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CARE LEAVERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON THE FAMILY 
IN THE TRANSITION FROM OUT-OF-HOME CARE 

TO INDEPENDENT LIVING 

Stephan Sting and Maria Groinig 

Abstract: Findings from youth research have shown that, due to the development 
of the transitional phase of “emerging adulthood”, the family has become 
increasingly significant for young adults as a source of support and as a safety net. 
In contrast, care leavers are confronted with a relatively abrupt transition to 
independent living. However, international studies have shown that the family also 
plays a significant role during the status passage of leaving care — as an arena of 
concrete social relationships, as a normative model and ideal, as a biographical 
experience and memory, as a connection to family traditions and practices, and as 
an important contextual factor for resilience and identity formation. The first 
section of this paper describes the various links between care leavers and their 
families based on a literature review. In the second section, the biographical 
relevance of the family is highlighted based on the example of a qualitative 
interview study about the educational pathways of 20- to 27-year-old care leavers. 
The study shows the various influences of family links on the educational careers 
of young people during and after out-of-home care. From the findings, we derive 
some consequences for professional work with families in out-of-home care and 
for professional support and guidance during the status passage of leaving care. 
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Findings in youth research show that the status ascribed to the family during the transition from 
youth to adulthood has changed in recent decades. For young people in highly developed societies, 
like that of Austria, the pluralisation of lifestyle choices, uncertainty during biographical 
transitions, and more demanding educational requirements have extended the phase of youth, or 
even blurred its boundaries (Schröer, 2011), making young people dependent on their family for 
longer. One sign of this is the pan-European trend towards young people living with their parents 
for longer (Statista, 2019). The transitional phase between attaining legal adulthood at the age of 
18 until the age of roughly 25 has become known as “young adulthood” (Stauber & Walther, 2013) 
or “emerging adulthood” (Arnett, 2000). This features discontinuous, unstructured, and sometimes 
reversible transition processes (Schröer, 2013, p. 70; Weinhardt, 2014), which give young people 
space to develop and try out lifestyle choices (Hurrelmann & Quenzel, 2016, p. 35), make attempts 
at higher education, and, in tackling these challenges, contribute to their personal development and 
establish social affiliations. 

In this phase, when family supports are an important “safety net” and backup (Großegger, 
2011), young people receive differing degrees of financial, practical, social, and emotional support 
from their birth families. This often leads to a redefinition of their family relationships (Arnett, 
2019), and increases the burden on family resources. When families are unable to provide extended 
support, young people are thrown back on their own resources for coping with the transition 
process (Ward, 2008). 

This is especially the case for “care leavers” — adolescents or young adults who have grown 
up for at least part of their lives outside their birth family in residential care or foster families and 
are setting off on the path to adulthood from that starting point (Thomas, 2013; Care Leavers’ 
Association, 2019). This definition implies that they have complicated relationships with their 
birth families. Typical reasons for being in care include stressful or even traumatising experiences 
in the family of origin, such as neglect, violence, abuse, the parents’ inability to raise or care for 
their children, or even parental absence. Care leavers transition to adulthood at a distance from 
their families, though the specific relationships they have with their birth families vary greatly. 
One thing they all have in common, however, is their experience of youth welfare, which becomes 
part of their family history and needs to be processed in the context of family relationships (Collins 
et al., 2008). 

