal, child’s gender, child’s minority status, the 

reasons for the child’s removal (e.g., physical abuse, neglect, abandonment, sexual abuse, 

and other unspecified reasons), the geographic location of the court of jurisdiction for the 

case, and the year the child entered the foster care system. These covariates were selected 

based on prior studies on permanency. 

The Hosmer and Lemeshow test is generally viewed as the recommended test for 

overall fit of a binary logistic regression model. A finding of non-significance indicates 

that the model is a good fit for the data (Garson, 2010). Based on the Hosmer and 

Lemeshow goodness of fit test (p=.162), the resulting logistic regression model indicated 

a good model fit. 
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A matched sample was conducted using the propensity scores that were obtained 

from the full logistic regression model. Specifically, one-to-one nearest neighbor 

matching was performed to create the newly matched sample (Parsons, 2001). It should 

be noted that the GREEDY algorithm used to complete the PSM process matched each of 

the cases on a one-to-one basis for each of the matching variables with the exception of 

the child’s year of entry. In order to maximize the number of matches made, the 

algorithm was programmed to accept matches plus or minus one year of the child’s year 

of entry into the foster care system. 

Children whose families participated in child protection mediation were matched, 

based on their propensity scores, with similar children whose families did not participate 

in mediation. The large number of cases included in the overall sample (n=10,483) 

resulted in a comparable match for all but two of the 317 mediated cases. Thus, the final 

sample for this study was 630 (315 in each group).  

The primary reason for utilizing propensity score matching in this analysis was to 

account for selection bias by ensuring that the treatment group of mediated cases was 

comparable to the control group of non-mediated cases in all respects with the exception 

of participation in the mediation process. Prior to the matching process, significant 

differences were found between mediated cases (n=317) and the overall sample from 

which the cases were selected (n=10,483) on several of the covariates evaluated (i.e., 

variables used in the matching process), including the child’s age at removal, minority 

status, geographic location (i.e., where the child’s court case originated), and reason(s) 

for the child’s removal. These differences suggest that some selection bias was present 
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from the onset. As expected, following the propensity score matching process no 

significant differences on the observed characteristics were found between cases that 

were mediated and cases that were not mediated. Table 14 provides the bivariate analysis 

of demographic characteristics for the unmatched sample of cases (n=10,483)—before 

PSM was utilized, while Table 15 describes the bivariate analysis of demographic 

characteristics of the final matched sample (n=630)—after PSM was used to select a 

comparison group of similar non-mediated cases. Chi-square tests of independence and 

independent sample t-tests confirmed that the final matched study sample, post PSM, was 

balanced on each of the observed covariates used in the matching process. 

Unmatched Study Sample Characteristics Pre-PSM. The unmatched sample, 

from which the final study sample was selected, included 10,483 children. Within this 

sample, children were fairly evenly split between male (49.3%) and female (50.7%). On 

average, children in the unmatched sample were 5.3 years old at the time of their 

removal. Approximately two-thirds of the sample (66.2%) were children of color (i.e., 

African American, Hispanic, or “Other” identified racial/ethnic category such as Asian 

American, Native American, biracial, or multiracial). Additionally, the majority of the 

children (91.1%) were from urban designated counties. Within this sample, the most 

frequent reasons for removal were neglect (60%) and physical abuse (40.9%), followed 

by abandonment (16.2%), sexual abuse (9.5%), and “Other” unspecified abuse (4.7%). 

Only 3% of the cases (n=317) in the overall sample utilized child protection mediation. 

When comparing the 317 children whose parents participated in mediation with 

the 10,483 children from which the mediation cases were selected, significant differences 
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were found between the two groups on several of the observed characteristics used in the 

matching process: the child’s age at removal (t=-5.352, p<.001), minority status 

(χ2=14.305, p<.001), the geographic location of the court of jurisdiction for the case 

(χ2=4.527, p=.033), abandonment (χ2=17.387, p<.001), and physical abuse (χ2=6.517, 

p=.011). No differences were noted between the two groups with regard to the child’s 

gender or with the remaining reasons for removal (i.e., neglect, sexual abuse, and “Other” 

unspecified abuse). 

The remaining 10,166 non-mediated cases in the unmatched sample were also 

examined for differences. Although there was a small amount of variation between the 

10,166 non-mediated cases and the overall sample of 10,483 children, none of the 

differences were statistically significant, indicating that the 10,166 children included in 

the unmatched sample were almost identical to the children in the overall sample of 

10,483 children with regard to the observed characteristics. 
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Table 14. Comparison of Study Sample Characteristics by Mediation Status: 
Pre-PSM 

 Total 
Unmatched 

 Sample 

Mediated        χ2 
 

Non-Mediated χ2 
 

Total # of children   10,483 (100.0) 317 (3.0)    10,166 (97.0)  
Gender     2.137  .074 

Male 5,147 (49.3) 143 (45.1)    5,014 (49.4)  
Female 5,313 (50.7) 174 (54.9)    5,139 (50.6)  

Minority status 6,940 (66.2) 178 (56.2) 14.305***   6,762 (66.5) .453 
Race/Ethnicity      

African American 3,995 (38.1)   98 (30.9)    3,897 (38.3) .235 
Anglo 3,543 (33.8) 139 (43.8)    3,404 (33.5) .453 
Hispanic 2,663 (25.4)   72 (22.7)    2,591 (25.5) .041 
Other    282 (2.7)     8 (2.5)        274 (2.7)  

Geographic location     4.527*   
Urban 9,550 (91.1) 278 (87.7)    9,272 (91.2) .141 
Rural    933 (8.9)   39 (12.3)       894 (8.8)  

Reason for removal      
Abandonment 1,696 (16.2)   24 (7.6) 17.387***   1,672 (16.4) .457 
Neglect 6,295 (60.0) 204 (64.4)   2.503   6,091 (59.9) .030 
Physical abuse 4,288 (40.9) 152 (47.9)   6.517*   4,136 (40.7) .195 
Sexual abuse    997 (9.5)   33 (10.4)     .305      964 (9.5) .004 
Other    494 (4.7)   16 (5.0)     .085      478 (4.7 ) .000 

    Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)       t      Mean (SD)      t 

Age at removal    5.3 (5.43)  4.1 (4.22) -5.352***       5.4 (5.46) .772 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: The t and χ2 values reflect comparisons made with the overall subsample (n=10,483) from which the study 
sample was selected.  

Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests were not run for 
the individual categories. 

Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 
provided for each type of abuse 

Note: No significant differences were found between non-mediated cases and the total matched sample. 
 
Matched Study Sample Characteristics Post-PSM.  The final matched study 

sample (n=630) included 315 mediated cases and 315 non-mediated cases. As described 

in Table 15, mediated and non-mediated cases were virtually identical on every variable 

used in the matching process, an indication that the matching process was successful. 

Because there were no statistically significant differences between mediated and 

unmediated cases in the final matched sample, characteristics of the 630 cases are 
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discussed as a whole. Children included in the final matched sample were an average of 4 

years old at the time of removal. Slightly more than half of the children (54.9%) were 

female. A majority of the children in the sample (56.2%) were children of color (African 

American, 30.6%; Hispanic, 23%; or “Other” identified racial/ethnic category, 2.5%). 

Most of the children’s cases (87.6%) originated in urban designated counties. Neglect 

(64.4%) and physical abuse (48.3%) were the most common reasons cited for removal, 

followed by sexual abuse (9.8%), abandonment (7.3%), and “Other” unspecified abuse 

(4.4%). 

Following the propensity score matching process, the matched sample of 630 

cases was used to examine the six remaining research questions detailed in this study. 
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Table 15. Comparison of Study Sample Characteristics by Mediation Status:  
Post-PSM 
Variable Total Matched 

Sample Mediated Non-Mediated χ2 

Total # of children 630 (100.0) 315 (50.0) 315 (50.0)  
Gender    .000 

Male 284 (45.1) 142 (45.1) 142 (45.1)  
Female 346 (54.9) 173 (54.9) 173 (54.9)   

Minority status 354 (56.2) 177 (56.2) 177 (56.2) .000 
Race/Ethnicity 

African American 
Anglo 
Hispanic 
Other 

 
193 (30.6) 
276 (43.8) 
145 (23.0) 
  16 (2.5) 

 
  97 (30.8) 
138 (43.8) 
  72 (22.9) 
    8 (2.5) 

 
  96 (30.5) 
138 (43.8) 
  73 (23.2) 
    8 (2.5) 

 

Geographic location    .000 
Urban 552 (87.6) 276 (87.6) 276 (87.6)  
Rural   78 (12.4)   39 (12.4)   39 (12.4)  

Reason for removal     
Abandonment   46 (7.3)   23 (7.3)   23 (7.3) .000 
Neglect 406 (64.4) 203 (64.4) 203 (64.4) .000 
Physical abuse 304 (48.3) 152 (48.3) 152 (48.3) .000 
Sexual abuse   62 (9.8)   31 (9.8)   31 (9.8) .000 
Other   28 (4.4)   14 (4.4)   14 (4.4) .000 

 Mean (SD) Mean (SD)    Mean (SD) t 

Age at removal  4.0 (4.23) 4.0 (4.22) 4.0 (4.24)  -.009 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests were not run for 
the individual categories. 

Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 
provided for each type of abuse. 

Note: No significant differences were found between mediated and non-mediated cases in the final matched sample. 
 

Research Question 2.1: Mediation and Permanency 

This research question sought to evaluate whether mediated cases were more 

likely to achieve permanency than non-mediated cases: Research Question 2.1: Are 

children whose families participated in child protection mediation more likely to achieve 

permanency than children whose families did not participate in mediation? 
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Binary logistic regression with hierarchical entry of variables was used to explore 

whether participation in mediation increased the odds of achieving permanency for 

children in foster care. 

Characteristics of Children by Permanency Status. Before examining the 

influence of mediation on permanency, characteristics of children who achieved 

permanency were compared with those who did not achieve permanency in order to 

highlight and better understand potential differences. Chi-square tests of independence 

and independent sample t-tests were used to compare the two groups. Table 16 details the 

sample characteristics of children who achieved permanency, as well as of children who 

remained in care at the end of the 18 month evaluation period. 

