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Making Decisions About Siblings in the Child Welfare System
By Sharon G. Elstein

WHAT RESEARCH SAYS

While little national data 
exists describing siblings in 
foster care, we do know:

• Children in foster care usually 
have siblings – between 56% - 
85%1 of children in foster care 
have one or more siblings. 

• 75% of siblings are separated 
from each other once in foster 
care. 2

• 30% of children entering fos-
ter care have four or more 
siblings3

• One study reported that 10% 
of children in foster care were 
only children.4

• 35,000 brothers and sisters 
a year are separated into 
different foster or adoptive 
homes without a formal or 
statutorily mandated due 
process hearing.5

It appears that most chil-
dren in out-of-home care have 
siblings, most are separated 
from their brothers and sisters, 
and placement decisions are 
complicated for these children.  

How case planning may be 
complicated by siblings

As you develop case plans 
for children entering foster care, 
you may face the following 
scenarios:

• Two or more children (all 
the children in the family) 
come into foster care at the 
same time due to parental 
behavior.

• One child enters care due 
to abuse or behavioral 
problems; siblings remain 
with the biological family 
until the age of majority. 

• One child enters care for  
abuse or behavioral prob-
lems; later the siblings are 
also removed from the home.

• All siblings are placed 
together, but one child 
has special needs due to a 
medical or mental health 
condition, which is affecting 
the attention given to the non 
troubled siblings. 

• First- and second-born children 
of a neglectful, drug-abusing 
teen parent are removed, 
placed in care, and eventually 
freed for adoption. As parent 
matures and remains drug-free,    
subsequent newborn siblings 
remain with the parent. 

• First- and second-born 
children of a neglectful, 
drug-abusing teen parent are 
removed, placed in care, and 
eventually freed for adoption. 
Several years later, with 
new charges of drug abuse, 
subsequent children are also 
removed from the home. 

• First- and second-born 
children of a teen mother 
are removed, placed in 
care and freed for adoption. 
Subsequent children born 
to the mother, but with a 
different father, are removed 
and placed in foster care. 

• Three children living 
together in one house for five 
years are removed from their 
never-married parents and 
placed in foster care. The 
mother is the parent of two of 
the children and the father is 
the parent of the third child. 

These scenarios raise many 
issues relating to siblings that 
must be considered when de-
signing permanency plans. 
Considerations may include 
re-unification, visitation, termi-
nating parental rights, adoption, 
working with birth parents and 
foster care providers, and ad-
dressing medical and mental 
health issues. 

An important but com-
plicating factor is defining 

“siblings.” Depending on the 
situation, a child may have 
step-siblings with whom he 
has lived as brothers and sis-
ters; they have an emotional 
bond and are as attached as if 
they were genetically related. 
Siblings may have different 

Many foster children have at least one brother or sister. 
Whether you are an attorney, judge or case-worker, it is likely 
you face situations where siblings make decision-making 
more	difficult.	What	issues	must	you	address	as	you	work	with	
a child who has brothers and sisters? Are siblings important 
to	 each	 other?	What	 are	 the	 benefits	 and	 disadvantages	 of	
placing siblings together versus apart? What placements are 
best for sibling groups?
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fathers. In other circumstanc-
es, “blood” siblings may have 
never lived together. How- 
ever, even siblings who only 
know each other briefly or only 
know of each other, may still 
long for and cherish the sibling 
relationship as they age and 
move into adulthood. One ex-
pert suggests learning how the 
children view the relationship. 
If they have a significant bond 
and love and support each other, 
irrespective of the genetic link, 
they will experience a loss if 
separated.6 

The decisions you make 
must be made on a case-
by-case basis. Consider the 
circumstances of the family 
dynamics, success or failure of 
reunification efforts, and what 
is in the best interests of the 
children. Understand the child 
welfare agency’s philosophy  
on keeping siblings together. 
Find out what role the siblings 
play for each other. Understand 
the needs of each child in each 
family, and assess whether 
those needs are best served by 
living together or separately, 
staying in contact or leading 
separate lives. 

