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2024 YOUTH PERMANENCY RESEARCH

Research Objectives

In 2022, the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption commissioned The Harris Poll to conduct a survey among child welfare (CW) 

professionals to provide a benchmark of attitudes about legal permanency for children waiting in foster care. In 2024, the 

organization re-administered the survey with some new questions to understand the current landscape of youth permanency 

among CW professionals and to inform messaging and resources to support professionals in this life -changing work. 

Detailed objectives of the research:

• Explore CW professionals’ perspectives and understanding of legal permanency

• Define the goals associated with achieving legal permanency

• Understand the perceived barriers to and strategies for achieving legal permanency

Research Objectives
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2024 YOUTH PERMANENCY RESEARCH

Methodology

The research was conducted online in the U.S. by The Harris Poll on behalf of 

the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption among 524 individuals who work or 
volunteer in child welfare. The survey was conducted Sept. 3–Oct. 18, 2024.

Raw data were not statistically weighted and are therefore only representative of 

the individuals who completed the survey.

Respondents for this survey were selected from among those who have agreed 

to participate in our surveys. The sampling precision of Harris online polls is 
measured by using a Bayesian credible interval. 

For this study, the sample data is accurate to within + 4.3 percentage points 

using a 95% confidence level. This credible interval will be wider among 
subsets of the surveyed population of interest. 

All sample surveys and polls, whether or not they use probability (random) 
sampling, are subject to other multiple sources of error, which are most often 
not possible to quantify or estimate, including, but not limited to coverage error, 

error associated with nonresponse, error associated with question wording and 
response options, and post-survey weighting and adjustments.

Raw data were not weighted and are therefore only representative 

of the individuals who completed the survey.

Field Dates

Sept. 3–Oct. 18, 2024

Survey Length

10 minutes

Method

Online

Audience

n=524 Child Welfare Professionals
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2024 YOUTH PERMANENCY RESEARCH

Report Notes and Reading The Report

Report Notes

Definition of Legal Permanency: For the purposes of this survey, all respondents were provided with a definition of legal 

permanency, supplied by the Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption, when providing their opinions on the topic. This 

was defined as:

“When a court issues a final adoption decree, a guardianship order, an order for reinstatement of parental rights or reunification.”

Verbatim Responses: This survey included multiple open-ended questions and as such verbatim responses from these 

questions have been included where applicable. All quotes are anonymous, and respondents are only identified by the 

current child welfare professional role they hold.

Reading the 

Report

Percentages may not add up to 

100% due to weighting, 

computer rounding, and/or the 

acceptance of multiple 

responses

Results based on small bases 

(n<100) should be interpreted 

as directional only and are 

noted with *, results with very 

small base sizes (n<50) should 

be interpreted with caution and 

are noted with **

Base labels, sizes, question text 

and any other information denoted 

by footnotes related to the 

question shown are included in 

the notes section of each slide
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DEMOGRAPHICS

2024 Demographics

Years of Child Welfare Experience Gender AgeChild Welfare Professional Role

WWK Scaling State

Region

Race/Ethnicity

Urbanicity 

15% 5 or Less

18% 6–10

17% 11–15

16% 16–20

19% 21–29

16% 30 or More

39% Child Welfare Services

20% Wendy’s Wonderful Kids®

13% CASA/GAL

11% Community Support Services

10% Legal Professionals

8% Policy/Government Leaders

53% Yes

47% No

28% Rural or small town

38% Urban

33% Suburban

1% Tribal or indigenous

12% Northeast

34% Midwest

40% South

13% West

27% 18–40

44% 41–54

29% 55+

80% White

10% Black or African American

2% American Indian or Alaska Native

6% Hispanic or Latino

0% Middle Eastern or North African

1% Asian

0%
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 

Islander

1% Prefer to self-describe

3% Prefer not to answer

17

Mean

48

Mean

8%
Man

89%
Woman

3% other/prefer not to answer
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APPENDIX: 2024 SUBGROUP DEFINITIONS

Child Welfare Roles: 2024 Subgroup Definitions

Caseworker, CEO, Executive director, 

Program director, Adoption services, Program 
manager, Supervisors of caseworkers

