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Youth with foster care experience may 
have more in common with each other 
across racial lines, compared to the general 
population, given the typically shared 
experiences of socioeconomic and other 
disadvantages among youth placed into 
foster care.

Black youth with experience in foster care 
have 20% lower odds of achieving similar 
employment or substantial earnings, 
compared to White foster care youth.

Hispanic youth with foster care histories 
have 10% lower odds of achieving stable 
housing compared to non-Hispanic foster 
care youth.

Black and Indigenous youth remain 
historically over-represented in the foster 
care population.

Foster care is an extreme intervention in the life of a family. 
While sometimes necessary for the safety and protection of 
children, research on the long-term effects of foster care show 
mixed results.1 Heterogeneous outcomes related to time spent 
in foster care—positive, negative, or null—can be difficult to 
predict and are not mutually exclusive. Children with foster 
care histories can have positive, negative, or neutral experiences 
within and across out-of-home care contexts. By taking a “bird’s 
eye” view of foster care-related research through a meta-analytic 
approach, researchers, advocates, and policymakers can gain 
a better sense of how research results may vary. Patterns of 
variation can depend on which outcomes are measured and 
which research methodologies are used, the geographic location 
and age of the child when entering and exiting foster care, and 
other important factors.2 Disparities in foster care experiences 
and outcomes across racialized groups in the United States—for 
Black and Indigenous children in particular—have resulted in a 
push for more, and better, research on these topics.3

As with other majority Anglo countries, Black and Indigenous 
children in the United States experience foster care placement at 
higher rates than their White counterparts (see Figure 1).4 When 
removed from a family home, however, children of color are less 
likely than White youth to be placed in a living context aligned 
with the racial, ethnic, or cultural traditions of their family of 
origin; in the absence of proactive socialization, identity and 
self-esteem may suffer.5 Despite broad differences by race among 
populations of children and adolescents experiencing foster care, 
scant research explores differences in health and well-being 
outcomes.

Foster care is an extreme intervention 
in the life of a family. While sometimes 
necessary for the safety and protection 
of children, research on the long-term 
effects of foster care is mixed results.

Study Parameters
We used a meta-analytic framework to synthesize and analyze 
research focused on well-being outcomes by race and ethnicity 
among individuals currently or formerly placed in out-of-home 
care. This population of young people, which we refer to as foster 
care-impacted persons (FCIPs), is inclusive of individuals with 
experience in non-relative family foster care, kinship care, group 
homes, and residential facilities. We reviewed studies based on 
populations located in the United States, written in English, 
and published between January 2000 and June 2021 as a peer-
reviewed journal article or doctoral dissertation. In order to 



Focus on Poverty, 4

IR
P | focus on poverty vol. 39 no. 1 | 6.2023

Figure 1. Percent Chance of Ever Being Placed in Foster Care by Age 18, by Race/Ethnicity and Year
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assess aspects of racial disparities in various outcomes, these collected works needed to 
include data reported separately (i.e., disaggregated) on two or more racialized or ethnic 
populations. Our goal was to assess “typical” foster care scenario outcomes, rather than 
specialized care scenarios. As such, studies were excluded if they centered exclusively on 
intervention programs or treatment-based foster care, juvenile justice programs, care for 
individuals with developmental disabilities, psychiatric care, or homeless populations.

Research Findings and Limitations
Positive effects commonly measured in the studies we assessed include topics such as 
educational achievement, employment, and earnings whereas negative effects include 
homelessness, risky or externalizing behaviors, mental health concerns, and justice system 
involvement. Our analysis uncovers substantial limitations in the academic research to 
thoroughly assess racial disparities in foster care outcomes. Before offering a few findings 
of interest, we foreground some of these limitations. 

First, the number of studies centered on experiences of individuals emancipated from, or 
“aging out” of, foster care is misaligned with the relatively small proportion of children 
and youth (about 10%) who actually age out (see Figure 2).6 Important work (i.e., the 
Midwest Study) led to a large and sustained interest in topics and pathways to well-being 
for youth aging out of the system. Yet this body of work provides limited insight—or data—
on children and youth who experience more probable outcomes such as reunifying with 
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Figure 2. Number of Children Exiting Foster Care by Reason, in the United States (+ Washington, DC 
and Puerto Rico), 2011–2020 
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biological parents or other kin, being adopted, or establishing legal guardianship relations.7 
Studies evaluating post-discharge racial disparities are rarer still.

Second, due to uneven geographic distributions of racialized and ethnic groups within the 
United States, certain characteristics related to system involvement are very influential on 
well-being outcomes during and after foster care; these include location, timing of entry 
and exit, and familial contexts. Child welfare services are typically county based and, as 
such, the experiences of youth in the foster care system will vary depending on location 
and at what age they may come into contact with the system. Despite these important 
factors, many studies in our analysis did not report pertinent variables such as age at entry, 
placement stability, placement type, or length of time spent in care. Future research will 
benefit from closer attention to these details as well as the magnitude and direction of 
racial disparities in well-being during and after care.

