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RESEARCH QUESTION

Is residential treatment an effective treatment method for children and adolescents with mental disorders?
METHOD

Various studies were secured by using the following method.  A computer search was conducted September 11, 2007 in the following databases: Google Scholar, Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, Pre-CINAHL, PsycARTICLES, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, PsycINFO, TOPICsearch.  The MOLES terms for effectiveness “random* or controlled clinicaltrial* or control group* or evaluation stud* or study design or statistical* significan* or double-blind or placebo” were combined with the key words “children or youth or adolescent or teenager or youngster or kid or teen or young person” & “residential treatment” in the search to target well conducted experimental studies.  This research strategy produced 128 abstracts which were reviewed for possible inclusion. Of these, 20 full articles were selected for further review. Most selected articles are multi-study reviews of residential treatment, and some are individual studies. 
STUDIES WITH POSITIVE OUTCOMES

There appears to be significant inconsistency in the reviewed literature concerning the outcomes of residential treatment for children and adolescents.  Nevertheless, positive outcomes are more commonly found in the research studies.

Day, Pal, & Goldberg (1994) conducted research on 37 children with conduct disorder in Earlscourt Child & Family Centre, ON.  They reported a significant decrease in the number of children within the clinical range on the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) at discharge compared to at admission. At 6, 12, and 24 month follow ups, CBCL scores were still significantly lower than at admission.  Moore and O’Connor (1991) conducted a retrospective file review of 123 cases in Warrenstown House in Ireland. They found that most of the children with poor interactions with authority and peers at admission improved to adequate or better skill level at discharge.  Valliant (1993) completed research on the long-lasting effects of residential treatment on adolescent males and found a significant increase in self-esteem and a decrease in verbal hostility during the treatment.  Goodrich (1985) found that “a significant number of difficult adolescents appeared to improve and live relatively normal lives following long-term residential treatment” (Collins-Marotte, 2002).  Hooper, Murphy, Devaney, and Hultman (2000) conducted a study on 111 adolescents in an educational residential facility. They found 60% of adolescents had a successful outcome at 6, 12, 18, and 24 month post discharge.  Finally, in Outcomes for Children and Adolescents After Residential Treatment: A Review of Research from 1993 to 2003, Hair (2005) concluded that “Given the studies reviewed, residential treatment appears to be a valuable intervention as part of a system of care for severely emotionally and behaviorally troubled youth.” (p. 570).
STUDIES WITH NEGATIVE OUTCOMES


There are also some studies and reviews which reported no significant improvement and  in some cases indicated negative outcomes in residential treatment for youth.  Hoagwood and Cunningham (1992) conducted a study of 114 children and adolescents with serous emotional disturbance in residential treatment for educational purposes.  Nearly 63% of the youngsters had made either no progress or minimal progress, had been discharged with a negative outcome, or had run away.  

For substance related residential treatment outcome, Brown, Vik and Creamer (1989) conducted research on 75 adolescents participating in an adolescent chemical dependency treatment program and found that 60% of adolescents relapsed during the first 3 months following discharged and 80% relapsed by the end of 6 months. 


Collins (1988) reviewed all the residential follow-up research abstracted from 1966 to 1988 and stated: 
I’ve awakened to the possibility that group substitute care (“Residential Treatment”) may be seriously flawed: it is expensive; it often fails to produce even lasting changes in those it purports to treat; it allows society to rid itself of its non-conformists in the name of “treatment”; it encourages parents to throw away their difficult children in the name of “therapy”; and it often allows matters to worsen, providing settings for contagion and deviant peer modeling. (p. 1)

About 20 years later, Pumariega (2007) raised other serious concerns about 
residential treatment for children and youth in his study reviews:

The commentary by Whitehead et al. (2007), as well as the article by Freidman et al. (2006), and the editorial/case report by Pumariega (2006) in the special section, all caution against some of the worst iatrogenic effects. These include children being abused by poorly trained, poorly supervised front-line staff, who, at their best, are trying to manage the means of youth with complex problems, and at the worst, sometimes find their way into these programs to take advantage of such children and youth. There are also other well-documented adverse iatrogenic effects associated with residential treatment. A child or youth being sent out of the family for long-term residential treatment often finds their role and position in the family being displaced and sometimes being eliminated after an extended absence. (p. 343)
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDIES

