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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

 Foster care is a form of child welfare wherein a child who cannot be raised by his or 
her own parents, is placed out-of-home and is raised by alternative caregivers. This dissertation 

family foster care, wherein a child lives in a foster family with one or two 
foster parents. Although decisions with respect to out-of-home-placement cannot always be 

from now on referred to as foster care, is considered to be the best alternative in case of out-
of-home placement (Dozier et al., 2014). Foster care most closely resembles the natural home 
environment of a child, providing stability and continuity of caregivers and the opportunity 

1999), and may culminate into prematurely ended placements, i.e., breakdown (Minty, 1999). 
In addition, many studies show worrying results with respect to the developmental outcomes 

Developmental outcomes here refer to foster children’s outcomes in cognitive, social-emotional, 
and behavioral functioning as well as academic achievement. However, the development of 
foster children is not necessarily problematic, and likely depends on several characteristics 
associated with the foster child, the foster parents, and the foster placement (Van Oijen, 2010). 
This dissertation analyzes the development of children in foster care, and examines which 
characteristics are associated with foster children’s development.

Development of Children in Foster Care
 Children who are placed in foster care are a heterogeneous group and come from 
families with different characteristics and backgrounds. Foster children’s backgrounds and 
pre-placement experiences are likely to be related to their developmental outcomes at the 

children who are placed in foster care come from families characterized by environments 
that could pose a threat to their development (e.g., low socioeconomic status, low levels of 
social support, suboptimal parenting) and foster children have often experienced childhood 
adversity. Moreover, broken attachment due to the separation from their biological parents 
and the adjustment to a new family and living situation confronts foster children with additional 

developmental problems upon entering foster care (Clausen, Landsverk, Ganger, Chadwick, 

and although not many studies control for pre-placement adversities, it is assumed that foster 
children’s backgrounds are likely to have an impact on foster children’s development (Turney 

hope that the safe and stimulating home environment that most foster families offer helps 
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foster children to recover from their past experiences. However, many foster children continue 

often characterized by clinical levels of internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors 

 Although most research presents a gloomy picture of the development of children 

characteristics associated with the foster child, the foster family, and the foster placement (Van 
Oijen, 2010). It has, for example, been suggested that the age of out-of-home placement 

(Chamberlain et al., 2008) are related to foster children’s developmental outcomes. However, 
much remains unclear about the effects of foster care. To date there are no overview studies 
on foster children’s development and it is not known what works for which foster child. The wide 
range of outcomes leads to the question which conditions for foster care are most conducive for 

meta-analysis and longitudinal research. 

Meta-analysis
 Meta-analysis is a statistical method for deriving at a systematic, quantitative 

as on the development of children in foster care that are characterized by a wide variety of 

of the domain. An important incremental value of meta-analysis is that a more reliable overall 

Cooper et al., 2009). It is particularly helpful in a domain like foster care characterized by 

Meta-analysis provides a means for combining the results of studies, by analyzing the overall 

the fact that meta-analysis does not only include published studies in peer-reviewed journals, 

literature concerns unpublished studies, books, dissertations, and studies published outside 
widely available journals (Conn et al., 2003). In addition to providing a statistical summary and 
including grey literature, meta-analysis also allows the analysis of publication bias (Rothstein, 
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better accessibility of studies with larger effect sizes may erroneously lead to the assumption 
that effects are larger than they actually are (Rothstein et al., 2006). To assess publication 