In Austria, as in many countries, young people in youth care are generally expected to 
transition to independence at the age of 18, a transition that has been described as “instant 
adulthood” (Sulimani-Aidan, 2018). This abrupt change is linked to a limited range of lifestyle 
options, a greater number of biographical risks, and the threat of social exclusion (e.g., Arnett, 
2007; Häggman-Laitila et al., 2018; Refaeli, 2017; Stein, 2008). As a consequence, care leavers 
are confronted with a discrepancy between their situation in life and that of their peers in the 
general population that amounts to a structural disadvantage affecting different areas of their lives. 
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Youth care workers preparing youth for independence place a strong focus on “living alone” 
(Sievers et al., 2015, p. 41). Care leavers themselves consider their ability to live independently 
and be self-reliant a key success factor in the status passage of leaving care (Sulimani-Aidan, 2018; 
Driscoll, 2013). It has been argued that this self-image of being independent and self-reliant may 
belong to a pattern of “pseudo-independence” that youth from care use to avoid future attachments 
and to mask their social isolation (Mann-Feder, 2019, p. 15), yet living alone itself may engender 
feelings of loneliness and social isolation (Gradaílle et al., 2018; Sulimani-Aidan & Melkman, 
2018). Internationally, there are differing degrees of professional support for the time after care. 
In Austria, programmes for care leavers are few and fragmentary as yet. Stable social relationships 
with people outside youth welfare are relatively uncommon amongst young people who have spent 
time in care (Theile, 2015, pp. 230–231). Care leavers often experience the absence of a safety net 
(Mendes et al., 2014). Accordingly, during the status passage of leaving care, the “quest for social 
and emotional care” proves to be a central principle guiding care leavers’ actions (Groinig & Sting, 
2019, p. 44). Numerous international studies have shown that, in this situation, the family 
increasingly comes to the fore again in various ways (e.g., Collins et al., 2008; Gradaílle et al., 
2018; Refaeli, 2017; Theile, 2015; Wade, 2008). 

The various links of care leavers to their families are described below in a review of the 
international literature. The subsequent section is based on a qualitative study of the educational 
pathways taken by care leavers in Austria. It points out the biographical relevance of the family 
through examples of its influence on the educational careers of young people during and after out-
of-home care. The final discussion examines the implications of our analysis with regard to 
professional work with families in out-of-home care, and for support and guidance during the 
status passage of leaving care. 

Literature Review 

The transition from out-of-home care to independent living has been described as a 
biographical “turning point” and a phase of reevaluating life orientations and social ties (Driscoll, 
2013; Wade, 2008). When searching for sustainable relationships, care leavers often turn to family 
members, resurrecting complicated family circumstances. The extent to which the family is 
perceived as either a form of social support or a burden seems to have a significant impact on 
subjects’ future prospects and chances of successfully coping with life (Häggman-Laitila et al., 
2018). In this context, the family can be conceptualised in various ways: as a biological family of 
origin, as a social construction of the family in the sense of “doing family” (Jurczyk et al., 2014), 
as an extended family in which more distant relatives may become important attachment figures 
apart from the nuclear family (Schmidt & Moritz, 2009, p. 61), or as an action-guiding image and 
normative model that influences everyday practices and actions (Bauer et al., 2015). 
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Relationships With the Family of Origin 
When young people turn back towards their family during the status passage of leaving care, 

this is accompanied by a reevaluation of their relationship with their birth family. Despite negative 
experiences, their biological parents still have a central place in their social network (e.g., Mendes 
et al., 2012; Nestmann et al., 2008; Theile, 2015). Even in problematic family constellations, there 
still seems to be a “general supply of support” (Menz, 2009, pp. 194, 242). Equally, in socially 
disadvantaged contexts there are still aspirations to “being a good mother” or “effective parenting”, 
even if these do not always coincide with dominant social norms and may thus come into conflict 
with the youth welfare system (Adjei & Minka, 2018; Narciso et al., 2018). With this in mind, the 
link to the birth family may promise support in the light of biographical risks such as imminent 
homelessness, and is also associated with the hope that the relationship with the family could 
improve (Collins et al., 2008; Wade, 2008). 