Third, few studies report outcomes for Indigenous, Asian, and Pacific Islander persons 
with foster care histories despite Indigenous children and youth being subject to distinctly 
higher rates of foster care entry.8 Likewise, policies and practices under the Indian Child 
Welfare Act (1978) may result in different types and durations of foster care experiences for 
Native children and youth, thus influencing different well-being outcomes.

Several findings of interest emerged from this analysis. Importantly, we found no 
significant differences among outcomes by race for justice system involvement, high-risk 
behaviors, or educational attainment, suggesting that possible effects of foster care on these 
outcomes are similar across racial groups.

Black former foster youth, however, were less likely to achieve full- or part-time 
employment and financial stability relative to White and non-Black youth with foster care 
histories. This gap may be a function of systemic employment discrimination as it largely 



Focus on Poverty, 6

IR
P | focus on poverty vol. 39 no. 1 | 6.2023

mirrors observed racial disparities in the general population. Hispanic former foster youth, 
in contrast, had lower rates of homelessness relative to other groups. While more research 
is needed, we suspect such results reflect a concentration of experiences including foster 
care involvement, justice system interaction, and homelessness, which are faced primarily 
by populations also experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage. Put another way, the shared 
social contexts of Black, White, and Hispanic persons with foster care experience appear 
more alike than otherwise-similar persons in the general population.

Among the studies examined in this meta-analysis, those collecting baseline data after 
2002 reported lower odds of mental health concerns for Black former foster care youth 
relative to other groups. This suggestion of potential racial differences in manifestations 
of psychological distress needs further research and could imply the under-detection and 
therefore under-treatment of mental health concerns for Black persons with foster care 
histories. 

Disparities in foster care experiences and outcomes across racialized 
groups in the United States have resulted in a push for more, and better, 
research on these topics.

Summary
While foster care affects only a small percentage of persons involved with child welfare 
systems, it is among the most intensive and controversial types of family interventions.9 
Characterizing the nature and extent of racial and ethnic disparities across well-being 
domains for youth with foster care histories is important, especially considering concerns 
about persistent overrepresentation of Black and Indigenous youth in the U.S. American 
foster care system.10 While heterogeneity in outcomes is expected, more research on 
emergent patterns across and between racialized groups can help create more efficient, 
equitable, and effective systems for the provision of foster care in its various forms.n
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Type of analysis: Quantitative meta-analysis.

Data Source: Peer-reviewed journal articles, 
dissertations, and reports (N = 70, with 39 
unique datasets).

Type of data: Studies reporting well-being 
outcomes by race and ethnicity.

Sample definition: Studies focused on 
individuals currently or previously residing in 
foster care, including non-relative family foster 
care, kinship care, group homes, and residential 
facilities.

Time frame: Studies published between January 
2000 and July 2021.

Limitations: Many studies did not report 
important aspects of the foster care experience 
such as: age at entry, placement stability, 
type of placement, or length of time spent 
in foster care. Research on well-being 
outcomes following reunification, adoption, 
and guardianship is quite small compared to 
the disproportionately larger body of work 
focused on youth “aging out” of foster care. 
Despite having the highest rates of foster care 
placement of any racialized group, American 
Indian / Alaska Native former foster youth were 
largely under-represented in cumulative results 
and largely excluded from this analysis.

Research to Watch
Sarah A. Font 

Left Behind? Educational Disadvantage, Child Protection, and Foster Care

Current educational policies for children involved with Child Protective Services (CPS) focus largely on the 
minority of children currently in or aging out of foster care, and target school stability and college access. 
This ongoing work investigates the nature of high school education performance and attainment, and post-
secondary (college) enrollment among youth with prior or current CPS contact and their low-income, but not 
CPS-contacted, peers. Following a cohort of over 75,000 high school students in Wisconsin, we find that CPS-
contacted youth have lower educational performance and greater educational barriers than their low-income 
peers. 

Youth aging out of care face unique disadvantages regarding on-time high school completion but, conditional 
on high school performance and completion, enroll in college at similar or higher rates. Youth adopted from 
foster care appear to attain higher levels of education than other youth with foster care histories, despite 
similar test scores and high rates of special education placement. Overall, we find little evidence of under-
enrollment in college. Across all groups, over 60% of those who graduate on time with “basic” proficiency 
or above in English and math go on to enroll in college. Although under-prepared youth involved with CPS 
are less likely to enroll in college, it is not evident that this is disadvantageous, given poor post-secondary 
outcomes for youth requiring remedial education.


