
Project Series

Homelessness in the child welfare system:

A randomized trial to assess the impact of permanent

housing on foster care placements and costs

Patrick J. Fowler, Derek S. Brown, Michael Schoeny, Saras Chung

Inadequate housing and homelessness among
families represent a substantial challenge for

child and adolescent well-being. Child welfare
services confront housing that threatens place-
ment into foster care with little resources and
evidence to guide practice. The present study
provides the first rigorous test of the Family
Unification Program (FUP) – a federal pro-
gram that offers permanent housing for inade-
quately housed families under investigation for
child maltreatment. A randomized controlled
trial assesses program impact on foster care
placement and costs. The experiment referred
intact child welfare-involved families whose in-
adequate housing threatened foster placement
in Chicago, IL to FUP plus housing advocacy
(n=89) or housing advocacy alone (n=89).
Families were referred from2011 to2013, and
administrative data recorded dates and costs
of foster placements over a 3-year follow-up.
Intent-to-treat analyses suggested families ran-
domly assigned for FUP exhibited slower in-
creases in rates of foster placement following
housing intervention compared with families
referred for housing advocacy alone. The pro-
gram generates average savings of nearly $500
per family per year to the foster care sys-
tem. Permanent housing provides the fos-
ter care system small but significant bene-
fits for keeping homeless families together.

Keywords: family homelessness, permanent housing,
child welfare system, foster care, costs, randomized
controlled trial

Introduction

A growing body of research demonstrates connections
between family homelessness and child maltreatment
(Courtney, McMurtry, Zinn, 2004; Cowal, Shinn,
Weitzman, Stojanovic, Labay, 2002; Fowler, Henry,

Schoeny, Landsverk, Chavira, Taylor, 2013). Na-
tional estimates suggest one-in-six of the nearly three
million children investigated for abuse and neglect
experience inadequate housing that threatens removal
from the home (Fowler et al, 2013). Homelessness
also delays reunification with parents among children
already placed in foster care (Fowler et al., 2013).
Charged with the responsibility of protecting children,
the child welfare system struggles to address needs
for safe and secure accommodations with long-term
consequences for mental health and child development
(Fowler, Henry, Shoeny, Taylor, Chavira, 2014; Fowler
et al., 2015).

Little evidence supports housing assistance deliv-
ered through child welfare (Fowler, Taylor, Rufa,
2011). Promising results emerge from a randomized
trial of more than 2,000 families entering homeless shel-
ters for child well-being. The study compared families
referred for permanent housing vouchers that ensure
no more than 30% of household income goes toward
rent or temporary housing with supportive services
to homeless services as usual. Families referred for
permanent housing report significantly better mental
health and fewer parent-child separations 20 months
later compared with services as usual (Gubits et al.,
2016), but differences in separations diminish by 37
months as more families referred for services as usual
access housing (Cunningham, Pergamit, Baum, Luna,
2015). The study also demonstrates no treatment dif-
ferences on reunifying children separated from parents
at either follow-up (Gubits et al., 2016; Cunningham
et al., 2015). Findings suggest potential of targeting
housing vouchers for child welfare-involved families
whose inadequate accommodations threaten family
separation.

A federal initiative enacted by Congress in 1992
addresses the intersection between homeless, housing,
and child welfare services. The Family Unification
Program (FUP) – sponsored by the U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) – incen-
tivizes partnerships between local child welfare and

SSDL-2017-4 1



Project Series

public housing agencies to identify and address in-
adequate housing that threatens foster placement or
delays reunification for children already placed out-
of-home (Cunningham et al., 2015). Partnerships
provide eligible families in the child welfare system ac-
cess to permanent housing vouchers (U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development, 2017). Program
theory assumes that safe and affordable accommoda-
tions reduce propensity for maltreatment, as well as
subsequent need for expensive foster care services. Es-
timates suggest FUP vouchers cost on average $14,000
per family per year, while foster placement expen-
ditures would be $56,892 (White, 2011; Harburger
White, n.d.). The promised savings in human suf-
fering and social expenditures make FUP commonly
recommended as a policy solution to homelessness
in the child welfare system, despite little evidence
of impact (Gubits et al., 2016; U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development, 2011).

