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Residential treatment centers (RTCs) have .
Adoption competency helps

residential staff interpret behavior
through a relational and developmental lens.

strong clinical, ethical, and systemlevel reasons
to be interested in adoption competency,

particularly because a significant proportion of . ) ) ) ) L
Adoption competency is not a single intervention; it is a

framework of knowledge, values, and skills that helps profes-
sionals understand how permanency experiences affect
development, identity, and relationships across the lifespan

youth served in residential settings have child
welfare involvement, including foster care,
kinship care, guardianship, or adoption. The
evidence and practice literature consistently
show that outcomes improve when care is Key elements particularly relevant to residential care include:

responsive to these livedexperiencess - Understanding behaviors as trauma activation or attachment

injury, not simply symptoms to be extinguished
The ]?opz.tlatzon se.rved in 7:eszde”tml . Recognizing the impact of separation, loss, and repeated
care ts dzsproportzonately ’mpﬂeted removals, including the experience of entering residential

by adoption and child welfare care itself

experiences. - Avoiding the pathologizing of developmentally normative

Residential treatment providers routinely responses to disrupted caregiving histories

serve youth with complex trauma histories, Internal strategy materials highlight that adoption competent
multiple placements, disrupted attachments, approaches focus on healing relationships, even within

and permanency related losses. These experi- congregate or short-term care settings, and on supporting
ences shape behavior, treatment engagement, caregivers as therapeutic partners whenever possible.

and relational functioning, making adoption

competent knowledge especially relevant in Adoption competent care reduces the risk of
residential settings. retraumatization in residential settings.

Multiple external and internal sources emphasize that
residential treatment can unintentionally replicate earlier
losses and removals if programs are not intentionally
adoption and permanency responsive.

Field literature further confirms that adopted
and foster involved youth are overrepresented
in intensive behavioral health settings and
often present with needs that standard
mental health models alone do not Guidance for residential leaders working with families
adequately address. formed through adoption underscores the importance of:

« Minimizing practices that mirror past coercion or abandonment

Why this matters for RTCs

+ Maintaining meaningful family connections during treatment

Without adoption competent understanding, - Preparing youth and caregivers for transitions in ways that
behaviors rooted in separation, loss, identity honor permanency relationships

confusion, or attachment injury are more Adoption competent frameworks aligns closely with trauma

informed care by explicitly addressing the attachment and
pathology, or treatment resistance rather identity dimensions of trauma that are often underemphasized
than survival responses. in traditional RTC models.

likely to be misinterpreted as defiance,
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Adoption competency supports better engagement
with families and permanency systems.

Residential treatment does not occur in isolation. RTCs operate within
child welfare, court, and permanency systems, and success often depends
on effective collaboration with families and systems beyond discharge.

Adoption competent practice:

- Treats parents, guardians, and kin as partners, not obstacles

- Supports permanency goals such as reunification, guardianship,
or adoption, even when youth require intensive treatment

- Helps staff communicate more effectively with child welfare
professionals using a shared, permanency focused language

This aligns with federal and state expectations that residential care
actively support permanency rather than function as a parallel or
disconnected service.

There is growing evidence that adoption
competent training improves outcomes.

Evaluation of adoption competent training initiatives, including TAC and NTI,

shows that families working with adoption competent trained clinicians report:

- Stronger therapeutic alliances

- Higher satisfaction with care

- More adoption relevant and responsive treatment

- Improved family outcomes

While much of this research focuses on outpatient and community based
care, internal National Center materials explicitly note that the same compe-
tencies are critically important in residential settings, where complexity and
risk are often higher.

Adoption competency strengthens
workforce readiness and program credibility.

Graduate programs typically provide little to no training in adoption or
child welfare specific mental health practice, leaving many residential
staff underprepared for the realities of the population they serve.

By investing in adoption competency, residential treatment centers can:

- Build staff confidence and consistency in practice

- Reduce burnout by improving understanding of challenging behaviors

- Demonstrate alignment with evidence informed,
family centered standards of care

- Strengthen partnerships with states, tribes, and child welfare agencies
increasingly focused on permanency outcomes.

- Shape clinical practice that is aligned with evidence of superior outcomes

Residential Treatment Providers and Adoption Competence

Learn Mowre

If you are interested in enrolling
in our National Training Initiative
(NTI) and strengthening adoption

competence in your practice or
across your organization and state,
we invite you to connect with us.

Mary Wichansky, MSW, LCSW-C

Director of The National Center for Adoption
Competent Mental Health Services

wichansky@adoptionsupport.org

Contact Mary to learn more
about how your organization can
become an adoption competent

professional or system.
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National Adoption Competency
Mental Health Training Initiative

You can also explore the National
Training Initiative in Adoption
Competent Mental Health (NTI) to
learn more about specialized
training opportunities:

bridges4mentalhealth.org/
nti-mhp-learning-communities/
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