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In 2018, the Family First Prevention Services Act was 
signed into law giving states the ability to use funds 
previously limited to paying for foster care to be shifted 
to services that prevent the removal of children from 
parents or keep them safely with relatives. When parents 

are unable to care for their children, the next best option 
is for children to be placed with relatives or others 
known to them. In Iowa, if youth cannot safely remain 

at home with their parents, priority is to be given to 
finding a placement in the following order:  first with a 
relative, next with a non-relative foster family, and finally 
in a group care setting. While Iowa’s child welfare system 
has made substantial progress in recent years in placing 

children and youth with relatives, more can be 
done to identify, engage, and support these 
placements and improve outcomes. 

Recently, the Youth Policy Institute of Iowa 
(YPII) partnered with the Child Welfare Research 
and Training Project at Iowa State University 
and the Iowa Department of Human Services 
(IDHS) to assess the status of kinship caregiver 
identification, engagement and support in Iowa. 
Researchers interviewed more than fifty case 
managers, parents, caregivers and youth ages 
12 and older to better understand kinship care 
strengths and opportunities for improvement. 

As discussed in the full report, Assessing Kinship Caregiver 
Engagement and Support, several important themes 
emerged from these interviews. The results of the study 
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can help shape the future of kinship caregiving in the  
state of Iowa. 

Kinship caregiving is “the full-time care, nurturing, and 
protection of a child by relatives, members of their Tribe or 
clan, godparents, stepparents, or other adults who have 
a family relationship to a child” (Hegar & Scannapieco, 
1995). Numerous studies document the benefits of 
kinship caregiving as a temporary arrangement for 
youth who cannot safely remain with their parents. 
Kinship care can mitigate the trauma of parent-child 
separation, improve child wellbeing, aid in reunifications 
efforts and increase permanency.  Kinship care offers 
a valuable, safe, temporary resource and placement 
option while maintaining reunification as the primary  
permanency goal.   

_

As Iowa aligns its child welfare system with Family First 
and further emphasizes kinship care as the first and 
best option for children who cannot remain with their 
parents, it is important to offer effective ways to support 
kin caregivers, decrease stress, and promote youth 
stability. 

Building from the ISU-YPII study, we offer four 
recommendations and multiple implementation  
strategies and actions to help Iowa’s child welfare 
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system fulfill its commitment to prioritize and support 
kinship caregiving. These recommendations are based 
on best practice research and the information that 
was gleaned from the interviews with parents, youth, 
caregivers, caseworkers, and foster parents.   

The voices of parents and youth affirm the importance 
of child welfare investments that are focused on keeping 
parents and children together. Enhancing kinship 
care should not detract or siphon resources away 
from efforts toward preventing removals, supporting 
parent-child interventions, and achieving reunification 
and permanence. The following recommendations to 
modify and improve policies, practices, and services 
to strengthen kinship caregiving are designed to be 
integrated into a child welfare infrastructure centered 
around family preservation and family-centered services.      
 “      I would do it all over again.  

That’s my family and I love them.   
    —Kinship Caregiver
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Financial challenges were the most prevalent concern 
expressed during interviews with kin caregivers, who 
were often unprepared for the costs of raising a child. 
The resulting financial stress takes a toll on caregivers. 
While kinship caregivers are eligible for Caregiver FIP 
benefits, it was not enough to ensure stability of kinship 
placements. The majority of caregivers in the study were 
grandparents with a fixed or low income.

Lack of financial assistance for and access to quality child 
care was also frequently mentioned as an added stressor 
and challenge for kinship caregivers. This is particularly 
true for caregivers of young children and may deprive 
them of important developmental opportunities that 
come with quality child care.

The following specific actions would help address 
financial barriers to kinship caregiving stress  
and stability.

a. Clarify and broaden the current IDHS policy to waive 
the licensure requirements that allow kin caregivers  
to receive foster care subsidy without completing 
extensive training. This would enable kin caregivers 
to receive the same monthly foster care maintenance 
rate provided to non-relative, licensed foster families. 
Safety requirements, such as background checks 
and home studies would still be conducted, but  
completing a lengthy foster parent training curriculum 
would not be required prior to an initial kin placement. 

b. Create and utilize a consistent and straightforward 
avenue for case managers to access emergency 
funds (e.g., gift cards or expedited reimbursement) to 
provide kin caregivers immediate, short-term financial  
assistance to meet basic needs. 

c. Waive work/school requirements for receiving 
childcare assistance for kin caregivers. Child care 
provides valuable support to kinship families 
and ensures young children have developmental  
needs met. 

