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Approximately 2/3rds of children 
in the foster care system have at 
least one sibling who is also in 
care. 

-AdoptUSKids



More than half of those 
siblings are separated from 
each other. 

-AdoptUSKids



Family
 Dr. Murray Bowen – Family Systems Theory

◦ Family = a system of interdependent individuals that 
constitute a whole that is greater than the sum of 
its parts.

◦ Individuals best understood as part of their family 
system.



Unique Family Dynamics 



Defining Siblings

 Full/Whole – share same mother and 
father

 Half – share same mother OR father
 Step – parents are different but married 

to each other
 Psychological – no actual sibling status, 

but living as siblings – “fictive kin”
 Adoptive 



Sibling relationship dynamics

 Role in identity development & 
adjustment

 Longest relationship in life



Effects of maltreatment on sibling 
relationships

 Strengthening of sibling bond

 Disruption of sibling bond

 Parentification of children



"If it wasn't me being abused then it was me seeing my 
brother being abused, which was more difficult for me," 
she said. "I felt strong enough to endure the abuse as 
long as my brother didn't have to go through it, and so I 
would always try to be there, like after school. I would 
try to make sure I got home and was just there with my 
brother to make sure he was OK.“ Marchelle Roberts



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
muBgWBVuD9c

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=muBgWBVuD9c


Placement of sibling groups in 
foster care - WHY?

 Separating them causes additional trauma

 Being separated from siblings can trigger grief, 
anxiety and depression



WHY?
 Joint siblings placements experience less 

disruptions than separated siblings or placement 
of single children

 Siblings placed together experience fewer 
reported emotional and behavioral concerns, 
better mental health and socialization, & 
increased feelings of emotional support and 
closeness in foster family relationships

 School performance of siblings placed together is 
better than school performance for separated 
siblings



WHY?
 Siblings provide a familial and cultural connection 

that may not be present in the foster and/or 
adoptive family.

 Siblings provide a sense of identity and 
belonging to each other.



WHY?

 If siblings are placed together while in care, they 
are more likely to be successful in reunification.



In Their Words

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
E9uoqOWHosg

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9uoqOWHosg


In Their Words

 Sibling groups in the system explain their lives 
and placement in terms or which siblings they 
were placed with in which home. 



In Their Words

 Siblings report being connected to their siblings 
while in foster care as their number one priority 
(Foster Youth in Action, 2017)



BARRIERS 

 Lack of placement options that can accommodate 
the whole sibling group.

 Size of sibling group

 Age gap between siblings



BARRIERS 
 Individual needs of children within the sibling 

group.

 Adequacy of placement resources and supports

 Entering care at different times



Maintaining sibling connections

If sibling groups are placed together initially they 
have a 79% chance of staying together 

If they have to be separated at initial placement 
they have a 51% chance of ending up together

The more time that passes with them in separate 
homes, the more likely they will remain separated



Recommended Strategies to 
Overcome Barriers 

Shift decision making from “the best 
interests of the child”

TO………



“the best interest of the adult the child 
will become”



Recommended Strategies to 
Overcome Barriers 

 At regular case reviews, discuss sibling issues 

 Ask youth about their siblings 

 Ensure that information about siblings is included 
in each child’s Lifebook

 Ask for contact information for foster 
caregivers/kinship families who have the other 
siblings 



fosteractionohio | Foster care 
youth, alumni and resources

https://fosteractionohio.org/


A former foster kid, now a dad himself, 
helps keep a family together by adopting 5 
siblings - CBS News

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/robert-carter-former-foster-kid-dad-reunites-family-adopts-5-siblings/
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Maintaining sibling connections
What you can do

EDUCATE & ADVOCATE!!



THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ADVOCACY FOR OUR 

CHILDREN!



COMMENTS
&

QUESTIONS
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