
27

Transitioning Children in Foster 
Care to Adoptive Homes 

Moving to an adoptive home is a 
momentous event for children in 
foster care. No available research 

details how these transitions occur in the United States. This study 
provides 205 surveys from foster and adoptive parents and case-
workers describing a transition. The median transitions had four 
visits over 10 days. Correlates of visitation length included distance 
between homes, whether the adoptive parent was a stranger to the 
child, whether the child was neglected, and the amount of emotional 
sharing between the foster and adoptive parents.
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Almost half (48%) of all children adopted from the U.S. child wel-
fare system in 2018 went to an adoptive home other than their 

foster home (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, 2019). The 
transition process offers the child welfare system an opportunity to pro-
vide a planful experience that honors the adoptive relationships that are 
forming—as well as the foster relationships that are evolving or per-
haps ending (Eagle, 1994). This planfulness may stand in sharp contrast 
to the abrupt, often traumatic moves experienced by the child previ-
ously (Burnell, 2009; Davis, 2015; Fisher et al., 2011; Mitchell, 2016; 
Unrau et al., 2008). 

Yet children are not the only ones affected by how well an adop-
tive transition goes; foster and adoptive parents also are affected. Foster 
parents can experience exacerbated grief when a child leaves their home 
precipitously (Davis, 2015; Hebert et al., 2013; Hopkins-Best, 2012; 
Neil et al., 2018). Adoptive parents can become stressed when transi-
tions go poorly (Neil et al., 2018; Selwyn et al., 2015).

Literature Review
Recommendations on how to transition children from a foster home 
to a separate adoptive home have been mostly based on theory and 
clinical experience. Many authors agree that it is better for adoptive 
parents to have access to information about the child’s background 
and day-to-day care and behavior, for the children to have visits with 
the adoptive parents and for those to occur in the foster home ini-
tially, that a lifebook (a book created the child that tells their story, 
before and after adoption) should accompany the child, that the child 
should receive preparation for the adoption, usually through talks, that 
there should be contact with former caregivers after the adoptive tran-
sition has been completed, and that the adoption should proceed at 
the child’s pace (Burnell, 2009; Capacity Building Center for States, 
n.d.; Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2018; Davis, 2015; Ewald, 
2004; Fahlberg, 1991; Gray, 2007; Henry, 2005; Hopkins-Best, 2012; 
Johnston, 1997, Neil et al., 2020; Riggs, 2017; Steward & O’Day, 2000).
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A few authors have made specific recommendations for time frames 
for adoptive transitions. Fahlberg (1991), in her classic book A Child’s 
Journey through Placement, suggested two to three days for babies under 
four months of age, seven to ten days for children over four months 
and under four years, and three to eight weeks for children four years 
old and older. Gray (2007) has the most detailed set of recommenda-
tions. She recommended a transition of six days for children under five 
months of age, 10 days for children five to 10 months old, 10–14 days 
for children 11–24 months old, 14–21 days for children two to five years 
old, and 22 days or longer for children six to 12 years old. Hopkins-Best 
(2012) focused only on toddlers and recommended one to four weeks. 
Burnell (2009) suggested transitions of less than two weeks for babies 
and two weeks to three months for non-babies. Ewald (2004) recom-
mended 4–6 visits for babies 2–8 months old, 8–12 visits for toddlers 
8–15 months old, and 3–6 weeks for children one to five years old.

