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Abstract:

 Amidst a crisis shortage of foster homes in the child welfare system, a number of innovative faith-based collaborations aimed at recruiting foster parents have recently emerged. It has been suggested that these collaborations offer a unique opportunity to recruit committed and altruistic parents as caregivers, providing much needed capacity to an overloaded child welfare system. This paper uses data from the National Survey of Current and Former Foster Parents to examine the associations between religious motivations for fostering, altruism and various measures of foster home utilization and longevity. The empirical results demonstrate that religiously motivated foster parents are more likely to have altruistic reasons for fostering, and scored higher than the non-religiously motivated group on an index of altruism. A separate empirical analysis shows that the interaction of high levels of altruism and religious motivation is associated with higher foster home utilization. No association was found between religious altruism and the parent’s expressed intent to continue providing foster care. The implications of these findings for current faith-based collaboration in the child welfare arena are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Occasionally, there are reasons why the State must step in to remove children from their biological parents or other caregivers. Reasons for bringing children into the foster care system range from abuse and neglect to cases where one or both parents is temporarily incapacitated by injury, or even the death of the parents. According to the most recently released data from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [1] there were about 398,000 children and youth in foster care in 2012. Moreover, 47% of all children in foster care reside in family foster homes, with another 28% residing in relative family foster homes, making relative and family foster homes the frontline providers of the foster care system [1]. In fact, family foster homes used to comprise a larger percentage of placements, but it has become increasingly difficult to recruit new families to serve as caregivers and to retain the families that are recruited [2,3,4,5].

Recruitment and training of foster families is an expensive and time consuming undertaking that puts pressure on already limited federal resources for child welfare [6]. Consequently finding effective means to recruit and retain foster families is a central policy priority for ensuring the future of the child welfare system. Orme and colleagues sum up the urgency of the issue well when they describe foster families as, “…a critical, national resource that is in short supply” ([7], p. 307).

One strategy that has been widely discussed as a best practice for recruiting foster parents is promotion of foster care in local faith-based congregations [8,9,10,11,12]. A report from the Urban Institute found that 32 states had some sort of targeted faith-based recruiting efforts in place to recruit adoptive and/or foster parents [13]. Some state welfare bureaucracies have begun to devote some of their resources toward efforts to partner with individual faith congregations (or consortiums) for the purpose of recruiting families to provide foster care. For example, the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services recently launched a program called Congregations Helping in Love and Dedication (CHILD).

Other collaborations with government have been initiated from the faith community side, where religious bodies or para-church organizations have approached child welfare officials to explore how they can become involved in recruiting and supporting foster families. A prime example of such an endogenous effort on the part of the faith community is Project 1.27 in Colorado, which was begun by a consortium of Christian churches that committed to providing adoptive homes for all of the children in the state foster care system for whom parental rights had been terminated. Project 1.27 has been replicated in Arizona and was the basis for a similar program in Arkansas as well. Other examples include the Dallas-Fort Worth Alliance of Adoption and Orphan Care Ministries in the Dallas Fort Worth area, a network of several faith-based congregations working cooperatively to encourage and support adoption and foster care. In Los Angeles, a similar interfaith consortium exists called Faith Communities for Families and Children [14].

Despite the growth of faith-based collaboration in the child welfare system, there is little evidence-based research to suggest whether they are successful. (In fact, there is very little research at all that deals with faith-based initiatives in child welfare.) This paper seeks to fill this gap by testing some empirical propositions that have implications for faith-based collaboration in the child welfare system.

This paper provides an empirical examination of the associations between religious motivation for fostering, altruism and various measures of foster family utilization and longevity using data from the National Survey of Current and Former Foster Parents (NSCFFP). After laying the groundwork for understanding the potential importance of the intersections between religiosity and altruism in the specific context of foster care, the next section describes the data from the NSCFFP. The following section presents empirical results examining the relationship between religious motivation and altruism. The paper then turns to an examination of the empirical relationships among religious motivation, altruism and substantive foster home outcomes. The paper then concludes with some insights, policy implications and recommendations for continued work.



2. Religiosity, Altruism and Fostering

Scholars suggest that the parent’s motivation for fostering is crucial because it has an impact on outcomes for foster parents and their foster children. In particular, there seems to be widespread agreement that altruistically-motivated foster parents are among the most desirable [15,16,17,18,19,20,21].

But what is it about altruistic motivation that makes it such an attractive trait for foster parents? There are several explanations that we find in the literature. Scholars assert that altruism is a desirable attribute for potential foster parents because it may result in greater commitment to, and hence, longevity in fostering [16,19]. Others propose that parents with altruistic motives are better able to cope with the inevitable difficulties that arise with foster children because their motivation is not solely contingent on circumstances [15].