What do we know about 
sibling relationships?

Research on siblings re-
veals two themes:
Sibling relationships model 
family relationships.

Studies of sibling relation-
ships have found the behavior 
of brothers and sisters toward 
each other often reflects the 
behavior of their parents to-
wards each other and towards 
their child or children.7 Thus, if 
parents are abusive, hostile, or 
violent, or if they disparage one 
child, the siblings often play 

out those behaviors in interac-
tions with each other. 

What is interesting, how- 
ever, is the same exposure to 
abuse can result in a protective 
relationship between siblings,  
rather than a negative, aggres-
sive one.
Siblings support each other 
in times of crisis and over a 
lifetime.

Studies demonstrate the 
ameliorative effect that 
sib-lings can have on their 
brothers and sisters exposed to  
abuse, neglect or other 
dysfunction. In a study of 

“disharmonious” families,  
researchers identified “good   
sibling relationships” as one of  
three factors protecting 
children from a range of 
acting-out behaviors and 
emotional problems.8 Even if 
conflict between siblings is 
evident, it “can provide an op-
portunity for siblings to vent 
their emotions, express their 
feelings, and practice open 
communication.”9

Studies suggest the com-
bination of conflict and support 
between siblings gives children 
a range of experiences to trans-
fer to relationships with peers 
and others outside the immedi-
ate family.10

Sibling relationships in 
foster care

Research on the relation-
ships between siblings in foster 
care mirrors much of the general 
literature on sibling relation-
ships. Siblings’ relation-ships 
are based on: their relationship 
with their parents, the home at-
mosphere before removal, and 
the incidence of neglect and/
or abuse. Children may bond 
with each other tightly, older 
children may take care of the 

younger ones or their relation-
ship may be hostile.11

Many children in out-of-
home care derive from their 
siblings “a sense of kinship 
and family identity, and sup-
port and comfort while they 
are living separately from their 
parents.”12 One argument is that 
sibling relationships are at least 
as important as parent-child 
relationships, because children  
usually outlive their parents,  
and siblings know each other 
longer than they know their 
friends and their spouses. Thus, 
separation from siblings due to 
child welfare system interven-
tion may cause “additional loss 
and grief”13 to children sepa-
rated from their parents. 

Siblings’ desire to keep in 
touch is supported by reports 
that adults who have aged out 
of the child welfare system are 
now searching in far greater 
numbers for siblings than for 
biological parents.14

Should siblings be separated 
or kept together?

Research identifies both 
benefits and disadvantages 
to placing siblings together 
or apart. One study found 
no strong support either for 
separating or keeping sib-
lings together, suggesting that 
placement decisions be made 
on a case-by-case basis.15 The 
decision often depends on 
the philosophy of the agency 
or particular caseworker. An 
adoption agency director in 
Kansas reportedly reviews 
all decisions to separate sib-
lings, and “approves splits only 
when faced with extenuating 
circumstances.”16

Two recent, but limited, 
studies investigated the atti-
tudes of caseworkers and foster 
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parents on whether siblings 
should remain together or be 
separated. In one study, foster 
parents tended to believe that 
sibling groups are more diffi-
cult to foster, while the majority 
of caseworkers believed that 
it is no more difficult to foster 
siblings than one child. The 
difficulty, they reported, is in 
finding foster placements for 
sibling groups.17

A second study focused 
on the impact of an agency’s 
mandate to keep siblings to-
gether. All agency personnel 
interviewed in that study sup-
ported the mandate, but had 
difficulty implementing the pol-
icy primarily due to few foster 
placements willing to take sib-
ling groups and children with 
severe behavioral problems. 
These difficulties resulted in 
siblings being placed separately, 
even with the agency mandate. 
In the event that a foster family 
requested that a troubled child 
be separately placed, however, 
caseworkers were adamant they 
would instead remove all the 
children from the foster home 
and attempt to place them to-
gether elsewhere.18

Arguments for separating 
siblings:

Two challenges to address 
when placing siblings together 
are: difficulty finding a foster 
placement for a sibling group, 
and whether an individual 
child’s special needs will be 
ignored due to the needs of the 
whole sibling group.19 Placing 
a child separately from his or 
her siblings may sometimes be 
advantageous. 