Studies by Collins et al. (2008), Mendes et al. (2012), and Wade (2008) have shown that 
although only a few care leavers actually return to their family of origin, they do connect to and 
maintain contact with family members in a variety of ways. Wade concluded that contact 
intensifies in the course of the status passage of leaving care. Refaeli (2017), however, pointed to 
the need to distinguish between family relationships and family support. While relationships with 
family members are not unusual, there tends to be little actual family support (Marion & Paulsen, 
2019). Most family relationships remain conflictual or are accompanied by ongoing resentments 
(Collins et al., 2008; Gradaílle et al., 2018; Mendes et al., 2012). In some cases, the care leavers 
are themselves required to support family members (Sulimani-Aidan & Melkman, 2018). Various 
studies have shown that members of the birth family are not usually “active agents” in developing 
future-oriented motivations and goals (Sulimani-Aidan, 2018), but are more likely to act as a 
source of stress (Driscoll, 2013; Refaeli, 2017). 

In some cases, turning back towards the family can lead to the reenactment of family conflicts 
and critical events (Sievers et al., 2015, p. 38), or to the care leavers themselves breaking off 
contact. When there is a definitive break with the family of origin, it is generally preceded by 
experiences of rejection and disappointment, neglect, traumatisation, or emotional abuse (Wade, 
2008). 

Construction of Family in the Sense of “Doing Family” 
Young people who have been in care are characterised by heterogeneous family experiences 

that often do not correspond to normative models and ideals of the family. At the same time, 
structural changes to the family in general mean that traditional family forms, family roles, and 
everyday family-related practices have altered (e.g., Brake & Büchner, 2011, pp. 145–146; Lange 
& Xyländer, 2011, pp. 66–68; Peukert, 2007, pp. 40–42). With this in mind, Jurczyk (2014) 
developed the concept of “doing family”, in which the family is understood as a social 
construction: family is a historically and culturally variable system produced by the family 
members’ social practices, the most relevant of which are daily practices of care and the 
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construction of affiliation. The concept has now been taken up in the context of youth welfare to 
reflect idealised and normalist expectations of the family, and to direct the focus towards specific 
private and professional forms of care and constructions of affiliation. Taking the example of 
family-like forms of care, Eßer and Köngeter (2012) showed how forms of belonging are produced 
through daily practices and developing a history of affiliation. They revealed how care is 
manifested as the establishment of a comprehensive framework extending from satisfying basic 
needs to looking after the sick, encouraging school education, and arranging leisure activities. 

Maack (2013) studied how care leavers have developed their own understanding of the family 
according to which, for example, carers, youth welfare workers, or even other young people at a 
placement can become their “new family”. Equally, they may manage to bring in people offering 
informal support, such as neighbours, or caretakers, as part of their family construction (Groinig 
et al., 2019, pp. 162–163). However, relationships of this kind, just like those with professional 
carers, are all temporally limited and revocable (Maack, 2013), setting them apart from family 
relationships, which tend to be indissoluble and irrevocable (e.g., Kasten, 2003, p. 21; Schneewind, 
2010, p. 194). Moreover, when professional relationships are being formed in youth welfare 
institutions, professionals emphasise the need to balance closeness and distance, which prevents 
such relationships from replacing the functions of a family (e.g., Dörr & Müller, 2012, pp. 8–9; 
Thiersch, 2012, p. 38). Accordingly, during the status passage of leaving care, contact with family 
members often grows stronger over time, whereas contact with other attachment figures, such as 
foster parents and professional carers, weakens relatively quickly (Wade, 2008). 

Status of Family Members From the Perspective of an Extended Family 
There is ample evidence that young people who have been in care distinguish between 

extended family constructions and family members with whom they are related. The children 
surveyed in Leitner et al.’s 2011 study on sibling relationships in SOS Children’s Village families 
showed that, even though the children are cared for in a family-like manner, they clearly 
differentiated between biological and social sibling relationships, according biological siblings a 
prominent status in their social network (pp. 161–162). 