Motivation theory has been used as a means to explain the importance of altruism. Researchers suggest that intrinsic rewards, such as those that accrue to those who act because they believe they are doing something of value, often will serve to motivate better than extrinsic rewards such as money or personal accolades.


“…parents who are internally motivated to care for children, whether out of a perceived responsibility to the larger society or their knowledge of the harm that could come to the child if they were to continue living with their families, are more likely to stay with the job of fostering.”.

([19], p. 1140)



Other work echoes this idea of intrinsic motivation. A recent study found that foster parents who stuck with foster care were often motivated by the intrinsic rewards of foster care such as making a difference in a child’s life or fulfilling an obligation to society [22]. There also is some empirical support linking altruism and to foster parent quality and satisfaction. One study found that parents with altruistic motivation for fostering were more likely to have received higher ratings by their social worker [16]. Other work found that possession of an altruistic motivation for fostering was associated with higher reported levels of foster parent satisfaction [17], though a recent study of foster parents in Belgium found no relationship between foster parent motives and the number of years spent fostering [23]. It is also important to note that though altruism is seen as a desirable trait for foster parents, it is not all-sufficient. Research reminds us that financial and community supports are also important things to provide to foster parents [24].

Clearly, altruism seems to be a desirable attribute for foster parents to possess, but how does altruism relate to religious motivation? Why would local religious congregations, in particular, be places of interest for recruiting foster families? Other scholarly work has found that pre-service motives for fostering, such as religious motivation, are important determinants for the eventual decision to become a foster parent [25]. However, the specific idea of religiosity and its association with altruistic motives for fostering, though supported in an older study in Australia [18], has not received much attention since. Given the many faith-based collaborations that are appearing in state child welfare systems across the country, a re-examination of the specific effects of religious beliefs on substantive fostering outcomes is certainly warranted.



3. Data

This paper uses high quality survey data from the National Survey of Current and Former Foster Parents. Commissioned in 1990 by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Service, the National Survey of Current and Former Foster Parents (NSCFFP) is the only nationally representative study of current and former foster parents. Before getting into the details of the dataset, it must be acknowledged that these are older data. Scholars have noted that there have been some shifts in the demographic composition of the foster parent population since the 1990s, so that is an explicit limitation in using this database. On the other hand, these are the only nationally representative data of current and former foster parents, so for the purposes of this study, these data are the best we have available for the research questions posed here.

The actual surveying was carried out in 1991 using a complex multi-stage stratified sample design. In the first stage, states were stratified according to high, medium or low foster payment status and sampled according to child population. Nine states were selected at the first stage. Then counties within the states were stratified by unemployment rate and urbanicity and clustered. From this set of counties, sixteen were selected. In order to make this sample nationally representative, posterior weights were calculated and provided with the NCSFFP [26].

Even when the weights are employed to make the sample nationally representative, the multi-stage stratification design creates clustering and other design effects, which are not taken into account with conventional statistical algorithms. Ignoring these design effects in the calculation of standard errors used in a variety of statistical tests will produce erroneous results. In most cases, employing conventional standard errors (based on the simple random sampling assumption) will tend to underestimate the true variance of a given parameter. The NCSFFP provides jackknife replicate weights which are used to produce accurate standard errors.

This paper uses the Current Foster Parent data file for the analysis. The total unweighted sample for the Current Foster Parent data is 1056 cases. However, because the primary subjects of interest for this paper are family-based foster parents, the analysis is limited to currently licensed, family-based and kinship foster homes, so group homes are excluded from the analysis. After eliminating these, the remaining unweighted sample is 901 cases, although, depending upon the particular empirical application, additional cases were unusable due to missing data on one or more relevant variables.



4. Religious Motivation and Altruism

This section of the paper addresses the first proposition, that religiously motivated foster parents possess a higher incidence of altruism. The NCSFFP provides a menu of 27 possible reasons for fostering, one of which is “religious beliefs”. Respondents were able to mark off any (or all) of the 27 reasons if they were pertinent to their own decision to become foster parents. Therefore, many of those that chose religious beliefs as a reason chose other reasons as well. The weighted percentage of respondents that listed religious beliefs as a motivation for fostering is about 13%.

The potential association between religiosity and altruism lends itself to a number of potentially empirically verifiable propositions Do people that foster for religious reasons score more highly on other altruistic motivations for fostering? And, on the flipside, do people that foster for religious reasons also foster for non-altruistic reasons as well? We begin with a straightforward approach, examining the differences in proportions in other reasons for fostering between foster parents who were religiously motivated and those that were not.

