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Historical institutional care practices in Switzerland
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Population-based study in Zurich

T 2: 1971-1973 N= 143 (subsample)

T 1: 1958-1961 N= 431

• Health and development of all children below age 
three in all of the 12 infant care institutions in 
Zurich

• Comparison with the  representative cohort of the 
Zurich Longitudinal Studies (ZLS; University 
Children‘s hospital in Zurich)

Marie Meierhofer, MD
1909-1998
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Results: Early Childhood

Graph 1: Differential developmental outcomes
between institutionalized and non-
institutionalized children.

Between group: 
• Development : β = -.63, p < .001. 
• Language : β = -.63, p < .001
• Social skills: β = -.61, p < .001 

Withing group: 
• Higher birth weight: 

β = .15, p < .05
• Regular family contact

β = .20, p < .05



Follow-up study adolescence 

• Stereotypies

• Depression

• Speech and school problems 

• Number of placement changes relevant for effect size 

Meierhofer, Marie; Keller, Wilhelm (1974): Frustration im frühen Kindesalter. Bern, Hans Huber, 3. Aufl. (1. 
Aufl. 1966)

Meierhofer, M., & Hüttenmoser, M. (unveröffentlicht). Die spätere Entwicklung von Kindern, welche ihre 
erste Lebenszeit in Säuglings- und Kinderheimen verbracht hatten. Untersuchungsbericht zuhanden des 
Schweizerischen Nationalfonds für wissenschaftliche Forschung. Zürich: Archiv Marie Meierhofer Institut.

1971-1973, age 14, N=143 
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LifeStories Project

• What are the long-term health and development outcomes of early 
institutional placement under conditions of psychosocial deprivation 

across the life span? 

• How do individuals placed in institutional care report on their subjective 
experience? 
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Social and Compulsory measures in Switzerland 
before 1981
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Study design

Representative comparison cohort 

60-year longitudinal study

Population-based study

Isolated effect of psychosocial deprivation

Standardized development tests 
Modern statistics
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Ethical concerns

− Institutional placement unknown to participant

− Institutional placement unknown to next-of kind 

− Study participation as infant unknown 

− Retraumatization through potentially distressing memories
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Preparation, search and recruitment

• Preparation of study with survivors

• Search through population registry

• CH: 96% found
• Abroad: 38% found
• Total found: N= 349 (81%)

• N= 267 eligible for contact

• Participation 50% (N=132)
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Data collection: mixed method

Questionnaire

Neuropsychological assessment

Narrative interviews

• Physical and mental health
• Well-being
• Life events and transitions 
• SES and education 
• Resilience and sense of coherence

• Cognitive and motor abilities

• Subjective life trajectory and biographical experiences
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Results: 
Relevant themes 60 years later

Narrative interviews

Disclosure of placement

No memory about placement

Different ways of „making sense“ of the events

Different life trajectories

Placement as taboo/family secret

Impact on family system
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Results: voices of survivors

Narrative 
Interviews

I have experienced 

terrible things, but now 

I am ok

It is so painful to imagine 

that I was in that bed all by 

myself

Why did nobody 

help us then?

It feels like the 

loss of everything

I have no 

roots

I have become strong and 

can now deal with anything



Cognitive functions 60 years later

Figure 1: cognitive function, WAIS 

Cognitive functions (d = − 0.67, p < .001)
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Neuropsychologische Erhebung

N

100

Cognitive functions 60 years later

Working memory  (d = −0.78, p < .001)

Figure 2: cognitive function, WAIS 
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Health and development 60 years later
(preliminary)

Between group differences

SES B=0.43, p<.001

Physical health B=0.21, p=0.03

Mental health B=-0.09, p=0.01

Life satisfaction B=0.3, p=0.01

Attachment security B=0.47, p<.001

Emotion regulation B=-1.09, p=0.027 

Questionnaire

Neuropsychological assessment

Table 1: group differences 60-year follow-up
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Data validity

Bias? Non-selective for development during infancy and gender

No differences in birth weight
Placed right after birth

Pre-existing group 
differences?

Dosage-effect?
Duration of placement
Family contact
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Outlook
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Implications
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Social and compulsory measures and placements before 1981 in 
Switzerland
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Institutionalization in a global context
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The relevance of nurture and care



23



Thank you!

Patricia Lannen, PhD
 lannen@mmi.ch

Marie Meierhofer Children‘s Institute, www.mmi.ch

mailto:lannen@mmi.ch
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