Once they have transitioned to independent living, care leavers seem to be guided to a large 
extent by their families, with a wide range of family members taking on the role of attachment 
figures. Siblings and birth mothers seem to come first as key persons, followed by birth fathers, 
grandparents, uncles and aunts, and other relatives (Wade, 2008). Attar-Schwartz and Huri (2019) 
emphasised the fact that, even during residential care, members of the extended family were 
fulfilling the role of attachment figures to an extent that had previously been underestimated: when 
the birth parents are absent, this extended family seems to be an important source of social support. 
It seems likely that family members such as grandparents and siblings (Sting, 2014) continue to 
play a significant role as supportive figures even after the status passage of leaving care. 

Care leavers thus seem to create a link to their family that does not so much follow the model 
of a bourgeois nuclear family as the model of an extended family in which heterogeneous 
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relationship constellations can develop. The concept of the extended family includes the idea that 
although its members are physically separated, the family contains relevant relationship and 
support structures (Schmidt & Moritz, 2009, p. 61; Segalen, 2009, p. 61). A connection to their 
extended family seems to be of particular relevance to those care leavers who have experienced 
conflicts with their parents. Focusing on the extended family does not relieve them of the need to 
“do family”. It shows, however, that members of their birth family and other kin play a particular 
role in family constructions, because they are associated with implicit expectations of loyalty and 
solidarity (Kasten, 2003). 

The Role of “Images of the Family” in Guiding Care Leavers’ Actions 
Examination of the explicit expectations that care leavers hold about family members reveals 

that their connection to the family contains an imaginary component based on their notions and 
images of the family. The concept of “images of the family” refers to linguistic and imagined 
representations of and about the family (Bauer et al., 2015, pp. 16–17) that are based on normative 
models and become a canvas for projected hopes and fears. They are also an expression of care 
leavers’ own experiences with their families, and help individuals develop identities that position 
them specifically in the context of family generations (Bauer & Wiezorek, 2017, p. 8). Finally, 
they are used in the cultural reproduction and transformation of familial communities, by taking 
on the form of a “collective memory” (Cyprian, 2003, p. 10). 

For young people who have transitioned from care to independent living, the mixture of factual 
experiences, normative ideals, and collective memories that make up their images of the family 
have an action-guiding role that can influence their everyday practices. On one hand, the power of 
these images of the family (Bauer et al., 2015, p. 17) is rooted in legal regulations that, for example, 
require care leavers to give their parents financial support when needed, or that make funding for 
further education dependent on their parents (Care Leaver e.V., 2019). On the other hand, images 
of the family can develop an imagined power that continues to have an effect even when ties to 
the family have been cut off. Refaeli (2017) pointed to the example of a young man who broke off 
contact with his family after leaving care due to traumatising experiences and negative feelings. 
Despite this, he brought up links to the family memory that guided his actions: “He mentioned that 
joining the fire department was a family tradition that he decided to perpetuate” (Refaeli, 2017, p. 
6). This gives him access to a stabilising social environment. 

Care leavers have often experienced many biographical ruptures and discontinuities. The fact 
that family relationships are lasting and unquestioned despite periods of lack of contact seems to 
give young people who have spent time in care a feeling of continuity and affiliation; this “sense 
of permanency” is conducive to their healthy development and identity construction (Collins et al., 
2008). Family relationships have been recognised as “identity capital” (Mann-Feder, 2019, p. 16) 
and as an important element of “social capital” that predicts positive outcomes and resilience in 
the status passage of leaving care (van Breda & Dickens, 2017). Conversely, Stein (2008) 
identified the lack of a “sense of family” and a failure to understand damaging experiences with 
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the family as the main barriers to identity construction and to having the ability to “psychologically 
‘move on’ and look to the future” after leaving care (p. 295). In the transition to independent living, 
imagined and real family relationships thus seem to form a central basis for processes of self-
education and the establishment of social affiliations. 