As mentioned earlier, the NSCFFP allowed respondents to check off up to 27 different reasons for fostering. Table 1 contains the percentages of respondents that selected each of the other 26 motivations for fostering, stratified by religious motivation. Simple t tests were performed to detect any differences between religiously and non-religiously motivated foster parents.

Table 1. Reasons for Fostering by Religious Motivation.


	Reason for Fostering
	Not Religiously Motivated
	Religiously Motivated
	t Statistic





	Am related to child
	1.97%
	4.01%
	0.99



	Child to help with chores/business
	0.10%
	4.20%
	1.83 *



	Companion for myself
	12.24%
	14.55%
	0.58



	Companion for own child
	15.67%
	13.79%
	−0.44



	Couldn’t have children
	27.64%
	31.00%
	0.42



	Didn’t want to care for infant
	5.46%
	10.30%
	1.54



	Foster parenting as a way to adoption
	28.21%
	34.28%
	1.11



	Give home to child who would’ve been in institution
	65.52%
	79.57%
	3.50 ***



	Had child who died
	3.88%
	7.48%
	1.43+



	Knew the foster child or child’s family
	11.32%
	15.72%
	1.01



	Own children grown, wanted more
	25.28%
	26.58%
	0.21



	Single & wanted child
	5.93%
	6.08%
	0.06



	Thought child would help marriage
	0.52%
	3.01%
	1.23



	Wanted certain type of child
	11.39%
	19.37%
	1.67 +



	Wanted larger family
	29.79%
	37.94%
	1.01



	Wanted to adopt, couldn’t get child
	12.44%
	18.64%
	1.01



	Wanted to be loved by a child
	44.75%
	35.23%
	−1.74 +



	Wanted to care for child, but didn’t want permanent responsibility
	15.14%
	21.30%
	1.10



	Wanted to fill time
	12.48%
	15.95%
	0.90



	Wanted to help child with special problems
	63.95%
	68.65%
	0.69



	Wanted to help community/society
	51.72%
	83.56%
	7.80 ***



	Wanted to increase family income
	5.86%
	13.19%
	2.02 *



	Wanted to provide good home to child
	94.14%
	96.34%
	1.02



	Wanted to provide love to a child
	95.07%
	96.17%
	0.45



	Was a foster child myself
	2.07%
	3.81%
	0.82



	Was abused/neglected myself
	7.07%
	14.27%
	1.49 +





Note: t tests use jackknife standard errors to account for multistage cluster sample design; *** Two tailed p < 0.01 **p < 0.05 * p < 0.1; + One-tailed p < 0.1.






There are eight motivations where there are statistically significant differences between the groups. A cursory glance at the table reveals that not all of the motivations appear to be altruistic. To fix ideas, the discussion groups the eight motivations where there were statistically significant differences according to their degree of altruism.

There are two motives that stand out as clearly non-altruistic. Notably, the motivations, child to help with business/chores, and wanted to increase family income were all chosen more frequently by persons with religious motivation. And these differences were statistically significant. This suggests that not all religiously motivated foster parents possess solely altruistic motivations for providing foster care. This is important, for it suggests that there may be a more concentrated core of persons that possess both religious motivation and mostly altruistic motives.

The second group of motivations where there are statistically significant differences is somewhat indeterminate in terms of being truly altruistic. Four of the motivations for fostering seem to fit in this “nebulous” category: wanted certain type of child, wanted to be loved by a child, had child who died, and was abused/neglected myself. For all of these motivations, the statistical evidence is weaker, as all only attain one-tailed significance at the 10 percent level.

Arguably wanted certain type of child could be altruistic (if a parents desired a special needs child) or it could be less so if the parent was unwilling to take children unless they had few special needs. While we cannot be sure exactly how altruistic this motivation is, the results show that religiously motivated foster parents are more likely to want a special type of child. Interestingly, religiously motivated foster parents are less likely to list wanted to be loved by a child as a reason for fostering. Certainly the rationale for why this is so calls for speculation, but perhaps religiously motivated families are less driven by loneliness as a reason for fostering. Moreover, while it would be difficult to make an unequivocal statement that the desire to be loved by a child is non-altruistic, it certainly is less altruistic than other possible motivations. Religiously motivated parents were also more likely to foster because they had a child who died or were abused or neglected myself. Again, these are not clearly altruistic or non-altruistic, but in both cases religiously motivated parents were more likely to choose these as reasons.

The two reasons for fostering where we see the most significant statistical difference, seem to also be those most clearly altruistic in nature. Just over 79% of religiously motivated foster parents chose the first motivation, to give a home to a child who would’ve been in an institution, which is 14% more than parents who were not religiously motivated. The second motivation, wanted to help community/society, also was chosen more frequently by the religiously motivated group, with 83.56% choosing this reason as opposed to only 51.72% of the non-religiously motivated group. The group differences on these last two items are the highest both in absolute magnitude, and in terms of statistical significance, lending support to the proposition that religiously motivated persons will possess altruistic motives for fostering in greater numbers.

