
Youth who leave/run away from their child welfare placement are at high risk of becoming victims of 
trafficking . One study indicated that about 50 percent of youth in foster care 1 placement will run away while 
they are in care. In New York City, the Administration of 2 Children’s Services average 4,000 youth run away 
from their placement per year. From the 3 research that exists, as well as from the expert advice from direct 
care workers, we are learning what some of the push/pull factors are when youth make the determination to 
leave care.
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Separation   of   youth   from   their   siblings   and/or   their   own   children

Overly   restrictive   placements
 o The more restrictive and punitive an individual placement is, the more likely it is that a youth will run away 
	 from	it	compared	to	a	similar	program	with	more	flexibility.	While	professionals	often	place	youth	in	more	
	 restrictive	settings	to	protect	them,	youth	frequently	experience	new	trauma	as	a	result	of	being	moved	to	a	
 more restrictive setting

Untreated   substance   abuse
	 o	Substance	misuse	is	another	common	coping	mechanism	youth	use	to	deal	with	trauma.	When	we	
	 remove	one	coping	mechanism	from	a	youth	(like	using	a	substance)	they	may	adopt	new	ones	(like	
	 running	away).

 Need   for   a   healthy   coping   mechanism
	 o	Some	youth	have	learned	that	leaving	home	is	the	best	way	for	them	to	respond	to	a	negative	situation.	
	 When	youth	are	used	to	leaving	home	they	will	need	support	from	staff	to	develop	safer	and	healthier	
 coping mechanisms while in care.

Frustration   in   their   lack   of   involvement   or   control   over   an   assigned   placement
 o In some states, youth are to provide input in their placement via permanency hearings. In practice, some 
	 youth	are	offered	very	little	substantive	involvement	in	planning	their	placement.	Further,	direct	care	staff	
	 and	case	managers	are	sometimes	prevented	from	contributing	substantive	input	in	a	youth’s	placement.	In	
	 these	instances	the	decisions	are	not	necessarily	in	the	best	interest	of	the	child	can	result	in	a	youth	
 running away.

FOLLOWING FACTORS ARE KNOWN TO CONTRIBUTE TO A YOUTH’S DECISION TO RUN AWAY FROM PLACEMENT. 4,5,6
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All   youth   should   be   assessed   for   for   their   likelihood   of   running   away   from   care upon   intake.
	 o	Assessment	should	be	ongoing	and	reviewed	whenever	risk	factors	change.	Minimally,	a	new	
 assessment is recommended 30 days after intake and at quarterly reviews.

Assessment   should   identify   the   presence   of   behavior   patterns   and   other   variables (see   above)   that   indicate   a   
youth’s   likeliness   to   leave   a   placement
	 o	Risk	assessments	should	also	be	used	to	determine	a	youth’s	level	of	vulnerability	in	the	community	in	the	
 event that he/she runs from placement.

Give   youth   an   active   role   in   their   placement   planning
	 o	When	youth	are	engaged	in	their	own	treatment	planning	they	have	an	increased	sense	of	control	over		
 their lives.

Supportsafeconnectionstonon-offendingfamilymembers
 o Youth are most successful when they have at least one consistent adult in their life.

Acknowledge   that   youth   can   run   away   from   placement,   even   though   you   don’t want   them   to
	 o	Be	factual	and	non-threatening	about	what	can	happen	if	a	youth	does	run	away	from	care.	Help	youth	
	 create	safety	plans	for	what	to	do	if	they	do	run	away	and	get	into	trouble.

Create   an   environment   where   the   youth   feel   safe   and   supported
 o Youth need to feel physically and psychologically safe in their placements. Youth also need to feel that the
	 adults	in	their	environment	genuinely	care	about	their	wellbeing	and	that	their	decisions	and	wishes	are		
 supported. Be friendly!

Provide   youth   with   leadership   opportunities   and   responsibilities   in   placement   and within   their   community 
	 o	Young	people	who	are	contributing	members	of	the	community	are	less	likely	to	exhibit	rebellious	and	
	 delinquent	behavior	and	are	more	likely	to	become	effective	in	coping	with	their	own	challenges.

Providesupport,training,andsupervisiontofront-linestaffregardingrunning
away   from   placement  
	 o	It	will	help	them	provide	better	services	to	youth	and	prevent	staff	burnout.

Staffshouldbesupportedinnottakingyouth’sbehaviorspersonally
	 o	Staff	might	perceive	that	they	‘failed’	when	a	youth	runs	away	from	placement.	Running	away	is	not
	 about	staff	members.	Programs	need	to	be	accepting	of	the	risk	inherent	in	working	with	youth	and	be	
	 supportive	of	their	staff.

RISK ASSESMENT 7

SUGGESTIONS FOR WORKING WITH YOUTH AT HIGH RISK OF RUNNING AWAY FROM PLACEMENT 8,9,10,11



This project was supported by Grant No. 2016-TA-AX-K045, awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. 
Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in this 
publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women.

If   a   youth   runs   from   placement     once,   or   makes   one   bad   decision,   understand   that the   young   person   does   not   
‘become’   that   one   decision. 
 o Youth are teenagers who make mistakes -it’s part of the normal maturing process.

Be   happy   when   youth   returns   after   running   away   from   placement . 
	 o	When	child	welfare	staff	show	that	they’re	happy	that	the	youth	has	returned	safely,	it	helps	to	build
 healthy relationships and strong connections with youth.

Don’t   make   youth   less   safe   by   taking   shoes   or   coats   to   blocking   them   from leaving 
	 o	Youth	have	the	right	to	their	belongings,	and	keeping	these	items	does	not	effectively	prevent	youth	from		
	 running	away	from	placement.	Traffickers	are	also	known	to	target	youth	without	coat,	shoes,	and	other	
 necessities.

Be   factual   about   why   there   is   not   room   for   youth   upon   return
	 o	If	a	youth’s	bed	was	filled	when	they	return	from	running	away	from	placement,	staff	should	state	this	fact	
	 in	a	neutral	way	to	let	the	youth	know	that	the	bed	was	reassigned	not	as	a	punishment,	but	because	
	 another	youth	needed	a	safe	place	to	be.