With regard to the observed characteristics, children who achieved permanency 

were fairly similar to children who did not achieve permanency. The two groups differed 

significantly in only one respect, age at the time of removal (t=2.515, p=.012). Children 

who achieved permanency during the 18-month study period were an average of one year 

younger than children who did not achieve permanency (3.7 vs. 4.7 years old). 

With regard to children who achieved permanency (n=434), slightly less than half 

(48.8%) of the children’s families utilized mediation. Children who achieved permanency 

were predominantly children of color (54.6%), female (55.1%), and from urban 

designated counties (88.7%). The most common reasons for removal included neglect 

(62.2%) and physical abuse (50.7%). In addition, a majority of the children who achieved 

permanency (55.1%) experienced unstable placement histories while in care. 
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Children who did not achieve permanency during the 18 month timeframe 

(n=196) had similar characteristics to children in the study sample who achieved 

permanency. Among children who did not achieve permanency, slightly more than half 

(52.6%) of children’s families participated in mediation. A higher percentage of children 

who did not achieve permanency were children of color (59.7%), although the difference 

between the two groups was not statistically significant. A majority of the children who 

did not achieve permanency were female (54.6%) and from urban designated counties 

(85.2%). Similar to children who achieved permanency, neglect (69.4%) and physical 

abuse (42.9%) were also the most common reasons cited for removal. Over half (57.7%) 

of children who did not achieve permanency experienced unstable placement histories 

during the 18-month study period. 
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Table 16. Study Sample Characteristics by Permanency Status (n=630) 
Characteristics          Total 

 n (percent) 
Permanency 
n (percent) 

No Permanency 
n (percent)  χ2 

Total # of children 630 (100.0) 434 (68.9) 196 (31.1)  
Mediation      .741 

No mediation 315 (50.0) 222 (51.2)   93 (47.4)  
Experienced mediation 315 (50.0) 212 (48.8) 103 (52.6)  

Gender      .012 
Male 284 (45.1) 195 (44.9)   89 (45.4)  
Female 346 (54.9) 239 (55.1) 107 (54.6)  

Minority status 354 (56.2) 237 (54.6) 117 (59.7) 1.419 
Race/ethnicity     

African American 193 (30.6) 132 (30.4)   61 (31.1)  
Anglo  276 (43.8) 197 (45.4)   79 (40.3)  
Hispanic 145 (23.0)   96 (22.1)   49 (25.0)  
Other   16 (2.5)     9 (2.1)     7 (3.6)  

Geographic location    1.530 
Urban 552 (87.6)  385 (88.7)  167 (85.2)  
Rural   78 (12.4)    49 (11.3)    29 (14.8)  

Reason for removal     
Abandonment   46 (7.3) 28 (6.5)   18 (9.2) 1.489 
Neglect 406 (64.4) 270 (62.2) 136 (69.4) 3.034 
Physical abuse 304 (48.3) 220 (50.7)   84 (42.9) 3.319 
Sexual abuse   62 (9.8)   37 (8.5)   25 (12.8) 2.723 
Other   28 (4.4)   16 (3.7)   12 (6.1) 1.886 

Placement stability      .366 
Unstable 352 (55.9) 239 (55.1) 113 (57.7)  
Stable 278 (44.1) 195 (44.9)   83 (42.3)  

   Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t 

Age at removal   4.1 (4.23) 3.7 (4.05) 4.7 (4.52) 2.515* 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: Total percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests of independence 

were not run for the individual categories. 
Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 

provided for each type of abuse. 
 
Binary Logistic Regression. Binary logistic regression was used to model the 

effects of mediation status on permanency achievement in order to determine whether 

mediated cases were more likely to achieve permanency than non-mediated cases when 

controlling for child’s age at the time of their removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the 

overall stability of the child’s placement history while in foster care. Logistic regression 
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estimates whether a case with a particular set of values is a member of a modeled 

category—in this case, the probability that the child achieved permanency. The impact of 

independent variables is typically explained in terms of odds ratios. Binary logistic 

regression with hierarchical entry of variables allows the researcher to evaluate the 

influence of the independent variable while controlling for specified variables known to 

have a relationship with the dependent variable. This method is particularly useful, as it 

does not make any assumptions of normality, linearity, or homogeneity of variance for 

the independent variables (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000). Binary logistic regression 

requires that the dependent variable is dichotomous and that the independent variable of 

interest and the control variables are either metric or dichotomous. This method was 

appropriate for this analysis because the dependent variable, permanency, was 

dichotomous, as well as the independent variable of interest, mediation. Additionally, the 

control variables included in this analysis were either metric or dichotomous. 

While it was not necessary to satisfy assumptions, the data were assessed prior to 

the analysis to ensure that the data met applicable criteria for the method regarding 

sample size, outliers, and multicollinearity. The study sample satisfied the preferred 

sample size for hierarchical logistic regression, as it included 630 cases, and six 

independent variables (ratio of valid cases was 105:1). Multicollinearity was ruled out, as 

none of the independent variables included in the analysis had a standard error larger than 

2.0. No outliers were detected in the dataset; therefore, the model that included all of the 

cases was interpreted for this analysis. 
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The logistic regression model was fitted to estimate the association between the 

dependent variable, permanency, and the independent variable, mediation, while 

controlling for the child’s age at the time of removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the 

overall stability of the child’s placement history while in foster care (during the 18 month 

observation period). The control variables were entered into the first block while the 

primary variable of interest, mediation, was entered into the second block. The Hosmer 

and Lemeshow goodness of fit test indicated that the logistic regression model resulted in 

a good model fit (p=.136). 

Results of the Logistic Regression Model. The results of the hierarchical logistic 

regression analysis are presented in Table 17. The table includes the estimated odds ratio 

(Exp(B)). This ratio estimates the change in the odds of membership in the target group 

(permanency) for every one unit increase in the independent variable. The results suggest 

that the use of mediation, when controlling for other factors, was not associated to a 

statistically significant degree with permanency (Block χ2=.682, p=.409). 

While the overall model was not significant, one variable was associated with 

permanency, child’s age at removal. The results indicate that for every year increase in 

children’s age at removal there was a 5% decrease in the odds of achieving permanency 

(Exp(B)=.946, SE=.020, p=.006). 
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Table 17. Results of the Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Permanency, 
Controlling for Background Characteristics (n=630) 

Independent 
Variable 

 Model 1  Model 2 

      B   SE   Exp(B)  B SE Exp(B) 
Age at removal  -.055 .020   .946**  -.055 .020   .946** 
Race/ethnicity          

African American  -.150 .206   .861  -.151 .206   .860 
Hispanic  -.295 .223   .744  -.296 .223   .744 
Other  -.728 .525   .483  -.731 .526   .482 

Placement stability   .086 .176 1.089    .073 .177 1.075 
Mediation      -.144 .174   .866 
Hosmer & Lemeshow = 12.355, p=.136 
Block Chi-Square = .682, p=.409 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: Anglo was used as the reference category. 
 

Research Question 2.2: Mediation and Time to Permanency 

This research question sought to evaluate the 434 cases that achieved permanency 

during the 18 month evaluation period to determine whether use of mediation resulted in 

timelier permanency than in non-mediated cases: Research Question 2.2: Of the children 

who achieved permanency, do children whose families participated in child protection 

mediation achieve permanency more quickly than children whose families did not 

participate in mediation? 

Table 18 provides the sample characteristics by mediation status for the 434 

children who achieved permanency. This comparison is useful as it provides a better 

understanding of potential differences between mediated and non-mediated cases that 

achieve permanency. 

Of the case characteristics examined, the only significant difference noted among 

mediated and non-mediated cases that achieved permanency related to the dependent 

variable, time to permanency. The results suggest that children whose families 
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participated in mediation took an average of 66 days longer to achieve permanency than 

children whose families did not participate in mediation (t=5.39, p<.001). 

Table 18. Sample Characteristics of Children Who Achieved Permanency by 
Mediation Status (n=434) 

 Total 
 n (percent) 

  Mediation 
   n (percent) 

   No Mediation 
   n (percent) χ2 

Total # of children 434 (100.0) 212 (48.8) 222 (51.2)  
Gender      .674 

Male 195 (44.9)   91 (42.9) 104 (46.8)  
Female 239 (55.1) 121 (57.1) 118 (53.2)  

Minority status 237 (54.6) 113 (53.3) 124 (55.9)   .285 
Race/ethnicity     

African American 132 (30.4)   65 (30.7)   67 (30.2)  
Anglo  197 (45.4)   99 (46.7)   98 (44.1)  
Hispanic   96 (22.1)   45 (21.2)   51 (23.0)  
Other     9 (2.1)     3 (1.4)     6 (2.7)  

Geographic location      .104 
Urban 385 (88.7)  187 (88.2)  198 (89.2)  
Rural   49 (11.3)    25 (11.8)    24 (10.8)  

Reason for removal     
Abandonment   28 (6.5)   14 (6.6)    14 (6.3)   .016 
Neglect 270 (62.2) 131 (61.8)  139 (62.6)   .031 
Physical abuse 220 (50.7) 103 (48.6) 117 (52.7)   .736 
Sexual abuse   37 (8.5)   19 (9.0)   18 (8.1)   .101 
Other   16 (3.7)     8 (3.8)     8 (3.6)   .009 

Placement stability    2.539 
Unstable 239 (55.1) 125 (59.0) 114 (51.4)  
Stable 195 (44.9)   87 (41.0) 108 (48.6)  

 Mean (SD)     Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) t 

Age at removal   3.7 (4.05)  3.9 (4.18)   3.6 (3.93)  -.751 
Time to permanency (days) 321 (136.57) 355 (119.97) 289 (143.72)     -5.213*** 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001   (Significance based on χ2 & t-test comparisons) 

Note: Total percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests of independence 

were not run for the individual categories. 
Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 

provided for each type of abuse. 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression. Multiple regression with hierarchical entry of 

variables was utilized to evaluate the association between the independent variable, 

mediation, and the dependent variable, time to permanency, while controlling for the 
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child’s age at the time of their removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall stability 

of the child’s placement history. Multiple regression was selected for this analysis 

because the independent variable, mediation, was dichotomous and the control variables 

were either metric or dichotomous. The study sample satisfied the preferred sample size 

for multiple regression, as it included 434 cases and six independent variables (ratio of 

valid cases was 72.3 to 1). Prior to the analysis, assumptions for hierarchical multiple 

regression were examined for all metric variables that were utilized including, normality, 

linearity, homoscedasticity, independence of errors, and multicollinearity. In addition, 

missing data and outliers were assessed to determine their potential impact on the 

analysis.  