Placing multiple children 
in a single foster home poses 
difficulties: How many foster 

homes are available and have 
been licensed to care for mul-
tiple children? How many have 
the resources to handle two or 
more children at once? Will 
there be a delay in placement 
while the agency is looking for 
a willing foster home?

Placing a child separately 
from siblings because they have 
special needs is an area of de-
bate in the field. Reasons for 
placing a special needs child 
singly include:
• a dysfunctional relationship 

between the siblings 
(including abuse or 
scapegoating); and

• one foster home lacks the 
resources (time, money) to 
address the special needs of 
the individual plus the needs 
of the other siblings.

Other reasons for placing 
children separately are:
• one child (often the eldest) 

provides a parental, care-
taking role which may be 
counterproductive to that 
child’s development and to 
the ability of the younger 
child(ren) to form parent/
child relationships with 
adults; and

• one sibling may be ready 
for placement earlier than 
the other(s) or their need 
for placement may be more 
urgent.20

Arguments for placing siblings 
together:

Benefits to placing siblings 
together include: providing 
emotional comfort and sup-
port during the “crisis” of 
separation; reducing placement 
disruption; and maintaining 

family ties during the reunifica-
tion process. Research finds:
• Siblings placed together are 

more emotionally stable 
and have fewer behavioral 
problems than children sep- 
arated from their siblings.21

• Siblings placed together are 
more likely to stay in that 
first placement.22

• Sibling relationships are 
stronger than the relationship 
between the child and the 
parent in a dysfunctional 
household.23

• Case planning benefits from 
keeping siblings together. 
Sib-lings benefit from 
reunification efforts that help 
them “learn to function as a 
group and develop the same 
expectations about what 
family life is.”24

• Consistent visitation is the 
“single most important factor 
in getting children back with 
their biological families,” 
and visitation is “easier” if 
all the children are in one 
location.25

In addition, older siblings 
can impart important informa-
tion about family history to 
younger siblings who may not 
remember incidents leading up 
to family dissolution, and other 
familial events and people. As 
the younger siblings mature 
they may have more questions 
and need help putting the past 
in a context; older siblings can 
provide that context.26

Research finds that sepa-
rating siblings may have 
unintended negative effects. 
One literature review lists five 
reasons not to separate.27
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• Separating siblings 
due to rivalry for 
adult attention teaches 
children to walk away 
from, rather than 
resolve, conflict.

• Caregiving by an older 
child toward a younger 
sibling can benefit both 
children.

• A child with special 
needs may benefit 
from being part of 
a group, rather than 
being the focus of the 
adults’ attention and 
expectations. 

• Removing a sibling with 
behavioral problems 
reduces the trust the 
remaining siblings have 
in adults, and increases 
their fear that if they 
misbehave they, too, 
will be sent away.

• Removing an abusive 
sibling may not stop 
the behavior once the 
children are reunited. 
Providing therapy while 
keeping the siblings 
together may be more 
appropriate. (Author’s 
Note: Only if approved 
by the children’s 
therapist, and not if 
the abuse is severe or 
cannot be controlled.)

The decision to place 
siblings separately or keep 
them together should be 
made on a case-by-case 
basis, and follow an analy-
sis of all factors, most 
importantly what is in the 
children’s best interests.

Separate or Keep Together? Issues to Consider

1. Examine the importance of siblings not only at 
present but for the child throughout his or her life.  
Although the child may not be close with a brother 
or sister now, consider future implications if they are 
separated. 

2. The child’s feelings should be considered.  
Although it is a major decision and not one the child 
can or should make alone, his or her wishes should 
be part of the decision making process.