One way of “doing family” is to enter into a partnership and start a new family. After the 
transition, images of the family can act as ideals or objectives that lead young people to construct 
an “alternative home base” in an attempt to make up for negative experiences with their families 
of origin and counter the risks of loneliness and social isolation (Wade, 2008). At this stage, 
however, partnerships often prove to be unstable. Alongside a partnership, parenthood also offers 
them a means of establishing social affiliation. Statistical studies show that on average, care leavers 
become parents earlier than peers who have not been in care (Cameron et al., 2018). In such cases, 
care leavers are trying to become emotionally significant to someone else, as well as trying to 
demonstrate “normality” by living up to the normative ideal of the nuclear family (Wade, 2008). 

Attempting to enact their idealised image of the family in this way brings risks to care leavers, 
which have been discussed in terms of the problems of teenage parenting and the transgenerational 
propagation of dependence on the youth welfare system (Knight et al., 2006). Nonetheless, it also 
offers opportunities to start afresh, doing things differently or better than their own parents. 
Parenting creates feelings of being needed and of living a meaningful life, feelings that may be 
experienced positively and help strengthen the personality. Equally, it sometimes improves the 
care leaver’s relationship with his or her birth family (Wade, 2008). 

In cases where a positive connection to the family of origin is difficult or impossible due to a 
negative history, confrontation with the family — especially parents — can nonetheless be an 
important motivating factor for a care leaver’s future way of life: the parents’ difficult situation in 
life is seen as a “mirror image” to be avoided when planning a “possible future” (Sulimani-Aidan, 
2018, p. 74). The stage of emerging adulthood opens up a “window of opportunity” (Sulimani-
Aidan & Melkman, 2018, p. 136) for them to pursue a different life path from their parents’ 
negative example. The precedent set by a care leaver’s parents becomes an important reference 
point for developing the care leaver’s own life goals and expectations, and a catalyst for their 
efforts to educate themselves (Groinig et al., 2019, p. 147). 

In other words, by drawing on images of the family care leavers can see various possible ways 
to live their lives. Despite the risk that hanging onto counterfactual ideals may lead to 
disappointment, these images offer care leavers a potential means of maintaining and developing 
social affiliations and a chance to make their own life plans, deviating from their biographical 
experiences with their birth families. As yet, little is known about how likely these efforts are to 
succeed. 
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The Present Study: Educational Pathways of Care Leavers 

The following section reveals how family relationships affect future life outcomes, using the 
example of their influence on care leavers’ educational pathways. Educational success is an 
increasingly vital means of acquiring and maintaining social status, which has simultaneously 
altered the social significance of family. In contrast, those who stumble on the educational pathway 
risk exclusion and disadvantages later in life (Steiner et al., 2016, p. 176). Against this background, 
a new, implicit expectation has developed in modern society that parents and responsible 
attachment figures are obligated to guarantee their children’s education; the family and parents are 
now seen as an educational resource (Richter, 2016). However, in the family networks of young 
people with experience of youth care (often known as “troubled families”) conditions are usually 
unfavourable for putting them on a positive educational path (Hücker, 2014). 

Research Design 
The role that the family plays in care leavers’ educational pathways was examined in the study 

“Educational opportunities and how social contextual conditions affect care leavers’ educational 
biographies”, which was conducted at Klagenfurt University (Groinig et al., 2019). We carried out 
a qualitative biographical sub-study, as reported in Groinig & Sting (2019), in which interviews 
were held with 23 care leavers aged 20 to 27 who had experienced residential care in different 
regions of Austria. To collect the data, we used problem-centred, semi-structured interviews 
combining unstructured biographical narratives with focused questions (Witzel, 2000). The 
interviews were complemented by the creation of “egocentric network diagrams” (Hollstein, 
2006),which were used to generate further narratives about the relevance of different people (e.g., 
family members) in the care leavers’ networks. The data analysis was based on the documentary 
method (Bohnsack et al., 2007; Bohnsack et al., 2010; Nohl, 2017). The documentary method is a 
reconstructive hermeneutic procedure for working out central action-guiding orientation 
frameworks. To carry out this procedure, as we reported in Groinig & Sting (2019): 