Table 19 provides an overview of normality statistics for the two metric variables 

included in the analysis: time to permanency and child’s age at removal. Only one of the 

variables, child’s age at removal, exhibited a non-normal distribution. Age at removal 

was slightly positively skewed (1.246) but had an acceptable kurtosis value (.648). The 

square root transformation of this variable produced a more desirable skewness of .722 

and kurtosis of -.563. Because age at removal was transformed to satisfy the normality 

assumption, linearity was not assessed for the relationship between the child’s age at 

removal and time to permanency. Visual inspection of the box plots confirmed that 

homoscedasticity was not a problem in this analysis.  
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Table 19. Normality Assumption for Metric Variables Included in the 
Regression Model 

    Mean (SD)     Range       Skew          Kurtosis 

Dependent Variable     
Time to permanency 
(days) 321.4 (136.57) 1-547     -.549     -.152 

Control Variable     
Age at removal (years)      3.7 (4.05) 0-16.9     1.246    .648 

 
Prior to the transformation of variables to satisfy the assumption of multiple 

regression, the proportion of variance in the dependent variable explained by the 

independent variables (R2) was 15.6%. After substituting the square root transformation of 

the control variable, age at removal, to satisfy the assumption of normality, the proportion 

of variance in the dependent variable explained by the independent variable (R2) was 

15.5%. Because the revised model with the transformed variables did not explain two 

percent more variance than the baseline regression analysis, the baseline regression 

model was interpreted for this analysis. 

Using the baseline model, the assumptions of multicollinearity and independence 

of errors were assessed. Neither were problems in this regression analysis. The data were 

also evaluated for missing data and outliers; however, none of the cases had missing data 

and no outliers were identified in the dataset. Caution in interpreting the findings of this 

analysis should be exercised because the regression assumption of normality was 

violated. 

The independent and control variables were entered into the analysis in two 

blocks. The three control variables were entered in the first block while the independent 

variable of interest, mediation, was entered into the second block. 
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Results of the Regression Model. As previously noted, the overall regression 

model with all of the variables accounted 15.6% of the overall variance in the time it took 

for children to achieve permanency, F5,428=13.149, p<.001, R2= .156, Adjusted R²=.144. 

Cohen and Cohen (2003) note that in behavioral science research effects size values of 

.01, .09, and .25 are considered small, medium, and large effects. Using Cohen and 

Cohen’s criteria, these results indicate a medium effect. Results of Step 1 and Step 2 of 

the hierarchical regression analysis are presented in Table 20. 

In Step 1 of the regression analysis, the control variables accounted for 

approximately 11% of the variance in time to permanency, F5,428=10.297, p<.001, R2= 

.107. However, the addition of mediation to the model in Step 2 accounted for a 

significant increase (5%) in the explained variance, F6,427=13.149, p<.001, ΔR2= .049. 

As described in Table 20, two of the variables included in the analysis were 

significant at the .05 level, mediation (b = 60.468, p<.001) and placement stability (b=     

-80.702, p<.001). The results suggest that the use of mediation was associated with 

increased time to permanency. In contrast, the presence of placement stability was 

associated with decreased time to permanency. 

A 75%-25% cross-validation analysis was performed to further confirm the 

findings of the analysis. The results of the cross-validation analysis supported the 

generalizability of the findings of the analysis. 
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Table 20. Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Time to 
Permanency, Controlling for Background Characteristics (n=434) 

Model  B SE t 

Step 1 – Control Variables    
Age at removal   -2.547   1.546 -1.648 
Placement stability -85.769 12.644 -6.784*** 
Race/ethnicity    

African American -15.120 14.684 -1.030 
Hispanic   -2.682 16.185   -.166 
Other -42.664 44.287   -.963 

R2=.107, F5,428=10.297, p≤.001    

Step 2 – Control Variables and Mediation    
Age at removal   -2.857   1.506 -1.897 
Placement stability -80.702 12.352 -6.534*** 
Race/ethnicity    

African American -13.843 14.298   -.968 
Hispanic     -.523 15.763   -.033 
Other -31.626 43.174   -.733 

Mediation  60.468 12.198  4.957*** 
R2=.156, F6,427=13.149, p≤.001, ΔR2= .049    

† p≤ .10 * p ≤ .05 ** p ≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

 
Research Question 2.3: Mediation and Final Placement Outcomes 

 Research Question 2.3 compared the final placement outcomes of mediated and 

non-mediated cases: Research Question 2.3: Of the children who achieved permanency, 

do the types of final permanency placements differ significantly between children whose 

families participated in child protection mediation and children whose families did not 

participate in mediation? 

Four possible permanency outcomes were compared: 1) adoption, 2) family 

reunification, 3) relative placement, and 4) other planned placements. As previously 

discussed in Chapter 3, the outcome “other planned placements” was used to categorize 

placements that were not adoption, family reunification, or relative placements. This 
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category included a small number of youth (n=5). Due to missing data, final permanency 

placement outcomes were only available for 422 of the 434 children who achieved 

permanency. 

Fisher’s Exact Test. Fisher’s exact test was utilized to examine potential 

differences between the final permanency placement outcomes of children whose 

families participated in child protection mediation and those whose families did not 

participate in mediation. This test was selected for this analysis because one of the final 

placement categories, other planned placements, exhibited an expected frequency of less 

than five. While chi-square assumes that each cell has an expected frequency of five or 

more cases, the Fisher's exact test does not have this assumption (UCLA Academic 

Technology Services, 2010). 

Results of Fisher’s Exact Test. Results of the Fisher’s exact test revealed no 

significant differences between the final permanency placement outcomes of children 

whose families participated in mediation and those whose families did not participate in 

mediation (p=.451). Table 21 provides an overview of the final placement outcomes for 

the two groups. Although the final placement outcomes of mediated and non-mediated 

cases did not differ significantly, a slightly higher proportion of mediated cases resulted 

in relative placement (51.2% vs. 47.4%) and adoption (11% vs. 9.4%). With regard to 

non-mediated cases, a slightly higher proportion of cases resulted in family reunification 

(41.3% vs. 37.3%), although the difference was not statistically significant. 



 
101 

Table 21. Results of the Fisher’s Exact Test Comparing Final Placement Outcomes 
by Mediation Status (n=422) 

Characteristics       Mediation 
      n (percent) 

 No Mediation 
 n (percent) 

Total 
  n (percent) 

Total # of children         209 (49.5)           213 (50.5)          422 (100.0) 
Final placement outcome    

Adoption    23 (11.0) 20 (9.4)    42 (10.6) 
Family reunification   78 (37.3)  88 (41.3)  166 (39.3) 
Relative placement         107 (51.2) 101 (47.4)  208 (49.3) 
Other   1 (0.5)   4 (1.9)    5 (1.2) 

Fisher’s Exact Test: p=.451     

†p≤ .10 * p ≤ .05 ** p ≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: No significant differences in final placement outcomes were found. 
 

Results: Parental Engagement and Permanency Outcomes 

The final three research questions evaluated in this study sought to examine 

whether parental engagement in the mediation process was associated with: 1) 

permanency achievement; 2) time to permanency; and 3) final placement outcome. The 

cases used to answer questions regarding parental engagement included a subset of the 

315 mediated cases used to answer questions 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 of this study.  

Reliability Analysis 

A reliability analysis was completed for three of the questions parents were asked 

in the CPPDR survey to determine whether they were representative of a single concept 

or factor—in this case, parental engagement in the mediation process: "I got a chance to 

talk about what I wanted to talk about;” "I felt that what I had to say was 

understood;”and "I felt listened to in the mediation.” The reliability analysis was 

conducted using the standardized Cronbach’s alpha. The alpha coefficient for the three 

items was .909, suggesting that the items had high internal consistency.  
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Parents’ answers to these three questions were used to assess their overall 

engagement in the mediation process. As discussed in Chapter 3, a single parental 

engagement score was calculated for each case by averaging the responses of each parent 

who participated in a given mediation session. Parental engagement scores calculated 

from the three questions ranged from 1 to 5 (mean=3.97). Parent engagement was coded 

as dichotomous with 0 representing lower levels of parental engagement (i.e., scores ≤ 

3.97) and 1 representing higher levels of parental engagement (i.e., scores ≥ 3.98). Of the 

199 cases for which parental engagement data was available, 59 had scores of ≤ 3.97, 

while 140 cases had scores of scores ≥ 3.98. The parental engagement score was 

subsequently recoded into a dichotomous variable (0=lower, 1=higher) due to the shape 

of the distribution (negatively skewed). In addition, dichotomization of the variable 

allowed for the use of the Fisher’s exact test that was used to analyze question 3.3 of this 

study. 

Research Question 3.1: Parental Engagement and Permanency 

 This question examined the influence of parental engagement on permanency: 

Research Question 3.1: Among mediated cases, are children whose families reported 

higher levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation more likely to achieve 

permanency than children whose families reported lower levels of parental engagement 

at the time of mediation? 

 The study sample for this research question included 199 mediated cases. These 

cases were a subset of the 315 mediated cases used to answer the first four research 
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questions. Cases used in this analysis included the 199 children for which parental 

engagement data was available. 

 Characteristics of Children by Parental Engagement Level. Table 22 compares 

characteristics of children who did and did not achieve permanency by level of parental 

engagement in the mediation process (0=lower, 1=higher). This comparison is helpful in 

identifying how children whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement 

may differ from children whose families reported less engagement in the mediation 

process. Chi-square tests of independence and independent sample t-tests were used to 

compare the two groups.  