3. The decision about separation should be made 
by several informed persons, including current 
and former caretakers, therapists, counselors, 
teachers, physicians or any others who have played 
an important role in the children’s lives. Explore 
with them the history and meaning of the sibling 
relationships. 

4. Document all of the reasons for and against 
separating the children.  Making a list will force 
an examination of the pros and cons.  Provide clear 
documentation of the circumstances leading up to 
the decision in the event a decision to separate is ever 
legally challenged. 

5. If siblings must be separated, plans for future 
get-togethers should be initiated immediately.  
Legally, adoptive parents can override any decision 
to maintain contact with siblings. They may have 
problems logistically with the contacts (i.e. they 
may move out of State, or it may be inconvenient to 
keep in touch), or they simply may not recognize the 
importance of maintaining the bond. Social workers 
should help educate the parents about the value of the 
relationship. Experience shows that the bond between 
a child and new parents is strengthened when they 
confront the issues of sibling relationships together. 
The child can then see…[the] parent as someone who 
is sensitive to his or her needs.

Source: Kay Donley Zeigler, in Hockman, et al. “The 
Sibling Bond: Its Importance in Foster Care and 
Adoptive Placement.” National Adoption Center for the 
National Adoption Information Clearinghouse, 1992.  
http://www.adoption.org/parents  

Reproduced with permission.



A C T
    Participant 
Resource 
Notebook

 

 

4-96
ACT
©2005 Kinship Center®  Revised 2009

A  
Developmental 
Perspective
Resources

• administrative skills (the 
ability to juggle many tasks 
and activities successfully, 
and delegate responsibility);

• coping skills (flexibility, 
“unflappability” in the face 
of family emergencies, 
adaptability);

• strong foundation in group 
dynamics (handling rivalry, 
supporting individual child- 
ren’s needs and desires, 
setting boundaries);

• access to community services 
(recreational, educational, 
religious);

• intra- and inter-familial 
support systems (spouses, 
parents, in-laws).

Children can be placed into 
the family in stages, allowing 
for adequate transition time for 
each child and for the entire 
family. One study reported that 
a two-month interval between 
placements reduced the likeli-
hood of disruption.30 Placement 
strategies will depend in part 
on what type of preparation the 
children and foster or adoptive 
placement have received. 

Placement may be simul-
taneous if: there are only two 
siblings; the children have 
been together since removal  
from their home; or they have 
visited frequently with each 
other since removal and sepa-
ration. Also, foster or adoptive 
parents may be financially and 
emotionally ready to take the 
whole group at once. 

The staggered approach 
may be appropriate if: the chil-
dren have not seen each other in 
a long time; if the sibling group 
is very large; or if the children 

are currently in separate place-
ments and one provider needs 
to have those children move out 
earlier than another.31

PRACTICE TIPS
Consider the following 

questions when making place-
ment decisions:
• What are your agency’s 

policies and philosophies on 
foster care placement and 
adoption of sibling groups? 
Get a copy. It may help with 
legal arguments. Use public 
records acts if necessary. 
Even if the court cannot 
specify placement under 
your state law, it may be able 
to require that siblings be 
placed together. 

• Has there been a recruitment 
effort to locate foster families 
willing to take on sibling 
groups?

• Do you have a complete 
history of the children, 
their parents, and their 
involvement with the 
agency?32

• Do you know how many 
siblings there are, whether 
they are full, half- or step-
siblings, which of them 
have been in care, when and 
for how long, whether the 
children know each other?33 
Consider the relationship 
between the children 
irrespective of blood ties. 

• Has an assessment been 
conducted – both of 
individual children’s needs 
and desires as well as group 
dynamics?

• Have any of the children 
abused their sibling(s)? What 

is the extent of that abuse?
• Are the siblings being helped 

to deal with emotional fallout 
(e.g., guilt)34 of separate 
placements and possible 
separate adoptions?

Become familiar with state 
statutes and agency policies, 
and explore innovative ways to 
keep siblings together.