“focusing metaphors” (Bohnsack, 2010, p. 105) were reconstructed. These are 
culminating points in the storyline of reported experiences with social contexts such 
as families, youth welfare facilities, schools, or peer groups. They were found by 
analysing emphasised and repeated statements in individual interviews or by 
comparing different cases. The focusing metaphors relate to a specific focal group’s 
“centres of common experience”. (p. 44) 

People who share a biographic experience have a common experiential space that is 
“documented” in interaction and discourse. For example, care leavers often described the 
experience of their educational aspirations having been restrained in their families of origin. In the 
interviews, this experience was not only reported verbally, but was also evident in the structure of 
the interviews as narratives that received particular emphasis or were mentioned repeatedly by 
interviewees. By this means, the study analysed the effect that different social contexts had on care 
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leavers’ educational pathways. Below, selected findings from the study are presented that shed 
light on how the family shapes educational journeys. 

Regarding the respondents’ families of origin, it can be said that most of the young people had 
parents with low scholastic and vocational qualifications. But some of the young adults who were 
interviewed had far outstripped their parents’ level of education: the sample of our study was part 
of the general development of education taking place throughout society, which sees younger 
generations aiming for higher educational qualifications than their parents. 

Results 

Education-related Experiences in the Family of Origin 
In all of the cases we examined, the young people’s families of origin were found to provide 

no support on their educational pathway. None of the families supported their scholastic 
achievement in the home, or noticeably valued formal education; instead, family stressors 
prevented them from performing as required by the schools. For example, as Verena’s single 
mother was overtaxed, Verena took on the role of a housekeeper and looked after her sisters, which 
had a negative effect on her schooling1: 

I couldn’t do my homework because there were five of us children in all. I, um, I 
didn’t have my own room. There was constant chaos. So I always had to clean up 
and help out at home. Um, I was the second child, and we, me and my older sister, 
had to look after the younger ones too, because my mother was constantly, utterly 
overwhelmed. (Verena, lines 493–497) 

In these family contexts, it is generally not possible for the family of origin to support the 
children when it comes to meeting the demands of schoolwork, as there is too much to deal with 
and too many everyday stressors. At the same time, a lack of interest in education or even a 
disparaging attitude towards educational aspirations can act as a hindrance. Zoey, for example, 
saw her father as preventing her from achieving her educational goals. The family lived in an area 
where, Zoey stated, “there are mainly poorly educated people” and where “no one ever talked 
about school or anything”. After moving to a group home for young people, Zoey developed an 
independent commitment to education. With the support of a care worker and the youth welfare 
institution, she gained the Matura, the qualification required to enter higher education. She then 
decided to start studying. However, to do so, she relied on financial contributions from her family 
of origin, and had to deal with her father’s disparaging and emotionally stressful attitude: 

That he just says, right, to me, “Yeah, I shouldn’t think I’m something special just 
because I have the Matura.” And yeah. … Afterwards he said what a cheek I have 

                                                 
1All names used to present the findings are pseudonyms chosen by the interviewees themselves. 
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going to university full-time afterwards…. and then he actually has to pay for it. 
Yes, nothing productive ever came from him. (Zoey, lines 113–119) 

Her father himself had completed an apprenticeship as an electrician but was unemployed at that 
time. Zoey portrayed her mother as an alcoholic with the minimum required level of schooling 
who had died when Zoey was 21. During the interview, Zoey indicated that there was some 
ongoing contact with her family, but that she did not get on well with them. 

The empirical material makes it clear that some of the people interviewed used their 
experiences with their family as a negative example that motivated them to dissociate themselves 
and follow a different path. Verena commented, “Well, one positive influence on … my … career 
was actually the realisation that I didn’t want to be like my family” (line 900). 