N analyses (Cooper et al., 

which extent publication bias affects an overall effect size and, if needed, an adjusted overall 
effect size can be estimated (Rothstein et al., 2006). 
 To provide a better insight into the conditions that are related to the overall effect size, 
meta-analysis offers several possibilities. One of them is to analyze the effect of moderators. 
Moderator analysis is of interest for research on foster children because there have been 
different results between studies. It is not yet known how to explain these partly contradictory 

could play a role. Moderator analysis allows to study whether, for instance, methodological 

characteristics (e.g., age of the foster child, length of the foster placement) are related to 
foster children’s development. Another option for examining which conditions are related to 

compare the robustness of the results for different types of studies or for studies using different 

allows, for example, to examine whether the results of studies that meet certain criteria (e.g., 
studies that are published in peer-reviewed journals, had adequate sample sizes, made use 

useful approach, because of the challenges to perform research on foster children. Feasibility 
limitations of individual studies, e.g., those linked to the need to have consent of foster as well 

families, may easily lead to methodological limitations, e.g., with respect to the number of 
variables and measures that can be included and the methods used for data collection, and 
sensitivity analysis allows to partly control for this. 

Longitudinal Research
 The second approach used in this dissertation to gain insight in the development of 
children in foster care is longitudinal research. Longitudinal research is an empirical approach 

phenomena. In this case we refer to this change as development and the phenomenon is 

2013). These studies provide a snapshot of foster children’s functioning and as such provide an 
important stepping stone for understanding the lives and development of foster children and 

point in time and examine which characteristics or circumstances are correlated with particular 
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outcomes. However, cross-sectional studies cannot establish change and predictors for change, 
and are therefore unable to capture the risk and protective factors that precede foster children’s 
outcomes at a later time point. Longitudinal research is needed to more fully understand the 
developmental trajectories of foster children and to gain insight in the characteristics or factors 
that predict their developmental outcomes. 
 The results of previous longitudinal studies have not been conclusive with respect to 
the developmental pathways of foster children. Furthermore, past longitudinal research did 
not always focus on a broad range of predictors in relation to foster children’s development, 
while including a broad range of predictors in a multivariate model could possibly help 

interest in relation to foster children’s development are child characteristics (e.g., age, gender, 
placement history, duration of the placement), foster family characteristics (e.g., type of foster 
family, family composition, biological children of foster parents, siblings of the foster child, 
foster parents’ thinking about quitting foster care), and foster placement characteristics (e.g., 

aimed at foster children, parental visiting). There is a further need for longitudinal studies that 
do not only look at the general developmental trends or focus on the development of foster 
children as related to a single predictor, but focus on a broader range of predictors (Van 

 An aspect that has not been covered by previous longitudinal studies concerns the 
bidirectional relations between foster children’s development and child, family, and placement 
characteristics (Van Oijen, 2010). Previous longitudinal studies often exclusively focused on 

unidirectional effects from foster children to their foster parents, it is generally emphasized 

process by which different systems in the ecology of children’s education and development, 

emphasis placed on the bidirectional, interdependent effects of the child and the environment. 

changes are, for instance, changes in living environment, changes in parenting styles, changes 
of youth care workers, or change of school. This dissertation analyzes the development of 
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between foster parents’ stress and foster children’s behavior problems, because this transaction 
might have important consequences for foster placement breakdown and the development of 

studies, most of them with a cross-sectional design, have examined either unidirectional effects 

dissertation tries to account for dynamic processes between foster children and their foster 
parents, and to examine the direction, strength, causality, or reciprocity of this dynamic process. 
Insight in the transactional relations between foster parents and foster children might inform 
choices whether interventions and additional support should be aimed at foster children, foster 
parents, or both. 

Screening and Monitoring
 The previous sections highlighted the two approaches, i.e., meta-analysis and 

is analyze the development of children in foster care, and examine which characteristics are 
associated with foster children’s development. Obtaining clear notions of foster children’s 
development is not only relevant for the academic purpose of writing a thesis, but also for the 
quality of foster care itself, because it is a precondition to offering support that is adapted 
to the needs of foster children and foster families. To provide better insight in foster children’s 
development, it is important to capture their development with screening and monitoring 

children’s development, especially their psychosocial development, has increasingly received 

screening of developmental problems is important. This insight has already been conveyed in 
recommendations and statements with respect to foster care policy and practice (e.g., American 