There are only a few studies reporting specific components of transi-
tion processes. Berry, Barth, and Needell (1996) reported that adoptive 
parents had preplacement visits between children and adoptive parents 
59% of the time, received background information on the child 71% 
of the time, talked with foster parents 45% of the time, and received a 
lifebook regarding the child 24% of the time. Wind, Brooks, and Barth 
(2005) described much lower percentages: with adoptive parents hav-
ing preplacement visits with children 27% of the time, receiving back-
ground information 32% of the time, talking with foster parents 22% of 
the time, and receiving a lifebook regarding the child 10% of the time. 
Selwyn and colleagues (2015), in England, reported an average length 
of transitions of 14 days. Neil (2018) describes a two-step process for 
40 English children aged five months to six years. The first stage was a 
“getting to know you” stage that lasted one to eight weeks. The second 
stage involved more of the active transition in which the adoptive par-
ents start performing caregiving tasks for the child and this stage lasted 
nine to 14 days. In a larger survey of 226 British adoptive parents, tran-
sitions lasted an average of 11.5 days with a median of 10 days (Neil, 
Young, & Hartley, 2018).
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There has been very little research on the impact of transitions on 
children or other participants. Fisher and colleagues (2011) found 
that using Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care for Preschoolers 
(MTFC-P) reduced stress in foster parents during a placement change. 
This reduced foster parent stress led to the children being transitioned 
having normal stress patterns in their daily cortisol rhythms as com-
pared to abnormal cortisol stress patterns in children being transitioned 
whose foster parents did not receive MTFC-P. Selwyn and colleagues 
(2015) reported that adoption disruptions were statistically more 
common “if their adopters considered the introductions to have been 
handled badly” (p. 85). Poor timing, poor planning, and being rushed 
were the reasons adoptive parents gave for the problematic introduc-
tions between themselves and the children they were adopting. Adop-
tive parents also described adoption disruptions occurring statistically 
more often when they felt the foster parents hindered the introductions 
and the transitional process. These findings were based on transitions of 
which 39% were judged by adoptive parents to have been handled well, 
31% were rated as reasonable, and 30% were assessed to have been han-
dled badly. Neil, Young, and Hartley (2018) found that adoptive parents’ 
reports of how their adoptions were faring were related to both how the 
child and the adoptive parents were impacted by the transition, with 
more negative transition impacts for either the child or the adoptive 
parents being related to the adoption faring more poorly subsequently. 

Another source of recommendations for adoptive transitions is the 
local child welfare agency: the Oregon Department of Human Ser-
vices (DHS). In setting standards for its caseworkers around adop-
tive transitions, the Oregon DHS specifies that “the number, duration 
and location of pre-placement transition visits between the child and 
the selected adoptive family should be individualized to consider the 
child’s needs” (p. 1299; Oregon Department of Human Services, 2019). 
In addition, there is also an expectation that at least one visit occurs 
in the foster home and another one in the future adoptive home, and 
preferably several in each home. There is also a specification that the 
child’s caseworker, the adoptive caseworker, both the adoptive and 
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foster families, and the child’s therapist (if there is one) be involved 
in planning the transition. The schedule of the transition should be “at 
the child’s pace, and, if necessary, slow down the transition” (p. 1300; 
Oregon Department of Human Services), although no guidance is pro-
vided on how to assess the child’s pace. Finally, the child’s lifebook is 
provided to the adoptive family if available.

Study Purpose
The goals of this study were to

•	 document the details of a sample of adoptive transitions and thereby 
provide initial data describing child welfare practices in this area,

•	 search for relationships between study variables and the number 
of visits between the child and the adoptive parents as this is a 
crucial parameter of adoptive transitions,

•	 examine relationships between demographic variables and adop-
tive transition practices, and

•	 compare recommendations for adoptive transitions from the the-
ory and practice literature to what actually has been done.

Method
Subjects are from a convenience sample recruited from trainings pre-
sented to the child welfare community in Oregon and through the 
outreach of the Oregon Post Adoption Resource Center (ORPARC). 
Thus, this sample may not be representative of all foster and adoptive 
parents or child welfare caseworkers. Surveys were completed about 205 
children with a separate respondent for each transition: 94 by adoptive 
parents, 64 by foster parents, and 47 by state child welfare caseworkers. 
All three groups were present in the community trainings while the out-
reach of ORPARC mostly resulted in surveys from foster and adoptive 
parents. Thus, each participant responded about one child’s transition 
and each transition had only one respondent describing it. 
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Respondents were instructed to answer about the child whose tran-
sition to an adoptive home they most recently were part of. If more than 
one child was involved in that transition, respondents were directed 
to answer about the youngest child. Only transitions that entailed a 
child moving from a foster home to a separate, different adoptive home 
were included. All transitions occurred in Oregon and included chil-
dren in the state child welfare system. All questions used in this study 
were either yes/no or multiple choice. Transition was defined as “the 
time between the first in-person contact between the child and the 
future adoptive parent and when the child is living permanently with 
the future adoptive parent.” Study procedures were approved by the 
relevant Institutional Review Boards and consent was obtained from 
all study participants.

