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Centering the Role of Relational Permanency in the Long-Term Well-being of Children and Youth Served by Child Welfare Systems: An Interview with Dr. Nancy Rolock

Dr. Robin LaSota
Welcome to the Translating Child Welfare Research Podcast. I'm Dr. Robin Lasota and I'm your host for this episode. The goal of this podcast series is to provide child welfare professionals with timely and quality research information to support their work and the well-being of families they serve. Each month, we invite a researcher to highlight one finding or implication of their research. Visit our web page to explore our podcast, read biographies for our guests, and access information about the research we feature. 
In this episode, Dr. Nancy Rolock talks with me about her research guiding improved supports for child and family well-being, permanency and post permanency options, including better utilization of guardianship.
Among children and youth in care, what are ways to help them build supportive long-term relationships that promote their well-being? And how can we better support children and youth even after they've been adopted, or have guardianship to thrive? 
Dr. Nancy Rolock invites us to consider our process of communicating with youth and families, not only while they're in substitute care, but once they've achieved legal permanence. She taps into the perspectives of young adults with lived expertise to offer guidance on needed supports for long term well-being. 
Welcome, Dr. Rolock! Let's start with a brief introduction. Please introduce yourself for our audience and tell us about a recent proud accomplishment. 
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Oh well, thank you. It's great to be here. I am, as Robin said, Nancy Rolock. I am the Henry L. Zucker Associate Professor at the Jack, Joseph, and Morton Mandel School of Applied Social Sciences at Case Western Reserve University. Those are long titles. I usually just abbreviate and say I'm from the Mandel school at Case in Cleveland. Listeners might like to know that I started my social work career in Illinois. I have a Master’s degree from the University of Chicago and my PhD from Jane Adams School of Social Work at University of Illinois, Chicago. And it was at the Children and Family Research Center where I learned to be a community-engaged researcher. So, a proud moment. What gets me excited, and maybe proud is when I am able to work with individuals to help them understand research. And this is particularly exciting when that person has a direct link to the work being done. For example, when I can work with the young adult who was adopted, help them understand what the research says about the adoption experience in general, and then we can talk about how that is similar or different from their experiences. It's this type of dialogue that's really important to me. 
Dr. Robin LaSota
That’s great. I love how you speak with a grounding in the experience with young adults who have been impacted by child welfare, and to see your interest in connecting research with the experience the youth have. This goal is perfect for our podcast in translating child welfare research. 
Let's talk about a recent article that you authored with colleagues in 2018. You talked about challenges for child welfare systems in the 21st century and highlighted new directions for child welfare practice. Would you share a brief overview of your experience with state child welfare systems in ways that you see a need for a shift in focus from a deficit-oriented mindset of preventing adverse outcomes with children and youth to more of a strengths-based mindset that promotes positive well-being for children and youth?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Sure. And first let me start with just an overview of my experience with child welfare systems. As I said earlier, I began my work in child welfare in Illinois working for Mark Testa, who when I first began working for him, he was the Director of Research for DCFS. He later became the Director of the Children and Family Research Center. And when I reflect on my time working with the child welfare system in Illinois, one of the highlights for me was when, as a researcher at CFRC, I've worked with DCFS to conduct research about children in foster care who moved frequently. We really sought to understand the reasons children move. The exciting piece for me was once we conducted the research traveling around the state with the then director of DCFS, we went into every region across Illinois. We shared the results and we talked about what needed to change. After these meetings, we came up with concrete ways to improve the lives of children who were in foster care in Illinois. Things that could be done, easily and implemented quickly, not two or five years from now, but right now. And to me, this is an example of when research is helpful to the field and to children, youth and families who we serve. When we make real changes that help everyone involved. Later, after I left Illinois, I worked with child welfare systems across the country – New Jersey, Wisconsin, Tennessee, to name a few, and each place was different. They had different priorities, but the systems I worked with all had one thing in common, and that was a desire to do better for the children, youth, and families, they were serving. And to use data to understand where the gaps were, where the agency had blind spots and could improve, in systems that were willing to change things up. 
An area where my work in several state systems has focused on – is with families who have been adopted or exited the child welfare system through guardianship. And getting back to your point regarding promoting positive well-being for children and youth, we don't have clear definitions of well-being. And I think if we ask anybody listening to the podcast, we probably get different definitions of that. In my opinion, if we want to focus on well-being, then we need to look at long term outcomes for children, youth, and their families. 