Using p≤ .05 as the cutoff, no statistically significant differences were found 

between children whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement and those 

who reported lower levels. However, using a more lenient cutoff point, p≤.10, two 

variables were marginally significant: child’s minority status (p≤ .08) and “Other” reason 

for removal (p≤ .07). With regard to minority status, families who reported higher levels 

of engagement included a greater proportion of families of color compared to families 

who reported lower levels of engagement (59.3% vs. 45.8%). When evaluating 

differences between the two groups regarding “Other” reason for removal, it should be 

noted that this category was reported as a reason for removal in the cases of eight families 

who reported higher levels of parental engagement. In contrast, “Other” reason for 

removal was not indicated for any of the families who reported lower levels of parental 

engagement. 
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Table 22. Study Sample Characteristics by Parental Engagement Level (n=199) 
Characteristics  Total 

  n (percent) 
Higher 

n (percent) 
Lower 

  n (percent)  χ2 

Total # of children 199 (100.0) 140 (70.4)   59 (29.6)  
Gender      .169 

Male   90 (45.2)   62 (44.3)   28 (47.5)  
Female 109 (54.8)   78 (55.7)   31 (52.5)  

Minority status 110 (55.3)   83 (59.3)   27 (45.8) 3.070† 
Race/ethnicity     

African American   65 (32.7)   51 (36.4)   14 (23.7)  
Anglo    89 (44.7)   57 (40.7)   32 (54.2)  
Hispanic   41 (20.6)   31 (22.1)   10 (16.9)  
Other     4 (2.0)     1 (0.7)     3 (5.1)  

Geographic location      .535 
Urban 177 (88.9) 126 (90.0)   51 (86.4)  
Rural   22 (11.1)   14 (10.0)     8 (13.6)  

Reason for removal     
Abandonment     9 (4.5)     8 (5.7)     1 (1.7) 1.553 
Neglect 121 (60.8)   87 (62.1)   34 (57.6)   .355 
Physical abuse 101 (50.8)   73 (52.1)   28 (47.5)   .365 
Sexual abuse   18 (9.0)   11 (7.9)     7 (11.9)   .810 
Other     8 (4.0)     8 (5.7)     0 (0.0) 3.513† 

Placement stability      .479 
Unstable 122 (61.3)   88 (62.9)   34 (57.6)  
Stable   77 (38.7)   52 (37.1)   25 (42.4)  

 Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)     Mean (SD)  t 

Age at removal  4.1 (4.23) 3.9 (4.10)  4.4 (4.54)   .752 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001   (Significance based on χ2 & t-test comparisons) 

Note: Total percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests of independence 

were not run for the individual categories. 
Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 

provided for each type of abuse. 
 

Binary Logistic Regression. Binary logistic regression with hierarchical entry of 

variables was used to determine whether higher levels of parental engagement at the time 

of mediation increased the odds of achieving permanency for children in foster care. This 

method was selected for this analysis because the dependent and independent variable of 

interest, permanency and parental engagement, were both dichotomous. In addition, the 

control variables included in the regression model were either metric or dichotomous. 
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This analysis employed the same control variables that were utilized in the three previous 

analyses: the child’s age at the time of their removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the 

overall stability of the child’s placement history during the 18 month observation period. 

The study sample used in this analysis satisfied the preferred sample size as it included 

199 cases and six independent variables (ratio of valid cases was 33.2:1). As in prior 

analyses, the variables were evaluated to determine if multicollinearity was a problem. 

Multicollinearity was determined to not be a problem in this analysis. The data were also 

assessed for possible outliers. Two outliers were identified. A revised logistic regression 

model was run that omitted the two outliers to determine if the classification accuracy 

rate could be improved. However, the regression model omitting outliers was less than 

two percent (1.7%) more accurate in classifying cases than the logistic regression model 

with all cases. Therefore, the baseline regression model was interpreted for this analysis. 

The logistic regression model was fitted to estimate the association between the 

dependent variable, permanency, and the independent variable, parental engagement, 

while controlling for the child’s age at the time of removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and 

the overall stability of the child’s placement history. As with question research question 

2.1, the control variables were entered into the first block while the independent variable 

of interest, parental engagement, was entered into the second block. The Hosmer and 

Lemeshow goodness of fit test suggested that the logistic regression model resulted in a 

good model fit (p=.641). 

Results of the Logistic Regression Model. Controlling for the child’s age at 

removal, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall stability of the child’s placement 
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history, the results indicate that the overall model examining the relationship between 

parental engagement and permanency was not statistically significant (Block χ2=.546, 

p=.460). Although the overall model was not significant, two variables were associated 

permanency achievement, child’s age at removal and whether the child was categorized 

as “Other” with regard to their racial/ethnic identity. The results indicated that for every 

one year increase in the child’s age at the time of their removal, there was a 7% decrease 

in the odds of achieving permanency (Exp(B)=-.072, SE=.037, p=.052). Compared to 

Anglo children, children categorized as “Other” race/ethnicity were 91% less likely to 

achieve permanency (Exp(B)=-2.382, SE=1.220, p=.051). Table 23 provides the results 

of the logistic regression analysis. 

Table 23. Results of the Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Permanency, 
Controlling for Background Characteristics (n=199) 

Independent 
Variable 

 Model 1  Model 2 

       B    SE Exp(B)   B SE Exp(B) 
Age at removal    -.072   .037   .931*    -.072   .037   .931* 
Race/ethnicity          

African American     .209   .380 1.232     .246   .383 1.279 
Hispanic    -.157   .423   .855    -.157   .423   .855 
Other  -2.382 1.220   .092*  -2.382 1.220   .092* 

Placement stability     .450   .345 1.568     .446   .346 1.563 
Parental engagement        -.270   .369   .763 
Hosmer & Lemeshow = 12.355, p=.641 
Block Chi-Square = .546, p=.460 

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: Anglo was used as the reference category. 
 

Research Question 3.2: Parental Engagement and Time to Permanency 

Question 3.2 sought to determine the influence of parental engagement level on 

time to permanency for children in this sample: Research Question 3.2: Among mediated 

cases that achieved permanency, do children whose families reported higher levels of 



 
107 

parental engagement achieve permanency more quickly than children whose families 

reported lower levels of parental engagement at the time of mediation? 

Because the research question addressed in this section pertained to cases that 

achieved permanency, the study was limited to the 142 mediated cases that achieved 

permanency during the 18 month evaluation period and for which parental engagement 

data were available. Table 24 provides the sample characteristics by parental engagement 

level (higher/lower) for the 142 children in the sample who achieved permanency. 

Using p≤ .05 as the threshold, no statistically significant differences were found 

between children whose families reported higher levels of engagement and children 

whose families who reported lower levels of engagement. Nonetheless, one variable was 

marginally significant, “Other” reason for removal (p≤.07). Among families who 

reported higher levels of parental engagement, “Other” reason for removal was indicated 

for 7.1% of the families. In contrast, “Other” reason for removal was not reported as a 

reason for removal for any of the families who reported lower levels of parental 

engagement. 

While the difference was not statistically significant, children whose families 

reported higher levels of parental engagement in the mediation process were, on average, 

one year younger than children whose families reported lower levels of engagement (3.4 

vs. 4.5 years old). Cases with higher levels of parental engagement generally involved a 

greater proportion of abandonment issues, neglect, physical abuse, and “Other” reason for 

removal than cases with lower levels of parental engagement. The only exception to this 

trend was sexual abuse. Compared to those with higher levels of engagement, cases with 
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lower levels of engagement had two times the proportion of cases citing sexual abuse 

(14.0% vs. 6.1%). However, it is important to note that these differences were not 

statistically significant. The difference in time to permanency among the two groups was 

relatively trivial. On average, cases with higher levels of parental engagement achieved 

permanency eight days sooner than those with lower levels of engagement (339 days vs. 

347 days). 
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Table 24. Sample Characteristics of Children Who Achieved Permanency by 
Parental Engagement Level (n=142) 

Characteristic  Total 
 n (percent) 

   Higher 
   n (percent) 

 Lower 
    n (percent)     χ2 

Total # of children 142 (100.0)   99 (69.7)   53 (37.3)  
Gender      .030 

Male   61 (43.0)   43 (43.4)   18 (41.9)  
Female   81 (57.0)   56 (56.6)   25 (58.1)  

Minority status   78 (54.9)   56 (56.6)   22 (51.2)   .353 
Race/ethnicity     

African American   49 (34.5)   38 (38.4)   11 (25.6)  
Anglo    64 (45.1)   43 (43.4)   21 (48.8)  
Hispanic   28 (19.7)   18 (18.2)   10 (23.3)  
Other     1 (0.7)     0 (0.0)     1 (2.3)  

Geographic location      .074 
Urban 127 (89.4)   89 (89.9)    38 (88.4)  
Rural   15 (10.6)   10 (10.1)      5 (11.6)  

Reason for removal     
Abandonment     5 (3.5)     4 (4.0)     1 (2.3)   .260 
Neglect   81 (57.0)   58 (58.6)   23 (53.5)   .318 
Physical abuse   71 (50.0)   52 (52.5)   19 (44.2)   .834 
Sexual abuse   12 (8.5)     6 (6.1)     6 (14.0) 2.414 
Other     7 (4.9)     7 (7.1)     0 (0.0) 3.198† 

Placement stability     
Unstable   84 (59.2)   59 (59.6)   25 (58.1)   .026 
Stable   58 (40.8)   40 (40.4)   18 (41.9)  

  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)      Mean (SD)   t 

Age at removal    3.7 (4.13)   3.4 (3.80)   4.5 (4.72) 1.444 
Time to permanency (days) 342 (126.15) 339 (126.58) 347 (126.50)   .318 
† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: Total percentages may not equal 100% due to rounding. 
Note: Minority status was used in lieu of race/ethnicity during the matching process. Chi-square tests of 

independence were not run for the individual categories. 
Note: Because the reason for a child’s removal may involve more than one type of abuse or neglect, χ2 values are 

provided for each type of abuse. 
 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression. This analysis employed multiple linear 

regression, with hierarchical entry of variables to evaluate the relationship between the 

independent variable, parent engagement, and the dependent variable, time to 

permanency, while controlling for the child’s age at the time of their removal from the 

home, the child’s race/ethnicity, and the overall stability of the child’s placement history 
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while in foster care. Multiple regression was appropriate for this analysis because the 

independent variable, parent engagement, was dichotomous and the control variables 

were either metric or dichotomous. The subsample of cases used to address this question 

satisfied the preferred sample size, as it included 142 cases, and six independent variables 

(ratio of valid cases was 23.6 to 1). Assumptions for multiple regression were examined 

for all metric variables used in the analysis, including, normality, linearity, 

homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity. As in the analysis for question 2.2, age at 

removal was slightly positively skewed (1.241) but had an acceptable kurtosis value 

(.400). A square root transformation of this variable produced a more desirable skewness 

of .798 and kurtosis of -.550. Table 25 provides an overview of normality statistics for 

the two metric variables included in the analysis, time to permanency and child’s age at 

removal. 