The largest evaluation of FUP occurred in 1993
and followed 995 child welfare-involved families in
31 cities that were allocated vouchers (Rog, Gilbert-
Mongelli, Lundy, 1998). The pretest-posttest single
group design showed families who received FUP ex-
hibited greater stability at a 12-month follow-up; 90%
of families initially at risk for out-of-home placement
remained intact, and approximately 85% of families
with children already placed out of home were reuni-
fied. Furthermore, 85% of families receiving FUP
vouchers remained stably housed over the 12-month
follow-up. The lack of a comparison group limits the
ability to rule out alternative explanations for pro-
gram effects, including the natural stabilization of
homeless families over the follow-up period. Addition-
ally, the demonstration may have actively promoted
selection effects in that vouchers allocation was based,
in part, on family ability to reunite with children
quickly. Therefore, stabilization may be attributable
to family motivation, not FUP. The inability to isolate
the influence of FUP limits the ability to draw strong
conclusions on program effects. Lack of evidence im-
pedes examination of program capacity locally and
nationally.

A more recent study evaluated FUP using propen-
sity score matching to derive a comparison group from
which to compare child welfare outcomes (Pergamit,
Cunningham, Hanson, 2017). Using administra-
tive records on families receiving child welfare ser-
vices, the quasi-experiment compared families who
received FUP with matched eligible families on a wait-
list in Portland, OR (146 families) and San Diego,
CA (238 families). Across an 18-month follow-up
period, families who received FUP exhibited more
rapid child welfare case closure and lower probability

of re-reports for abuse and neglect. No significant
differences existed on overall probabilities of prevent-
ing out-of-home placement or promoting return of
children already placed across cities. Thus, among
families who received vouchers to stay together, FUP
reduced involvement with the child welfare system
without diminishing overall risk for foster placement.
Findings suggest smaller than expected impact of the
program; however, findings are limited by the lack
of a true comparison group and little information on
cost savings associated with FUP.

The lack of evidence for FUP limits its poten-
tial utility. The program represents the largest and
longest-standing effort to address the housing needs of
families in contact with child welfare. A total of 47,159
FUP vouchers have been awarded to 386 communities
across the United States since 1992 (U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development, 2012). Currently,
the program serves families through 252 child welfare
and public housing partnerships according to data
from HUD. However, Congress sporadically allocates
funding to expand the program with no additions in
the past five years. Sporadic funding impedes the
ability of communities to scale up FUP, but the lack
of rigorous evaluation questions the ability of FUP to
keep families together as intended.

The study represents the first and only randomized
controlled trial (RCT) that examines the impact of
FUP on keeping families together and associated costs
savings to the child welfare system. The experiment
randomly assigns intact families under investigation
by the child welfare system whose inadequate housing
threatened out of home placement of one or more
children to FUP plus housing case management or
case management alone. The rigorous evaluation in-
vestigates program theory and provides fundamental
information for planning public health response to
child maltreatment associated with homelessness. Hy-
potheses include 1) families randomly assigned for
FUP plus housing case management exhibit signifi-
cantly greater decline in the rate of foster care place-
ment after intervention compared to those referred for
housing advocacy only; and 2) referral to FUP relates
to significant reductions in foster care expenditures
post housing intervention.

Methods

Study Design

A randomized trial assigned families under investi-
gation for child abuse and neglect whose inadequate
housing threatened out of home placement to either
(a) permanent housing plus housing case management
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(FUP) or (b) housing case management alone. Fami-
lies comprising the primary caregiver plus all children
in the home were randomly assigned to treatment con-
ditions on a 1:1 ratio. The experiment was embedded
within the child welfare system; services were pro-
vided through local child welfare and public housing
agencies across Chicago, IL.

Participants

Participants included intact families under investiga-
tion by the child welfare system whose inadequate
housing threatened out-of-home placement of one or
more children. Eligible families met criteria for the
Family Unification Program, including experiencing
inadequate housing that threatened or delayed child
removal from the home, household income below 30%
of the area median income for similarly sized families
and comprising at least one U.S, citizen. Public hous-
ing rules prohibited caregivers from owing arrears
to any housing authority or having criminal histo-
ries that disqualify households for rent subsidies. The
child welfare system required all families to live within
the geographic catchment area of the Chicago public
housing authority when referred for FUP, and case-
workers assessed considerable risk that investigations
were expected to remain open for at 6 months follow-
ing referral. Child welfare-involved families working
towards reunification with children already placed
out-of-home were excluded; child welfare provided
immediate referrals for FUP to eligible families.