Counselor, Educator/Teacher, Parent support 

specialist, Researcher, Student, Support 
service, Therapist, Trainer, Consultant, 
Non-profit leader, Post-permanency technical 

assistant, Communications, Customer 
information program, Quality assurance

Attorney representing youth, Child welfare 

attorney, Judge/Magistrate, Legal professional

Advocate/Policy advocate, Government 

leader, Policymaker

Wendy’s Wonderful Kids recruiter or 

supervisor

CASA executive director, CASA/Guardian ad 

Litem, CASA volunteer

Child Welfare Services Legal ProfessionalsCommunity Support Services

Policy & Government Leaders CASA/GALWWK
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Executive Summary
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2024 YOUTH PERMANENCY RESEARCH

2024 Key Findings

• Child welfare professionals view legal 

permanency as the main goal for children 
waiting in foster care and believe they 
have at least some influence in that 

outcome becoming a reality. 

• A considerable majority recognize 
adoption by a family member known to 
the child as the most ideal outcome for a 

child of any age in the system. 

• Aging out is often viewed as the least 
desirable outcome, albeit sometimes a 
seemingly more realistic one. 

• Despite legal permanency being the ideal 

outcome, child welfare professionals 

acknowledge that there are certain challenges 

that impede the process of achieving it. 

• These barriers range from systemic issues like 

limited resources, funding and overworked 

professionals to child-specific factors, such as 

behavioral issues and, to a lesser degree, the 

child’s personal preferences/wishes when it 

comes to their outcome. 

• While an overwhelming majority of 

professionals recognize the importance of 

engaging children in foster care and their 

biological families in the child’s permanency 

planning to achieve legal permanency, 

professionals report a gap in how effective 

their current organization is at implementing 

this. 

• Child welfare professionals provide an 

optimistic, yet realistic, view of attaining 
legal permanency for children waiting in 
foster care, along with their commitment 

to achieving it. 

• Professionals also emphasize the support 
needed to overcome prevailing challenges 
to meet this goal, including the role of 

organizational effectiveness.
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Permanency Goals
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PERMANENCY GOALS

There is strong agreement across child welfare professionals related to permanency

Trended

“Every child deserves a safe, permanent family.” 
“Legal permanency should be the goal for every child 

waiting in foster care.” 

69%

58%

23%

31%

6%

9%

2%

2%

2022

2024

90% Agree

92% Agree

96%

1%

2%

97% Agree

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

9 in 10 CW professionals agree that legal permanency should be the goal for children in foster care, but the proportion who strongly agree with this 

drops in 2024 compared to 2022.
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PERMANENCY GOALS

Most child welfare professionals believe that adoption by family known to the child is the most ideal 

outcome for both younger and older children

Trended

Ideal Outcomes
Ranked By % Top 2 Most Ideal Outcome

Ages 0–8 Ages 9+

Adoption by family known to the child

Reinstatement of biological parent’ rights/

reunification*

Adoption by family unknown to the child

Legal guardianship/conservatorship*

Relational permanency with no legal ties*

OPPLA/APPLA (other/another planned permanent living 

arrangement) (if applicable)*

Aging out with independent services*

2024 2022

*These statements were modified in 2024, please refer to notes section for details

93%

41%

40%

16%

9%

1%

<1%

51%

68%

10%

5%

20%

1%

<1%

91%

42%

35%

17%

12%

2%

2%

52%

67%

7%

6%

22%

1%

1%

In 2022, reinstatement of biological parents’ rights was considered most ideal for both age groups.

2024 2022
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PERMANENCY GOALS

Child welfare professionals continue to view aging out as an unacceptable outcome for older youth and 

do not think they will just be fine on their own

Trended

“Aging out is an acceptable outcome for older youth waiting 

in foster care.”

“Teenagers waiting in foster care who are not adopted by 

the time they are adults will be fine on their own.”

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

4% 29%

67%2024

96% Disagree

3%

1%

5%

14%

16%

22%

76%

63%

2022

2024

85% Disagree

92% Disagree
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PERMANENCY GOALS

While aging out is not preferred, child welfare professionals who prioritize aging out over other avenues 

say it may be a more realistic outcome than permanency

New

*Only shown to those who focus more on aging out than other avenues of permanency for children 9+

Reasons for Focusing on Preparing Some Youth for Aging Out Instead of Permanency

Among those who focus more on aging out than other avenues of permanency 

48%

28%

12% 11%
5%

35%

I do not think achieving

permanency is a realistic

outcome for all children

in foster care.

I believe aging out is the best

option for some older youth

(those ages 9+).*

I am incentivized by

 government policy/funding.

