
Summary of “Is There a Foster Care-To-Prison Pipeline? Evidence from
Quasi-Randomly Assigned Investigators”

E. Jason Baron and Max Gross1

Why this study? About one in twenty children in the United States are placed in foster care during their

childhood because government authorities found they were abused or neglected and determined it was not

safe for them to continue living in their homes. This proportion is even larger for Black and Native American

children, groups with long histories of forced family separation.2 News outlets commonly refer to a foster

care-to-prison pipeline, as close to one fifth of the prison population in the United States is people who were

placed in foster care.3 However, there is little evidence on whether foster care causes later-in-life contact

with the criminal justice system.

Data and outcome measures. We use detailed administrative data from the child welfare and criminal

justice systems in Michigan. We study about 120,000 child welfare investigations of children ages 6 to 16

between 2008 and 2016. Using these data, we focus on three adult crime outcomes: arrested by age 19,

convicted by age 19, and incarcerated by age 19.

Methods. We follow a similar process to the gold standard approach in clinical drug trials whereby some

patients are randomly assigned to a group that receives the drug and others are assigned to a control group

that does not. Of course, randomly assigning children to foster care would be highly unethical. Yet there

is a feature of child welfare investigations that somewhat mirrors this type of process: investigators within

a local field office are assigned to children’s cases based on who is next on a list. Investigators also have

discretion over whether to recommend placement and some are more likely to recommend placement than

others. We compare the outcomes of children who are assigned by chance to a “strict” investigator and thus

are placed in foster care to those who are not placed because they were assigned to a “lenient” investigator.

Main findings. Exhibit 1 shows that foster care placement reduced later-in-life crime. More than one

third of children who were not placed were arrested by age 19 (37 percent), compared to just 12 percent of

children who were placed in foster care. Likewise, children who were placed in foster care were 28 percentage

points less likely to be convicted by age 19 (35 percent compared to 7 percent) and 21 percentage points

less likely to be incarcerated by age 19 (26 percent compared to 5 percent).

Exhibit 1. The Effects of Foster Care Placement on Crime by Age 19
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Notes. The differences in outcomes are statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
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We also explored whether foster care reduced adult crime more for certain groups of children. Foster care

appeared to reduce adult crime more for male than female children, and for younger children (ages 6 to 11)

than older youth (ages 12 to 16). We find similar effects for White, Black, and Hispanic children.

Who do these findings extend to? The vast majority of child welfare investigations involve children for

whom no child welfare investigator would say that foster care placement is warranted. The findings in this

study represent the effects of placement only for children who were candidates for foster care (that is, children

for whom some investigators might have recommended placement while others would not have). Indeed,

we estimate that just 5 percent of the close to 120,000 investigations we study involved such candidates for

foster care. Among candidates who were placed, we find that nearly all were initially placed in a family

home with relatives or an unrelated family as opposed to a group home, and most experienced relatively

stable placements. They tended to have relatively short stays in foster care of about one to two years after

which more than four in five reunified with their biological family.

Limitations. This study has three key limitations. First, this study focuses on outcomes that we can

measure in administrative data and not on other important considerations related to foster care placement

decisions, such as the potential for emotional trauma for children and parents or questions related to the

morality of child removal. Second, we focus on children who were between 6 and 16 years old when they were

subject to a child welfare investigation. This study does not show how foster care influences infants, toddlers,

or preschoolers. Third, we study the foster care system in a single state. Although Michigan generally mirrors

the nation along foster care performance metrics, further research is needed to show whether these findings

extend to other settings.

Key takeaways for public policy. Recently, there has been a strong national push to reduce foster care

caseloads. The Family First Prevention Services Act of 2019 (FFPSA) prioritizes keeping children with

their families by for the first time allowing child welfare agencies to use federal dollars to fund programs

and services that aim to prevent foster care placement. Our study finds that children who are candidates

for foster care that are not placed have higher chances of criminal justice involvement than those who are

placed. Thus, these findings highlight that improving the alternatives to foster care is important. Yet child

welfare agencies need not shoulder the burden alone. Studies show that broader social policies, such as a

strong social safety net, can also reduce child abuse and neglect.4 To meet the federal goal of safely reducing

foster care caseloads, identifying what works to promote child wellbeing while keeping families intact is a

crucial frontier for policy and research.
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