Table 25. Normality Assumption for Metric Variables Included in the Regression 
Variable    Mean (SD)  Range  Skew     Kurtosis 

Dependent     
Time to permanency 
(days) 342.13 9-541 -.695 .622 

Control     
Age at removal    4.07  0-16.9 1.241 .400 

 
Because age at removal was transformed to satisfy the normality assumption, 

linearity was not assessed for the relationship between the child’s age at removal and 

time to permanency. Visual inspection of the box plots further confirmed that 

homoscedasticity was not a problem in this analysis. 

Prior to the transformation of variables to satisfy the assumption of multiple 

regression, the proportion of variance in the dependent variable explained by the 
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independent variables (R2) was 11.3%. Although the square root transformation of child’s 

age at removal was used to satisfy the assumption of normality, the proportion of 

variance in the dependent variable explained by the independent variable remained 

unchanged (R2=11.3%). Because the revised model with the transformed variables did 

not explain two percent more variance than the baseline regression analysis, the baseline 

regression model in its original form was interpreted for this analysis. 

The assumptions of multicollinearity and independence of errors were assessed 

using the baseline model. These assumptions were determined to not be a problem in the 

regression analysis. The data were also evaluated for missing data and outliers; however, 

none of the cases had missing data and no outliers were identified. Caution in interpreting 

the findings of this analysis should be exercised because the regression assumption of 

normality was violated. 

The regression model was constructed with two blocks. The first block contained 

the three control variables, while the second block contained the independent variable of 

interest, parental engagement. 

Results of the Regression Model. The results showed that the overall model 

accounted for approximately 11.3% of the variance in time to permanency, F6,135=2.860, 

p=.012, R2= .113, Adjusted R²=.073. This suggests a medium effect size for the 

relationship between the predictor variables and time to permanency. In Step 1 of the 

regression analysis, the control variables accounted for 11.2% of the variance in time to 

permanency, F5,136=3.423, p=.006, R2=.112. The addition of parental engagement to the 

model in Step 2 made little impact on the model as it explained only .1% more of the 



 
112 

overall variance (F6,135=2.860, p=.012, ΔR2= .001), suggesting that virtually all of the 

variance was explained by the control variables rather than parental engagement. 

Evaluation of the individual relationships suggests that the variance is largely explained 

by one variable, placement stability (b=-75.940, p<.001). The presence of placement 

stability was associated with decreased time to permanency. However, no other variables 

were found to be associated with time to permanency. Results of Step 1 and Step 2 of the 

hierarchical regression analysis are presented in Table 26. 

A 75%-25% cross-validation analysis was performed to further confirm the 

findings of the analysis. The results of the cross-validation analysis supported the 

generalizability of the findings of the analysis. 

Table 26. Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Time to 
Permanency, Controlling for Background Characteristics 

Model B SE t 

Step 1 – Control Variables    
Age at removal -3.115 2.544 -1.224 
Placement stability -76.192 21.259 -3.584*** 
Race/ethnicity    

African American -24.158 23.232 -1.040 
Hispanic 2.508 27.682     .091 
Other 25.009 123.483     .203 

R2=.112, F5,136=3.423, p=.006    

Step 2 – Control Variables and Parental Engagement   
Age at removal  -3.243 2.574 -1.260 
Placement stability -75.940 21.336 -3.559*** 
Race/ethnicity    

African American -23.196 23.439   -.990 
Hispanic 2.133 27.787    .077 
Other 19.881 124.585    .160 

Parental engagement -8.747 22.717   -.385 
R2=.113, F6,136=2.860, p=.012, ΔR2= .001    

† p≤ .10 * p≤ .05 ** p≤ .01 ***p≤.001 
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Research Question 3.3: Parental Engagement and Final Placement Outcomes 

This question sought to evaluate differences in the final permanency placements 

of cases with higher and lower parental engagement scores: Research Question 3.3: 

Among mediated cases that achieved permanency, do the types of final permanency 

placements differ significantly between children whose families reported higher levels of 

parental engagement and children whose families reported lower levels of parental 

engagement at the time of mediation? 

Three possible permanency outcomes were compared: 1) adoption, 2) family 

reunification, and 3) relative placement. None of the cases in the analysis were 

categorized as “other planned placements;” therefore, this category was not reported. 

Fisher’s exact test was selected for this analysis because one of the final placement 

categories exhibited an expected frequency that of less than five. Due to missing data, the 

study sample used to address this question included 141 of the 142 children who achieved 

permanency during the 18 month evaluation period and for whom parental engagement 

scores were available.  
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Results of Fisher’s Exact Test. Results of the Fisher’s exact test revealed no 

significant differences between the final permanency placement outcomes of children 

whose families reported higher levels of parental engagement and those who reported 

lower levels of parental engagement (p=.723). Table 27 describes the final placement 

outcomes for children based on parental engagement level (i.e., higher/lower). Although 

no significant differences were noted, a slightly larger proportion of cases with higher 

reported engagement levels resulted in relative placement than cases with lower reported 

engagement levels (53.1% vs. 47%). In contrast, a larger proportion of cases with lower 

engagement levels resulted in family reunification than cases with higher engagement 

levels (47% vs. 41.8%). 

Table 27. Results of the Fisher’s Exact Test Comparing Final Placement Outcomes 
by Parental Engagement Level (n=141) 

Characteristics   Higher 
   n (percent) 

 Lower  
  n (percent) 

 Total 
  n (percent) 

Total # of children 98 (69.5) 43 (30.5) 141 (100.0) 
Final placement outcome    

Adoption 5 (5.0) 3 (7.0) 8 (10.6) 
Family reunification 41 (41.8) 20 (47.0) 61 (38.6) 
Relative placement 52 (53.1) 20 (47.0) 72 (49.5) 

Fisher’s Exact Test: p=.723 

†p≤ .10 * p ≤ .05 ** p ≤ .01 ***p≤.001 

Note: No significant differences in final placement outcomes were found. 
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Summary of Results 

The purpose of this study was to empirically evaluate the relationships between 

mediation and parental engagement on permanency outcomes by comparing 315 children 

whose families participated in mediation with a match comparison group of 315 children 

whose families did not utilize mediation. Seven research questions were explored to 

better understand these relationships. 

Mediation and Permanency Outcomes. When examining the association between 

the use of mediation and permanency outcomes, the results of the study revealed the 

following: 

• Prior to using PSM to develop a matched comparison group, mediated cases 

(n=317) differed significantly from the overall sample (n=10,483) on almost all of 

observed characteristics, including, child’s age at removal, child’s minority status, 

the reasons for the child’s removal (e.g., physical abuse, neglect, abandonment, 

sexual abuse, and other unspecified reasons), the geographic location of the court 

of jurisdiction over the case, and the year the child entered the foster care system. 

These differences suggest that selection bias was present prior to the selection of a 

matched comparison group. 

• PSM was successful in creating a matched comparison group of 315 mediated and 

315 non-mediated cases. Comparisons of the 315 mediated and 315 non-mediated 

cases indicated that the two groups were balanced on variable used in the 

matching process. 
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• The use of mediation, when controlling for age at removal, race/ethnicity, and 

placement stability, was not associated to a statistically significant degree with 

permanency. 

• When controlling for other factors, the use of mediation was associated with 

increased time to permanency. The use of mediation was associated with 

increased time to permanency. Children whose families participated in mediation 

took an average of 66 days longer to achieve permanency than children whose 

families did not participate in mediation. In contrast, the presence of placement 

stability was associated with decreased time to permanency. 

• No significant differences were found between the final permanency placement 

outcomes of children whose families participated in mediation and those whose 

families did not participate in mediation. 

Parental Engagement and Permanency Outcomes. Results of analyses 

examining the association between parents’ level of engagement in the mediation process 

and permanency outcomes, the results of the study showed the following: 

• When controlling for other child factors, a relationship between parental 

engagement and permanency was not supported. 

• A significant relationship was found between parental engagement and time to 

permanency, when controlling for the child’s age at removal, the child’s 

race/ethnicity, and the overall stability of the child’s placement history; however, 

closer evaluation showed that virtually all of the variance in time to permanency 
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was explained by the control variable, placement stability, rather than parental 

engagement. Thus, the difference in time to permanency between those with 

higher and lower levels of parental engagement was relatively trivial. Cases with 

higher levels of parental engagement achieved permanency only eight days sooner 

than those with lower levels of engagement. 

• No significant differences were found between the final permanency placement 

outcomes of children whose families reported higher levels of parental 

engagement and those who reported lower levels of parental engagement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

Chapter 5 provides a summary and discussion of the present study. The discussion 

of the findings was guided by the results of the analyses presented in Chapter 4. The 

following pages include a summary of the findings, followed by an examination of the 

study’s overall conclusions and inherent strengths and limitations. Implications of the 

study’s findings for the social work profession are discussed and suggestions for future 

research on this topic are provided. 

Overview 

This study attempted to address gaps in prior research on child protection 

mediation by exploring the influence of mediation on permanency outcomes for children 

in foster care. Administrative and survey data were used to compare permanency 

outcomes for 315 children whose families participated in mediation with a matched 

sample of 315 children whose families did not participate in mediation.  

Propensity Score Matching (PSM) was selected as a matching strategy in order to 

account for observed selection bias, prior to estimating the effect of mediation and 

parental engagement on permanency outcomes. After constructing a matched comparison 

group of children whose families did not participate in the mediation process, a series of 

regression and bivariate analyses were conducted to compare differences between the two 

groups. 

Prior research on child protection mediation suggests that the use of mediation 

results in better outcomes for children. Therefore, it was initially expected that children in 
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the study whose families participated in the mediation process would fare significantly 

better on the observed outcomes than children in the comparison group. However, this 

did not prove to be the case. With the exception of questions related to time to 

permanency, this study found comparable outcomes for mediated and non-mediated cases 

with regard to the outcomes examined in this study. These findings are a departure from 

prior research that has evaluated the association between mediation and permanency. The 

following section summarizes the results of each research question and explores potential 

explanations for the findings.  