Data were collected through administrative records
that tracked service provision and associated costs
attributable to the child welfare system. Records in-
cluded all family interactions with foster care services
in the state of Illinois, including reports of abuse and
neglect, investigation status, and out-of-home place-
ments with kin and non-kin foster care. Dates, types
of services, and contracted costs were available up
to three years before and after randomization for all
families. Data collection protocols were reviewed, ap-
proved, and monitored by child welfare and university
institutional review boards.

Interventions

The intervention study compared Family Unification
Program (FUP) plus housing case management to
housing case management alone. Families randomly
assigned to FUP received referrals for the Housing
Choice (Section 8) Voucher Program administered
through the local public housing authority. Section 8
provided subsidies for use in approved rental units that
ensured families paid no more than 30% of household

income towards rent. The public housing authority
also conducted inspections on rental units to ensure
accommodations met minimal standards of safety and
quality. Families chose housing and could move to
more desirable units locally or anywhere in the country
that accepted vouchers. Households retained housing
vouchers until income exceeded eligibility thresholds
or families failed to follow program rules, and thus,
families frequently kept vouchers long past closure
of child welfare cases. FUP families also received
referrals for housing case management.

Housing case management provided families guid-
ance, education, and direct assistance to address inad-
equate housing that threatened family stability. De-
livered by trained service providers embedded within
community-based agencies, the manualized interven-
tion assessed housing needs, provided skills training,
and worked with families to find and secure safe hous-
ing (Egan, 2007; Shook Testa, 1997). Families learned
to build housing resumes, communicate effectively
with landlords, and advocate for tenant rights. Case
managers also conducted housing and job searches
with families to find safe living arrangements. Direct
financial assistance was available to help with a se-
curity deposit or first month’s rent. Case managers
made referrals to other social services to address family
needs such as public assistance, basic needs, or mental
health services. Housing case management typically
occurred over one to three sessions by trained and
supervised program staff. The child welfare system
used performance-based contracting to ensure referred
families received timely and efficient services (Egan,
2007).

Outcomes

Primary outcomes included formal out-of-home place-
ment and associated costs to foster care. Formal
out-of-home placement referred to removal of children
from families by the child welfare system due to con-
cerns for child safety. Out-of-home placements were
classified as non-kin (foster homes, group homes, treat-
ment foster care, residential treatment programs, and
other child welfare settings) or kin (placements with
relatives). Dummy-coded monthly variables indicated
whether children were placed in an out-of-home setting
versus in home with parents or closed child welfare
case. Foster care costs came from separate account-
ing records of payments made to service providers for
the room and board of children in out of home care.
Monthly costs were aggregated to the family-level
and indexed for FY2016 inflation using the Consumer
Price Index. Total expenditures were divided into
non-kin payments (e.g., group home, foster home,
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institution) versus kin payments (e.g., home of rela-
tive). Partial data were available for children under
the age of three at randomization or who died during
follow-up. State administrative data ensured coverage
across Illinois. Foster placement in other states was
assumed to be low probability. A longitudinal survey
that followed 150 families in the experiment showed
only five families moved out of state at any point over
a 28-month follow-up.

Sample Size

The experiment randomized intact families referred
by child welfare case workers for FUP between Au-
gust, 2011 and July, 2013. The study represented the
population of eligible and referred families for FUP.
Power analyses that accounted for repeated observa-
tions of children nested within families estimated the
minimum detectable effect size. Calculations assumed
a sample size of 178 families with family-level intra-
cluster correlations (ICC = .35). Estimates suggested
a moderate treatment difference of Cohen’s d =.38 or
larger would be detected 80% of the time at a 95%
significance level.

Randomization

Batch randomization made assignments to treatment
conditions as families were referred by child welfare
caseworkers for housing services. The program ad-
ministrator pooled referrals up to one week before
forwarding 4 to 9 families to the research team for
randomization. A random number generator assigned
families a value from 0 to 1000 without ties; families
with the lowest values within the batch were assigned
to FUP plus housing case management. Although ran-
domization did not force balance in sample sizes across
conditions, the families were evenly divided. Research
staff immediately notified the program administra-
tor of assignments, who subsequently instructed child
welfare caseworkers to follow-up with families.