Looking beyond simple exploratory analysis of all reasons for fostering, another approach sheds some additional light on the question of altruism. Among the 27 reasons for fostering there are several which seem clearly to be altruistic in nature. Specifically, Wanted to provide love to a child, Wanted to provide good home to a child, To give a home to a child who would’ve been in an institution, Wanted to help a child with special problems and Wanted to do something for the community/society all stand out as altruistic. A simple additive index of altruism can be constructed by adding each of these items into a single scale of altruism.

Before proceeding into analysis of the differences in the index, a natural question arises regarding the validity of combining these items into a single index; that is, do all of these reasons for fostering truly reflect a single dimension (i.e., altruism)? We can employ a principal components analysis to investigate this. If the individual items that comprise the scale are multidimensional, a principal components analysis would result in the scale items loading on more than one factor. On the other hand, if all items load on a single factor, we have reason to believe that the scale items are related to a single underlying factor. Table 2 presents the principal component analysis results. A common rule of thumb in principal components analysis is to only retain factors that have an Eigenvalue greater than or equal to one, and to discard factors that do not meet this threshold [27]; the actual statistical analysis resulted in only one factor with an Eigenvalue greater than one. This confirms that this subset of reasons for fostering is uni-dimensional. Moreover, each of the reasons for fostering in the index has a positive factor loading on this single dimension, showing that they are positively associated with altruism.

Table 2. Principal Components Analysis of Altruistic Reasons for Fostering.


	Reason for Fostering
	Factor Loading





	Wanted to provide love to a child
	0.688



	Give home to child who would’ve been in institution
	0.657



	Wanted to help child with special problems
	0.629



	Wanted to help community/society
	0.508



	Wanted to provide good home to child
	0.718



	Eigenvalue
	2.074



	Percentage of Variance Explained
	41.48










Now that we have confirmation of the validity of the additive altruism index using these measures, we can proceed to analyzing how index scores differ by religious motivation. Table 3 compares the values of the additive altruism scale by religious motivation. There are definitely differences between the groups. A much larger relative proportions of non-religiously motivated persons fell on levels two and three of the scale. In contrast, a much larger relative proportion of religiously motivated persons are at levels four and five of the scale. A simple chi square test confirms the basic difference between the groups, yielding a design-adjusted test statistic of 4.23, with a p value of 0.01.1 Moreover, the mean score on the index for religiously motivated foster parents is larger (4.24) as compared to parents without religious motivation (3.69). And the difference of means is statistically significant (p = 0.000).

Table 3. Altruism Scale by Religious Motivation.


	Altruism Score
	Not Religiously Motivated
	Religiously Motivated





	0
	2.21%
	0.0%



	1
	3.28%
	4.48%



	2
	12.06%
	1.14%



	3
	19.39%
	10.86%



	4
	31.56%
	32.7%



	5
	31.49%
	50.82%



	Mean Score
	3.69
	4.24





Note: Each cell contains weighted cell counts, and within-column percentages in parenthesis below; Design-based chi square = 4.23, p = 0.01.






In sum, the empirical investigation in this section demonstrates that there are differences in motivation between religiously motivated foster parents and their non-religiously motivated counterparts. Surprisingly, religiously motivated parents were more likely to choose two clear non-altruistic motivations (child to help with business/chores, and wanted to increase family income). However, the largest and most significant differences in motivation were found in two fairly non-ambiguous altruistic motives: to give a home to a child who would’ve been in an institution and wanted to help community/society. In both cases, religiously motivate foster parents were more likely to choose these as reasons for fostering. Moreover, religiously motivated persons had higher scores on the altruism index confirming that religious motivation is positively associated with altruism Taken together, these findings indicate that religiously motivated foster parents are, on average, more likely to possess altruistic motives for fostering. However, this comes with a caveat because there were some religiously motivated parents that had relatively higher incidences of non-altruistic motives as well. This suggests that religious motivation is not always coincident with altruism, a finding which turns out to be important when we employ religious motivation for fostering as an independent variable in empirical models.



5. Religious Motivation, Altruism and the Foster Home Outcomes

Knowledge of the association between religious beliefs and other altruistic motivations for fostering is useful, but do religious motivations for fostering translate into actual differences in substantive measures of foster parent utilization and longevity? We now turn to an examination of the relationship between religious motivation, altruism and some measures of foster home utilization and continuation.