Reduce disparity between the financial support provided  
to kinship caregivers and non-relative foster families.   

Financial challenges were the  
most prevalent concern expressed 
during interviews with kin 
caregivers ...
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Develop an Iowa Kinship 
Policy that includes Purpose, 
Definitions, and Procedures 
that formally prioritizes 
kinship caregiving.  

02
Case managers expressed mixed understanding and feelings of 
the risks and benefits of kinship caregiving. They also believed the 
system was not set up to appropriately support kinship caregivers. 
Prioritizing kinship care through formal policy and official practice 
guidance elevates the importance of kinship caregiving and offers 
case managers and other stakeholders specific tools and procedures 
to ensure kinship care is a well-supported first option when removal 
is necessary. The Nevada Kinship Care Policy Statement and Utah’s 
Division of Child and Family Services offer excellent examples of 
such policies that Iowa can draw upon.  

Formal policy and practice guidance should address the 
following aspects of kinship caregiving: 

a. Adopt and implement a comprehensive Family Identification 
and Engagement model to enhance effectiveness and efficiency 
of locating and involving relatives.  Case managers consistently 
expressed the need for improved family identification and 
engagement practices.  Time, technology, and other resources 
limit the ability for comprehensive family identification and 
engagement. 

b. Revise diligent search policy to include timeline to search 
for relatives immediately, 30 days, 60 days, 6 months, etc. to  
identify both placement options and an ongoing network of 
support for youth and caregiver. 

c. Institute multiple opportunities and tools—beyond the existing 
Relative Worksheet—for parents, youth, and extended family 
and friends to identify connections and potential placement 
options.  Allow the use of technology to locate maternal and 
paternal relatives. Fathers are critically underutilized in the child 
welfare process.

d. Revise the Recruitment, Retention, Training and Support of 
Resource Families (RRTS) contract to include child specific 
foster care recruitment strategies and/or family identification 
and engagement strategies. Alternatively, create staff positions 
in each service area to focus exclusively on relative search and 
engagement. 
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“
Caregivers were often frustrated by not receiving critical 
and timely information and emotional support and 
understanding from those in the system. Caregivers 
and case managers also cited caregiver knowledge 
gaps in the DHS and court process, caregiver roles and 
responsibilities, and understanding trauma and child 
behaviors.

Strategies to better support kinship caregiving include:

a. Expand the Kinship Navigator program statewide or 
modify RRTS contract to provide ongoing support of 
kinship caregivers.  This support should include:  

• Weekly home visits or in-person support, especially  
 early in placement.

• Referrals to community resources for clothing,   
 food, legal assistance, mental health services and   
 other needed concrete supports.

• Help Line for kinship caregivers to ask questions.  

• Online and in-person support network for  kinship   
 caregivers to provide support and esources to 
 each other.

b. Ensure kinship caregivers and youth have age 
appropriate information about expectations and 
processes at the beginning of the placement.  

• Create short handouts outlining: Roles, Rights   
 and Responsibilities of Kinship Caregivers  and   
 basic IDHS and Judicial information.   

• Create an online secure portal where families   
 can access personal information about their case   
 (i.e. contact information for case managers,   
 attorneys,  providers, etc.).  

• Provide each kinship caregiver a kinship care   
 resource guide or handbook. (See: A Resource Guide  
 for New Hampshire Relative Caregivers or IFAPA’s   
 Raising Relatives’ Children)

• Create kinship caregiving webpage. (See: Utah   
 Foster Care/Foster a Child you Know)

c. Increase flexible education and training opportunities.  

• Provide kinship caregivers the Alia Healing   
 Guidebook to address trauma, separation, and   
 loss with youth.

• Create short, informational webinars or videos   
 caregivers can watch on demand. Topics may   
 include: setting boundaries with family, trauma,   
 separation and loss, Introduction to IDHS and   
 court, and others suggested by caregivers and   
 caseworkers.