State lawmakers are pass-
ing legislation mandating 
agencies to place siblings to-
gether. Among jurisdictions 
making this shift are Califor-
nia, Ohio, Massachusetts, New 
York, Minnesota and Alabama. 
Other states’ agencies (New 
Jersey, Kentucky and Illi-
nois) are providing additional 
support by recruiting foster 
families for sibling groups and 
making stipends available to 
help recruiting efforts.35

The Jane Addams Hull 
House Association in Chicago, 
IL, has initiated a program de-
signed to place sibling groups 
together. Foster parents are 
recruited to care for sibling 
groups and are paid a salary and 
provided benefits as incentives. 
Foster parents receive training 
and cannot take an outside job; 
they are supervised closely and 
terminated from the program 
if they do not comply with the 
program’s mandates. 

The foster parent, working 
with the children’s social ser-
vices team, mentors the birth 
parent and provides a role mod-
el. Children are placed within 
their own neighborhoods, pro-
viding them with connections 
to their community and allow-
ing access by the birth parent(s) 
for visitation.

Benefits of the program in-
clude fewer caseworkers for the 
children, lowered costs, and 
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increased monitoring of the 
birth parents.36 (For more infor-
mation, contact Jane Addams 
Hull House Association, 10 S. 
Riverside Plaza, Suite 1700, Chi-
cago, IL 60606, 312/906-8600,  
http://www.hullhouse.org; Staff 
contact: Cynthia Anderson).

When siblings will be sepa-
rated, advocate for continued 
contact. 

Even if the decision is made 
to place siblings separately, 
there is some anecdotal sup-
port for keeping the siblings in 
contact. In fact, “[splitting does 
not…[have to] mean the termi-
nation of sibling relationships, 
nor even that siblings will lose 
a shared sense of their devel-
opment and identity.” Contact 
between siblings placed apart 
may be handled through regu-
lar visitation, and by telephone 
calls, e-mail and writing letters. 
Contact may be aided by place-
ment in foster homes within the 
same school district; through a 
shared caseworker; or through 
joint vacations.38

Seek out innovative programs 
aimed at maintaining sibling 
contact.

One innovative program is 
Camp To Belong, a week-long 
experience that gives separated 
siblings a chance to be together 
and create or cement family 
bonds. The Camp was founded 
by two adult sisters who grew 
up in separate foster homes. 
The Camp has several goals: 
reunite siblings in a fun at-
mosphere; give siblings a safe 
place to express feelings for 
one another and come to terms 
with their separation; inspire 
children in foster care to “take 
control of their destinies;” and, 

educate the public about keep-
ing siblings together.39 Foster 
care workers refer children to 
the program, and the expenses 
are offset by federal, state, and 
local grants and private and 
commercial donations.40

Over the past five years, 
hundreds of children and their 
siblings have participated in the 
Camp. Although the Camp pre-
fers to take referrals of children 
from 7-17 years old, they have 
taken children as young as 5 and 

Do Siblings Have a Legal Right to Be Placed Together  
or Visit One Another?

  Several courts have considered arguments that siblings have 
a right to be placed together, or to visit one another. These 
arguments have had mixed success.

Placement
 

Siblings’ right to be placed together is not absolute; 
courts have recognized that the placement must be in 
the siblings’ best interests.1 While courts acknowledge 
the importance of maintaining sibling relationships, the 
sibling relationship alone is not the determining factor 
when deciding the children’s best interests; it is one factor 
to consider.2 However, courts often require a showing of 
“compelling reasons” to separate siblings when the court 
decides what placements are in the siblings’ best interests.3

Sources: 
1. See, e.g., Adoption of Hugo, 700 N.E.2d 516, 524 (Mass. 
1998); Cardamone v. Elshoff, 659 A.2d 575 (Pa. Super. Ct. 
1995); Jensen v. Short, 494 So. 2d 90, 91 (Ala. Civ. App. 
Ct. 1986); In re L.B.T., 318 N.W.2d 200, 202 (Iowa 1982). 
2. See, e.g., Hugo, at 524

   3. See, e.g., Albright v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 421 
A.2d 157 (Pa. Super. Ct. 1980); Cardamone at 583; Jensen at 
92.