All surveys were about the respondent’s most recent adoptive tran-
sition. Thus, this is a retrospective study with transitions occurring 
between one month and 30 years prior to the survey being completed. 
Because foster parents and caseworkers were involved in more transi-
tions than adoptive parents, they were more likely to be responding 
about a more recent transition. This retrospection has many issues with 
it that will be discussed later, however, the decision was made to include 
all surveys to add greater statistical power and also to provide a view 
into the way adoptive transitions may have changed over time.

The survey was designed to include characteristics of the child, the 
adoptive home, the foster home, the caseworker, and the transition 
process. Some items were only answered by some respondents based 
on their available knowledge; e.g., caseworkers were not asked about 
the child’s behavior during visits, but foster and adoptive parents were. 
Unfortunately, due to an oversight, questions about the racial make-
up of the children and the parents was omitted. The variables from 
each section are listed in Table 1 with summary values for the sample. 
Potential items were generated from the literature review and clinical 
experience. An early version of the questionnaire was previewed by 
members of the local Special Needs Adoption Coalition and input was 
given and integrated into subsequent revisions. 
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In addition, respondents were asked to rate the length of the tran-
sition and how well the transition served the dual goals of promot-
ing a new relationship between the child and the adoptive parent and 
helping the child deal with the change in the relationship with the 
foster parent and the loss of the foster home. Respondents also rated 
how stressed the child was during the transition and how stressed they 
were (only foster and adoptive parents). Finally, respondents were asked 
whether the transition could have been improved and, if so, how. These 
evaluative ratings will be explored in a separate paper.

Analyses were conducted using the SPSS statistical package. Pearson 
correlation coefficients were used when looking at relationships between 
variables at the interval or ratio level of measurement. Kendall’s Tau B 
correlation was used when looking at association between ordinal vari-
ables and variables that were interval or ratio. When examining rela-
tionships between dichotomous variables and those at the interval or 
ratio level, t-tests were used. Chi-square analyses were used in situa-
tions when both variables were dichotomous or nominal.

Results

Demographic Differences
It was decided a priori to explore who was the respondent, child’s gen-
der, and length of time between the adoption and when the question-
naire was completed as possible covariates of interest.

Respondent Differences
There were some systematic differences based on whether the respon-
dent was a caseworker, a foster parent or an adoptive parent. It should 
be remembered that when looking at these comparisons that the differ-
ent groups of respondents are answering about different children. 

Caseworkers only competed the survey if they were the caseworker for 
the child who was moved. Thus, questions about who planned the move 
had caseworkers identifying themselves much more often as involved 
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in the planning than did adoptive or foster parents. Foster and adoptive 
parents endorsed contact during the transition period between them-
selves at a much higher rate than did caseworkers, most likely because 
caseworkers were not aware of it. Yet caseworkers reported higher rates 
of post-transition contact between adoptive and foster parents than did 
either of those groups. Adoptive parents, who likely had been involved 
in only a few adoptions, had a significantly longer average time since 
the adoption they were responding about had occurred (mean of almost 
61 months) compared to caseworkers (just under 19 months) or fos-
ter parents (just over 17 months). Also, when adoptive parents were 
respondents, the relationship between adoptive parent and child was 
more likely to be as non-related strangers than when the respondents 
were caseworkers or foster parents, perhaps because adoptive parents 
were largely recruited with the help of ORPARC.

Some other differences seemed to stand alone rather than being part 
of a larger pattern. When foster parents were the respondent, it was sig-
nificantly more common for the child to become the youngest child in 
the adoptive home, for the adoptive parents to not take parental leave, 
and for the child to have been in the foster home for a longer period 
than for other kinds of respondents. When adoptive parents were 
the respondents, then the child was less likely to be receiving mental 
health services before the transition than when the respondents were 
foster parents or caseworkers. When caseworkers were the respondents, 
there were fewer children in the foster home at time of transition and 
more people were involved in planning the transition than for either of 
the two groups of respondents.