Before going into the results themselves, it is necessary to explain how the effects of religious beliefs are modeled empirically here. In running preliminary exploratory models, it was somewhat of a surprise to find that religious beliefs alone almost never made a difference. This confirms the findings of earlier work using the NSCFFP, which failed to find any significant relationships between religious motivation for fostering and a variety of foster parent capacity outcomes [20]. Thinking back to the altruism results of the previous section, it became clear why religious motivation alone did not produce any significant result: not all religiously motivated people are altruistic, even though they are, on average, more altruistic than persons that are not religiously motivated.

Allport’s classic work on the psychology of religion speaks of “mature religion” [28], a concept that has been further distilled and is commonly called intrinsic religiosity [29]. Intrinsic religious motivation is seen as more of an end in itself, reflective of a faith that permeates life and is not instrumental. In contrast, extrinsic religiosity has been described as one that, “serves an instrumental purpose, providing comfort or social reward, and is compartmentalized in the life of an individual, used as a means toward other ends” ([30], p. 430).2 Research shows that extrinsic versus intrinsic religious motivations matter for attitudes and behavior. In particular, those that possess an intrinsic religiosity have been shown to have a higher level of religious commitment and to have less prejudice. Scholars have also shown that people with extrinsic religious motivation are more prejudiced and are not altruistic [29].

The concept of intrinsic versus extrinsic religiosity provides a very useful framework to guide the empirical work in this study. That research shows that not all people with religious belief are altruistic; especially those that possess an intense extrinsic religiosity. This is consistent with the earlier section of this paper, which showed that some people with religious motivation for fostering had some decidedly non-altruistic reasons for so doing.

The concept of intrinsic religiosity can be aptly characterized as a religiosity that is coincident with less selfish motivations. Using the NSCFFP data, what variables could be used to best identify the group that possesses a more altruistic religious motivation? Most of the studies on intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity employ an array of attitudinal questions, but the NSCFFP survey did not focus on religious motivation in detail, it simply allowed respondents to check off “religious beliefs” as one of many possible motivations for fostering. One approach for identifying the subgroup that possesses more of an altruistic religious motivation would be to construct some sort of measure that more clearly demarcates them from the larger group of persons who may be religiously motivated, but are not necessarily altruistic. This is done by means of an interaction term of religious motivation and altruism.

The empirical setup for modeling the interaction of religious motivation and altruism requires a bit of explication. To begin, define three dummy variables: the first equal to one if the person fostered because of religious beliefs; the second equal to one if the respondent had a “perfect” altruism score (i.e., selected all five altruistic reasons for fostering); and the third, a dummy variable that is the product of the other two. In other words, the third dummy variable is equal to one if the respondent had religious reasons for fostering and a perfect altruism score. Referring back to the altruism index in Table 2, this would be all of the cases with religious motivation and an altruism score equal to 5 in the bottom right hand cell.

The choice of the altruism score equal to 5 is not an arbitrary one. The results from Table 3 show that the average score for the religiously motivated group was 4.24. If it really does take an especially high level of commitment to be a successful foster parent, then it makes sense that we would want to isolate the marginal effects for the group with the highest level of commitment. That is, we would want to identify people with an above average altruism score, which in this case would be a perfect score of 5 (i.e., 5 > 4.25). Moreover, Table 2 shows that over 50 percent of the religiously motivated group had an altruism score of five, so this subgroup is not a minority of religiously motivated foster parents.

Use of three separate dummy variables facilitates a nuanced understanding as to how different sources of motivation for fostering operate. In the equation below we can see this more clearly. The coefficient on the dummy variable for religious motivation (α) measures the marginal effect of religious beliefs and the coefficient on altruism (β) measures the marginal effect of altruism . Finally, the coefficient on the interaction term (δ) measures the marginal effect of being both religious and altruistic. For our purposes, this is the most interesting parameter because it will indicate the effect for the smaller group of foster parents who are religiously motivated and highly altruistic.





Total Efect (TE) = α(Religious) + β(Altruism) + δ(Religious * Altruism)








Consider some outcome measure, say, the number of foster children in the home. From an empirical standpoint, if it is true that religious altruists will have “better” foster parenting outcomes, we would expect δ to be positive. Furthermore, the total effect (which is the sum of the marginal effects, (α + β + δ) should also be positive, indicating a difference between those that are religious altruists and those that are neither religiously motivated, nor as altruistic.

The empirical analyses report the baseline results, using just the dummy variables described above alongside results that use a more extensive set of control variables used in other applied work [17,31,32,33,34]. The results are reported in this way so that we may see how robust the underlying relationships are with the central variables of interest (i.e., religious motivation, altruism and their interaction). The control variables include the year the family began to foster, the mother’s age and age squared (to account for eventual dropping out due to aging)3, dummy variables for mother’s race, family income (modeled as a vector of dummy variables)4, marital status, urbanicity and the generosity of the state’s foster payment levels (This last variable mirrors the three payment strata of high, medium and low used in the initial sampling design; low payment states are used as the excluded base case).