Specifically, we should be asking ourselves: Who are the children, youth, their parents, their siblings? Who are they? How are they doing even after they left the child welfare system? We should be concerned about all of those folks after they've left the specific oversight of the child welfare system. 
My colleagues and I wrote that article in 2018 to bring attention to the growing number of children who have been adopted or exited the child welfare system across the country. At the time of that article, the most recent data showed that nationally there were 2.8, almost three children living in adoptive and guardianship homes for every child living in foster care. In Illinois, it was a similar rate to the rest of the country’s 2.7. If I look at the most current data, we see that that's increased even more. So federally or nationally, there are 4.4 children in adoptive and guardianship homes for every child in foster care and in Illinois, that's 3.4 children in adoptive and guardianship homes for every child in foster care. 
You might think, why do we care? What's important? Why does this matter? Going back to child and family well-being, too often the focus of the child welfare system has been on children in foster care. I think much more work is needed to focus on the prevention of foster care, and the field has been doing some good work in that area. But, we also need to support those who have been impacted by the system and are no longer in care. These data show that the proportion of children living in adoptive or guardianship homes is larger than the number of children in federally supported foster care.
To me, the question is, how do we think about well-being of children and families? If we are truly concerned about well-being, then we need to think about the well-being of all who come into contact with the system. This may mean that we need to establish a mechanism for checking in with adoptive families. Both parents, children and youth themselves, after legal permanency has been achieved. And see how they're doing. To see if the family relationships that we hoped or expected to develop actually do develop. This shouldn't be a required check in. But I think it should be an offer of support for the community member, to ask about their well-being and to see if relational permanence exists. 
And later we're going to talk about the difference between relational permanence and legal permanence. So I'll just put a pin in that for now, but basically by relational permanence, what I'm talking about are lifelong connections where children and youth feel a sense of belonging with the families they're living with. 
Dr. Robin LaSota
It's really helpful to hear you focus and hone in on the needs of the post adoption and post guardianship population, especially given how much they still need support even after they achieve legal permanency. And to think about it from a long-term well-being perspective. So, thanks for that, and we can delve in more. I really liked how you talked about why should we care? And I hope that our audience can see what you outlined here as the need for regular check-ins. Next question then for you: How can state child welfare systems better support the stability of permanency relationships and minimize placement disruptions that are detrimental to positive child and youth well-being?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Thank you for that question. Much of my work has focused on examining instability that occurs in adoptive and guardianship families. Much of this has looked at administrative data, tracking when children come back into foster care and in broad terms about the how often children who have exited foster care through adoption or guardianship, reenter foster care. And the results show us that basically at two years, we see that about 2% have re-entered foster care. At five years, it’s about 6%, and at 10 years, it's about 12 percent. 
So, what does this tell us? Among other things, it tells us that if we are concerned about the well-being of children and families who are served by this system, then we need to explore the outcomes many years after they've ended their involvement with the child welfare system. 
For state child welfare systems to minimize disruptions in adoptive and guardianship homes and improve well-being, more focus, I think, needs to be on key relationships. Child welfare systems and those who want to help support adoptive and guardianship families need to talk with youth and young adults about their emotional support needs, and the assistance they have in play. We all need supportive relationships for our own well-being. People that we can rely on. 
Children and youth impacted by the child welfare system are no different. Youth in foster care frequently emphasize that an authentic emotional connection, feeling love, comfortable, secure -- are more important than legal permanence. So that's what the research has told us, right? That's what young people who've been asked – tell us. 
The one area where I feel like there needs to be more attention is in navigating multigenerational families and memberships in those families, right? How do multi-generational families, family members, navigate different allegiances? How do they navigate some of the challenging family dynamics that might occur? We need to talk to youth and young adults who are part of those multi-generational families to better understand those relationships. And finally, I think the research tells us that how we define and think about family changes over the course of the life. Right. What we need when we're very young is different than what we need as teenagers, what we need when we're young adults are even older adults. Dr. Holly McGinnis has talked and written about the lifespan of adoption, and adoption across the life course, right? Adoption doesn't end when the court decree is signed. That's often the beginning of the new journey. It might be a continuation of a current journey, but it is not the end. I think that those who are concerned about children and families need to think about ways to preserve family relationships.
Dr. Robin LaSota
Now you bring out such important points. So how can child welfare staff work to keep positive child and family well-being outcomes at the forefront of our working relationships? Amidst everything that they have on their plate when they're working with them.