Some comparisons were only between foster and adoptive parents 
because caseworkers were not asked. For instance, adoptive parents 
reported receiving information on foster parent parenting strate-
gies (51%) at a lower rate than foster parents reported giving that 
information (79%). The reverse pattern was evident for giving birth 
family information where adoptive parents reported a higher rate of 
transmission (49%) than did foster parents (32%). In another set of 
differing results, adoptive parent respondents were significantly more 
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likely to note overfriendly behavior on the part of the child during 
visits than were foster parent respondents, yet adoptive parents noted 
significantly less anxiety on the part of the child during visits than 
did foster parents. Foster parents also identified more emotional shar-
ing between foster and adoptive parents in their transitions than did 
adoptive parents. Also, foster parents were significantly older than 
adoptive parents at the time of the transition (45 versus 38 years 
respectively).

Gender Differences
There were very few differences related to the child’s gender given the 
number of comparisons made. More females than males were reported 
as having been sexually abused (p < .01), and more females than males 
were rated as clingy during visits (p = .01). The child’s therapist was 
involved at a significantly (p = .02) higher rate in the planning of the 
transition for girls (24%) than for boys (12%), even though girls were 
not in therapy at a significantly higher rate than boys before transition 
(50% and 39% respectively; p = .14).

Time since Transition Differences
It should be remembered that this variable involves both how long 
in the past the respondent is trying to remember and also when the 
transition was actually occurring, and thus may have been affected by 
policies/beliefs in place at that time. More recent transitions were sig-
nificantly related to a range of variables. Some of these relationships 
appeared to be related to each other. For instance, more recent transi-
tions occurred in cases where the child had been in therapy at the time 
of the transition, the child’s therapist had been involved in planning 
the transition, and the child’s therapist had discussed adoption with the 
child. Another instance of possibly connected correlations were more 
recent transitions occurring in cases where the foster parent shared 
parenting strategies with the adoptive parent and when the child or 
adoptive parent was more likely to have communicated with the former 
foster parent via writing (texting, email, letters, social media) after the 
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transition. There were other correlations that seemed to stand alone; 
with more recent transitions being related to

•	 the child being older,
•	 the foster parent had been considered as an adoptive placement, 
•	 the child was rated as anxious during the visits, or
•	 the transition was not rated as too short.

We will come back to these demographic differences when we find 
significant findings below in our exploratory analyses to check and see 
if the demographic differences might help explain any findings there.

Exploratory Analyses
Length of Transition
Respondents were asked about length of transition both in terms of 
the number of visits and the number of days that the transition lasted. 
Only number of visits were used in these analyses because of the much 
greater degree of skew in the number of days reported.

In exploring what are the correlates of the length of the transition 
in terms of number of visits, only variables related to the child and 
the transition process were significant. None of the variables related 
to the foster parent, adoptive parent, or caseworker were significantly 
connected to transition length. Younger children had longer transitions 
(r = –.19, p < .01). Shorter transitions were present for children that had 
experienced parental neglect (mean # of visits 4.0 vs. 5.8; p < .03) and 
children that were exposed to domestic violence (mean number of visits 
3.7 vs. 5.3; p < .01).

Among the transition process variables, there were several that 
related to how many visits occurred. One group of process variable was 
about who was involved in the planning of the transition. When the 
child’s caseworker was involved in the transition planning, then the 
transition was shorter in terms of number of visits (4.2 vs. 6.2; p < .02). 
Yet there were more visits in the transition with the involvement of the 
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foster parent (5.1 vs. 3.5 visits; p = .01) or the adoptive parent (5.0 vs. 
3.7 visits; p < .04).

Another group of process variables related to the length of the tran-
sition was about the connection between the adoptive and foster par-
ents. Not surprisingly, the number of contacts between adoptive and 
foster parents during transition was highly related to the number of vis-
its (r = .63, p < .001, n = 147). Also, the number of minutes of emotional 
sharing divided into a six-point scale was also positively correlated with 
the length of transition (Kendall’s tau b = .24, p < .001, n = 147). If writ-
ten information was given from foster to adoptive parent, it was also 
related to (5.3 vs. 3.4 visits; p = .01) to longer transitions. The foster 
parent sharing information about the child’s daily routine with the 
adoptive parents was also associated with more visitation (5.2 vs. 3.0 
visits; p < .01). Later steps in the transition process—but related to 
adoptive–foster parent connection—also were related to the number of 
visits; more transition visits were associated with reverse contact for the 
child with the former foster parent after transition, whether in person 
(p < .001) or in writing (p < .01), and with a trend in that direction for 
phone calls (p < .06).

