





Child Protection and Child Outcomes:
Measuring the Effects of Foster Care

By JosepH . DoyLE, Jr.*

Little is known about the effects of placing children who are abused or neglected into
foster care. This paper uses the placement tendency of child protection investigators
as an instrumental variable to identify causal effects of foster care on long-term
outcomes—including juvenile delinquency, teen motherhood, and employment—
among children in Hlinois where a rotational assignment process effectively ran-
domizes families to investigators. Large marginal treatment effect estimates suggest
caution in the interpretation, but the results suggest that children on the margin of
placement tend to have better outcomes when they remain at home, especially older

children. (JEL H75, 138, J13)

The child welfare system aims to protect chil-
dren thought to be abused or neglected by their
parents. Over two million children are investi-
gated for child abuse and neglect each year in
the United States, and roughly half are found
to have been abused (US Department of Health
and Human Services 2004). Approximately 10
percent of these abused children will be placed
in protective custody known as fosler care.

Although foster care is meant to be a tempo-
rary arrangement, children stay in care for an
average of two years, and there are currently
over 500,000 children in care (US Department
of Health and Human Services 2005). Roughly
60 percent of foster children return home; 15 per-
cenl are adopled; and the remainder “age out™ of
foster care (Fred C. Wulczyn, Kristen Brunner
Hislop, and Robert M. Goerge 2000). Three-
quarters ol these children live with substitute
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families, one-third of which are headed by rela-
tives of the children. These families are paid a
subsidy of approximately $400 per month per
child (Child Wellare League of America 1999),
and states spend over $20 billion each year
to administer these child protective services
{Roseana Bess el al. 2002).

Further, foster care policy directly tlar-
gets children who appear to be at high risk of
poor life outcomes. Abused children are three
times more likely to die in childhood (Eugene
E. Sabotta and Robert L. Davis 1992), with
1,400 child deaths each year directly attributed
to child abuse (US Department of Health and
Human Services 2004). Those placed in foster
care are far more likely than other children to
commit crimes, drop out of school, join welfare,
experience substance abuse problems. or enter
the homeless population (June M. Clausen el
al. 1998; Mark E. Courtney and Irving Piliavin
1998; US Department of Health and Human
Services 1999; Amy Dworsky and Mark E.
Couriney 2000; Bo Vinnerljung et al. 2006).
In particular, nearly 20 percent of young prison
inmates' and 28 percent of homeless individuals
spent some time in foster care as a youth (Martha
Burt et al. 1999). Mark E. Courtney, Sherri
Terao, and Noel Bost (2004) surveyed children

"'The 1997 Survey of Inmates in Adult State and Fed-
eral Correctional Facilities shows thal nearly 20 percent
of inmates under the age of 30, and 25 percent of these
inmates with prior convictions, reported spending time in
foster care as a youth (author’s calculations).
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who will turn 18 in foster care and found that
two-thirds ol the boys and half of the girls had
a history of delinquency. The group was three
times more likely to have mental health needs
and four times more likely to have been treated
for a sexually transmitted disease compared to
the national average.

Despite the large number of children at high
risk of poor life outcomes served by child pro-
tective services, il is unclear whether removing
children from home and placing them in foster
care 1s beneficial or harmful for child develop-
ment, especially for children at the margin of
placement (Goerge, Wulczyn, and David Fanshel
1994: Thomas P. McDonald et al. 1996; National
Research Council 1998; Courtney 2000; Richard
1. Gelles, 2000 Melissa Jonson-Reid and Richard
P. Barth 2000).> Child protection agencies
trade off two competing goods: family preserva-
tion and child protection (Anthony N. Maluccio,
Edith Fein, and Inger P. Davis 1994; Barth
1999). Although an abusive family environment
is undoubtedly harmful to child development,
removing a child from home may be traumatic
as well. For example, placement instability in
foster care has been highlighted as a potentially
serious problem for child development.® The
average foster child is moved from one home to
another at least once, with a quarter experienc-
ing three or more moves.

There are two main limitations to estimating
the effects of fosler care placements on child
outcomes. First, there is a lack of long-term out-
come data. Children investigated for abuse or
neglect are not tracked over time in a system-
atic way. Second, endogeneity and selection bias
problems can contaminale comparisons: worse

* Few studies compare children investigated for abuse.
See Desmond K. Runyan and Carolyn L. Gould (1985),
Elizabeth Elmer (1986), Michael 5. Wald, J. M. Carlsmith.
and P.H. Leiderman (1998), and Bilha Davidson-Arad.
Dorit Englechin-Segal, and Yochanan Wozner (2003) for
four small-scale studies. Jonson-Reid and Barth (2000a, b)
studied 160,000 children in California using administrative
data and found lower delinquency on average for children
who remained at home, especially those who received in-
home services.

* There is a large empirical literature on placement sta-
bility, as it is one observable characteristic in administra-
tive data. See Rae Newton, Alan J. Litronwnik. and John
A. Landsverk (20000}, Dana K. Smith et al. (2001), Sigrid
James, Landsverk., and Donald 1. Slymen (2004). and
Andrew Zinn et al. (2006).
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outcomes for foster children compared to other
children in the same area could be due to abusive
family backgrounds, as opposed to any effect
of foster care placement (Benjamin Kerman,
Judith Wildfire, and Barth 2002). Meanwhile,
those children who are removed are likely those
who would benefit most from placement, and a
comparison of average outcomes may overstate
the benefit of removal for marginal cases.

This paper uses a measure of the removal
tendency of child protection investigators as an
instrumental variable to identify causal effects
of foster care placement on child outcomes for
school-age children and youth. Cases are dis-
tributed to investigators on a rotational basis
within geographic field teams to smooth the
case load, which effectively randomizes fami-
lies to investigators. The instrumental variables
estimates focus on variation in foster care place-
ment among marginal cases—those cases where
investigators may disagree about the recom-
mendation of removal. These are the cases most
likely to be affected by policy changes that alter
the threshold for placement.

Using a unique dataset that links children in
IMinois with a wide range of government pro-
grams, it is possible to compare children placed
in foster care with other children who were inves-
tigated for abuse or neglect in terms of long-term
outcomes, including juvenile delinquency. teen
motherhood, employment, and earnings. The
results, which apply in particular to children
receiving welfare benefits and between the ages
of 5 and 15 at the time of the initial investiga-
tion, point to better outcomes when children on
the margin of placement remain at home. While
the large size of the estimated effects and their
lack of precision suggest caution in the inter-
pretation, the results suggest that significant
benefits from foster care placement in terms of
these outcomes appear unlikely for children at
the margin of foster care.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 1
presents the empirical framework, which high-
lights the possibility of heterogeneous treatment
effects across children. It also discusses the pol-
icy parameters estimated with the instrumental
variables strategy. Section I1 presents back-
ground information on the investigator assign-
ment process in [linois. Section 11T describes the
data and reports summary statistics. Section IV
describes the results, including an investigation