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Yeah, that's a good question. And it is challenging I think, right? And we know that people who work in this field are overworked and they have a lot on their plate. When I think about keeping child and family well-being at the forefront, like I said earlier, I think we need to think about what we mean by well-being and what well-being outcomes look like. And, I think that starts with discussion with youth and young adults themselves. How do they define well-being? What would outcomes look like? What would they like to see in terms of their own well-being? 
So often we hear from young people who've been involved in the child welfare system that they were never asked about what they wanted or never fully understood what was happening to them and why. Naturally, these discussions should be individualized and based on the maturity level of the young person. 
I think this starts with asking young people to ask social workers or others for help in guiding these discussions. Though in my work with families who exited the foster care system through adoption or guardianship, young people often report that they didn't even understand the process associated with attaining of legal permanence. 
In a study I did with Dr. Alfred Perez, we linked administrative data records, the records kept by DCFS, with interview data. Dr. Perez had interviewed young adults about their permanency experiences. We examined what the official record told us about legal permanence, and what these young people experience of legal permanence. 
What we found was that for 60% of the 30 young adults - the self-reported permanency outcome was different than what was included in the official records. So let me just provide an example or two. These are examples of real people, but their names have been changed. One respondent, we will call him Phil. Phil reported that his foster mother adopted him when he was 14. Phil recalls his foster mother saying, “I'm gonna officially adopt you back.” He reported some apprehension about adoption, because he didn't want to change his last name. The official record shows that Phil exited foster care to subsidized guardianship. But it doesn't seem like that was ever communicated to this young man. 
Another participant, Andrea, reported exiting foster care at the age of 15 through adoption by a maternal relative. Again, Andrea, I will quote what she said. “Believe it or not, we never sat down and talked about it. She didn't ask, ‘Hey, is this what you want?’ It's pretty much like, I'm going to adopt you today. Come on and sign these papers. And that was that.  Andrea's administrative record tells somewhat of a different story. She exited foster care to guardianship. So that is different from what the official records show. 
So, I'm bringing these examples because I think we talk about the achievement of legal permanence as this key indicator, and often it is part of a definition of, well-being. But these important decisions are not always explained in ways that young people, whose lives are being impacted by them, fully understand. And when I think about what child welfare staff can will do to keep positive child well-being outcomes at the forefront of working relationships, I think more work needs to be done to help children and youth understand what's going on in their lives. It starts with their time in foster care but should continue for as long as they would like, perhaps through young adulthood.
Dr. Robin LaSota
I like how you brought out the perspectives of the youth and just how confusing it is to grasp terminology and on their moving about their lives. And they're transitioning to a particular home-based situation, but, it's probably confusing for them.
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Yeah. And you know, and they talked about themselves as teenagers, but when they were being interviewed, they were young adults, right? And so, even as young adults, they didn't fully understand the process and what had happened to them, not putting blame anywhere. We're all busy people. It's hard to know when I say something, if somebody else understands what I'm trying to communicate. And I think we need to just work on that, we need to think about how do we really communicate with these things.
Dr. Robin LaSota
So, something to think about how we help youth process what can be traumatic moments and feel like they understand or they -- they have a good grasp on this door versus this path. Yeah, that's very helpful. Considering that -- how should child welfare staff then work with children, youth and families to navigate the needs for both relational and legal permanence?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
First, let's just talk about what legal permanence is versus relational permanence. Legal permanence is, in short, kind of what happens at court, right? It's a decision to return the child to the family of origin – reunification. It's also the legal decision to terminate parental rights and establish parental rights for adoptive parents. It's the decision of the courts to grant guardianship to adults who are not the child's birth or biological parents, right. And it's the court decision to vacate that guardianship, if and when the child's birth and biological parents return to court. So that's legal permanence.
Relational permanence is focused on relationships. When you think about key relationships in your life, how do you know those relationships are healthy and strong relationships? How do you know that you have a sense of belonging in your family? Whether it's your biological, adoptive, or guardianship family. 
For each of us, these definitions are going to be different. The Children's Bureau defines relational permanence, as “when young people form lasting, supportive connections that extend beyond their time with foster care.” 
The Center for Advanced Studies and Child Welfare at the University of Minnesota has a youth connection scale where they ask about emotional support. They ask about someone who can check in with you regularly, or someone to assist with the medical appointments. Someone that will send you a care package when you're away.
I recently asked a group of adults how they would know that young people in their lives felt a sense of belonging, and one respondent said, “when that young adult comes home for a stay and leaves dirty dishes in the sink.” That that's a sign that the young adult knows that they're whole, that they're welcome, that they're not going to get kicked out because they don't clean up after themselves.
