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Since 2017, The Chronicle of Social Change has been working to build the nation’s first public resource 
on foster care capacity. We collect data directly from each state, and combine that with specially 
obtained federal reports to shed light on two critical questions.
 

● How many children and youth are in foster care today? 
● And where and with whom are they living?

Background & Our Methodology



Over the years, our scope has widened in the hopes of gaining a long-term picture of total state 
capacity when it comes to foster care. We ask that states provide responses to the questions below for 
March 31, or the closest possible point in time. 

 

1. Total licensed homes
2. Non-relative foster homes
3. Relatives with an active, ongoing placement of youth in their homes
4. The number of congregate care providers that take placements of foster youth, and the number 

of total beds available in them
5. The number of children in foster care placements of any kind

Our Methodology



We work with professional researchers to acquire and aggregate data collected through the federal 
Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS). 

While this data does lag behind present day by more than a year, it allows us to provide numbers on 
the demographics of both foster parents and foster youth, and trends in the number of youth living in 
each type of foster care setting. 

Last year, our projection of the number of children in foster care was within 5 of the AFCARS number.

 

Our Methodology











Data collected directly from states shows that the 
national total is declining, even as some states 
continue to grapple with surging numbers of youth.

Our 2019 count has the total number of youth in care just 
below 430,000, about a 3 percent decline since 2017.





Based on state data, the number of licensed 
homes was 210,000 to 215,000 in 2018. In 2019, 
the range is up to between 220,000 and 225,000.

We were able to make a comparison of licensed 
homes in 45 states, and 20 of them saw at least 
some decline in quantity. Of those, 11 states 
saw a decline of more than 10 percent.





Nationwide, AFCARS shows the number of youth in group 
homes and institutions declined by about 12 percent between 
2011 and 2017. 

But 20 states have seen the number of youth in congregate care 
rise during that same period.

10 of those have seen an increase of 20 percent or more.

Family First Prevention Services Act, taking effect this month, will 
complicate how states pay for institutional care.





Forty states saw increases in the number of youths 
living with relatives between 2011 and 2017; 30 of 
those states saw an uptick of 40 percent or more.

Role of relative caregivers will only increase with the onset 
of the Family First Prevention Services Act (enables states 
to spend more federal dollars to avoid the use of foster 
care in some cases)

The number of youth living in a home without payment 
attached went up 32 percent between 2011 and 2017, 
from 81,838 to 108,426.





In 2011, 39 percent of youth were 13 or older – 
that was down to 31 percent in 2017. Thirty-two 
states saw the number of teens in care decline.

In the same time frame, the percentage of foster 
youth identified as white went up 21 percent. White 
youth made up 67 percent of foster youth as of 2017, 
up from 60 percent in 2011. 



Many of the states with large Native American 
populations saw a dramatic uptick in the number 
of Native youth in care as well. 

Despite the decline in the proportion of black youth in 
foster care nationally, a number of states saw big 
spikes in this population.





 
Who Cares 2019: Executive Summary

A Complete Guide to the Family First Prevention Services Act

New Bill Offers Sweetener to Waiver States on Family First Act 

Kin Prop up Illinois' Foster Care System, With Limited Support
   

With Foster Care Numbers At A 15-Year High, Georgia Looks to Relatives

We Want Kids to Grow Up in Safe Families. So Let’s Measure That.

https://www.fostercarecapacity.com/stories/who-cares-2019-executive-summary
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/?s=family+first+%26+cliffsnotes
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/youth-services-insider/new-bill-offers-sweeteners-to-waiver-states-on-family-first-act/37788
https://www.fostercarecapacity.com/stories/foster-homes-decline-illinois-turns-to-kin
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/youth-services-insider/new-bill-offers-sweeteners-to-waiver-states-on-family-first-act/37788
https://www.fostercarecapacity.com/stories/with-foster-care-numbers-at-a-15-year-high-georgia-looks-to-relatives
https://www.fostercarecapacity.com/stories/we-want-kids-to-grow-up-in-safe-families-so-lets-measure-that


Chat Room Questions (answered in recording)
From Matt Anderson to All panelists: (10:18 AM) As these placements increase and with a move to licensing and paying 
relatives, what will the fiscal implications be for states?

From Daniel Heimpel to All panelists and attendees: (10:23 AM): Here is that paper: 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3437849   — HIDDEN FOSTER CARE

From Matt Anderson to All panelists: (10:27 AM): I think i missed the date range for the 2019 data. what is that range and 
are they projections at this point?

From Mary JO Pitzl to All panelists: (10:28 AM): Is there data on where kids go when they leave the foster system — either 
by aging out, by dropping out, getting adopted, reunified?

From Shaquita Ogletree to All panelists: (10:30 AM): Are you looking at the different types of congregate care placement 
for youth (specifically treatment care/PRTF)?

From Sara Wilson to All panelists and attendees: (10:31 AM): Nationally, the number of licensed homes has increased, but 
in some states (including Washington D.C. where I cover) have seen a sharp decline in licensed homes. Is there any 
research or ideas about the cause for this decrease? What are the implications for youth in care?

https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/child-welfare-2/the-imd-exclusion-a-looming-clash-between-medicaid-and-child-welfare
-reform/37920

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3437849
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/child-welfare-2/the-imd-exclusion-a-looming-clash-between-medicaid-and-child-welfare-reform/37920
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/child-welfare-2/the-imd-exclusion-a-looming-clash-between-medicaid-and-child-welfare-reform/37920


What are your questions about foster care capacity?

What is being discussed in your state or county?