Goodman, 1997), a measure we also used in our longitudinal study, is frequently used as a 
child mental health screening measure in the Netherlands and elsewhere, both for children 
in the general population and for vulnerable populations such as children in foster care. 
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Foster Care in the Netherlands
 The longitudinal study described in this dissertation is performed in the Dutch foster 
care context. Most previous studies on foster care, also many of the longitudinal ones, have been 

however, cannot be easily generalized to the Netherlands, because of the differences in the 
child welfare systems (Punselie, 2006). In the Netherlands, foster care formally exists since the 

‘Kinderwetten’ (‘Laws for Children’) in 1901, laws for child protection enabled the government 
to restrict parental authority and, in extreme cases, to place the child out of home in settings 

had a permanent nature. Once children were in foster care, no efforts were made toward 
reunifying the child with its family of origin. In the second half of the twentieth century, the 
belief that children were supposed to grow up with and to be cared for by their own parents 
gained support and foster care became more often a temporary intervention. Parallel to 
this was a growing attention and support for the view that foster care should be preferred 
over other out-of-home settings like group care. If parents were not able to care for their 

 Nowadays, over 21,000 children at a given moment during a year experience 
foster care in the Netherlands, and this number has doubled in just over ten years (Pleegzorg 

kinship or non-kinship, regular or therapeutic, voluntary or enforced. An important difference 

their foster children but adoption from foster care almost never happens in the Netherlands. 
In short-term foster care, foster care is seen as a temporary alternative and is aimed at the 
improvement of the situation in the family of origin in order to reunify the foster child with its 
own parents. Children can remain in long-term foster care for longer periods of time or even 
until the child reaches the age of 18 (i.e., the age that children are considered adults). The aim 
of this type of foster care is to create continuity, stability, security, and the best developmental 
opportunities for the foster child in the foster family. The difference between adoption from 

Moreover, although Dutch parents lose their parental authority in long-term foster care, they 
are still required to pay a share of the costs involved in feeding, clothing and educating their 
child.
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 As is true for foster care in other countries, foster care in the Netherlands presents 

foster children have for example shown that many foster children come from problematic 

during the foster placement (Van Oijen, 2010). In addition, caring for foster children can be 
stressful and consequently foster parents consider quitting fostering or actually quit (Van den 

at several issues that deserve further attention. There is, for example, a shortage of foster 
families which makes that several foster children are on the waiting list to be placed in a foster 

is the increased number of older children and children with more complex developmental 
problems that come into foster care, which might have to do with the implementation of the 

(Pleegzorg Nederland, 2015). Moreover, partly driven by research on foster care in the 

tools are provided for foster care professionals, which can be considered an opportunity to 
further develop foster care and improve its quality. Recommendations as listed in the Dutch 

foster children’s development, to support the process of permanency planning, and to reduce 
the number of placements and prevent breakdowns. Next to providing a general overview of 
foster children’s development, this dissertation tries to connect with the current challenges and 
opportunities in the Dutch foster care system. Our longitudinal study aims to get an overview 
of the characteristics that matter most with respect to the development of children in foster 
care. This knowledge can provide anchors for support services and interventions supporting 
positive and preventing negative developmental outcomes in foster children. In addition, this 

to screen and monitor foster children’s development and offer recommendations for screening 
and monitoring practices in foster care. 