I think each of us kinda feels this differently. And this is no different for young adults or youth who've been adopted or in guardianship. But I think it also comes down to having someone in your life you feel safe with and connected to. In my work, I hear young adults say that they have always felt like “the other” in their adopted family because they were the only sibling who was adopted. That suggests that the young adult doesn't have a strong sense of belonging in that family and may not have experienced relational permanence. 
I can share two examples of quotes from surveys that we've done with young adults who were adopted. The first participant said, “My adoptive parents were really supportive with me having a relationship with my bio parents. When I was younger, there was an issue, but as I got older they accepted. My bio mom passed away. But before that happened, they allowed me to pursue a relationship with my bio mom. I really admire them for doing that for me.” So, you can see that this young adult really felt a sense of comfort with their adoptive parents, that they could talk about this, and they could pursue this relationship that was important to them. 
Let me compare this to another respondent who said and I quote here, “I don't feel like I had parents but only felt like an orphan. I don't feel like my mother cares or loves me. She is only doing it for the looks or the money or the pride. My experience was not a good experience.” I think what this says is the achievement of legal permanence, of adoption in this case, does not ensure that there is a strong familial relationship, so we need to be looking at something other than just the achievement of legal permanence. We need to be looking at is there relational permanence, and is there a sense of belonging?
Dr. Robin LaSota
Let's turn to the role of guardianship and the benefits of guardianship. Many states have implemented increased supports for kinship navigation programs in kinship care to help children and youth stay connected to family while transitioning to substitute care. Guardianship, as you've talked about, is a permanency option that does not require the termination of birthparents’ rights and supports kin or fictive kin as caregivers of a child. How stable is guardianship as a permanency option compared to adoption from your research?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
The research on stability of subsidized partnership has found that guardianship is a stable option for children who are exiting foster care. For example, in the most recent edition of the Conditions Report from the Children and Family Research Center, it shows that 10 years after exiting foster care through guardianship, the vast majority of children have not re-entered foster care. Ninety-two percent, 10 years after guardianship have not re-entered foster care.
This is quite similar to the rate for stability of adoption which, in their reports, was 95%. So, this is a very strong track record. And in my time of looking at this over decades, these numbers, this percentage, is really quite stable. That the vast majority of children who exit foster care through adoption or guardianship do not end up coming back into foster care. So that's one way to kind of think about and talk about stability. We've also found that post permanency instability is less likely to occur when children are living with close relatives like grandparents, aunts or uncles.
It’s a nuanced understanding of this We need to better understand how children, youth and young adults report about their relational permanence after adoption or guardianship. It's helpful to track these administrative data and look at how often they come back into foster care, but we also need to talk with the children, youth and young adults to better understand their relational permanence. 
I have two more quotes from young adults who are on average like 24 years old who were adopted and participated in a recent study I was involved with.
One of those young adults said, I quote, “I'm so grateful for my parents, especially my mom, who raises us by herself. From the time I was eight, she has always stood by me and has helped me with my own kids and helped me through a short one-year drug addiction. I'm now five years clean. I couldn't have done it without her.”
Let's contrast this to another young adult who said, “Being adopted wasn't a fun ride. I wouldn't be able to adopt any kids of my own because I know how terrible and hard it can be for the child. Overall, being adopted didn't save me. I'm still as messed up as I would have been if I hadn't been adopted. It's not cute or fun or easier to be adopted. It has its own struggles and hardships. I wouldn't ever choose to be adopted if I had a choice back then.”
That's a pretty hard quote to listen to and really challenging to hear. These two examples provide an idea of what I think we need to better understand. What are the experiences of youth and young adults who were adopted, or exited foster care through guardianship? We need to look beyond the common definition of stability, and we need to be asking the question, how often do young adults report that they have a sense of belonging in their families? That they feel safe. 
In my observation, keeping children with relatives, as is typical with guardianship, provides an opportunity for children to maintain familial connections. It seems like the child welfare system should work to preserve family connections with the support and care of extended family whenever possible. 
I think there's an assumption that adoption confers family stability, but our research shows that this is not always true. These two young adults had very different experiences of adoption. Why is adoption seen as preferable to guardianship? I think this thinking has its roots in the definition of family, that's based on two parents and their children. 