Before proceeding to the empirical results, there is one further matter that requires an explanation. As already noted in the previous discussion of the NSCFFP data, the design employed a complex, multi-stage cluster sample. When analyzing such data, traditional statistical methods break down, because they do not take weighting, design and clustering effects into account. The statistical software (STATA) has a series of commands that have been modified especially for complex survey data. Because of the uniqueness of complex survey data, traditional measures of goodness of fit employed with nonlinear models, such as the pseudo-r square, cannot be calculated [35]. However, a modified version of the F statistic can still be computed, providing a test of the null hypothesis that all coefficients in the mode are jointly zero. So, while no pseudo r-squared statistics can be computed (and hence be reported) the modified F statistic is provided in lieu of more traditional goodness of fit measures.


5.1. Empirical Results for Utilization Measures

The first outcomes are basic measures of foster home utilization: the probability that a foster child is currently placed in the home and the total number of foster children currently placed in the home. Given that all parents in this sample are licensed foster parents, they are all potential foster homes, but not all homes had a foster child residing in them at the time of the interview. To the extent that there is normally an imbalance of children needing foster homes to available homes, this is a crucial utilization measure. If motivations do have an effect, then religious altruists might be more likely to be actively fostering by having a child in their home.

Table 4 compares the baseline results and those with the control variables for the first utilization measure, the probability that a foster child is currently residing in the home. Both of these models were estimated using logistic regression. The F statistic measuring global goodness of fit is only significant for the full model with controls though many of the individual coefficients are statistically significant.


Table 4. Logistic Regression Results for Presence of Foster Child in Home.



	
Dependent Variable: Probability that a Foster Child is Currently in the Home

	
Baseline

	
Controls Added






	
Marginal Effect of Religious Motivation (α)

	
−0.785 +

	
−0.808 +




	
(0.509)

	
(0.545)




	
Marginal Effect of Altruism (β)

	
−0.279

	
−0.238




	

	
(0.313)

	
(0.352)




	
Marginal Combined Effect of Religious Motivation and Altruism (δ)

	
1.72 **

	
1.73 *




	
(0.793)

	
(0.829)




	
Control Variables

	
No

	
Yes




	
N

	
729

	
729




	
F Statistic

	
1.58

	
19.35 **




	
Linear Combination of Religious Motivation and Altruism (α + β + δ)

	
0.657 +

	
0.682 *




	
(0.383)

	
(0.365)






Note: Table reports coefficients with jackknife standard errors in parenthesis below; *** Two tailed p < 0.01 **p < 0.05 * p < 0.1; + One-tailed p < 0.1.






In both models, the marginal effect of religious motivation is negative, as is the marginal effect for altruism. However, the marginal effect of being both religious and altruistic has a statistically significant and positive association with the probability that a foster child is currently in the home (δ is just over 1.7 in both models). To find the total effect for religious altruists, the individual coefficients must be summed. This linear combination of coefficients is reported at the bottom of the table. The linear combination is positive in each case, showing that religious altruists have a higher probability of having a foster child in their homes Using the estimate for the full model with controls of 0.682, this translates into an odds ratio of about 1.98 to 1 (i.e., e0.682 = 1.98), meaning that the odds for religious altruists having a child in their home are nearly twice those for the base case (non-religiously motivated persons without a perfect altruism score). These results suggest that religious altruists are allowing their homes to be occupied by foster children on a more frequent basis. Of course, this result may also be picking up the effects social worker selectivity; that is, some social workers may attempt to place foster children in the homes of religious altruists first before trying other homes.

The second measure of utilization is the number of foster children currently in the home. The results for this measure are contained in Table 5. These were estimated using negative binomial regression, which is often used with count data when there are no negative values of the dependent variable.5


Table 5. Negative Binomial Regression Results for Number of Foster Children in Home.



	
Dependent Variable: Number of Foster Children

	
Baseline

	
Controls Added






	
Marginal Effect of Religious Motivation (α)

	
−0.640 **

	
−0.656 **




	
(0.270)

	
(0.273)




	
Marginal Effect of Altruism (β)

	
−0.126

	
−0.108




	

	
(0.138)

	
(0.139)




	
Marginal Combined Effect of Religious Motivation and Altruism (δ)

	
1.09 **

	
1.08 **




	
(0.388)

	
(0.399)




	
Control Variables

	
No

	
Yes




	
N

	
729

	
729




	
F Statistic

	
3.87 **

	
5.87 *




	
Linear Combination of Religious Motivation and Altruism (α + β + δ)

	
0.32 **

	
0.317 **




	
(0.144)

	
(0.134)






Note: Table reports coefficients with jackknife standard errors in parenthesis below; *** Two tailed p < 0.01 ** p < 0.05 * p < 0.1; + One-tailed p < 0.1.