Research on Foster Care in the Netherlands 
 As described above there is a number of challenges and opportunities, and researchers 
try to address them in their studies. Dutch researchers have recently studied a broad range of 

programs and placement breakdown (Maaskant et al., 2016), permanency planning (Vedder, 
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which factors are related to longitudinal developmental outcomes of foster children. The 
longitudinal study described in this dissertation adds to the previous ones because we focused 
on foster children of all ages, followed them for at least one year while they were with their 
foster family, and included a broad range of factors that could possibly be related to foster 
children’s developmental outcomes, such as the previously mentioned foster child, foster family, 

age, gender, duration of the foster placement, parenting visiting) or are simply understudied 
(e.g., regarding presence of other foster children in the foster family, family composition, 

General Method
 This dissertation has two chapters reporting the results of meta-analyses and four 
chapters reporting empirical results of our study on the development of children in foster care. 
The empirical longitudinal study was designed and performed for the purpose of this PhD 
research project and consisted of three waves, separated by six months intervals. The study 

children aged 0 to 18 from all types of foster families (kinship and non-kinship, voluntary or 

therapeutic foster care or in part-time foster care. Data was collected via online questionnaires 

collaboration with seven foster care agencies in the Netherlands. 
 Development of children in foster care was assessed with a number of measures, all 
included in the online questionnaire. Our choice of measures was motivated by our wish to 
maintain a balance between the length of the questionnaire and the use of validated measures 

a short instrument that relates well to other, more extensive, instruments that measure school 
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combined into an ‘internalizing’ and an ‘externalizing’ subscale, which facilitates a comparison 
with previous studies on foster children using the same distinction of domains. An advantage 

we wanted to devote attention to the topic of screening and monitoring. In our third wave 

foster children, their psychometric properties needed to be further established (Denton et al., 

chapter of this dissertation we will describe the psychometric properties of the Dutch versions 

Focus and Outline of the Dissertation
 This dissertation analyzes the development of children in foster care, and examines 
which characteristics related to the foster child, the foster family and the foster placement 
are associated with their development. Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 report the results of two 

development, meta-analyses were used to give a better insight in what is known from previous 
studies and provide suggestions for what the starting point for future studies on foster children’s 
development could be. Chapter 2 is a meta-analytic comparison of the developmental outcomes 
contrasting foster children with children from the general population and children at risk who 
remained at home. Although foster care is the preferred out-of-home placement option, it is not 
known how the developmental outcomes of children in foster care relate to those of children in 

The aim of this meta-analysis was to provide information on the developmental outcomes in 
different arrangements. This meta-analysis can guide toward a model of a placement setting 

analysis give an overview of foster children’s functioning in comparison with different groups, 
but do not capture their development over time. Chapter 3 captures this developmental aspect 
by reporting four meta-analyses which examine the longitudinal developmental outcomes 
of children in foster care. These meta-analyses include former longitudinal studies on foster 
children’s behavioral and adaptive functioning, and provide an overview of the state-of-the-
art with respect to longitudinal studies on foster children. It points at strengths and limitations 
of previous studies and results in suggestions for future longitudinal research on foster children. 
Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 report the results of our empirical study, of which Chapter 5 and 6 

Chapter 4 
the extent to which three clusters of characteristics, those akin to the foster child, the foster 
family, and the foster placement, were related to foster children’s functioning at the time of 
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than at later waves. The size enables us to examine a complex model with multiple variables. 
Even though this study is cross-sectional, it can provide an overview of the characteristics that 
are most strongly related to foster children’s developmental outcomes. This information served 
as input for the longitudinal analyses. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 both analyze the three-

to different developmental domains. Chapter 5 focuses on foster children’s psychosocial 
development. Foster children’s internalizing and externalizing behaviors and foster parents’ 
stress will be examined in a transactional framework. Chapter 6 focuses on foster children’s 
academic development. Predictors of school engagement are examined through multilevel 
modeling. The last empirical chapter in this dissertation, Chapter 7, uses the data of the third 
wave and attempts to bridge the gap between the information from previous chapters and 
foster care practice. The topic of screening and monitoring in foster care is an important 
one, and Chapter 7 aims to take a step toward improved screening and monitoring of foster 

valid means to screen and monitor for the quality of psychosocial functioning of Dutch foster 
children. Chapter 8 is the general discussion in which the results of the preceding chapters are 

this dissertation will be discussed and directions for future research will be given. 
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