I think that if we look around us, we see a much broader definition of family that exists today. One that involves trusted friends, neighbors who you can rely on during challenging times, people who have shared value. This isn't something new. In fact, it's quite old. Since their arrival in the US, individuals of African heritage have employed strategies that allow children, not only to survive, but to maintain their humanity, despite brutal treatment. The tradition of fictive kin, or kinship care, emerged during slavery times when nonrelative adults cared for children sold away from, or otherwise separated from their parents. Dr. Robert Hill found in his research, over 50 years ago, that “extended family has been one of the most, if not the most, significant resource among Black families.” Through guardianship, there’s an opportunity to build on these traditions and provide stability for children and their family. That's I think my take home message from this.
Dr. Robin LaSota
It's really helpful to understand that historical context and especially given the race disparities and permanency outcomes for Black children and youth, how we honor those traditions, honor those networks. Definitely interested in your wisdom here and how we do that. Are there some other thoughts that you have about the imperatives for building relationships and child welfare practice that address the race equity needs of our populations?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
When I think about the system and how families have been treated historically in our system, others have documented the African American and Native American disparities across the country. And I think that if we were to shift the narrative and think about why do we need to terminate parental rights? Let's just start with that. This idea of terminating the rights of that very first relationship that the child has – with their parents. To me, that should be the choice of last resort, right? If we're going to build on family, and if we really respect the family unit, then let's start with how do we support that family unit? 
How do we get extended kin, help extended kin, better support a family in crisis, right? And how do we move from a priority of adoption over guardianship to -- how do we say, let's think about what would it take to keep this family unit together? Maybe the child and the parent can't live together for a period of time, but that doesn't mean we need to legally sever that relationship. How can we work with that family to better support them?
Dr. Robin LaSota
What supports do you recommend that child welfare jurisdictions implement to increase supports for family finding and improve the utilization of guardianship as a permanency option to help children and youth sustain that connection with relatives or people in their kinship network?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
I think it starts with listening to children and youth impacted by the system. Ask them about important individuals in their lives. Ask the birth parents who they would like to be helpful partners in the care of their children. Too often we hear about relatives who didn't know that their kin were involved with this system or didn't know how to help out. So we need to break down those barriers, so that they can understand kind of how they can help, how they can be involved. And I think we need to finally recognize what Dr. Hill said, that the extended family is a source of strength. And we need to find ways to make sure extended family are engaged. We need to involve children and youth more in decision making and ask them about trusted adults that they have in their family.
Dr. Robin LaSota
Let's talk more about what you'll be exploring in future and ongoing research.
Dr. Nancy Rolock
I am excited to tell you about a project that we are just launching right now where we are going to be interviewing young adults between the ages of 18 and 29. And we're going to be asking them about their adoption experience. We hope to really gain a better understanding of how young adults have been adopted discuss family. How they think about a sense of belonging. And of how they think about their adopted family versus their birth family. So we just started the interviews and will be continuing them over the next couple of months. I'm excited to see what we can learn from these young adults. 
Dr. Robin LaSota
[bookmark: _Hlk208393293]Terrific. We'll have to circle back and find out more. We'll look forward to that. Where can listeners learn more about your research?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Well, I think probably the best place is my faculty page at the Mandel School at Case Western. So maybe we can provide a link to that. And also, I would love to hear from listeners. My e-mail is on that page. So, if you have questions or ideas about future research ideas or other work, I'd love to hear from you.
Dr. Robin LaSota
And are there individuals that you wanted to recognize? I know you had talked about your history with Illinois and the Children and Family Research Center. Is there any other shout out that you want to provide to our listeners?
Dr. Nancy Rolock
Oh wow, since we're calling from Illinois, I will say I already mentioned Dr. Mark Testa, Dr. Jim Gleason, who's also a mentor of mine. He was at the University of Illinois Chicago and and he was my dissertation chair when I got my PhD there. So those are two people that are mentors of mine. But there's also a lot of good research going on in Illinois and around with Dr. Gina Samuels and the at the University of Chicago and Chapin Hall. And all of those places, as well as the CFRC.
Dr. Robin LaSota
Well, definitely listeners will have no shortage of resources to follow up on these ideas and appreciate your time. Thank you so much, Dr. Rolock, for sharing your research with us today. We look forward to learning more from you in the future. To recap, we've been talking with Dr. Rolock about navigating trends in child welfare practice and reconceptualizing our approach to serving the well-being, safety, and permanency needs of children and youth.
Dr. Heather Fox
Our gratitude goes out to Northern Illinois University for its support of this podcast series. To our listeners do you have feedback on the podcast, a topic you'd like to learn more about, or research you'd like to share with our audience? Contact us at dcfspodcasts@niu.edu. And thank you for listening to the Translating Child Welfare Research Podcast. 
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