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Ecology of institutional life
There is wide variability among and within institutions 

Modal features:
1) regimented daily schedules
2) high child/caregiver ratio
3) non-individualized, impersonal care
4) lack of psychological investment
by caregivers
5) rotating shifts limiting consistency



Author Foster Care Institution   Country
 Goldfarb (1943) 20 20 US
 Goldfarb (1944) 40 40 US
 Goldfarb (1945a) 15 15 US
 Goldfarb (1945b) 70 70 US
 Levy (1947) 129      101 US
 Dennis & Najarian (1957) 41 49 Lebanon
 Provence & Lipton(1962) 75 75 US   
 Roy et al. (2000) 19 19  UK
 Harden et al. (2002) 30 35 US
 Ahmed et al. (2005) 48 94 Iraqi Kurdistan

 Kang et al. (2014) 243 127 Korea

Foster Care vs. Institutional Care
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--Definitive demonstration that foster care led to 
enhanced outcomes across multiple developmental 
domains.
--Earlier placement led to enhanced outcomes in 
some but not all domains.
--Although the trial ended at 54 months, differences 
have persisted in IQ, psychopathology and social 
domains through mid-adolescence. 
--More time in institutions worse outcomes.
--More stability in foster care better outcomes.

--First ever randomized 
controlled trial of foster care 
vs. institutional care.
--First study to assess brain 
structure and function in 
children in institutions.

Documentation that
 Early experience matters: earlier removal and quality of care 

associated with better outcomes
 Sustained experience matters: fewer disruptions associated with 

better outcomes
 Later experience matters: Adolescent caregiving environment 

related to some outcomes



Meta-analysis of 308 studies of 34,823 children from 68 countries



Institutional rearing is associated with compromised 
growth, health, head circumference, cognition, 
socioemotional adaptation and attention 



Meta-analysis of effects of                      
institutional rearing on attachment 



Recovery following de-institutionalization



Is small-group care adequate?
SOS Children’s Villages

• Meta-analysis of 8 studies on physical growth and mental 
health

• N = 1,567 children (N = 894 SOS children)
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Children in SOS 
Children’s Villages

Children in typical 
institutions

Children in 
Families



SOS children 
-worse physical growth 
than peers in typical 
institutions and families, -
worse mental health than 
family-reared children
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Positive = worse compared to family-reared children. The base-
line of zero reflects family-reared children’s development. 
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van IJzendoorn & Bakersman-Kranenburg, 2021, unpublished



Most effective family and child development 
interventions in a care continuum 

• Preventive birth family support systems
• Monitoring child protection services to support continuity of:

• Kinship care
• Foster care
• Kafalah
• Adoption 

• domestic 
• international

• No small group homes

Goldman et al., 2020 Lancet Child & Adolescent Health



Institutional 
Rearing is 
Structural 
Neglect

Functions as a toxin (deprivation of 
necessary caregiving)

• More exposure = more harm
• higher “dose” of deprivation from higher ratios of 

children to caregivers and lower quality of care

• Longer exposure = more harm.
• Some domains of development more 

vulnerable
• social and emotional development. 

• More caregiving disruptions = more harm.
• Consistent, loving care is the antidote

• Individuals differentially affected.
• No way to predict who is at greatest risk.

• Range of recovery after exposure ends
• Minimal (rare) to profound (common) longterm

effects.
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