Relative Search Best Practice Guide

 

Chapter 1 Introduction

 

The purpose of this guide is to assist social service agencies in performing relative searches when a child is removed from the home.

 

A. Benefits of Relative Placement

Relative placements provide for a child’s need for safety, well-being and permanency, and can play a pivotal role in achieving reunification. The federal Children and Family Service Reviews found that placements with relatives result in more frequent contact between the children in foster care and their parents. Factors associated with timely reunification include child visitation with parents and siblings. Relative placement promotes timely reunification, and placement stability, as children placed with relatives experience fewer placement disruptions than children placed with non-related foster parents. Preserving the child’s existing connections and relationships to familiar adults is achieved with relative placements. In many instances, relative placement preserves the continuity of care, relationships, culture and environment that are essential to a child’s overall well-being. Relative placement maintains the family system as the primary provider of care for the child, as day-to-day decisions continue to be made by adults that the child already knows and understands to be their family. The child continues to participate in family celebrations, traditions, vacations and activities. (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services Administration for Children and Families, 2001-2004

Children and Family Service Review Findings)

 

Relative placements facilitate the development of positive self-image, self-esteem, identity, and consequently, may help children to avoid the double jeopardy of feeling abandoned by both parents and family. Children placed in relative care continue to feel a sense of belonging, worth, history and value to others.

 

(Excerpts from Relatives Raising Children: An Overview of Kinship Care, Joseph Crumbley & Robert L. Little, (1997), Child Welfare League of America)
 

B. Definition of Relative

Family members are the first placement consideration for children who are not able to live with their parents or guardians. Relative means a person related to the child by blood, marriage, or adoption, or an individual who is an important friend with whom the child has resided or had significant contact. For an Indian child, relative includes member’s of the extended family as defined by the law or custom of the Indian child’s tribe or, in the absence of such law or custom, shall be a person who has reached the age of eighteen and who is the Indian child’s grandparent, aunt or uncle, brother or sister, brother-in-law or sister-in-law, niece or nephew, first or second cousin, or stepparent. (Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978, United States Code, Title 25, Chapter 21, Section 1903)
 

 

D. Family-Centered Practice

The values and principles of family-centered practice provide a framework for conducting relative searches. The primary purpose of family-centered practice is to strengthen the family’s potential for carrying out their responsibilities. Social workers partner with families to use their expert knowledge throughout the decision-making process and provide individualized, culturally-responsive and relevant services for each family. Family-centered interventions such as Family Group Decision-Making assist in mobilizing resources to maximize communication, shared planning and collaboration among the several agency and community systems that are directly involved with the family. Families are engaged in ways relevant to the situation and sensitive to the values of their culture. The assessment protocols of this approach look at families’ capabilities, strengths and resources throughout the life of the case and are continuously assessed and discussed. (National Child Welfare Resource Center for Family-Centered Practice,
Summer 2000)

 

Chapter 2 Conducting a Relative Search

The process of conducting a relative search includes the elements of gathering and documenting information, assessing the information, consulting and making a placement recommendation based on the best interests of the child. The agency must document the reasons the specific family was selected.

Best practice includes:

· Identification of maternal and paternal relatives as soon as the child enters foster care

· Consideration of relatives as potential caregivers any time the child enters foster care

· Consideration of relatives as caregivers when it is necessary for the child to move from the current foster home to a new foster home

· Consideration of relatives when the agency is no longer considering reunification as the permanency plan for the child, such as in the case of :

· Transfer of permanent legal and physical custody

· Adoption

 

And, as long as the child remains in foster care, the agency will review the appropriateness of renewing relative search efforts during the annual permanency review hearings. Children ordered into long-term foster care with non-related foster parents may achieve permanency with relatives because of the renewed relative search efforts.

 

A. Identifying and Contacting Relatives

The most valuable resources in identifying, locating and engaging family members are the parents or guardians, the child, the child’s tribe, relatives and kin themselves, previous foster parents, guardians ad litem and other professionals that have past or current experience with the family.

 

Within 30 days of the child’s removal, the agency must make diligent efforts to identify and notify all adult relatives of the child of the option to become a placement resource for the child. This means that as soon as the agency has knowledge of a need for out-of-home placement they must begin efforts to identify maternal and paternal family members who can safely care for the child, and must continue the search for six months following the child's first placement, even if the child’s current placement is with a relative. After six months, the agency may continue the search if the agency determines that it is in the best interests of the child or if the court orders it. If the child returns home and later returns to foster care the local agency must renew the search for relatives who may be available as foster care providers.

 

The agency must make special efforts to recruit a foster family from among the child’s relatives. The special efforts that the agency must make include:

· Asking the child, the child's parents or guardians, and the child's guardian ad litem, who the child's relatives are, and preferences regarding which relative should be considered for placement

· Requesting that the child's tribe provide the names of the child's extended family in accordance with the Indian Child Welfare Act, United States Code, Title 25, Chapter 21, Section 1915. The local agency must defer to tribal judgment as to suitability of a relative's home when the tribe has intervened pursuant to the Indian Child Welfare Act

· Contacting relatives and sharing only information necessary for them to consider possible placement and requesting names of other relatives

· With the written consent of the parent or guardian for release of information about the child, or by order of the court, consulting with: (1) persons, other than those the local agency, providing services to the child or the child's family; and (2 other persons who know the child's family.