Summary and Discussion of Results 

Research Question 1.1: Sample Characteristics Pre and Post-PSM. The first 

research question examined characteristics of the final study sample before and after a 

matched comparison group was selected using PSM. The matched sample (n=630) 

following PSM was virtually identical on every measure used in the matching process. 

This suggests that PSM was successful in minimizing selection bias by creating a 

comparison group of cases with identical characteristics. However, comparisons of 

mediated cases (n=317) and cases in the overall unmatched sample (n=10,483), from 

which the final study sample was selected, demonstrated a number of differences. These 

differences included the child’s age at removal, minority status, geographic location, 

abandonment, and physical abuse.  

Comparisons of the 317 mediated cases with the 10,483 cases in the overall 

unmatched sample prior to PSM suggested that children of color were less likely to 

receive mediation than Anglo children. When examining individual race/ethnicities, 
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African American children (38.1%) comprised the largest proportion of children in the 

overall unmatched sample, followed by Anglo (33.8%), Hispanic (25.4%), and children 

whose racial/ethnic group was identified as “Other” (2.7%). However, African American 

and Hispanic children, were under-represented (30.9% and 22.7%, respectively) among 

mediated cases, while Anglo children were over-represented (43.8%). This finding was 

not entirely unexpected, as it is consistent with studies on racial disproportionality that 

have found disparities in the range and quality of services provided to families and 

children of color involved in the child welfare system (e.g., Courtney, Barth, Berrick, et 

al., 1996; Garland & Besinger, 1997; Garland, Landsverk, & Lau, 2003; Church, Gross, 

& Baldwin, 2005).6 However, this finding is perhaps one of the most important findings 

to emerge from this study, as few studies have evaluated basic demographic differences 

between mediated and non-mediated cases. The results indicate that selection bias may 

have been present from the onset, possibly a result of the process used to select the cases 

for mediation. 

Prior to PSM, the 317 mediated cases also differed from the overall unmatched 

sample with regard to the proportion of cases in rural and urban areas. Although the vast 

majority of cases in the overall unmatched sample originated in urban areas, cases 

originating in rural areas were overrepresented among the 317 mediated cases. The 

proportion of children from rural areas that participated in mediation (12.3%) actually 

 
6 See the 2008 special edition of Child Welfare: Journal of Policy, Practice, and Program, 87(2) for further 
discussion on disproportionality. 
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exceeded the proportion of children from rural areas in the overall unmatched sample 

(8.9%). Given the tremendous amount of support that judges demonstrated regarding the 

implementation of the Child Protective Services (CPS) Mediation Project in rural child 

protection courts (also referred to as “cluster courts”) throughout the state, this finding 

was not surprising. 

Differences in reasons for the child’s removal were also observed between the 

317 mediated cases and the overall unmatched sample. Although differences in the 

proportion of cases involving sexual abuse and “Other” unspecified forms of abuse were 

not statistically significant, the proportion of cases citing physical abuse, neglect, sexual 

abuse, and/or “Other” unspecified forms of abuse was generally higher among the 317 

mediated cases than in the overall unmatched sample. The only exception to this trend 

was abandonment. The proportion of cases in the overall sample involving abandonment 

was twice that of mediated cases. This finding suggests that cases involving abandonment 

issues are not being referred to mediation as often as cases involving other reasons for 

removal.7 

Research Question 2.1: Mediation and Permanency. Research question 2.2 

sought to evaluate the relationship between the use of child protection mediation and 

permanency. The purpose of this analysis was to determine whether mediated cases were 

more likely to achieve permanency than non-mediated cases. However, when controlling 

for other factors, the logistic regression analysis did not find that participation in child 

 
7   The category of abandonment includes all children and youth whose parents are no longer willing to care 

for them, including adolescents. 
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protection mediation led to an increased likelihood of achieving permanency. Rather, the 

results demonstrated that mediated cases did not differ to a significant degree from non-

mediated cases with regard to this outcome. This finding was somewhat surprising as it 

differs from prior research (discussed more fully in Chapter 2), which has concluded that 

children whose families participated in mediation were more likely to achieve 

permanency than children whose families did not participate (e.g., Thoennes, 2001b; 

Landsman, Thompson, & Barber, 2003; Anderson & Whalen, 2004; Gatowski, et al., 

2005). 

In light of these differences, and the seeming lack of explanation for them, it was 

thought that mediated cases may have involved a wider range of issues than non-

mediated cases—issues not controlled for in this study. A subsequent analysis of 

additional case factors not presented in Chapter 4 demonstrated a trend that suggested 

that mediated cases might in fact involve a wider range of issues than non-mediated 

cases. Case factors examined in the subsequent analysis included: 1) parent/caregiver 

substance abuse, 2) parent/caregiver mental health concerns, 3) inadequate housing, and 

4) parent/caregiver incarceration.8 It is important to note that these case factors were not 

included in the original analysis presented in Chapter 4 due to concerns regarding 

missing data. In light of the initial findings of this study and the need to evaluate  

 
8  The term “parent/caregiver” refers to the individual(s) that cared for the child prior to the removal, as 

well as absent parents not residing in the home at the time of the child’s removal. 
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alternative explanations, missing values for the four case factors were imputed to allow 

for their inclusion in subsequent analyses.9 

Subsequent analysis showed that compared to non-mediated cases, mediated cases 

involved slightly higher proportions of parental/caregiver substance abuse (53.0% 

vs.46.3%, χ2=2.80, p=.094), parental/caregiver mental health issues (40.6% vs. 31.7%, 

χ2=5.39, p=.020), and concerns related to inadequate housing (16.8% vs. 14.9%, χ2=.428, 

p=.513). Parent/caregiver incarceration was examined as well; however, fewer mediated 

cases than non-mediated cases identified this as an issue (6.3% vs. 9.8%, χ2=2.582, 

p=.108). 

To investigate the findings further and determine if these differences might help 

explain the initial null results, the logistic regression model was run again, controlling for 

the original three variables presented in Chapter 4 (i.e., age at removal, race/ethnicity, 

and placement stability), as well as the four additional case factors (i.e., substance abuse, 

mental health concerns, inadequate housing, and parent/caregiver incarceration). Despite 

the inclusion of these four new case factors, the overall model in the subsequent 

regression analysis did not support the association between mediation and permanency 

(Block χ2=.142, p=.706). Individual relationships between the control variables and 

permanency were also examined. An inverse relationship between age at removal and 

 
9  Answers regarding the four case factors mentioned are recorded by CPS caseworkers when “closing” an 

investigation of abuse and/or neglect. Agency policy dictates that caseworkers must indicate in the 
agency database whether these factors were present in the case. Nevertheless, caseworkers sometimes fail 
to specify that the factor was not an issue in the case. With this understanding of how the data were 
entered, the researcher imputed zeros (indicating the factor was not an issue in the case) for all cases with 
missing values for any of the case factors in question. 
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permanency was noted (Exp(B)=.934, SE=.021, p=.001). In addition, substance abuse 

(Exp(B)=.610, SE=.186, p=.008), mental health concerns (Exp(B)=.510, SE=.190, 

p≤.001), inadequate housing (Exp(B)=.568, SE=.239, p=.018), and incarceration 

(Exp(B)=.463, SE=.315, p=.014) each demonstrated an inverse relationship with 

permanency, indicating that the presence of substance abuse, mental health concerns, 

inadequate housing, or incarceration decreased the odds of a child achieving permanency. 

Because omitted variable bias is a potential threat in every study, the inclusion of 

these additional case factors was an attempt to determine whether this study may have 

overlooked important factors that could have influenced the outcomes of this study. The 

subsequent regression analysis indicated that the four case factors may have had some 

effect on permanency for children in care; however, their inclusion did not significantly 

improve the model. The results imply that other factors may influence whether 

permanency is achieved, irrespective of whether families participate in mediation. 

Research Question 2.2: Mediation and Time to Permanency. The linear 

regression analysis for question 2.2 indicated that the use of mediation was predictive of 

the amount of time it takes to achieve to permanency, when controlling for other case 

characteristics. However, the direction of the relationship was unanticipated given prior 

research concerning this outcome. As discussed in Chapter 2, only a small number of 

studies have specifically evaluated permanency outcomes, including time to permanency. 

Much of the empirical and conceptual literature addressing the relationship between child 

protection mediation and permanency outcomes has concluded that mediation helps 

resolve cases more quickly (e.g. Colman & Ruppel, 2007; Anderson & Whalen, 2004). 
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Conversely, the results of this analysis found the opposite to be true with regard to this 

particular sample. Children whose families participated in mediation took an average of 

66 days longer to achieve permanency than children whose families did not participate in 

mediation. 

As with research question 2.1, one possible explanation for this finding could be 

that the range of issues found in mediated cases was greater, and thus may have created 

barriers that either delayed or prevented permanency during the 18-month evaluation 

period. This hypothesis was examined in a subsequent linear regression analysis to 

determine the possible influence of these external case factors. The control variables used 

in the original analysis were included (i.e., age at removal, race/ethnicity, and placement 

stability), as well as the four new case factors previously discussed: parent/caregiver 

substance abuse, parent/caregiver mental health concerns, inadequate housing, and 

parent/caregiver incarceration. The regression was run in three blocks, with the original 

controls in step 1, the new controls in step 2, and the independent variable of interest in 

step 3. 

The overall regression model with all of the variables (including the four new 

case factors) accounted 19.1% of the overall variance in the time it took for children to 

achieve permanency, F10,423=9.958, p<.001, R²=.191, Adjusted R²=.171. The inclusion of 

the four additional control variables bolstered the original findings reported in Chapter 4 

(F5,428=13.149, p<.001, R2= .156, Adjusted R²=.144). However, of the four additional 

control variables included in the subsequent analysis, only substance abuse was found to 

be associated with time to permanency (b=51.773, p<.001). The relationship was 



 
126 

positive, suggesting that the presence of substance abuse is associated with longer stays 

in care. Consistent with the results of the initial analysis (with the original controls), 

placement stability had an inverse relationship with permanency (b=-87.104, p<.001), 

indicating that stable placement history was associated with less time to permanency. 

