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The global picture of children 
in institutions 
There are millions of children living in institutions worldwide. One estimate 
puts the total at up to eight million1 - though, given gaps in global statistics 
and indications that there are many unregistered children’s homes, the true 
figure may well be much higher.2 

8 MILLION

The orphan myth
We assume these institutions, or ‘orphanages’, are there to 
support orphans, but over 80% of the children have a living 
parent.3 The majority could be reunited with their families given 
the right support.

Although some institutions are well-resourced with dedicated 
staff, they cannot replace a family. Eighty years of research 
has shown the negative impact of institutionalisation on 
children’s health, development and life chances.4 
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Children in institutions: countries with data

Here are some examples of countries where data has 
been collected on the number of children in institutions. 
However, there is a scarcity of records on institutions and 
many countries are not covered here due to lack of data.

Other countries have already made the transition from 
institutions to family-based care. Alternative care such 
as fostering is in place for children who cannot live with 
their families.
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Dispelling the Orphan Myth

This map shows the percentage of children 
in institutions who have at least one living 
parent. Many of these children could return 
to their birth parents with the right support.
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POVERTY DISABILITY, LEARNING 
DIFFICULTY, ILLNESS

DISCRIMINATION RECRUITMENT, CHILD 
TRAFFICKING AND 
EXPLOITATION

CHILD ABUSE OR 
NEGLECT

Poverty is recognised as 
the main driver of child 
institutionalisation in most 
countries.32 Parents who 
cannot afford to feed, clothe 
or send a child to school have 
little choice. 

52% of children in 
institutions in Sierra 
Leone were there 
due to poverty.33

In a study of maternity 
hospitals in Europe, staff 
in 75% of hospitals stated 
poverty as a possible cause of 
abandonment.34

In China, babies are often 
abandoned because their 
parents cannot afford 
healthcare for them.35

Children with disabilities 
are at a high risk of 
institutionalisation.36 This 
is often because families 
do not have access to the 
right support services37 or 
because there is no inclusive 
education in the local area.

Social attitudes may also 
have a negative impact. 
In some countries parents 
are encouraged to place 
babies with disabilities 
in institutions.38 In others 
children with disabilities 
are considered unlucky or 
cursed.39

 

45% of children in 
Russian institutions 
have a disability.40

In Europe, Roma children 
with no disabilities are 
often incorrectly placed in 
remedial ‘special schools’ for 
mentally disabled children, 
according to a European 
Commission report.41

90% of the 11 
million ‘abandoned 
or orphaned’ 
children in India are 
girls.42 

In some countries poor 
parents are offered money 
to give up their children. 
Corrupt institutions and 
unethical adoption 
agencies profit from the 
children through donations 
to their orphanage or 
through child 
trafficking.43   

In Malawi, over 
50% of institutions 
reported directly
 ‘recruiting’ children 
by encouraging 
parents to place 
their children 
there.44

Some children cannot live 
with their parents due to child 
abuse or neglect. However, 
institutions also have a poor 
reputation in these areas.45 

These children need family-
based alternative care which 
is protective and carefully 
monitored.

In many countries with 
institutions a relatively 
small proportion of the 
children are placed due to 
abuse or neglect, compared 
with other reasons.46 

In a survey of 11 
European countries, 
14% of children 
were admitted 
due to abuse or 
neglect.47
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PREVENTING SEPARATION

Services in the community can prevent family separation 
and stem the flow of children into institutions. 
Examples include schools, healthcare, financial and 
legal support, services for parents and children with 
disabilities, parenting guidance, child protection 
and social protection, among many others.48

Fortunately, evidence suggests it is much cheaper to 
support a family with social services than to provide for 
a child in an institution.49

REUNITING FAMILIES

80% of children in institutions have at least 
one living parent and reasons for separation 
include poverty, disability, access to education and 
emergencies.50 Many children can return to live with 
their birth families when the right community-based 
services have been put in place. However, it is critical 
to carefully prepare institutionalised children for the 
move and to ensure that each child goes to a protective 
environment that is in their best interests.

ALTERNATIVE CARE

Where it is not possible to return to their birth family 
(including cases of abuse or neglect), children can live 
in family-based alternative care with relatives, foster 
families or adoptive parents.51 All these potential 
caregivers must be carefully screened, trained and 
monitored to ensure the placement is protective 
and in the best interests of the child. Small group 
homes are sometimes necessary for a minority of older 
children.

THE SOLUTION

Institutionalisation of children is not a necessity – it is a choice. There are cost-effective 
alternatives that allow children to live in a protective family environment.

1 2 3

THE TRANSITION

Many countries have already set up systems using 
a family-based model like this. Lumos provides 
experience and support for governments to divert 
resources into higher quality and more cost effective 
care, enabling children to live with a family where they 
feel loved and needed.

Read more: www.wearelumos.org/the-solution
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