Analytic Approach

Intent-to-treat analysis with random assignment at
the family-level tested intervention effects on likeli-
hood of foster placement over time. Using a general-
ized linear mixed model, slopes estimated the monthly
probabilities of foster placement before and after hous-
ing intervention with a random intercept centered at
the time of housing intervention.19 The multilevel
models nested monthly indicators of foster placement
within children who were nested within families.

The dichotomous dependent variable indicated
whether children experienced placement during each
month of the follow-up. Another dummy coded vari-
able identified whether each month occurred before
or after random assignment, and time represented
months scaled in years. Covariates were included in
the model as fixed effects, while two-way and three-
way interactions between time, intervention phase,
and treatment condition estimated differences in rates
of placement over time by treatment condition. Treat-
ment effects tested whether random assignment to
FUP led to a significantly larger pre/post change in
rates of foster placement.

Figure 1. CONSORT diagram of participant flow.
FUP, Family Unification Program; HAP, Housing
Advocacy Program

Costs savings to the foster care system associated
with FUP were tested using two-part multivariable re-
gressions that accounted for no out-of-home placement
costs for many families (Manning, Basu, Mullahy,
2005). Part one of the model used logistic regression
to examine treatment differences in the monthly prob-
ability of any foster care costs; part two estimated the
difference in monthly costs among the users of foster
care. Generalized linear models with a gamma distri-
bution and log-link fit the data best compared to other
nonlinear, log, and linear models. Separate models
regressed total, non-kin costs, and kin monthly costs
post intervention. All models included controls for
pre-period mean foster costs and number of children
in the family. Statistical significance and confidence
intervals reflect heteroscedasticity robust variance es-
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timates, calculated using the delta method (Belotti,
Deb, Manning, Norton, 2015). Joint marginal treat-
ment effects show estimated overall monthly savings
to the foster system associated with FUP. Costs con-
ditioned on foster placement (part two of the model
only) were estimated to assess savings among foster
care users.

Results

A total of 229 families were referred by child welfare
caseworkers for FUP. As shown in Figure 1, 50 fam-
ilies were excluded due to incomplete applications;
one lived outside of the local public housing authority
catchment area at the time of referral, and there-
fore, was not eligible for the program. Another 50
applications were not completed by caseworkers for
reasons unknown; however, program administration
suggested most frequently indicated ineligibility. The
study randomly assigned 178 families to receive FUP
plus housing case management (n=89 families, 257
children) or housing case management alone (n=89
families, 257 children). All families experienced inade-
quate housing that threatened out of home placement,
including overcrowding (62.1%), staying in a shelter
or on the streets (24.1%), substandard or dilapidated
housing (22.0%), and displaced by domestic violence
(21.4%).

Table 1 presents characteristics of children and
families. Children were six years old on average at
the time of randomization and balanced in gender.
Families were primarily underrepresented minorities
with four children per family on average. Nearly one
in six families (17.4%) had a prior experience of a
child placed into foster care prior to randomization.
Total system expenditures on foster care placement
prior to housing intervention were $150,184 with aver-
age per family cost of $844. No significant differences
existed between treatment conditions on demographic
characteristics and foster care experiences.

Formula 1.

Likelihood of foster care placement was clustered
within families and within children nested within fam-
ilies. Covariance parameter estimates were significant
for both levels of clustering. Intracluster correlations
(ICCs) were estimated using the between-cluster vari-
ances and applying Formula 1 The ICC at the family
level was .72 and .36at the child level.

Table 1. Baseline sample description of families
and children assigned to a randomized control trial
of an intervention providing the Family Unification
Program (FUP) plus Housing Assistance Program
(HAP) versus the control condition (HAP only)
for families in the child welfare system in Chicago,
Illinois between August, 2011 and July, 2013.

Placement in Foster Care over Time

Foster care placement occurred for 19.1% of families
in the 36 months following housing intervention. This
included 15% (n = 38 children) of families referred for
FUP plus housing advocacy and 19% (n = 50 children)
who received housing advocacy only. Among children
placed out of home, the average number of months in
foster care was 2.83, with children spending less time
on average in non-kin placements (M = .69 months)
compared with kin (M = 2.18 months).