Finally, the use of mediation was also positively associated with time to permanency 

(b=56.266, p<.001). The results of the subsequent analysis supported the original findings 

and provided some insight into the role that the four additional case factors played in this 

sample with regard to permanency outcomes. 

The additional finding of an association between substance abuse and time to 

permanency warrants some discussion, as it is consistent with prior research that has 

expressed concern that the stringent timelines stipulated by ASFA were imposed without 

consideration of the difficulty parents and caregivers experience getting access to 

substance abuse treatment programs, or the amount of time that it takes to complete a 

treatment programs and then demonstrate sobriety (e.g. Chibnall, Dutch, Jones-Harden, 

Brown, & Gourdine, 2003; U.S. General Accounting Office, 2003; Curtis & Denby, 

2004). 

Research Question 2.3: Mediation and Final Placement Outcomes. Fisher’s 

exact test was used to compare the 434 mediated and non-mediated cases that achieved 

permanency to explore differences in final placement outcomes. Interestingly, no 

significant differences between the two groups were found with regard to children’s final 

placement outcomes. Despite the non-significant findings, the overall trend suggested 

that mediated cases were slightly more likely to result in relative placement (51.2% vs. 
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47.4%) and adoption (11% and 9.4%) than non-mediated cases, while non-mediated 

cases were somewhat more likely to result in family reunification (41.3% vs. 37.3%, 

respectively). This finding could be an indication that cases may be more suitable for 

mediation when relative placement and adoption are viable placement options that can be 

considered during the mediation process. However, additional research is necessary to 

distinguish individual case factors that may help facilitate specific final placement 

outcomes. 

Research Question 3.1: Parental Engagement and Permanency. Binary logistic 

regression was used to examine the potential relationship between parental engagement 

in the meditation process and whether permanency was achieved. This analysis sought to 

determine whether cases with higher levels of parental engagement had increased odds of 

achieving permanency when compared to non-mediated cases. The findings did not 

support a relationship between parental engagement and permanency, as the overall 

model was not significant. Only two controls were found to have individual relationships 

with permanency, child’s age at removal and the racial/ethnic category “Other” (i.e., 

Asian American, Native American, biracial, or multiracial). The results suggest that for 

every one year increase in the child’s age there was a 7% decrease in the odds of a child 

achieving permanency. Compared to Anglo children, children categorized as “Other” 

race/ethnicity were 91% less likely to achieve permanency. The results of this regression 

analysis indicate that when controlling for other factors, parents’ level of engagement in 

the mediation process did not have a substantive bearing on whether permanency was 

achieved. 
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As with prior research questions, additional case factors were evaluated to 

determine if they might have influenced the final permanency outcome. The four factors 

discussed previously (e.g., parent/caregiver substance abuse, parent/caregiver mental 

health concerns, inadequate housing, and parent/caregiver incarceration) were evaluated, 

as they each had the potential to influence case outcomes. Additionally, two of the 

factors, substance abuse and mental health concerns, were deemed important, as they 

could impact a parents’ ability to engage and fully participate in the mediation process. 

While some differences were anticipated, chi-square tests of independence showed no 

significant differences between children whose families reported higher levels of 

engagement and children whose families reported lower levels with regard to 

parent/caregiver substance abuse (54.3% vs. 57.6%, χ2=.187, p=.655), inadequate 

housing (15.7% vs. 20.3%, χ2=.627, p=.429), or parent/caregiver incarceration (5.7% vs. 

8.5%, χ2=.518, p=.472). Only parent/caregiver mental health concerns was found to be 

marginally significant (37.9% vs. 25.4%, χ2=2.853, p=.091). 

A subsequent regression analysis assessed the relationship between parental 

engagement and permanency, after controlling for child’s age at removal, race/ethnicity, 

placement stability, substance abuse, mental health concerns, inadequate housing, and 

incarceration. The regression was entered in three blocks. 

The findings of the regression indicated that the model did not improve despite 

the inclusion of the four additional control variables (Block χ2=.289, p=.591). Individual 

relationships between the control variables and permanency were examined. Inadequate 

housing was only marginally significant (Exp(B)=.445, SE=.431, p=.060). However, 
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three other variables were found to have a significant association with permanency at the 

.05 level, mental health concerns (Exp(B)=.476, SE=.356, p=.037), child’s age at 

removal (Exp(B)=.911, SE=.041, p=.023), and the racial/ethnic category “Other” 

(Exp(B)=.097, SE=1.230, p=.051). The results indicated that cases reporting mental 

health concerns had 52% less odds of achieving permanency than cases that did not 

report it as a concern. With regard to age, for every one year increase in the child’s age 

there was a 9% decrease in the odds of a child achieving permanency. Children 

categorized as “Other” race/ethnicity were 90% less likely to achieve permanency 

compared to Anglo children. The results of the subsequent analysis supported the original 

findings and the conclusion that other factors, perhaps unrelated to the child, may 

influence whether permanency is achieved, regardless of whether the parent reported 

higher or lower levels of engagement. 

Research Question 3.2: Parental Engagement and Time to Permanency. 

Linear regression with hierarchical entry of variables was used to determine 

whether higher levels of parental engagement were predictive of the amount of time it 

takes to achieve to permanency. Parental engagement, when controlling for other 

variables, was associated with time to permanency. However, further examination of the 

model indicated that nearly all of the variance in time to permanency was explained by 

the control variables rather than parental engagement. The contribution of parental 

engagement to the model was trivial. Evaluation of the individual relationships revealed 

that the variance in time to permanency was chiefly explained by one variable, placement 

stability. The presence of placement stability was associated with decreased time to 
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permanency. No other variables were significantly associated with time to permanency, 

including the independent variable of interest, parental engagement. 

The results of this analysis indicated that children whose families reported higher 

levels of engagement took, on average, only eight days less to achieve permanency than 

children whose families reported lower levels of parental engagement (339 days vs. 347 

days). Nevertheless, the difference in time to permanency between those with higher and 

lower levels of engagement was not statistically significant.  

A subsequent regression analysis was attempted using the original variables, as 

well as the four new case factors. The additional analysis was conducted in order to 

control for other factors that may have delayed the case or otherwise influenced the 

findings. The overall regression model with all of the variables accounted 15.4% of the 

overall variance in the time it took for children to achieve permanency, F10,131=2.393, 

p=.012, R2=.154, Adjusted R²=.090. The inclusion of the four additional control variables 

accounted for an additional 4.2% of explained variance (F9,132=2.663, p<.007, R2 =.154, 

ΔR2= .042) over the amount explained in Step 1 of the original regression model reported 

in Chapter 4 (11.2%). While the overall model was significant, the contribution of 

parental engagement to the model in the Step 3 was trivial (F9,132=2.393, p=.012, R2 

=.154, ΔR2=.001). As in the original model, placement stability was associated with less 

time to permanency. In addition, the presence of substance abuse was associated with 

increased time to permanency. The findings suggest that the time it takes for a child to 

achieve permanency is likely better explained by other factors rather than by parents’ 

engagement in the mediation process. 
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Research Question 3.3: Parental Engagement and Final Placement Outcomes. 

The final placement outcomes of 141 mediated cases were evaluated to determine 

whether there was a difference between cases that reported higher levels of parental 

engagement and cases that reported lower levels. The two groups did not differ 

significantly on final placement outcomes. However, the overall trend suggested that 

cases with higher levels of engagement were slightly more likely to result in relative 

placement (53.1% vs. 47.0%) compared to those with lower levels of engagement, while 

those with lower levels of engagement were somewhat more likely to result in family 

reunification (47% vs. 41.8%, respectively) and to a lesser degree, adoption (7.0% vs. 

5.0%, respectively). 

If relinquishment of parental rights was discussed during the session, it is 

understandable that parents of children who were subsequently adopted may have 

reported somewhat lower levels of engagement during the mediation process. The overall 

trend also suggested that parents of children who were reunified reported lower levels of 

parental engagement, perhaps the result of frustration regarding delays in the case. 

Relative placement was the most common placement outcome of the three placement 

options. Approximately half (51%) of the 141 cases examined resulted in relative 

placement. Among those cases that resulted in relative placement, the majority of the 

parents reported higher levels of parental engagement. 
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Examination of Results 

In many ways, the findings of this study resulted in more questions than answers. 

Neither participation in mediation nor parental engagement had a discernable effect on 

whether permanency was achieved or on children’s final placement outcomes. These 

findings were somewhat concerning, as they were not consistent with prior research. 

In light of the findings, some explanation for the results of this study may be 

accounted for by the study’s limitations. It is important to note that many of the 

limitations found in this study are inherent to the vast majority of child welfare research. 

These limitations included the use of a non-representative sample, data that limited the 

scope of what outcomes could be examined, the possibility of omitted variable bias, 

variations in how mediation sessions were facilitated, and forms of selection bias that 

extend beyond what might reasonably be addressed in one study. These limitations are 

further discussed in the following pages. 

While this study focused on the influence of mediation and parental engagement 

on permanency outcomes, it is likely that the phenomena of permanency is better 

explained not by one or two specific factors, but rather a combination of child, family, 

agency, court, and community factors that work together, and in some instances against 

each other, to influence the final permanency outcome. The findings of this study 

underscore the difficulty in measuring the impact of a single intervention on outcomes 

likely affected by a multitude of competing factors. Given the potential supporting and 

opposing factors, finding a direct link between participation in mediation and the child 

welfare outcome of permanency may be too unrealistic to expect. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, prior research has suggested that mediation is highly 

effective in engaging families, improving communication between parties, increasing 

parental compliance, and reducing the number of contested hearings. While not 

necessarily long-term outcomes, these measures may be where mediation’s true strength 

lies. Rather than facilitating the long-term goal of permanency, mediation might lead to 

more immediate outcomes which in turn might build more productive alliances among 

parties and allow them to work together towards more incremental goals, such as 

placement stability or the facilitation of frequent parental visitations. Participation in the 

mediation process may contribute to a larger transformation that alters how parties 

communicate and collaborate to make decisions in the best interest of the child. 