The studies reviewed of the effectiveness of residential treatment have some serious methodological limitations.  First, the majority of the published studies, including reviews, are single-sample pretest-posttest or posttest-only designs with no comparison or control groups.  While this approach is understandable from the standpoint of having a moral and ethical obligation to provide treatment to all clients/patients, it creates a significant threat to the internal and external validity of these studies.  Second, most of the studies use pre-existing samples with limited participants.  Hair (2005) stated that “the small numbers of clients willing to participate, combined with those agency families who do not complete the expected length of treatment can significantly influence clinical research outcome” (p. 554).  Third, the measurement of success can be problematic due to data collector attitude, bias and subjectivity.  Residential staff who are expected to collect the data might not be convinced of the rational or the reasoning of the measures, they might be reluctant to spend time inputting the data, or be uncomfortable with computer entry (Hernadez, Hodges, Nesman, & Ringeisen, 2001).  Additionally, in some studies, the outcome measurement is based on residential staff or teachers’ personal judgment, and is therefore very subjective.  For example, in the study Connor, Miller, and Cunningham (2002) did on 87 children and adolescents treated in a residential treatment center, teachers used the Devereux Scales of Mental Disorder to evaluate behaviors related to psychopathology after at least one month of residential treatment after admission and then again at discharge.  Residential treatment staff used The Clinical Global Impressions Scale to measure the outcome at the time of each youth’s discharge.  The studies also reported that teachers and residential staffs disagree on what qualifies as “improvement.”  Two different methods of measurement, subjective criteria, and disagreement among evaluators made this study weak in reliability and validity.  
CONCLUSION

While there are inconsistencies in the results and various limitations in the research, several factors appear to consistently influence outcomes and increase the likelihood that positive changes will occur for children and adolescents in residential treatment.  First, the quality of the residential treatment is essential.  Pumariega (2007) stated that youth, “particularly those who are in the custody of states and who are funded through Medicaid funds, are placed in non-licensed substandard facilities with little in the way of psychological intervention relying on either excessive pharmacological interventions or quasicorrectional models of containment” (p. 344).  This suggests that under these circumstances mentally disturbed youth might be harmed rather than benefited from residential treatment.  Youth in treatment can even be abused by “poorly trained, poorly supervised front-line staff” (p. 343).  Lyons, Terry, Martinovich, Peterson, and Bouska (2001) reported in their meta-analysis that one site which received many complaints and their “cases got statistically significantly worse over the course of residential treatment” due to the “significant instability within the facility administration in combination with an aging facility” (p. 342).  Lieberman and Bellonci (2007) strongly recommend improving residential treatment programs through licensure and promotions of standards of care.
Family involvement in the treatment process was also viewed to be very important. Sunseri (2001) found children who had more family visits during residential treatment were more likely to meet their goals and graduate.  This is consistent with the previous research conducted by Lewis (1982) who reported that parents of successful children made more contact with their children and the contacts made by these parents were more positive in nature. Gorske, Srebalus, and Walls (2003) also provided evidence of the relationship between family support and involvement with goal attainment and program completion, which are “critical for discharge to a less restrictive setting.” (Hair, 2005, p. 557). Stage (1999) even found the participation by the resident and her or his family members in family therapy to be the only significant predictor of successful discharge to a less restrictive setting. 
In addition to the above referenced factors of influence which demonstrate significant influence in residential treatment outcomes, the research suggests that there are other important predictors.  A shorter length of stay “has been identified as a potential influence for success” (Hair, 2005).  Shapiro, Welker, and Pierce (1999) reported that four out of five measures indicating positive change occurred during the first six months of treatment, and no further gains were identified in later treatment.  Hoagwood and Cunningham (1992) also noted that a positive outcome was more likely to occur if a student was discharged prior to 15 months of treatment in residential facility.  Other studies demonstrated that youth with conduct problems have poorer reaction to residential treatment (Carlson, et al., 1994; Hemphill & Howell, 2000; Lyons & Schaefer, 2000; Pfeiffer & Strzelecki, 1990; Whittaker & Pfeiffer, 1994).  Other characteristics in children influencing positive treatment outcomes were identified by Wells (1991) in his review:
Child characteristics included a less severe dysfunction, the onset of an acute problem rather than an ongoing one, greater academic ability and a greater capacity for relationships. Treatment factors included the involvement of a child with their peers, staff and academic tasks, a child’s attainment of treatment goals, and clinical work with a child’s family (p. 333)
Finally, in the outcome literature, demographic information such as age, race and IQ have been found not significantly related to the residential treatment outcome (Carlson et al., 1994; Stage-Scott et al., 1993; Whittaker & Pfeiffer, 1994). 

The research on the effectiveness of residential treatment for children and adolescents with mental disorders is mixed.  Moreover, there are several methodological weaknesses in many of the studies.  Due to the limitations and inconsistencies in the literature, conclusions about the effectiveness of residential treatment should be made cautiously.  Perhaps the most important result and the product of greatest utility in this review of the research is the identification of factors consistently associated with treatment outcomes: 1) positive - quality, licensure, standards of care, family support and involvement in the treatment process, shorter length of stay; 2) negative - youth with conduct problems have poorer outcomes; 3) irrelevant - demographic information.
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