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Introduction 
	The child welfare system in the United States is designed to protect children while promoting safe and stable family environments, with family reunification serving as a primary permanency goal. Reunification involves returning children to their parents following removal while ensuring that the conditions leading to system involvement have been adequately addressed. Although reunification is widely recognized as a preferred outcome, achieving it is often complex and shaped by a range of family, service, and system-level factors. In large public agencies such as the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services, these challenges are intensified by high caseloads, limited resources, and the need for coordinated service delivery. 
Prior studies have examined various predictors of reunification outcomes, including parental participation in services, case risk levels, and broader structural barriers. However, less attention has been given to how workforce and service delivery factors jointly influence case outcomes. In particular, the interaction between caseload size, family engagement, and service coordination remains underexplored, despite their potential impact on the effectiveness and efficiency of service delivery. This literature review examines existing research on reunification outcomes, with a focus on these key factors, to better understand how they influence case trajectories within child welfare systems. 
Reunification Outcomes 
	Family reunification has been a central goal of the child welfare system and refers to the safe return of children to their biological parents following removal (LaBrenz et al., 2020; Carvalho et al., 2018). As a permanency outcome, it has been widely valued for preserving family relationships while maintaining child safety (Connell et al., 2022; Teixeira et al., 2022). 


Despite its importance, reunification has reflected a multifaceted process shaped by both family circumstances and broader system conditions. Earlier research has shown that outcomes depended not only on parental progress but also on how effectively services were delivered and coordinated. For instance, LaBrenz et al. (2020) identified both family characteristics and state-level factors as key predictors of reunification, while other studies emphasized the role of service accessibility and professional decision-making in shaping outcomes (Carvalho et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 2022). Collectively, this body of work indicated that reunification outcomes have emerged from the interaction of individual and system-level influences. 
Barriers within the system have further complicated the reunification process. Many families have encountered difficulties accessing services, maintaining participation, and navigating complex systems of care (Jukes et al., 2022; Davies et al., 2023). In addition, differences in communication and coordination across providers contributed to variation in case outcomes, with more structured and integrated systems linked to improved permanency results (Connell et al., 2022; Crompton et al., 2026). Researchers have typically examined reunification using administrative or longitudinal measures, including the likelihood of reunification within a given timeframe and duration in out-of-home care (Ahn et al., 2023; LaBrenz et al., 2020). While these studies have provided valuable insight into general trends, less attention has been given to how specific, measurable aspects of service delivery function together. In particular, the combined influence of caseload size, family engagement, and service coordination has remained insufficiently examined. 
Caseload Size 
	Empirical research has consistently linked excessive caseloads in child welfare to burnout and staff turnover, both of which undermine workforce stability and service quality. Nilsen et al. 


(2023) examined 225 child welfare workers in Norway and found that workload was a primary predictor of turnover, particularly among less experienced workers. Burnout, characterized by emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy, was associated with higher turnover rates and disruptions in continuity of care for children and families. Complementing these findings, Fuseini (2024) reported that Canadian frontline workers frequently exceeded agency caseload limits, resulting in increased stress and reduced effectiveness in practice. These findings illustrate how workload pressures can limit workers’ capacity to engage meaningfully with families and manage cases effectively. 
Beyond individual impacts, high caseloads contribute to broader organizational 
challenges and negatively affect family outcomes. MacLochlainn et al. (2026) found that elevated caseloads contributed to workforce instability and were linked to placement disruptions, delays in permanency outcomes, and increased emotional distress for children and families. Other studies further demonstrated the relationship between workload and service quality, with McFadden et al. (2024) finding that workload strain intensified as caseloads increased and Clark et al. (2024) demonstrating declines in core casework functions under high workload conditions. 
Together, the evidence indicates that caseload size plays a critical role in shaping workforce functioning and service delivery. However, fewer studies have directly examined how these workload conditions have influenced reunification outcomes. These findings align with broader research indicating that both system capacity and service delivery processes play a critical role in shaping child welfare outcomes. 
Family Engagement 
	Engagement between families and service providers has been widely linked to improved outcomes in child welfare cases. When families actively participated in services such as 


counseling, therapy, and case planning, they were more likely to remain involved and make progress toward reunification (Fuller & Zhang, 2017; Lai et al., 2025). Increased interaction between social workers and families was also associated with stronger engagement and more positive case trajectories, suggesting that the quality of these relationships played a significant role in shaping outcomes (Lai et al., 2025). 
Interactions between families and service providers also influenced the effectiveness of engagement. Collaborative and trust-based interactions strengthened service effectiveness and improved overall experiences within the system (Toros et al., 2018). Despite these benefits, barriers such as difficulty engaging parents and broader systemic constraints limited consistent participation in services (Jukes et al., 2022). As a result, engagement has functioned both as an ongoing process and as a contributing factor to outcomes. While existing research established its importance, fewer studies examined how specific indicators, such as frequency of contact, related directly to reunification outcomes. 
Service Coordination 
	Completing required services is a central part of the reunification process, yet doing so has often been complicated for families involved in the child welfare system. Parents were typically expected to complete multiple programs, including mental health treatment, parenting education, and domestic violence interventions. In practice, accessing these services involved navigating fragmented systems, long wait times, and logistical barriers (Davies et al., 2023; Jukes et al., 2022). These challenges made it difficult for families to maintain consistent participation and progress through case plans. 
	System-level coordination has played a crucial role in shaping these experiences. When services were aligned and communication between providers was effective, families were better 


able to engage and complete required programs (Connell et al., 2022; Crompton et al., 2026). On the other hand, delays in referrals and gaps in coordination reduced the likelihood of successful completion (Ahn et al., 2023). Research showed that both individual motivation and structural conditions influenced service engagement, underscoring the need for coordinated systems of care. (Ahn et al., 2023; Connell et al., 2022). Although prior studies emphasized the importance of coordination, fewer examined how measurable aspects of service delivery directly affected reunification outcomes. 
Limitations on Existing Research 
	Although a substantial body of research examined child welfare outcomes, important gaps remained. Many studies focused on individual factors or service participation in isolation, rather than considering how multiple variables interacted within complex systems (LaBrenz et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2023). As a result, the combined influence of workforce conditions and service delivery processes was not fully explored. This gap is particularly relevant in large public systems such as the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services, where high demand and structural constraints shape service delivery. 
Another limitation involved the types of data used in prior research. Much of the literature relied on qualitative findings or self-reported measures, which provided valuable insight but did not always capture measurable indicators of case progress. Administrative data, including timelines, service use, and contact frequency, have offered an opportunity to examine these factors more systematically (Ahn et al., 2023; Crompton et al., 2026). Addressing these gaps is important for informing policy and improving service delivery. This study will examine these variables together using administrative data to better understand how they influence reunification outcomes. 


Conclusion 
	This literature review highlights the complexity of family reunification within the child welfare system and the range of factors that influence case outcomes. Prior research 
demonstrated that reunification is shaped by family characteristics, service participation, and broader structural conditions. In addition, the literature emphasized the importance of workforce and service delivery factors, including caseload size, family engagement, and service 
coordination, in shaping how families progress through the system. Overall, these findings highlighted the need to examine both individual and system-level influences when evaluating child welfare outcomes. 
Despite these contributions, gaps remain in understanding how these factors interact within large public child welfare systems. In particular, limited research has examined these variables simultaneously or utilized administrative data to assess measurable indicators of service delivery and case progress. Addressing these gaps is important for public administration, as it can inform more effective policies and practices related to staffing, resource allocation, and service coordination. By focusing on these factors within a large system such as the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services, this study aims to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of reunification outcomes and support improvements in child welfare service delivery. 
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