The results closely resemble those in Table 4: the individual effects of religious reasons for fostering and altruism are negative, but the marginal effect of the interactive term (δ) is positive and statistically significant, again underlining the importance of the two working in tandem. The overall effect for religious altruists (as computed with the linear combination of coefficients, (α + β + δ) is again positive and statistically significant; the baseline model result is 0.32 and the full model returns a value of 0.317. In a negative binomial regression the coefficients can be interpreted as the proportional change in the count for a change in the regressor [36]. This can be made even more interpretable by multiplying the coefficient by 100 to get the percentage change. Here the interpretation is that religious altruists are expected to have about 32% (i.e., 0.317 *100) more children in their homes.

In sum, the results for the first set of models show that religious altruists are more likely to have at least one foster child residing in their homes. They also have a greater number of foster children. This certainly has practical implications given the shortage of family foster homes. It appears that households with religious and altruistic motivations maintain a higher level of utilization.



5.2. Empirical Results for Intent to Continue Fostering

If it is true that religious altruism leads to greater fostering utilization, it also stands to reasons that religious altruists would be more likely to continue fostering. The NSCFFP asked all of the current foster parents the question, “Thinking ahead, over the next three years, do you intend to continue as a foster parent?” The response was coded as a dummy variable, equal to one if the answer was yes and zero if no. Therefore a positive regression coefficient would indicate an increase in the probability of continuing as a foster parent and a negative coefficient would indicate an increase in the probability of quitting.

Table 6 reports logistic regression results where the dependent variable is the respondent’s stated intent to continue fostering in the next three years. The sample size is slightly smaller (659 versus 729) for these regressions because of missing data on the dependent variable. The F statistics for both regressions are very small, suggesting an overall poor fit.


Table 6. Logistic Regression Results for Intent to Continue Fostering.



	
Dependent Variable: Probability that Foster Parent Intends to Continue Fostering

	
Baseline

	
Controls Added






	
Marginal Effect of Religious Motivation (α)

	
−0.039

	
0.076




	
(0.436)

	
(0.459)




	
Marginal Effect of Altruism (β)

	
0.153

	
0.152




	

	
(0.357)

	
(0.33)




	
Marginal Combined Effect of Religious Motivation and Altruism (δ)

	
0.045

	
−0.126




	
(0.942)

	
(0.893)




	
Control Variables

	
No

	
Yes




	
N

	
659

	
659




	
F Statistic

	
0.07

	
0.51




	
Total Effect of Religious Motivation and Altruism (α + β + δ)

	
0.159

	
0.102




	
(0.76)

	
(0.763)






Note: Table reports coefficients with jackknife standard errors in parenthesis below; *** Two tailed p < 0.01 ** p < 0.05 * p < 0.1; + One-tailed p < 0.1.






It appears that religious motivation and/or altruism make little difference on intent to continue fostering. There is no statistically significant effect with any of the marginal components or even their linear combination. Of course, intent is not same as an actual decision to quit, so these findings are not definitive. But they certainly show that religious altruists did not have discernibly more expressed motivation to continue as foster parents.

To summarize, the results from the empirical analysis are somewhat mixed. They indicate that homes of religious altruists are more likely to be utilized at a higher rate among all eligible foster parents. Religious altruists are more likely to have a foster child in their home and to have a larger number of foster children. But there was no statistically significant difference between religious altruists and others in terms of their expressed intent to continue fostering, a finding which fails to confirm the hypothesis that religiously motivated foster parents would have greater longevity as caregivers.




6. Conclusions

This paper has examined the empirical linkages between religious motivation, altruism and fostering. In a time where faith-based collaboration in child welfare systems is on the rise, understanding how and why religious motivations translate into substantive outcomes for foster homes is increasingly important for practitioners in child welfare. The research findings do have some important implications for child welfare practice.

First, though it is clear that religiously motivated parents are more likely to be altruistic, not all parents in this group are altruistic. This finding accords with the literature on extrinsic versus intrinsic religious motivation. It also implies that not all faith communities would be ready to engage in long-term child welfare partnerships. Accordingly, care must be taken when selecting faith communities to serve as collaborative partners and in the selection of individual foster caregivers. Perhaps appropriate pilot testing or other incremental steps could be taken by officials on the government side to assure that particular faith communities are indeed ready to serve as faithful long-term partners. In addition, social workers will need to pay close attention to prospective foster parents’ motivations for fostering and not merely assume that because religious motivation is present that this equates to altruism.