It is easier to prepare

 older youth (those ages 9+) to

age out of foster care than to

achieve permanency.*

I am following my organization's

guidelines/policies.

Other

“When parental rights have been terminated, 
that doesn’t happen lightly. If a child is not safe 

with a parent, aging out is still better than 

reinstating parental rights of an unsafe parent.”

– Legal Professional

“There are cases where the child will not reasonably be 
able to achieve permanency before aging out of the 

system or have chosen to age out. In these cases, we 

should best prepare the child to have beneficial 

resources for when they age out.”

  – WWK Professional

“Many of these youth do not want adoption. I would 
be a proponent of consistent contact with a mentor 

family without legal permanency as needed for these 

youth.” 

– Community Support Services Professional

A quarter of CW professionals say aging out may even be the best option for older youth.
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PERMANENCY GOALS

Most child welfare professionals believe that their peers believe legal permanency should be a priority

Trended

Prevalence of Colleagues Believe Permanency Should be a Priority for Every Child

18%

69%

13%
87%

All/Most

2024 2022

15%

70%

14%
86%

All/Most

All Most Few None

Nearly 9 in 10 (86%) say that all or most of their colleagues believe permanency should be a priority for every child waiting in foster care. 
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Challenges and Influences on 

Achieving Legal Permanency
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

A majority of child welfare professionals say they have at least some influence in achieving legal 

permanency for youth in foster care

Trended

This is on par with 2022, though slightly less say they have complete/a lot of influence in 2024.

2%

37%

48%

13%

20222024

1%

33%

56%

11%

Complete A lot Some None

2024 2022

At least some 89% 87%

Complete / A lot 33% 39%

Level of Influence in Achieving Legal Permanency in Current Role
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Organization Requires Legal Permanency Training

CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Required training around legal permanency is common for a majority of child welfare professionals 

New

17% 13% 9% 28% 18%

14%

Yes, multiple times a year Yes, once a year Yes, once every few years or less Yes, but I’m not sure how frequently No I’m not sure

68% Yes

Nearly 1 in 5 (17%) say this kind of training is required multiple times a year.
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Large majorities of child welfare professionals agree that every child is adoptable

Trended

“Every child is adoptable.”

Agreement has declined since 2022, including significantly fewer strongly agreeing with this statement.

72%

55%

20%

31%

7%

12%

1%

2%

2022

2024

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

86% Agree

92% Agree
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Three quarters of child welfare professionals strongly agree more should be done to remove 

barriers to legal permanency

Trended

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

74%

22%

3% 1%

96%
Agree

20222024

“We should be doing more to remove barriers to legal permanency for children waiting in foster care.”

This strong sentiment is seen among CW professionals in 2022 and 2024.

76%

21%

2%
1%

97%
Agree
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

7 in 10 or more child welfare professionals recognize various systemic factors that influence the likelihood 

of achieving legal permanency

New

Availability of resources for families and perception among involved adults regarding legal permanency stand out as top factors.

88%

84%

82%

81%

80%

80%

77%

71%

69%

Availability of resources for foster and adoptive families

Perception among involved adults about possibility of achieving

legal permanency

Capacity (i.e., caseloads are too big)

State government policy

Availability of resources and support for child welfare professionals

Funding

Agency policy

Availability of resources for youth who age out of foster care

Federal government policy

Systemic Factors that Influence Likelihood of Achieving Legal Permanency
% Complete/A lot of Influence
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

In addition to systemic factors, child welfare professionals recognize the various personal attributes that 

can impede achieving legal permanency

New

Despite the potential barriers, 4 in 5 CW professionals agree that a permanent family is possible for every child, no matter their story.

Personal Attributes that Influence Likelihood

of Legal Permanency

“A permanent family is possible for every child waiting 

in foster care … no matter their story.”

53%

30%

13%

4%

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree

Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

4%

2%

1%

1%

1%

12%

1%

1%

48%

41%

17%

9%

7%

33%

48%

74%

73%

72%

3%

8%

8%

17%

20%

Youth's race or

ethnicity

Youth's wishes

Youth's age

Youth's needs

Youth's behaviors

Not sure None A little A lot Complete

% Complete/A lot

92%

90%

82%

56%

36%

83%
Agree
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Majorities of child welfare professionals strongly disagree that children in foster care are 

inherently troublemakers

Trended

“Children in foster care are troublemakers.”