 

Diligent and Comprehensive Efforts

To be comprehensive, the agency must identify and contact both:

· Immediate and extended family members, and

· Maternal and paternal relatives.

The relatives that should be identified and contacted include:

· Grandparents

· Aunts and uncles

· Great grandparents

· Great aunts and uncles

· Adult siblings

· Other relatives or individuals the family considers important

· Individuals who have a significant relationship with the child

· Previous foster parents for the child

 

Fathers and Locating Paternal Relatives

Identifying and notifying fathers early in the process is important for children who are in foster care. Working with fathers will lead to locating paternal relatives who may become a placement resource or provide support for the family. When a child is in out-of-home placement, the responsible social services agency shall make diligent efforts to identify, locate and where appropriate, offer services to both parents of the child. If a non-custodial parent or non-adjudicated parent is willing and capable of providing for the day-to-day care of the child, the agency may seek authority from the custodial parent, or the court, to have that parent assume care of the child. If the parent is not an adjudicated parent, the agency shall require the non-adjudicated parent to cooperate with paternity establishment as part of a case plan.

 

For American Indian children, the local social services agency, private child-placing agency, the court, petitioner, or any other party, has reason to believe that a child who is a subject of an adoptive placement proceeding, is or may be, an Indian child but the father of the child is unknown, the agency or person should provide to the tribe believed to be the Indian child’s tribe, information sufficient to enable the tribe to determine the child’s eligibility for membership and to assist in possible identity, tribal affiliation, or location of the birth father.

 

Diligent efforts to identify, locate and engage fathers include:

• Talking with mothers, relatives, kin and others

• Talking with the child, when appropriate

• Consulting and working with the child's tribe

• Following up on leads

• Documenting efforts and consult with the county attorney's office

• Documenting when agency efforts are not possible (i.e., parent is deceased)

• Using resources, tools, including

• Phone book/online directory

• Court records

• Social service records

• Birth certificate

• Department of Corrections.

• U.S. military armed forces (air force, army, marines, navy)

 

The National Family Preservation Network provides some practice recommendations for

working with fathers. For example:

· Family-centered practice includes both the mother and the father.

· Outreach programs are critical to engaging fathers.

· For fathers to comply with case plans, they need services designed specifically to meet their needs.

· Child welfare programs need to establish links with employment programs, as employment is a predictor of an absent father's involvement with his children

· How a worker communicates with parents impacts the outcome of services provided. Workers need to use empowering and validating communication skills.

· Attitudes, beliefs and stereotypes about fathers need to be addressed.

· Fathers’ strengths should be identified and utilized in case planning.

 

When Parents Object to Relative Search

The responsible social services agency must consider the request of a parent to not contact relatives or to not contact specific relatives. When a child’s parent objects to the search for relatives, ask the parent about their concern and consider the individual circumstances.

 

If a child's parent objects to the search for relatives, the local agency must, without contacting relatives, evaluate and address the parent's concerns by considering:

· The child's and the parent's or guardian's preferences about relatives and the reasons for those preferences

· The child’s current relationships with relatives and impact of placement with people the child does not know

· Whether there are other relatives who may be contacted if there are specific relatives the parent does not want contacted

· Whether any relatives have offered to care for the child

· Whether placement with relatives would interfere with the parent's ability to follow a case plan

· The tribe's position on contacting the relatives, in the case of an Indian child.

 

Contact  is not required when the relative or person having a significant relationship with the child has a history of family or domestic violence.

 

Cultural Considerations in Identifying and Finding Relatives

The tradition of relative/kin caring for children is part of all cultural, racial an socioeconomic communities. How kinship care is understood and experienced may vary from community to community, from family member to family member, and parent to parent.

 

During the conversation with parent(s) about identifying and locating relatives, the worker should be mindful that culture is one of the lenses that we use to help us interpret, interact and respond to others and situations. Culture is defined as a system of share beliefs, values, customs and behaviors that members of society use to cope and interact with their world and with one another and that are transmitted from generation to generation from learning.

 

Culture impacts our communication, the assumptions we make and our relationships. From the very beginning, the social worker needs to be knowledgeable of the family’s culture and what that means for being able to effectively communicate and develop a relationship with them.

