
 
Crossover Youth1 and Institutional Care 

 
Research shows that institutionalization increases the likelihood of arrest and juvenile justice 
involvement.2 Child welfare-involved youth who are placed in at least one group home are two-
and-a-half times more likely to be charged with crimes as compared to similar youth in other 
foster care placements.3 In one Arizona study, 90 percent of youth in delinquency court had a 
prior foster care placement in a group home and/or residential treatment program.4 Almost 
half of these youth’s time in child welfare was spent in institutional care (46 percent), versus 
with parents (12 percent), relatives (13 percent), or in a foster home (four percent).5 
 
 Youth in institutional care are at greater risk of arrest. 
The risk of arrest is greater for youth while in institutional care. For example, in a Los Angeles 
study of group home effects on crossover, 40 percent of the youth experienced their first arrest 
in a group home, despite only 26 percent of the youth in the study ever having been placed in a 
group home.6 Studies have found that two-thirds to three-quarters of youth who cross over are 
actually arrested in their group home or foster care placement. 7 
 

Institutional care disconnects youth from supportive relationships and negatively affects 
youth development and behavior. 

The higher rate of arrest for youth in group homes is related both to the type of youth who are 
placed in institutional care as well as the effects of institutional care itself. There are a number 
of factors that impact juvenile justice system involvement for youth placed in institutional care: 
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● The lack of kinship placements and foster families that are equipped to handle 
adolescent youth and provide them with much-needed protective relationships 
increases the risk of institutional care, and therefore juvenile justice involvement.8  

● Youth in institutional care are less likely to see their family members and are less likely 
to be reunified; this is especially true for youth aged six to 12.9 Some youth are placed in 
institutional care settings hundreds of miles away from their families.10 

● Group homes demand more structure than foster families (often to justify the increased 
expense),11 which then increases the likelihood of failure. 

● Adolescents in group homes report more delinquent peer associations than those in 
foster families.12 

● Youth in institutional care are more likely to run away, often running to the homes of 
friends or relatives.13 This increases their chance of detention. 

● Institutionalization has clear negative effects on youth. There is an iatrogenic effect of 
being among antisocial peers14 as well as a lack of relationships and supervision from a 
caregiver.15 

 
Institutional care is especially problematic for girls, doubling the chance they will become 
involved in the juvenile justice system.16 The lack of safety in group homes due to peer-on-peer 
violence, theft of belongings, inappropriate staff conduct, and poor physical conditions17 is of 
particular importance for girls.18 This lack of safety may cause girls to develop coping behaviors 
for an “insecure” environment, which manifest as delinquent behavior or running away.19  
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