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Crises That Threaten Out-of-Home
Placement of Children with
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

Christopher G. Petr

ABSTRACT: Children with serious emotional and behavioral disorders present strong challenges to families and
professionals who attempt to care for them at home. This longitudinal, exploratory study examines the placement-
threatening crises experienced by nine Minnesota families during an 18-month period. The findings encourage criti-
cal reevaluation of placement-prevention programs, highlighting the importance of informal support systems, long-
standing family supports, attitudes of professionals, and the role of medications.

HILDREN WITH SERIOUS emotional and be-

havioral disorders present challenges to
their families and communities. Challenging
behaviors, together with inadequate supports
and service systems, can negatively affect even
the strongest families, eroding families’ resolve
to keep a child at home. Out-of-home place-
ments range from temporary foster homes
within the community to psychiatric care at
state hospitals and residential treatment facili-
ties far from home. Historically, American so-
ciety has been ambivalent about the appropri-
ate role of out-of-home and institutional
placement for these children: Despite many
community-based initiatives over the years,
out-of-home residential placements have al-
ways flourished (Petr & Spano, 1990).

When placement-prevention efforts fail,
the costs to families, children, and society are
high. Parents have reported dissatisfaction
with professional attitudes and behaviors, the
lack of family supports, the financial burden of
treatment, and the widespread practice of re-
quiring transfer of custody to the state in order
to receive residential treatment (Collins &
Collins, 1990; Tarico, Low, Trupin, & Forsyth-
Stephens, 1989). These practices can cause

families emotional pain and financial hard-
ship. In placement, the children may develop
new emotional problems caused by the trauma
of separation from their families; in fact, some
children may undergo several different place-
ments before being reunited with their fami-
lies. For society, costs include the financial
burden of caring for children in expensive
placements as well as further erosion of the
family as a social institution.

In 1980, Congress enacted the Adoption
Assistance and Child Welfare Act (P.L. 96-
272). This legislation endorsed the concept of
permanency planning, the goal of which is to
ensure a child’s sense of continuity and stabili-
ty in family relationships (Maluccio, Fein, &
Olmstead, 1986; Samantrai, 1992). The law
required that states make “reasonable efforts”
to prevent out-of-home placement. This rea-
sonable-efforts requirement spawned various
family preservation programs, some targeted at
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families of children with emotional disorders.
These programs were designed to prevent out-
of-home placement by providing brief, home-
based services (Nelson, Landsman, & Deutel-
baum, 1990; Whittaker, Kinney, Tracy, &
Booth, 1990). Initial evaluations of these pro-
grams were highly encouraging, but more re-
cent studies and critiques have raised questions
about program effectiveness (Rossi, 1992;
Wells & Biegel, 1991). Funding mechanisms
in the 1980s continued to create disincentives
to keeping families together, and the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services failed to
monitor and hold states accountable for the
“reasonable efforts” requirement (Select Com-
mittee, 1990). Hence, the placement-preven-
tion goals of PL. 96-272 have not been real-
ized: The number of children in placement as a
result of emotional problems rose by 60% be-
tween 1983 and 1986 (Select Committee,
1990, p. 22).

Given this context, it is appropriate to ex-
plore what constitutes “reasonable efforts” to
prevent the out-of-home placement of children
with serious emotional and behavioral disor-
ders. Maintaining children in their families is a
strong social work and societal value that is
supported by federal law and policy. A key ele-
ment in the design and implementation of
these programs is the requirement that they be
family centered and based on the realities of life
for these children and families (Collins &
Collins, 1990; Friesen & Koroloff, 1990).

The purpose of the prospective, exploratory
study described in this article was to understand
better the perspectives and experiences of fami-
lies as they cope with crisis situations that jeop-
ardize keeping children in their homes. This in-
formation can generate hypotheses for
subsequent research and can enrich the design
of policies and programs by incorporating the
client perspective into service provision.

Methods

This study is part of a larger research effort
focused on parent perspectives on reasonable
efforts to prevent placement of children with
disabilities. In addition to children with serious
emotional and behavioral disorders, the larger
study included parents of children with devel-
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opmental disabilities and children dependent
on medical technology.

The present study used focus-group inter-
views (Krueger, 1988) to obtain data and in-
sights that might not be obtained from individu-
al interviews. In focus groups, people are brought
together to talk about a particular topic. The re-
searcher presents the topic and supervises a care-
fully planned discussion designed to elicit group
members’ perceptions, insights, and explanations
in the area of interest.

Sample

Parents were recruited through state ser-
vice programs and disability organizations in
the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. Because the
participants were affiliated with disability orga-
nizations and resided in a state recognized for
its progressive health, social welfare, and dis-
ability programs, the families were in a highly
advantageous situation. The perspectives of in-
formed and knowledgeable parents in a rela-
tively progressive service system can help so-
cial workers in other states extend, modify, and
improve their service systems.

From a pool of 99 persons who expressed in-
terest in participating in the program, 39 parents
were chosen (26 families with 40 children). By
design, the sample included a mix of partici-
pants, including male and female parents; single-
and two-parent families; biological, foster, and
adoptive parents; and a mix of ages of children.
Fifteen participants were male and 24 female.
Eighteen biological-parent families cared for 21
children with disabilities, 5 foster families cared
for 17 children with disabilities, and 3 adoptive-
parent families cared for 3 children with disabili-
ties. Thirteen of the children were 06 years of
age, 9 were 7-12, and 18 were 13-21.

The participants were assigned to one of
five groups: two groups for mental and devel-
opmental disabilities (12 families), two for
emotional disorders (10 families), and one for
families with a medically fragile child or chil-
dren requiring life-sustaining technological
support (4 families). Each participant parent
received 40 dollars per session.

Data Collection and Analysis

Each group met for a total of four ses-
sions. Sessions lasted for approximately two






