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I Introduction

The Ombudsman’s Office was asked by Health and Human Services Committee Chair
Kathy Campbell to survey foster parents to learn about their experience with the Families
Matter Reform. From the last week of July to mid-September, current and former foster
parents across the State answered the 21 question survey. We were ultimately successful
in securing the completion of the survey by 269 foster parents. Our success in this effort
was largely thanks to the help we received from the Federation of Families for Children’s
Mental Health, the Foster Care Closet, and the Nebraska Foster and Adoptive Parents
Association, NFAPA. Particular credit goes to Pam Allen, Candy Kennedy, and Leigh
Esau. We must also, of course, acknowledge and thank the many foster parents who took
the time to complete the survey.

While foster parents were our main subject of our survey, we also designed and carried
out a similar questionnaire for biological parents. We interviewed or received completed
surveys from 132 biological parents. This survey was completed with the assistance of
the Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services, which provided us with a list of
parents recently in the system, as well as the three organizations previously mentioned.
We thank all of those who assisted in this survey as well, especially the parents who took
the time to participate.

Strictly speaking, these were not “scientific” surveys. However, we do feel that we have
received a very good and representative response from the foster and biological parents.
While we recognize that each person looking at the results of these surveys might draw
slightly different conclusions from our own, we did nevertheless want to highlight some
of the patterns that we saw in the answers people gave us.

IL What the surveys say about the reform and satisfaction with the foster care
system in Nebraska today

A. Foster Parents’ Survey

To get a picture of foster parents’ perspectives on the Reform, we asked them to evaluate
their experiences and working relationships with three different kinds of organizations.
The three are: 1) the State agency, the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS);
2) the current and past Lead Agencies, that is, the nonprofit corporations, such as KVC
and NFC (the Nebraska Families Collaborative), Visinet, and the Boys and Girls Homes,
that were retained to provide management services for the system in various geographical
segments of the State; and 3) the Foster Care Agencies, in particular those nonprofit
foster care organizations that have carried out the work of recruiting, training, supporting,
and managing payment for foster parents (including agencies such as Lutheran Family
Services, Child Savings Institute, and Cedars).

Page 1 of 52




A few details about the foster parents who responded to the survey need to be noted. Of
those who indicated the length of time that they had been foster parents, about 36% of
them had become foster parents around the same time that the involvement of the Lead
Agencies in the child welfare system took effect, while approximately 62% were foster
parents before the reform. Some 60% of the foster parents who took the survey were
living in the Eastern and Southeast Service Area at the time of the survey. In fact, when
we compare the geographic locations of the foster parents who took the survey to the
geographic locations of all court-involved children in the system (based upon data from
the HHS Division of Children and Family Services, dated September 3, 2011), we see
several points of note: (1) there was underrepresentation of foster parents responding to
the survey as compared to the total of court-involved children in the Eastern, Northern,
and Western HHS Service Areas; (2) there is overrepresentation of foster parents who
responded to the survey relative to court-involved children in the Central Service Area;
and (3) the Southeast Service Area had a similar representation of foster parents who took
the survey (34%), when compared to all the court-involved children living in that Service
Area (30%). (Please see Chart below)

Location of foster parents who answered the survey compare to location of all court-involved
statewards in the system as of 9/6/2011

Western

Southeast

B Court-involved statewards as of 9/3/2011
M Foster parents who completed the survey
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\
i
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In the survey of foster parents, we have specifically tried to test the “level of satisfaction”
of parents in a variety of areas. In particular, we asked foster parents about the adequacy
of communication, responses to their requests and problems, transportation, medical, and
psychological services for the child, visitation schedules, payments, and support services
made available to the foster parents, such as respite care. In addition, we asked the foster
parents whether they had received adequate information about their foster child before
accepting him or her into their home. The attached Charts will reflect the percentages of
positive and negative responses that we received from the foster parents who answered
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each of these questions. (Please see Chart One thru Chart Thirteen) It should be noted
that in compiling the survey results that are reflected in these Charts we did not include
the instances where the response was “Not Applicable,” so that the 100% that is recorded
in the Charts is all of those who actually answered “Agree,” “Strongly Agree,” etc.