There were other transition process variables that were correlated 
with the number of visits and, on their surface, did not seem to con-
nected to other correlates. The distance between foster and adoptive 
home measured in miles was significantly negatively correlated with 
the number of visits in the transition (r = –.19; p < .01; n = 191) with 
longer distances being related to shorter transitions. If the foster parent 
talked to the child about adoption as part of the preparation process 
for the child, then there were more visits (4.7 vs. 2.8; p < .01). If the 
child was rated as aggressive (3.0 vs. 5.0; p < .01), anxious (3.8 vs. 5.4; 
p < .02) or spacey (3.0 vs. 5.0; p < .05) during visits, then there were 
fewer visits. If the adopting parent was a stranger to the child versus 
either familiar and/or related to the child, then there were fewer visits 
(3.9 vs. 5.6; p < .03).

Variables with significant relationships to the number of visits 
were entered into a multiple regression equation (see Table 2) as a 
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group after two covariates were forced in first. These covariates were 
the child’s age at transition and how much time passed between 
transition and when the questionnaire was completed. Four variables 
emerged as significant predictors: whether the adoptive parent was 
a stranger or not to the child, the distance between the adoptive and 
foster homes, how much emotional sharing occurred between foster 
and adoptive parents, and whether the child was neglected or not in 
the birth home.

Agreement with Recommendations from the Literature
As described in the introduction, authors have made recommendations 
for transitions into adoptive placements based on theory and clinical 
experience. The most detailed recommendations are about the length 
of the transition, either in terms of the number of days it lasts or the 
number of visits involved. These recommendations are summarized in 
Table 3 and compared to figures from the surveys in this study.

Table 2

Multiple Regression Predicting Number of Visits Between Child 
and Adoptive Parents (N = 90)

Predictorsa ΔR2 β

Control variablesb .09**

Adoptive parent stranger or not .09** –.02

Distance between foster and adoptive  
homes in miles

.05* 2.28**

How much emotional sharing between  
adoptive and foster parents

.04* .59*

Child reported as neglected in birth home .04* 2.18*

Total R2 .31*

Notes: aTwo variables were excluded from the multiple regression because of low Ns (if foster 
parent talked to child as part of preparing the child for adoption and whether the foster parent 
discussed the child’s daily routine with the adoptive parent). Neither variable was a significant 
predictor when they were included. bControl variables included age of child at the time of 
the transition and how long between transition and when the questionnaire was completed. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < 001.
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In terms of measures of central tendency (mean and median), the 
prior recommendations agree fairly well with what has been done in 
practice. There is an acknowledged pattern for the prior recommenda-
tions to be for longer transitions as children get older (e.g., Gray, 2007) 
but the medians tend to stay at about two weeks for the transitions 
surveyed. For older children, this results in sizable percentages of tran-
sitions that do not fit the recommendations. Gray (2007) recommends 
transitions last more than 22 days for children six to12 years old, yet 
only 23% of children in that age range have transitions that meet that 
criteria. Fraiberg (1991) recommends transition of 21 to 56 days for 
children four years of age and older; only 22% of those children’s transi-
tions fit into that time frame.

Discussion
For children in the child welfare system, one of the most momentous 
events in life can be the transition from foster care into a permanent 
adoptive home. This shift can be an inflection point, a change in their 
narrative, and an altering of their trajectory. This study provides an 
overview of how transition to adoptive placements actually occurs 
based on over 200 retrospective surveys from foster parents, adoptive 
parents, and caseworkers. The goals were to describe what actually hap-
pens in adoptive transitions, especially with regarding the number of 
visits, and to compare the child welfare practices with recommenda-
tions from the literature. Interrelationships among the variables were 
also explored.

