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July 24, 2012 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
Since the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1998, the number of children in 
foster care has decreased by almost 30 percent.  ASFA established clear timelines for 
child welfare cases, emphasizing the achievement of timely permanency for children in 
foster care.  Back then, we didn’t know all we know today about what works to keep 
children safely in their homes or move them quickly to reunification, guardianship, or 
adoption.  Experimentation, determination, and a system-wide emphasis on 
permanency made this reduction possible.  There is still much work to do, but examples 
of successful approaches to achieving permanency are abundant. 

As Commissioner of the Administration on Children, Youth and Families, (ACYF) I have 
worked to develop a national child welfare strategy that builds on this progress and 
pushes us to achieve even better outcomes for young people who have experienced 
maltreatment.  Promoting social and emotional well-being for children and youth is the 
cornerstone of this strategy.  This focus, which is grounded in extensive research, 
integrates the knowledge we have gained in the last two decades and allows us to fully 
embrace ASFA’s emphasis on safety, permanency, and well-being.  Most importantly, it 
has the potential to dramatically improve the odds for children, youth, and families who 
receive child welfare services.  

Even States that have seen large reductions in their foster care populations can benefit 
from taking a close look at how they might address the social and emotional well-being 
of the children who remain in care or receive services in their homes.  I’m writing today 
to tell you about a few of the ways that we are encouraging States to think about more 
fully integrating a focus on social and emotional well-being  into their child welfare work.  
While we don’t today know all of the ways to effectively improve social and emotional 
functioning and well-being, a decade from now we will be able to look back and 
understand how we achieved the improvements to come.  

In April, the Children’s Bureau released an information memorandum (IM) articulating 
a framework for social and emotional well-being in child welfare.  Emerging evidence 
shows that many of maltreatment’s most devastating impacts are social and emotional, 
seriously affecting how children relate to their world.  However, growing research also 
demonstrates that evidence-based interventions, when carefully selected and delivered 
with fidelity, can restore healthy, developmentally appropriate functioning.  ACYF-CB-
IM-12-04, “Promoting Social and Emotional Well-Being for Children and Youth 
Receiving Child Welfare Services,” describes child welfare strategies for achieving  real, 
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measurable, and long-lasting improvements in well-being for children and families.  Find 
this IM at: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/laws_policies/policy/im/2012/im1204.pdf.  

States have an exciting opportunity to test these and other transformational strategies in 
new title IV-E child welfare waiver demonstration projects.  With the authority to 
approve up to thirty demonstration projects over the next three years, ACYF 
encourages States to submit bold proposals for projects that are likely to improve child 
and family well-being outcomes.  The first round of applications were due July 9; States 
that have not yet submitted are encouraged to continue developing their applications 
and send them in as soon as they are ready, as approvals going forward will be 
provided on a rolling basis.  For more information about this opportunity, see ACYF-CB-
IM-12-06, “Child Welfare Demonstration Projects for Fiscal Years (FYs) 2012-2014,” 
at: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/laws_policies/policy/im/2012/im1205.pdf. 

We are also targeting all of our discretionary funding toward efforts to promote the 
social and emotional well-being of children and youth.  For example, the “Initiative to 
Improve Access to Needs-Driven, Evidence-Based/Evidence-Informed Mental and 
Behavioral Health Services in Child Welfare” will fund five grantees to develop 
comprehensive and integrated screening, assessment, and treatment for the children 
they serve.  Another set of grantees will test “Partnerships to Demonstrate the 
Effectiveness of Supportive Housing for Families in the Child Welfare System” for 
families that face the dual risks of homelessness and placement of a child in foster care.  
These and other funding opportunity announcements can be found 
at: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/open/foa/view/HHS-2012-ACF-ACYF-CA-0538.  
Grantees will be announced by the end of September, and findings from their projects 
will be actively disseminated. 

Another way we are working to promote social and emotional well-being is supporting 
States in addressing psychotropic medication use among children and youth in foster 
care.  In April of this year, we released an IM, ACYF-CB-IM-12-03, “Promoting the Safe, 
Appropriate, and Effective Use of Psychotropic Medication for Children in Foster Care 
(http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/laws_policies/policy/im/2012/im1203.pdf).”  In 
August, we will bring together State child welfare, Medicaid, and mental health leaders 
to support cross-system efforts to strengthen oversight and monitoring of psychotropic 
medications for this population.  Additionally, the Children’s Bureau has made electronic 
resources, including a series of technical assistance webinars, available to the public on 
the Child Welfare Information Gateway (http://www.childwelfare.gov).  The IM, the 
August meeting, and other resources all emphasize that efforts to improve management 
of psychotropic medications ought to be integrated into broader efforts to address the 
social and emotional well-being of children and youth.   
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Although these may seem like discrete activities, we see them as part of a larger whole 
– a coordinated effort to drive the next wave of reform in child welfare.  These initiatives 
and activities amplify one another and move us steadily in the direction of meaningful, 
measurable improvements in well-being for our most vulnerable children.  I encourage 
you to explore these opportunities and communications and consider how you might 
integrate them into your ongoing efforts to promote positive outcomes for your State’s 
children, youth, and families.  Thank you for all you do to support our nation’s children, 
youth, and families. 

Sincerely, 
 
/s/ 

Bryan Samuels 
Commissioner 