It must also be emphasized that the percentages we will be making reference to here in
connection with the results of the survey will be with respect to those respondents who
answered that they had experience with all three components of the foster care system,
HHS, the Lead Agencies, and the Foster Care Agencies. This is important because it
means that we are looking at the responses of people who had experienced, and could
look, in a roughly equivalent way, at all three components. This does, of course, mean
that we are looking at a smaller sampling for each survey question than the total of 269
foster parents who responded to the survey in any way. So, for example, while we had a
total of 269 foster parents responding to the survey, only 154 provided answers relating
to all three components of the system on the question dealing with communication (seen
in Chart Three), and only 137 offered answers relating to all three components of the
system on the question dealing with providing information relating to the foster child to
the foster family prior to placement (Chart Ten). It is interesting, however, to note that,
although we refined the samples in this way (to limit the analysis to those respondents
who had experience with all three components), when the results for the refined sample
were compared to the results of the responses for all 269 of the foster parents who took
the survey, the outcomes for each question were very similar.

Chart One and Chart Two illustrate the basic “level of satisfaction” of foster parents by
reflecting the percentage of foster parents who agreed or strongly agreed (in Chart One),
or who disagreed or strongly disagreed (in Chart Two), with eleven positive statements
relating to their experiences with each of the three kinds of organizations, HHS, Lead
Agencies, and Foster Care Agencies. As might well be expected, these two Charts are
roughly a mirror image of each other, so that, for instance, when Chart One reflects a
peak in basic agreement/satisfaction with the statement that has to do with the availability
of medical support services, there will be a corresponding valley in the expression of
dissatisfaction with the availability of medical services shown on Chart Two. It must be
emphasized that Charts One and Two are, for simplification purposes, a combination of
the “agree” and the “strongly agree,” and of the “disagree” and the “strongly disagree,”
responses to each question. For an illustration of how the survey responses broke down
between, for instance, the “agree” and the “strongly agree,” answers, it will be necessary
to review Charts Three through Thirteen.

To a large extent, the results of the survey are self-explanatory. However, there are just a
few points in the data that was produced by the foster parent survey that we would like to
comment on in this Report. In that regard, we would highlight the following:

e As was previously indicated, we perceive the survey as being a test of the “level
of satisfaction” of foster parents with the system as they have been exposed to it.
We are not able to offer a standard for what would constitute an acceptable level
of “satisfaction” in connection with the responses offered by the foster parents. In
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fact, it is probably best for each person reviewing the responses to draw his or her
own conclusions about what the “standard of satisfaction” should be. It should be
noted, however, that in several of the areas, when evaluating services from HHS
and the Lead Agencies, nearly as many of the foster parents who responded to the
questions expressed disagreement with the statements, as those who expressed an
agreement. This can be seen, for instance, in the answers to the questions dealing
with transportation services (Chart Four), the timeliness of responses to requests
(Chart Five), problem-solving (Chart Six), and delivery of support services (Chart
Thirteen). There were also a couple of significant areas, communication (Chart
Three), and the adequacy of payments for foster care services (Chart Eleven),
where more respondents expressed disagreement and/or dissatisfaction with the
performance of HHS and the Lead Agencies than expressed satisfaction. Much
the same could also be said about the responses relating to the performance of
HHS and the Lead Agencies concerning the adequacy of the information being
provided to foster parents prior to the child’s placement (Chart Ten). Whatever
the reasonable standard for an acceptable level of “satisfaction” with the system
might be, we would suggest that the results for HHS and the Lead Agencies that
are reflected in Chart Three, Chart Ten, and Chart Eleven would not succeed in
meeting that standard.