In the generalized linear growth model, age was
the only significant control variable such that for ev-
ery year older age, the odds of placement decreased
(OR=0.93, 95% CI=0.87-0.99). Table 2 presents gen-
eralized linear mixed model results that tested inter-
vention effects over time. Families randomly assigned
for FUP plus HAP exhibited flat rates of foster place-
ment prior to randomization (ORpre = 1.07, 95%
CI=0.94-1.23) and had a significantly faster rate of
monthly increase after randomization; (ORpost =
2.81, 95% CI=2.49-3.18; tpost-pre =8.41, p¡ .0001).
Families referred for HAP only exhibited monthly de-
clines prior to random assignment (ORpre = 0.72,
95% CI=0.64-0.81); however, the odds of placement
significantly increased after randomization (ORpost =
3.40, 95% CI=3.04-3.79; tpost-pre =14.76, p¡ .0001).
The pre-post randomization differences in time slopes
were significantly greater in the HAP only condition
compared to the FUP plus HAP condition (t=-3.76,
p¡.001). The post-randomization time slopes also
were significantly greater in the HAP only condition
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compared to the FUP plus HAP condition (t=-2.25,
p=.025). Random assignment to FUP plus HAP
slowed the increase probability of foster placement
over time. Translating the results into point estimates
of the probability of placement, children in the FUP
plus HAP condition had a 0.07% monthly chance of
placement at randomization and 1.6% chance at 3-
years post randomization. Children in the HAP only
condition had a 0.06% monthly chance of placement
at randomization and 2.3% chance at 3-years post
randomization.

Table 2. Generalized linear mixed models that
regressed rates of foster care placement 36-
months before and after random assignment to
the Family Unification Program (FUP) plus Hous-
ing Advocacy Program (HAP) or HAP alone.
Note: Interpretation of interaction effects should be
done cautiously given they exponentiate non-linear
terms. Figure 2 provides a more accurate visualization
of interactions.

Foster Care Costs over Time

Mean total expenditures on foster care placements
per family in the 36 months after housing interven-
tion was $2379.52 (SD = $7142.38). This included
$1589.68 (SD = 5402.91) spent on non-kin placement,
as well as $789.84 (SD = 3374.27) on kin placements.
Per family post intervention expenditures among fam-
ilies randomly assigned for FUP were $1831.15, and
$2927.89 for families who received housing advocacy
alone.

Table 3. Two-part regression models of total, non-
kin, and kin family-level foster care costs per month
associated with random assignment to Family Uni-
fication Program plus Housing Assistance Program
(FUP+HAP) versus HAP only. Part 1 represents the
probability of any costs per month. Part 2 refers to
treatment differences in monthly costs if in foster care.
The Joint Marginal effects reports estimated overall
monthly savings to the foster system associated with
FUP+HAP.

Table 3 presents results from two-part regressions
that estimated savings to the foster care system af-
ter housing intervention. Joint marginal effects for
all placements suggested significant costs savings as-
sociated with FUP; families randomly assigned to
FUP+HAP generated $41 per family per month in
savings to foster care. This aggregated to $1476 across
36 months, or $492 per family per year in savings. Av-
erage savings among foster care users was greater at
$126 per family per month, which equals $1512 per
family assigned to FUP per year.

Savings associated with FUP focused on non-kin
foster placements. The average joint marginal effect
suggests savings of $38 per family per month associ-
ated with FUP. This accumulates to overall non-kin
foster care savings of $1,368 per family over the 36-
month follow-up or $456 annual reductions. FUP
savings among families whose children were placed in
non-kin settings were $242 per family per month, or
$8,712 over three years per family who used non-kin
foster care. Expenditures did not significantly differ
across treatment conditions for kin placements.

SSDL-2017-4 6



Project Series

Figure 2. Probabilities of foster care placement in
the 3 years before and after randomization over time
by treatment condition. Families referred for the
Family Unification Program (FUP) plus the Housing
Advocacy Program (HAP) exhibit slower increases in
the likelihood of placement over time compared with
families referred to HAP only.