 

After locating relatives, workers should be mindful of the role culture may plan in relatives’ perception of what the relative is being asked to do. Concepts of ethnographic interviewing may help guide the worker in this conversation. Ethnographic interviewing is a method to meet with a person of another culture in order to begin understanding his or her worldview, beliefs and life situation. Ethnographic interviewing helps a person understand another culture while avoiding stereotypes. Workers should also be mindful of fully and openly discussing options, roles and responsibilities to help alleviate any misunderstandings between the relative and the worker. A relative may be interested in providing temporary care, however, decline initially out of respect for the parents. They may feel that by giving the parent more time the parent will be able to resolve the issues that brought their children into foster care on their own.  Kinship care supports the transmission of a child's culture, ethnic and family identity and  legacies, components vital to the child's psychological development and emotional  integrity. (Shondra Jackson, Black Administrators in Child Welfare, Inc.)
 

The following are some questions to consider when beginning a relative search:

· What are the roles, hierarchy and authority of relatives in the raising of children, in both the presence and absence of parents?

· What is the family’s hierarchy of responsible relatives (e.g., godparents, grandparents, siblings) in the temporary or permanent absence of parents?

· Does the family practice or reject formal or informal placement of relative’s children (e.g., adoption, guardianship)?

· How do gender and cultural traditions affect the family’s decision-making structure, child-rearing practices and selection of a family spokesperson?

· What has been/is the family’s experience and attitude towards social service professionals and institutions?

· How have environmental conditions or changes affected the family’s

· socioeconomic stability, child-rearing practices and family members (e.g., unemployment, migration, housing, rural or urban settings, language)? (Relatives
· Raising Children: An Overview of Kinship Care, Crumbley and Little, 1997)

 

 

Chapter 3 Supervisor’s Role in Supporting Relative Search Efforts

Supervisors have an important role in ensuring that reasonable and comprehensive relative searches are conducted in all cases. Supervisors can do this by communicating the policies and values of the agency, and supporting current research and best practice in relative searches.

 

Some overall practice areas to consider:

• What factors may be impacting staff’s ability to conduct a comprehensive relative search?

• What assessment process is staff using to make placement decisions?

• What are the reasons for not placing with relatives?

• Is staff documenting relative search efforts?

• How is quality assurance achieved in this practice area?

 

An individual social worker’s attitudes, beliefs and their own family experience can influence the relative search process. For example, if a social worker places a high value on children being raised within their family system, they will be determined to find a relative that can care for the child safely and meet the child’s needs. The social worker will consider both the immediate needs of the child and the life long needs of a child. The worker understands that children who are placed outside of their family system will be raised differently than had they grown up with relative caregivers. They realize that placement decisions early in the case may have life long implications for the child.  Supervisors need to have a clear concept of what knowledge, skills, and abilities workers should possess in order to conduct relative searches. Supervisors can assist workers in exploring how their own bias may enter into their practice.

 

Example #1: A social worker complains that the family has not been involved in the child’ life before or has failed to demonstrate an interest in the child since the agency became involved and approaches the relative with suspicion or judgment.
 

Supervisor Response: The supervisor encourages the worker to talk with the relative about how the agency makes placement decisions for children and the worker’s need t know more about their relationship with the child. Unknown to the worker, the relative I interested in developing a relationship with the child but had a falling out with the parent.
The supervisor takes the opportunity to explain that the absence of a close relationship between the child and relative may be considered as one of the factors in determining placement decision but should not be the sole reason.

 

Example #2 : A social worker has developed a close working relationship with the foster parents. In the process of jointly caring for the child and through direct observations o the foster parents, the social worker knows that the foster parent has the capacity to meet the needs of the child. So when a relative is identified, it is difficult for the social worker to believe that an unknown relative can meet the same standard of care they have observed in the foster home. The social worker is also concerned about moving the child to another home since the child has attached to the foster parents, the family situation is stable and the child’s needs are being met. The foster family has expressed an interest in adopting the child. The social worker is reluctant to place the child with the relative.
 

Supervisor Response: The supervisor meets with the social worker to discuss the out-of home placement plan for the child and the results of the relative search efforts. The supervisor listens to the reasons the social worker presents for continuing the child’s placement with the current foster parents and reasons for not placing with the child’s relative. Together they answer questions such as: Does the relative meet foster care licensing requirements? Can the relative safely care for the child? Is the relative willing to maintain the relationship the child has developed with the foster family? How could the foster family help the child accept the relative as a primary caregiver? What would be an appropriate transition plan to the relative’s home? Can the relative meet the needs of the child? If the relative was offered the same level of support and services that the current foster family is receiving, could they meet the needs of the child?
In these situations, supervisor’s can provide objectivity and balance to the placement decision-making process. Permanent placement decisions in these cases can be difficult. Considering the life long needs of a child is just as and may be more important than meeting the child’s immediate needs. Overall, supervisors can encourage workers to improve practice in conducting relative searches by providing timely feedback.

 

Here are some questions to consider when assessing the worker’s knowledge, skills and abilities to work with relatives:

· Does the worker have knowledge of the requirements for conducting a relative search?

· Does the worker have knowledge of the best practices for conducting a relative search?

· Does the worker have the tools they need to identify relatives?

· Does the worker have the skills to locate maternal and paternal relatives?

· Does the worker have the knowledge of the family’s cultural concept of family?

· Does the worker have the skill to engage relatives?
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