The children’s efforts to distance themselves from their families of origin spurred them to 
become more committed to their own educational pathways. In Zoe’s case, a gender-specific 
aspect appeared when she indicated that she wanted to become an independent woman, in contrast 
to her mother. For her, acquiring formal educational qualifications seemed to be the key to an 
independent life that would not correspond to the role models provided by her family of origin: 

That’s why I always just did a lot to make sure I didn’t end up like that. Like Mum, 
who … simply always depended on men. Afterwards I thought, “I don’t want to 
live like that.” Or “I never want to have a man so as to be able to afford anything.” 
(Zoey, lines 1545–1546) 

The examples show that in these families, support in coping with educational needs and 
educational aspirations did not come into the picture. One exception is Pascal, whose mentally ill 
mother was overwhelmed with his upbringing and who herself had only low qualifications, but 
who, according to Pascal, described her son as a “bright lad who’ll study one day”. Pascal shared 
her aspiration and indicated in his biographical narrative that if he dropped out of education it 
would probably have been a bitter disappointment to his mother. He was the only one in the sample 
to have taken a relatively straightforward path from school to university. 

Stances Towards the Family and Their Influence on Educational Pathways 
Consistent with the conceptualisations of the family outlined in the first section of this article, 

care leavers making the transition to independent living took up different positions towards their 
families of origin and these positions influenced their educational paths. 

In some cases, the family became an imaginary reference point, an ideal or model that either 
reproduced their own familial experiences or acted as an aspirational family arrangement differing 
from that of their family of origin. Mike, for example, looked back on a positive family childhood 
in which his father stood out as playing a central role. He was treated like a “little prince” who did 
not have to achieve educational success to gain his family’s respect. When Mike was 12, his father 
fell ill and died; this led to the family losing their apartment and falling apart. From then on, Mike 
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lived on the street, in shared supported housing, and finally in a homeless shelter. He left school 
without a diploma after completing compulsory education. At the time of the interview, he was 
not yet over the loss of his family of origin, and dreamt of a “divine intervention” — a stroke of 
good fortune that would help him achieve his idealised image of a harmonious family life: 

But at some point in my life I might come across a nice family or a wife or later a 
child. That might happen. In life, I know, the way I see it, if you have a wife and 
child, God gives you everything. And that’s how I’m going to do it. And I want a 
job. (Mike, lines 219–223) 

Unlike Mike, Martin rejected the low educational aspirations of his family of origin. According 
to him, his family were “all labourers or unemployed” for generations. When he was in youth care 
as a child, he talked about wanting to be a doctor and was confronted with stigmatisation and 
demotivating comments based on his origins: 

How could I ever become a doctor when my two parents are losers, in quotation 
marks ... Back then, as a child, I always dreamt of becoming a doctor, but I was 
always talked out of it: “Forget it. You have to learn a lot, learn a lot, and you have 
no aptitude for that.” (Martin, lines 1042–1044) 

At the time of the interview, Martin had been living for several years in a new family of his 
own with his girlfriend and their child. In these new family circumstances, his girlfriend supported 
him on his educational pathway, which he was continuing at evening school alongside his job: 

She tries to encourage me to just keep on going, just that I could easily go to 
university [brief sigh] even though in the past people always said, “You — you 
idiot, you’ll never make it.” (Martin, lines 827–829) 

The educational path of Pascal, a care leaver who had maintained a positive relationship with 
his mother, was shaped early on by the division of roles in the sense of “doing family”. Although 
he could not grow up in his mother’s home he visited her every weekend, but did not receive any 
support from her in school matters. Pascal explained that on the weekends, “everything was just 
quite unacademic”; instead, it was the caregivers in the youth welfare institution who “took on the 
parental role” and “kept … things moving ahead at school”. When it came to getting through the 
Matura exam (to enter higher education), he was also supported by the family of his girlfriend at 
the time. This constructed family assembled at the graduation ceremony: 

Couple of carers came. Um, Mum came. … my then girlfriend’s dad came … It 
was pretty cool. (Pascal, lines 736–740) 

