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Foster Home Shortage Condemns Unprecedented Number of Children  
 
PHOENIX. More than 7,000 children have entered Arizona’s foster care system in the past decade. Due 
to a lack of foster families, an unprecedented number of those children are entering congregate care: 
group homes, shelters, or residential treatment centers.  
 

Of the almost 16,000 children in the foster care system, 20 percent currently reside in 
congregate care, according to recent reports by the Child Protective Services Oversight Committee. With 
2,138 children in congregate care as of Sept. 2013, 1,425 (67  percent) were in group homes, while 352 
children (16 percent) were in shelters and 361 children (17 percent) were in residential treatment 
centers.  Arizona ranks 37th in the country for number of children under 12 in congregate care, but the 
majority are youth aged 12 to 18 or members of sibling groups.   

 
Terri Lindenmeier, a private adoption specialist who has worked in the child welfare profession 

for over 25 years, said an average of 32 children enter the system every day.  Child advocacy agencies 
and Child Protective Services don’t always have placements immediately available. Children who have 
just been removed from their families sometimes have to spend the night in temporary locations. 

 
“We’ve had that happen a couple of times,” Lindenmeier said. “There are not enough beds, so 

kids spend the night in CPS offices when we don’t have places to put them.” 

 Whereas children in a family environment are more likely to thrive, children in congregate care 
are more likely to face serious problems. According to a report by the Children’s Action Alliance, 61 
percent of children in congregate care had been diagnosed as Emotionally Disturbed, with nearly two-
thirds on psychotropic medication to help with behavior management. Eighty percent had a history of 
substance abuse and over half had records with the court system. Children in congregate care were also 
at higher risk for homelessness and joblessness as adults.  

 
Many youth in congregate care—59 percent—are also below grade level in academic skills, 

according to a report from the Children’s Action Alliance. Meghan Arrigo, who oversees fostering for the 
Arizona Children’s Association, explained that many older youth experience multiple placements. These 
children move from school to school without any continuity of education, which creates an educational 
gap, Arrigo said.   
 
 Congregate care also disadvantages children in developing social and life skills, according to 
Michelle Harrington, a licensing worker for Arizona Children’s Association.  
 

“You’re not learning skills that are going to be helpful in relationships, or healthful in having a 
family in the future, or helpful in you having a successful life,” Harrington said of the congregate care 
setting. “It’s more Lord of the Flies.” 
 

 Arrigo further explained that children in congregate care struggle to develop independence and 
resilience because they have fewer opportunities for healthy risk taking and decision making than their 
more mainstream peers. 



 
“Children who live in group homes with fairly strict safety rules may never have been able to use 

the stove, cook a meal, or go into the fridge without asking for permission,” Arrigo said. 
 
 The rules and regulations of group homes have made several youth, who will remain 

anonymous for confidentiality reasons, describe their placements as “little more than prisons.”  These 
youth said they “couldn’t wait” to leave the group home. 
 
 And some don’t wait. 

 
Every year, Arizona logs a number of children who become “runaways” from the system.  Forty-

six young adults became runaways from congregate care settings in 2013. The average age was 17.5 
years, with an average of close to 21 months in care, according to a Children’s Action Alliance child 
welfare report.  The average “runaway” had experienced close to four separate placement sites. 
 

 “I know we cite the statistics and much higher likelihood of homelessness and jail time,” 
Harrington said of children in congregate care.  “But those numbers skyrocket if the children left foster 
care.” 
 
 Those who “run” from the system are 50 percent more likely to be unemployed and not 
enrolled in school, according to a Children’s Action Alliance report.  They are also 14 percent more likely 
to be homeless and 15 percent more likely to be hungry. 
 
 Arrigo said that the “scary” statistics make finding foster homes for older youth more 
challenging. However, she added that most older youth just want to be a part of a family. 
  
 “There are misconceptions about young people,” said Arrigo, who encourages everyone to test 
the stereotypes by actually meeting a young adult. “They are amazing. They have so much to offer.” 
 
 The Arizona Children’s Association has a mentoring program called THRIVE for those who want 
to get involved but can’t commit to fostering a young adult in congregate care.  The program helps 
young adults build a positive connection with a caring adult, which studies have shown dramatically 
increases resilience and success outcomes.   
 

Advocate groups like Arizona Children’s Association (http://www.arizonaschildren.org)  and 
Tumbleweed (http://www.tumbleweed.org) are also in need of supplies,  a list of which can be found on 
the organizations’ websites. Tax-deductible donations can also benefit the children. 

 
“Those kids are all with hope,” Arrigo said. “Every single one of them can have the opportunity to 

not be that statistic with the right support and with the right services. And it really does take a 

community.” 