A sentiment that remains steady across 2022 and 2024.

1%

1%

1%

2%

7%

12%

90%

85%

2022

2024

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree Strongly Disagree

97% Disagree

98% Disagree
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Child welfare professionals highlight additional barriers in support and engagement of families and 

children in the legal permanency process

Trended

Importance and Effectiveness in Factors for Achieving Legal Permanency
Top Box Differences

25%

40%

33%

79%

92%

93%

Engaging a child’s 

biological family

in the process

Engaging youth in their

own permanency planning

Supporting families,

post-permanency

2024

30%

43%

78%

95%

2022Gap

-60

-52

-54

Gap

N/A

-52

-48

N/A

Very EffectiveVery Important

Significant gap exists between recognizing the importance and the effectiveness of the factors. This has remained consistent since 2022.
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CHALLENGES AND INFLUENCES ON ACHIEVING LEGAL PERMANENCY

Child welfare professionals believe there are many ways to increase the belief that legal permanency is 

important for all children in foster care

New

Most cite better help/support, including financial support, and avenues through bureaucracy/policy/advocacy.

• Financial aid

• More/better resources

• Less workload/cases/Need more 

time/resources

• More help/support to foster families

• Raise public awareness

• Share stories of lived experiences

• Advocating child’s rights/Prioritizing

the child

• Better laws/policies

• Lack of urgency/Faster process/free the

child quicker

• Prioritize/encourage relative/kinship 

adoption

• To general public

• To child welfare workers/agencies

• More/better training • Dispel various myths related to foster care

• Encourage belief in permanency among 

youth

• Show stats/evidence-based 

studies/outcomes of legal permanency 

(pros and cons)

• Prioritize/normalize permanency/       

Provide opportunities for legal permanency

“Educating the public about the foster care and child welfare 

system, enabling better access to resources for children

and families.”

– CASA/GAL Professional

“We need to reframe how people look at foster kids. Quit allowing 

people to label them as bad, troubled, less then!” 

– WWK Professional

“Developing more mental health resources and supports for 

traumatized children that can be accessed by permanency families 

so that the permanency doesn’t fail in the future. Increasing 

advocacy and support for the families post permanency. Increasing 

services for the adult children post permanency.”

– Legal Professional

32%
Help/Support

32% 30% 19%

11% 8% 7% 6%

Bureaucracy/Policy/Advocacy Greater Education Advertising/Marketing 

Training Information Prioritization Youth Support

What Can Be Done To Increase Belief In The Importance of Legal Permanency
Open-Ended Responses

24Harris Insights & Analytics LLC, A Stagwell Company © 2024
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INSPIRATION TO SERVE CHILDREN WAITING IN FOSTER CARE

Being able to provide stability is a top driver for child welfare professionals to serve children waiting on 

foster care

“Kids need a voice in a system that serves bureaucracies and other interests over the needs and 

desires of kids. Most kids know what they want and what they need. But it takes a lot to get people to 

listen. We need to support families instead of knee jerk family separation under the guise of a 

permanency ideal that isn't necessarily ideal for the kids in foster care.”

– Legal Professional

“It breaks my heart to know some kids do not have a forever home and family, and I want that family for 

those kids. I was raised in a loving home and family, and I am continuing that in my home with my kids. 

I love my work kids as much as my own and want to see them happy and thriving and loved like they 

deserve to be.” 

– WWK Professional

“I have worked in foster care for many years and have provided relational permanency for a child (now a 

man!) from foster care. My own experiences, as well as the suffering I have seen in the system, 

motivate me to do this work.” 

– Community Support Services Professional

“Family is forever and extends past getting them to 18. If means coming home to holiday dinners, 

celebrating milestones and that feeling of belonging and loved. Either through adoption, permanent 

custody or guardianship, family needs to continue through life.” 

– Child Welfare Services Professional

Specifically, it’s the ability to give children a permanent home or a safe environment to live in.

• Ability to create a positive impact/make difference in one's life

• Fulfilling/Happy to serve

Personal Contribution/Desires 17%

• Loving/caring/nurturing environment/family

• Being supportive/Provide help to children/youth

Support/Well-Being 40%

• Permanent/stable/forever family/home for the child/Out of foster care

• Safe custody/place/environment

Stability 44%

• Reunification/Connecting with family/biological family

Connectivity 11%

• Necessary/Children deserve it

• Help build/improve children’s futures

Benefits 31%
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