Discussion

The present study tests the impact of the Family Uni-
fication Program – a HUD-funded permanent housing
intervention for inadequately housed families involved
in the child welfare system – on foster care placement
and costs among intact families under investigation
by the child welfare system whose inadequate housing
threatened out of home placement of one or more
children. A longitudinal randomized controlled trial
embedded within the child welfare system shows FUP
relates with significant declines in the rate of foster
care placement among investigated families over a
36-month follow-up compared with housing advocacy
alone. Estimated cost savings of nearly $500 per
year per family randomly assigned to FUP focus on
reductions of more intensive and expensive non-kin
placements.

Study findings from the first rigorous evaluation
of FUP provide partial support for the use of perma-
nent housing to address child maltreatment associ-
ated with homelessness. The intervention provides
some stability for families as seen in previous research
(Shinn et al., 2016; Gubits et al., 2016; Rog et al.,
1998; Pergamit et al., 2017). However, effect sizes are
smaller than expected when targeting child welfare-
involved families. Out-of-home placement remains a
low probability event occurring in less than 1 in 5
families after housing intervention, and savings to the
foster care system fall well below prior projections
(White, 2011; Harburger et al., n.d.). Although true
costs of FUP vouchers could not be obtained from
the local housing authority, it remains likely that fos-

ter care system savings fail to cover expenditures on
permanent housing that averaged $7600 in FY2013
(Congressional Budget Office, 2017).

Findings also emphasize the need for improvements
in services for inadequately housed families involved
in the child welfare system. Evidence from longitudi-
nal surveys with families involved in the experiment
show troublingly high rates of caregiver-reported child
maltreatment that endure across a 2.5-year follow-
up regardless of random assignment to FUP (Fowler
Schoeny, 2017). In addition, child well-being contin-
ues to suffer despite substantial reductions in rates of
homelessness over time (Fowler, Schoeny, Bracisezski,
2017). Access to affordable housing alone appears
inadequate to address conditions that contribute to
abuse and neglect.

Limitations must be considered in the interpreta-
tion of findings. The single, relatively small trial needs
to be replicated to understand contextual differences
that influence outcomes associated with FUP. Child
welfare and public housing agencies serving rural com-
munities or areas with more affordable housing may
exhibit meaningful variation in family separations and
foster care costs that inform practice and policy. Like-
wise, the single-site study fails to identify contextual
factors that facilitate implementation of FUP within
existing service networks. Given the emphasis of FUP
on collaboration across multiple service systems, it
will be necessary to understand more fully the system-
level effects.

Lower than expected savings to the foster care
system seen in this study may undervalue the impact
of FUP. The active control condition provides more
housing resources than available in most communities,
which may obscure larger effects in other child wel-
fare agencies. The present study also fails to include
families working toward reunification with children
already placed out of home. Although research with
homeless families show little impact on reunification
(Shinn et al., 2016; Gubits et al., 2016), the high-risk
subset of FUP families may garner greater savings
given their ongoing involvement in foster care. More-
over, economic benefits of FUP may exist outside of
the foster care system, such as homeless services, ju-
venile justice, Medicaid expenditures, education or
earnings, quality of life, etc. The true value of FUP
cannot be assessed without consideration of greater
impact on the social service system, although this was
outside of the scope of the present study.

Implications of the study inform policy and prac-
tice. Housing vouchers provide small but significant
improvements on family stabilization and should con-
tinue to be made available through the child welfare
system. Provision of vouchers must occur in context of
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continued involvement of child welfare and other social
services that address underlying issues that contribute
to child maltreatment. Expedited child welfare case
closure should not be an indicator of program success,
and expectations for cost savings should be adjusted.
Moreover, initiatives that target FUP for the highest
cost families may be unwarranted if vouchers fail to
address underlying dynamics that drive maltreatment.
Future analyses that explore variation of program
efficiency will provide additional guidance on target-
ing FUP. Ongoing evaluations of supportive housing
models will provide much needed information regard-
ing intensive interventions for inadequately housed
families in the child welfare system (Farrell, Randall,
Britner, Cronin, Somaroo-Rodriguez, Hansen, 2016;
Rog, Henderson, Lun, Greer, Ellis, in press). Re-
search also needs to test prevention that provides
housing resources for families at-risk of homelessness.
Innovative programming in the context of systems
level change needs to make the child welfare system
more housing informed.
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