Transitions in this sample lasted an average of 27 days; however, 
this is heavily influenced by a few very long transitions. The median 
is 10.5 days. This second figure is not far from Selwyn and colleagues’ 
(2015) average of 14 days for the transition in an English sample and 
Neil and colleagues’ (2018) median of 10 days in another English 
sample. Transitions involved, on average, four visits between adoptive 
parents and children lasting a mean of 35 hours (median of 10 hours); 
10% of transitions had zero visits. Seventy percent of children had some 
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sort of contact with former foster parents after the transition; 49% had 
in-person visits, 48% had phone calls, and 34% of children had written 
contact (letters, emails, texts, social media), which is in line with 75% 
of children having contact with former foster parents in prior research 
(Neil et al., 2018). This first post-transition contact with a former foster 
parent occurred on average 32 days after transition (median 10 days). 
Most commonly, three individuals were involved in the planning of 
the transition: the child’s caseworker, foster parent(s), and adoptive 
parent(s). Adoptive caseworkers, the child’s lawyer, CASA, or therapist 
each were involved in a substantial minority of the transitions. It must 
be emphasized that these statistics constitute accepted practice and are 
not recommendations as best practices.

Length of transition (in terms of number of visits) was also associ-
ated to a number of other variables. Length of transition was corre-
lated with the age of the child, with younger children having longer 
transitions—which runs counter to the recommendations of the lit-
erature (e.g., Gray, 2007). Who planned the transition also was related 
to length of the transition, with caseworker involvement in planning 
relating to shorter transitions and foster or adoptive parent involve-
ment connecting to longer transitions. Although some might see chil-
dren acting up during visits as a sign that they are struggling with 
the shift in relationships and might need more time and support, this 
study showed that children showing aggression, anxiety, or spaciness 
during visits had shorter transitions. The last pattern highlighted is 
that the relationship between the foster and adoptive parents seems to 
be connected to the length of the transition as evidenced by more vis-
its being related to a variety of variables: number of contacts between 
foster and adoptive parents, number of minutes of emotional support 
between adoptive and foster parents, if information was shared on the 
child’s daily routine, and post-transition visits between child and fos-
ter parent. This calls to mind Selwyn and colleagues’ (2015) finding 
that the quality of the relationship between foster and adoptive parents 
was associated with the adoptive parents’ rating of the quality of the 
transition.



Reams	 Child Welfare

49

There are a number of issues and limitations that need to be kept 
in mind in considering these results and accompanying suggestions 
for improvements in future research. First, these surveys all were com-
pleted retrospectively, over a lag ranging from one month to 30 years 
(mean = 36.5 months, median = 17 months). This lag means that there 
could be both memory effects that systematically affect the data the 
longer in the past the transition occurred, as well as actual changes in 
child welfare policy over the years that affected how adoptive transi-
tions were carried out. These two possible ways of understanding effects 
of the retrospective nature of the surveys cannot be disentangled sta-
tistically, making it hard to interpret details of the relationships. Thus, 
collecting surveys at the time of the transition or shortly after this 
would be preferable. Second, all the surveys were completed about dif-
ferent children in separate transitions; in other words, there was only 
one informant for each transition. Having more than one rater on each 
transition could improve the reliability of the results and allow for the 
study of differences between observers about the same children. The 
current differences based on who the respondent was are based on dif-
ferent groups of children. Third, racial composition was not collected on 
the children or the adults in the study, preventing any investigation of 
racial differences in the transitions, especially for cross-racial adoptions. 
This is a key data point that should be included in all future surveys. 
Fourth, the data here is all survey-based and would be strengthened by 
interviews from the participants during the process of the transitions, 
allowing for a more in-depth, qualitative look at the transition process.

This study adds to our scant knowledge of how transitions of chil-
dren into adoptive homes actually occur, especially in the United States. 
These transitions are so crucial to the children, adoptive parents, and 
foster parents—and they deserve much more attention. We also must 
move from just knowing what is going on in transitions to identify-
ing which best practices for adoptive transitions support less stressful 
transitions for children, greater foster parent retention (Hebert et al., 
2013), and more securely attached adoptive parent-child relationships 
(Boswell & Cudmore, 2014). 
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