Visitation
     Some courts have recognized a constitutional right to 

association among siblings.1 However, like placement 
decisions, this right is not absolute; it must be determined to be 
in the siblings’ best interests.2 In cases in which siblings have 
been separated, courts have found it is in the best interests of 
the child to maintain visitation with individuals to whom the 
child was close, including siblings.3 Courts are quicker to 
recognize a right to visitation among siblings who are in foster 
care, than among siblings who have been adopted.4 Adoption, 
it is argues, ends family ties, including those of siblings.5

Sources:
1. See, e.g., James M. v. Maynard, 408 S.E.2d 400, 410 (W.Va. 1991); 
Aristotle P. v. Johnson, 721 F. Supp. 1002, 1006 (N.D. Ill. 1989).

       2. See, e.g. In re Elizabeth M., 283 Cal. Rptr. 483, 492 (Ct. App. 1991); 
James M. at 411.

     3. See, e.g., Honaker v. Burnside, 388 S.E.2d 322 (W. Va. 1989).
4. See, e.g., In re Donte A., 631 N.E.2d 257, 263 (Ill. App. Ct. 1994).

     5. Id.
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as old as 19. In addition, siblings 
who have been adopted have 
been accepted if their broth-
ers and sisters are still in foster 
care. The founder and executive 
director, Lynn Price, says they 
won’t turn siblings away due to 
their age or adoptive status; it 
is just too important to develop 
and maintain the sibling connec-
tion.41 (For more information, 
contact: CAMP TO BELONG, 
10035 Keenan Street, Highlands 
Ranch, CO 80126, 303/791-0915,  
www.kacweb.com/ctb; Contact 
person: Lynn Price, Founder 
and Executive Director.)

Advocate for legislative and 
procedural change.

New legislation and agency 
protocols represent innovative 
ways that sibling contact can 
be maintained, even if they are 
placed separately or adopted.42 
For example:
• The Illinois Department 

of Children and Families 
requires twice monthly visits 
between siblings in separate 
foster care placements, except 
in special circumstances. 

•  The Illinois policy also 
requires a “sibling visitation 
plan,” which “specifies the 
frequency and length of, and 
possibly the location and 
supervision required for, 
planned visits.”

•  A new bill in California 
requires sibling visitation 
plans be addressed in 
adoption orders.

As you work toward keep-
ing siblings in contact, consider 
the following questions:

• Is visitation appropriate 
and feasible given the 

relationship between the 
siblings (step? half? how 
long lived together?), the 
relationship between siblings 
and biological parents, and 
where and with whom the 
siblings are placed?

• How is visitation implemen-
ted following a termination  
of parental rights proceeding? 
Does termination of parental 
rights (TPR) end the sibling 
relationship? Can adoptive 
parents override a visitation 
agreement?

• Can visitation be mandated 
by a court, irrespective of 
TPR, placement or adoption? 
Can a visitation agreement or 
contract be drawn up among 
the parties, guaranteeing 
continued contact between 
siblings placed apart?

• How will visitation expenses 
and logistics be distributed 
among the parties (i.e., who 
pays to send child to another 
state for a required visit?)?

CONCLUSION
When planning for chil-

dren in the child welfare system 
don’t forget siblings. Consider 
siblings when working towards 
reunification, emergency or  
long-term placement, and adop-
tion. Factor in whether children 
are related through both parents, 
one parent, or neither  parent 
(but who have lived together as 
siblings).

There is no checklist to help 
you decide whether to separate 
or keep siblings together, and 
whether or how to maintain con-
tact between siblings who live 
apart. As you work to provide 
safe, nurturing, and permanent 
placements for your clients, in-
vestigate the relationships your 
clients have with siblings. Look 

for ways to maintain those rela-
tionships. Remember, keeping 
siblings together or in contact 
gives them a lifetime of support.     
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