It is important to note the fact that the responses from foster parents expressing
satisfaction (agree and strongly agree) and dissatisfaction (disagree and strongly
disagree) are closely aligned for the Lead Agencies and HHS. This conclusion is
illustrated by the lines reflecting the responses for the Lead Agencies and HHS on
Chart One and on Chart Two, that is, the lines are separated by a relatively small
margin, and at some points are basically superimposed over each other. In fact, if
we consider the responses that were given to the eleven individual questions in
the survey, then we see that the largest differential between the Lead Agencies
and HHS is a mere 6% (for example, HHS has a 44% satisfaction rating on the
question about providing information to foster parents prior to the child’s being
placed - Chart Ten - while the Lead Agencies are given a 50% satisfaction rating
on that same issue). On one of the questions, that having to do with the adequacy
of payments (Chart Eleven), the percentage of respondents expressing satisfaction
with the performance of the Lead Agencies and HHS is identical. As between the
Lead Agencies and HHS, the average differential that is seen on the responses to
the questions was slightly more than 3.5%, and although the Lead Agencies had a
somewhat better score over HHS in all but two of the eleven areas, the differential
between HHS and the Lead Agencies was 4% or less in eight of the eleven areas.
The correspondence of the responses for the Lead Agencies and HHS as reflected
in these numbers is remarkable, and strongly suggest that, from the perspective of
the foster parents who have actually worked with the Lead Agencies and HHS,
there is only a marginal distinction to be made between the quality of the relative
performances of the Lead Agencies and of HHS - they are being ranked nearly the
same. If the fundamental purpose of the Families Matter reform initiative is to
dramatically improve the foster care system by involving the Lead Agencies in
place of HHS, then the reader of this Report must carefully consider whether that
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goal has been thus far accomplished, in light of the responses of foster parents to
the survey.

The level of satisfaction expressed by the foster parents responding to the survey
was consistently, and often substantially, higher for the Foster Care Agencies
(e.g., Lutheran Family Services, Child Savings Institute, Cedars, etc.), that is, the
agencies working directly with the families in recruiting, training, supporting, and
so forth. For example, while the Lead Agencies and HHS recorded a satisfaction
rating on the subject of communication in the upper 40 percent range (47% for the
Lead Agencies, and 45% for HHS), the Foster Care Agencies had a satisfaction
rating of 75% (Chart Three). Another excellent example of this can be seen in the
answers to the question dealing with the timeliness of responses to foster parent
requests - the Lead Agencies scored a 53% satisfaction rate, and HHS scored a
49% satisfaction rate, while the Foster Care Agencies scored a 73% satisfaction
rating in the answers to that question. Even when the overall responses of foster
parents on an issue was very positive, as can be seen in the case of the question
dealing with medical services (Chart Nine), the positive response for the Foster
Care Agencies (90%) was still higher than the response for the Lead Agencies
(85%) and the response for HHS (79%). Therefore, whatever else might be said
about the foster parents’ satisfaction with the system generally, it would seem that
those foster parents who have dealt with all three components of the system are
consistently more satisfied in their relationship with the Foster Care Agencies
than with the other components of the system.

Another point that needs to be emphasized with respect to the positive response of
the foster parents to the Foster Care Agencies is illustrated in the “strongly agree”
answers to the individual questions, as reflected in Charts Three through Thirteen.
Perhaps the best examples of this are seen in the answers to the questions dealing
with communication (Chart Three), timeliness of the responses to foster parent
requests (Chart Five), and problem solving (Chart Six). For instance, in the case
of the question concerned with communication, 12% strongly agreed that HHS
was performing satisfactorily, and 10% strongly agreed that the Lead Agencies
were performing satisfactorily, but 32% said that they strongly agreed with the
idea that the Foster Care Agencies were performing satisfactorily. In the case of
the question concerned with problem solving, 12% strongly agreed that HHS was
performing satisfactorily, and 9% strongly agreed that the Lead Agencies were
performing satisfactorily, but 30% said that they strongly agreed with the idea that
the Foster Care Agencies were performing satisfactorily. In fact, consistently
throughout all eleven of the questions asked, the Foster Care Agencies scored a
higher (often a much higher) “strongly agree” response to the issues raised than
did either the Lead Agencies or HHS. Because the survey is structured in such a
way that the “strongly agree” responses, in effect, represents the highest rating
that can be given by the foster parents responding to the survey, the fact that this
answer was the one so often chosen in the case of the Foster Care Agencies must
be viewed as being significant, The respondents were not only saying that the
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