Second, the association between religious altruism and foster home utilization is a very important one for social work practice. In a time of dwindling resources and greater need for foster families, finding parents in this religious altruist group could be a real boost to the operating capacity of the foster care system.

Third, the lack of association found between religious altruism and intent to continue fostering suggests that motivation by itself may not be sufficient to uphold foster parents over the long haul. This obviates the need for study of other auxiliary systems of support and nurture for foster parents to keep them motivated to serve as caregivers. It could be that some faith communities do, in fact, provide some of those needed supports. More study of the other ways in which faith communities work to support and aid foster parents could yield some interesting insights here.

There are also many questions that this research leaves unanswered and limitations which must be acknowledged. First, what does a religious motivation for fostering really amount to? The NSCFFP only provides the broadest of descriptions. “Religious beliefs” is a fairly sweeping and ambiguous umbrella term that leaves much to be explored—perhaps some religious motivations are different from others. Also, though it is certainly reasonable to propose that we would be more likely to find religiously motivated people in places of worship, we cannot infer much about the types of congregations in which religiously motivated foster parents are found. Are there certain religions or denominations where it is more likely that this group would be found? These questions merit further data collection and investigation.

Second, the NSCFFP represents the only nationally representative foster parent data that we have available, and while the data are high in quality they are more than 20 years old. This calls for more data collection by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (or others). The findings might change with newer data. The findings here, though significant, undoubtedly will need further validation by scholars elsewhere using different data.

Third, the measures of foster home utilization employed in this research are, at best, an imperfect measure of foster home quality. It could be argued that just because some foster parents are more likely to take in one or more foster children, their motive are not necessarily altruistic. Social worker selectivity might also be at work here: perhaps they send children to certain households because they are less of a hassle for them, for example. Moreover having multiple foster children in a home might arguably decrease the quality of care available to each child (though the care received still might be better than the alternative). And so, while the data do establish a relationship between religious altruism and utilization, the ultimate question of the linkage between religious motivation and foster home quality remains unanswered.6

This initial empirical look at faith, altruism and fostering reveals many other intriguing questions in need of further research. For example, how do outcomes with recent faith-based initiatives in the area of child welfare square with the more general empirical associations found here? This calls for in-depth fieldwork on a more national scale. What is motivating local faith congregation members to provide foster care and/or adoption? Are their motives altruistic or not? Are these programs seeing success in terms of greater foster parent capacity and longevity? To conclude, this paper points to some interesting connections between religious motivation, altruism and fostering. Using a nationally representative sample of foster parents, this research provides some initial evidence that foster homes with parents that possess religious and altruistic motives provide a higher level of utilization as caregivers. As interest in foster care and adoption continues to mount from faith-based circles, the findings here suggest that such efforts may bear some fruit. These results point to the promise of further investigation into specific faith-based child welfare initiatives around the country in an attempt to understand if they do offer some unique and innovative potential for the foster care system.
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	1Though the chi square test confirms a difference between groups, statistically it cannot evidence a clear direction of association. Other measures of association such as the Gamma statistic can show such directional association, but unfortunately, the survey data analysis module in STATA does not offer these other measures of association. A simple alternative is to employ ordered logit regression which is appropriate for an additive index. The independent variable is the presence of religious motivation for fostering, coded as a dummy variable equal to one if religious motivation is present. The coefficient on the religious variable is positive (0.891) and statistically significant (p = 0.001), suggesting that religious motivation is positively associated with the altruism index.

	2This paper does not even attempt to capture the rich literature on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. And it should be readily acknowledged the intrinsic-extrinsic conceptualization has been the subject of numerous methodological discussions since Allport’s original work was introduced (See [29] for an excellent synopsis). Rather, the intrinsic-extrinsic framework is introduced here as a means for explaining the varied underlying motivations for religiosity and their attendant outcomes as manifest in actual behavior.

	3Father’s age could also be used as in [17]. Use of father’s age as a regressor comes at a price because it significantly reduce the effective sample size by 170 unweighted observations. Further, because single female headed households would have missing values, using father’s age eliminates them from the sample as well. In auxiliary regressions where I used father’s age, the coefficients were largely analogous.

	4The NSCFFP does not have continuous data for income, but reports income as an ordinal variable across several income intervals.

	5Negative binomial models are preferred over Poisson models when over-dispersion is present in the data. The estimates of the dispersion parameter in the negative binomial regression evidenced the presence of slight over-dispersion. Accordingly, negative binomial regression was used. (The dispersion parameter, ln alpha, was equal to −1.47 in the full model, corresponding to a slight dispersion of 0.23).

	6I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for providing this insight.
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