Limitations and Strengths of the Study 

Findings from the current study should be approached with caution due to a 

variety of limitations. First, the pool of cases, from which the 630 mediated and non-

mediated cases used in this analysis were selected, was limited to children whose cases 

originated in 43 Texas counties, rather than all 254 Texas counties. Therefore, the 

findings are not generalizable to children in the foster care system. 

Second, the selection of covariates included in the study was based on secondary 

data which ultimately limited the range of available variables. Although this study 

successfully matched mediated cases with non-mediated cases using several observable, 

theoretically-derived variables previously linked to permanency outcomes, the possibility 

of omitted variable bias exists. Variables examined in the study were largely confined to 

child characteristics, and to a limited extent, family characteristics. Child protection cases 
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tend to be complex and are influenced by a number of different factors. However, this 

study was not able to address or control for agency/organizational or court related 

characteristics, such as staff turnover or caseload size. Additionally, it should be noted 

that this study was not able to control for families’ prior history with Child Protective 

Services, such as the number and nature of prior reports. 

Furthermore, the triaging of cases by child welfare professionals and the courts 

can introduce an additional form of selection bias that was not controlled for in this study. 

This form of bias presumes that services and/or interventions are administered and 

provided by the system based on the clients’ level of need. While some of the cases that 

were mediated were likely self-referred by family members, it is probable that many, if 

not most, of the cases were referred by an outside party, such as an attorney, a guardian 

ad litem, or the judge presiding over the case. Because of this, it is possible that the 

decision-making process that these individuals used in determining whether a case was 

suited for mediation was in itself biased. Comparison of the 317 mediated with the 

overall unmatched sample of 10,483 cases found that mediated cases differed from cases 

in the overall unmatched sample on almost every measure examined. This finding 

suggests that the process of selecting cases for mediation was biased. Had the selection 

process been unbiased, there would be little or no variation between the two samples. 

Third, it is likely that there was great variation in how the mediation sessions 

were facilitated. Given the possibility that sessions varied among sites and among 

mediators, it is reasonable to conclude that this variation may have had some impact on 

the outcomes measured. 
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Fourth, as data regarding parental engagement were self-reported, there is always 

the risk of social desirability bias. Although the survey completed by parents and other 

participants following the mediation session was intended to be confidential, it is possible 

that parents may have felt compelled to answer questions in a more positive or negative 

light, given the presence of other individuals in the room at the time the survey was 

administered. 

Despite these limitations, the data made available by CPPDR and CPS provided a 

rich source of information regarding child, case, and mediation factors pertinent to 

understanding the influence of mediation and parental engagement on permanency 

outcomes. The application of PSM to control for selection bias in this study provides a 

unique and valuable contribution to the existing body of research concerning the long-

term outcomes of children whose families utilized mediation. Although this study does 

not definitively answer the research questions addressed, the results build on existing 

literature by addressing some of the methodological limitations of prior studies, through 

the use of a comparison group, increased sample size, and an adequate follow-up 

timeframe. In addition, this study explored the influence of parental engagement on 

permanency outcomes. To date, few studies have evaluated the construct of engagement 

apart from overall participant satisfaction. 



 
136 

Implications for Practice 

While the results of this study were largely statistically non-significant, the 

findings are not inconsistent with evaluations of related dispute resolution models. For 

example, evaluations of Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) have also resulted in 

mixed outcomes regarding safety, permanency, and child wellbeing measures. FGDM 

emerged in the late 1980’s out of New Zealand and has become a common and much 

praised method of resolving conflicts during the pre-filing and initial stages of a child 

protection case. The term “Family Group Decision Making” encompasses several 

different approaches to family conferencing; however, the purpose of the approach is 

consistent with the goals of mediation in its effort to provide families, relatives, and other 

significant individuals with a forum to communicate, address issues of concern, and 

resolve differences. 

Interestingly, much of the research on the use of FGDM mirrors that of child 

protection mediation. A good deal of the available research on FGDM is descriptive in 

nature, emphasizing short-term measures such as participation levels by family members, 

client and stakeholder satisfaction (Texas Department of Family and Protective Services, 

2006; Marsh & Crow, 1998), and cost effectiveness (Center for Social Services Research, 

2004). As with mediation, criticisms surrounding FGDM studies that have examined 

more long-term measures of child well-being have focused on the utilization of small 

sample sizes and relatively short follow-up time periods (Gunderson, Cahn, & Wirth, 

2003; Wheeler & Johnson, 2003). However, a primary criticism of these studies has been 

the absence of well-controlled comparison groups (Sundell & Vinnerljung, 2004). 
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More rigorous studies that have attempted to evaluate long-term permanency and 

child-wellbeing outcomes have produced mixed results. Sundell & Vinnerljung (2004) 

compared 97 children whose families participated in FGDM with 142 children from a 

nonequivalent comparison sample that did not participate. Subsequent child maltreatment 

reports were monitored for three years. After controlling for case differences, the 

researchers found that children whose families participated in FGDM conferences 

experienced higher levels of re-referrals to child protection agencies than children in the 

comparison group. Researchers at the Center for Social Services Research (2004) 

compared 90 cases that were provided FGDM with 49 cases that did not receive the 

service. The researchers reported that although the proportion of children in the treatment 

group (FGDM) that exited from care during the study period was greater than that of the 

comparison group, the difference was not statistically significant. Caplick (2007) 

compared 333 FGDM cases and 333 that did not receive FGDM services. The results 

showed that children whose families experienced FGDM did not significantly differ from 

those who did not experience FGDM with regard to re-reports or substantiated re-reports 

of subsequent maltreatment after 36-months. Although these studies did not support the 

effectiveness of FGDM concerning long-term outcomes, other researchers have reported 

more favorable findings (e.g., Marsh & Crow, 1998; Pennell & Burford, 2000; Shore, 

Wirth, Cahn, Yancey, & Gunderson, 2002) 

In spite of mixed findings, FGDM continues to be a well-regarded technique 

among child welfare professionals. Many child welfare professionals believe this 

approach to be a more empowering, culturally appropriate method of engaging families. 
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The parallel between mediation and FGDM is important, as both programs provide tools 

otherwise unavailable through the court system. However, both processes have made 

minimal progress in understanding their long-term impact on children, families, systems, 

and communities. The lack of rigorous empirical research on FGDM and child protection 

mediation has resulted in an overabundance of evidence concerning short-term measures 

but has provided little support regarding the positive long-term outcomes of the 

processes. 

Future Research Directions 

Given the highly adversarial nature of the child welfare system, interventions such 

as mediation provide families with a much needed forum to discuss concerns and 

participate in the decision making process. Future researchers should continue to examine 

both short and long-term impacts of participation in child protection mediation. In 

addition to evaluating permanency outcomes, measures of child safety and wellbeing 

should be examined to understand and gauge the success of mediation in addressing other 

long-term measures. Questions that should be explored include: 1) whether participation 

in mediation makes a difference in child safety measures, such as subsequent reports of 

substantiated maltreatment; 2) whether participation in mediation leads to less restrictive 

placements for children; and 3) whether participation in mediation contributes to 

decreased re-entries into the foster care system. 

Additionally, future research efforts should focus on developing a better 

understanding of the types of cases that are referred to mediation. That is, whether the 

types of cases referred have commonalities beyond the characteristics examined in this 
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study. Distinguishing the types of cases that are referred may aid researchers in 

understanding why some cases are more successful in settling than others. In this same 

vein, future research should evaluate characteristics of cases that are successfully 

mediated, as well as characteristics of mediated cases that result in desirable long-term 

outcomes. Understanding these characteristics would help inform agency and court 

personnel in their efforts to determine which cases are most likely to benefit from 

mediation. 

Courts and child welfare agencies should also determine if certain subpopulations 

might have more success with mediation than others. As resources become increasingly 

scarce, case selection for mediation may prove to be an important consideration. In 

addition, future studies should examine case outcomes to determine the most effective 

time period during cases to introduce and facilitate mediations. 

The variables included in the analysis presented in Chapter 4 were largely child 

focused. The inclusion of additional case factors in the subsequent analyses was an 

attempt to identify other factors that may have inadvertently influenced the outcomes. 

Despite finding no differences on many of the permanency outcomes examined, this 

work was preliminary and therefore, did not evaluate all potential factors that could 

influence outcomes of this study. Therefore, future studies should attempt to identify and 

include additional covariates in the matching process. 

Because case settlement may play a role in the long-term case outcomes, 

researchers should consider comparing case characteristics and permanency outcomes 

among cases that resulted in a settlement agreement with those cases in which a 
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settlement agreement was not achieved. While this might limit the overall sample size, it 

may provide additional insight regarding the influence of settlement agreements on 

permanency outcomes, as well as whether case characteristics differ among cases that 

result in a settlement agreement and those cases that do not reach as settlement 

agreement. 

Although this study attempted to reduce selection bias through the use of PSM, it 

should be noted that PSM can only control for selection bias on the observed measures 

used in the matching process. In order to further minimize possible selection bias, Guo 

(2005) suggests that the use of Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) or random-effects 

modeling after matching may reduce selection bias due to unobservable characteristics. 

Future studies should consider HLM, as well as other advanced statistical techniques to 

further reduce selection bias stemming from unobserved characteristics. 

While child protection mediation and FGDM are distinctly different programs, the 

goals of the two programs are generally compatible and may in fact be complementary. 

Future studies should examine the potential benefits of using both FGDM and mediation, 

at differing stages of the case, to promote better outcomes for children in care. 

Finally, research on parental engagement is still in its infancy, as few studies have 

empirically examined the construct of engagement apart from overall participant 

satisfaction. Future research should continue to examine the role of parental engagement 

with regard to final placement outcomes using a larger, more representative sample. 
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Concluding Comments 

Ultimately, this study sought to understand the overall influence of child protection 

mediation and parental engagement on permanency outcomes for children in foster care. 

Some of the results of this study were unexpected. In light of these findings, attempts 

were made to identify possible explanations. Each of the reasons/explanations posed in 

this chapter may or may not fully explain the outcomes of this study. Nonetheless, this 

study provides an important step in the overall evaluation of child protection mediation as 

it attempts to move beyond the anecdotal claims of prior studies by empirically 

evaluating the long-term permanency outcomes of children whose families participated in 

the mediation process. The findings of this study should contribute to the understanding 

of mediation as a tool to help resolve disputes and strengthen families. 
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