Provide ongoing meaningful support  to kinship  
caregivers, youth and families.     03

I didn’t know if I was like a guardian,  
if I was just a care provider, what 
rights do I have to them? — Kinship Caregiver 
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The needs of children and youth are varied and complex. 
While safety is priority, child and youth development, 
wellbeing and belonging must also be key considerations 
to achieve positive outcomes. While placement with a 
relative caregiver may provide immediate physical safety 
and lessen the trauma of removal and placement with 
strangers, continued emotional, educational, and mental 
health support is needed to ensure overall wellbeing. 
The impact of the trauma and loss does not simply 
disappear when the youth becomes stably housed with a  
kinship caregiver.

To address these challenges, we recommend  
that IDHS:

a. Ensure that kin caregivers are aware of their rights 
under the Reasonable and Prudent Parenting 
standard and promote the concept of “normalcy” 
for youth in care. Invite youth to be involved in 
making decisions regarding what is “normal” for 
them to experience. Consider the use of tools 
such as the Rhode Island Normalcy Workbook. 

b. Consider utilizing a licensed mental health 
professional upon placement,  allowing youth the 
opportunity to ask questions about removal and 
placement to increase youth sense of agency.  

c. Ensure all youth are visited monthly by case manager 
and given opportunities to share concerns and 
celebrate successes, discuss priorities, and ask 
questions. Provide mediation services if needed to 
resolve conflicts.  Create a case manager discussion 
guide to move conversations beyond simply “How  
are you?”

d. Develop and provide additional  training on trauma, 
adolescent brain development, and authentic youth 
engagement for case managers and providers as 
necessary. Assess competency of staff on these  
issues regularly.  
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Respond to the unique challenges facing children and 
youth who are in kinship care placements. 

“I’ve been through so much I don’t 
think I can even cry anymore.     
     — Youth

http://www.dcyf.ri.gov/documents/workbook-supportingnormalcy-2019.pdf


While not the focus of the ISU-YPII study, important 
system-wide issues surfaced that, if addressed, could 
improve services for all families involved in the 
child welfare system, including those in kinship care 
placements. 

• Parents brought up concerns regarding the   
 availability and accessibility of substance use   
 treatment programs--with particular focus on   
 the availability of options for families to remain   
 together while undergoing treatment and longer   
 treatment options to improve effectiveness. 

• Both parents and youth were frustrated by  
 the inconsistencies in parent/child and sibling   
 visits. A review of the parent/child  interaction     
 best practices may increase opportunities for   
 families to be together. 

• Parents and case managers were concerned about  
 housing stability, domestic violence, poverty and   
 other root causes of family instability.

Additionally, case managers offered valuable insight and 
ideas to improve kinship caregiving and overall system 
improvements. The study also elicited suggestions on 
how to better support and equip case managers with 
the time and skills to engage families. Opportunities 
include: reduce redundancies in paper work; increase 
training in youth engagement and trauma informed care 
to cultivate engagement skills, more tools and autonomy 
selecting foster parents and kinship caregivers, and 
reduced caseloads. Additional opportunities for case 
managers to share their ideas and concerns would 
benefit the IDHS and families. 

Removing children from their parents is traumatic. 
While we must ensure the physical safety of children 
and youth, we must also pay greater attention to their 
wellbeing, sense of belonging, and social and emotional 
development.  If children cannot remain at home with 
their parents, kinship care is the next best option. 

Hearing directly from parents, youth, caregivers and case 
managers offers important insight into the strengths and 
challenges kinship caregivers and others face in the child 
welfare system.  Kinship caregivers need financial and 
emotional support to provide stability for the children in 
their care.  For IDHS, opportunities to strengthen kinship 
caregiver policies and services can elevate kinship care 
as a valuable resource. Finally, to improve outcomes, 
everyone involved must be equipped to respond to 
the unique challenges facing children and youth who 
are in kinship care placements. Robust support of 
kinship caregiving can improve outcomes for children  
and families. 
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The Youth Policy Institute of Iowa is a non-profit organization specializing in policies and programs affecting youth 
and young adults who have been involved in child welfare or juvenile justice systems in Iowa. YPII partners with a wide 
variety of local, state, and national organizations to develop and promote policy and practice improvements, evaluate 
programming, disseminate information, and enhance services for vulnerable and disconnected youth. 

YPII was pleased to partner with the Child Welfare Research and Training Project at Iowa State University in conducting 
the study on kinship caregiving in Iowa which led to the recommendations in this Policy Brief.  Many thanks to Dr. Tera 
Jordan for her leadership on the study, and her colleagues and graduate students at ISU who contributed to it.
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