Anja, by contrast, cut off contact with her family at an early age and never saw the carers 
working in youth welfare as relevant attachment figures. However, she did describe living together 
in all-girl group home as a “big family” where they lived “like sisters”, stating, “You don’t 
necessarily need parents as long as your sisters are there (laughs).” Living in a group home gave 
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her a feeling of belonging. After leaving care, she developed a similar feeling of belonging with 
her friends: “I built up my group of best friends, that’s my family.” Anja was given practical 
support by a friend’s mother, who helped her with tasks such as writing her CV and filling out job 
applications. In other words, Anja maintained her “doing family” on the level of informal peer 
relationships, though she still stressed that she has never experienced anything like real family life: 

When I, um, was invited over to friends’ families, it was new to me. It was funny, 
you know. (Anja, lines 722–723) 

While care leavers typically lack relevant support from their parents when it comes to 
achieving educational goals, links may be found to other family members, usually siblings. Martin, 
whose partner motivated him to go to evening school, emphasised that his older sister was even 
closer to him than his girlfriend, stating that his sister showed him “going to university isn’t just 
for highly intelligent people, but that I — or that we —can do that kind of thing.” 

Dalia listed two distant aunts as important attachment figures. She grew up on a farm, and her 
parents did not support her interest in technical training, which created family conflicts and 
ultimately led to Dalia being placed in out-of-home care. Some time after leaving care, she 
followed a roundabout educational route and ended up graduating with a Matura at a technically 
focused evening school. She described her aunt, who lived abroad and was the odd one out in the 
family, as her role model: 

She’s out in [a European country] now, she’s a project manager. And she’s my role 
model for what I want to be, and yes, she did a technical apprenticeship.… She 
always said like, “You’ll do it.” And she always said, “I’ll make it somehow”.... 
And my other aunt in [city] also said, “You’re, you’re a phenomenon.” They were 
like kind of the two people, people I turned to, who were always behind me. 
//Mhm.// When afterwards my family said like, “Huh, you’ll never make it 
anyway.” (Dalia, lines 830–841) 

Discussion and Practical Implications 

Using the example of care leavers’ educational pathways, our study revealed how family 
relationships influence their way of life, their outlook on the future, and how they establish social 
ties. For young people with experience of youth care, the status passage of leaving care is a 
prominent transitional phase during which they reexamine their previous life experiences and 
inclinations (Wade, 2008). Reliable, continuous, social ties are not common during this phase 
(Theile, 2015). After young people leave care, social ties from their time in care and informal 
relationships with carers or foster parents seem to quickly dwindle in importance. At the same 
time, research findings show that social relations play an important role for resilience and for a 
successful transition to adulthood (Goyette, 2019). When faced with living alone, care leavers 
focus on different aspects of family. Often, the family represents an imaginary model of belonging, 
mutual care and support, and a feeling of continuity and permanence. 
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During the transition to independent living, whether or not care leavers cultivate their family 
relationships, and in what way, depends on their individual background and experiences. 
Reexamining their experiences of family, which necessarily includes their history of youth care, 
can revive stressful memories and conflicts. Many get back in touch with family members, while 
some finally break off contact once and for all (Mendes et al., 2012). Others try to create a sense 
of belonging by entering into their own partnerships and starting their own families (Cameron et 
al., 2018). Despite the risk of instability, the latter is usually experienced as something positive, 
and can lead to them taking on responsibility for achieving their life goals, or sometimes 
reconnecting with their family of origin. A relationship with family is not necessarily a relationship 
with parents. Depending on care leavers’ experiences of family, different family members, such 
as siblings, grandparents, or aunts and uncles, can take on important positions as people that they 
can turn to for support, or as role models or mentors. 

The relevance of family relationships for care leavers has several consequences for child and 
youth welfare. First of all, it seems necessary to recognise the importance of family in the transition 
to independent living. In this context, it is constructive to apply approaches that have already been 
established in work with families and in family preservation (Sievers et al., 2015, pp. 135–139), 
as these may have already been used while the young people were in youth care to help them deal 
with their families of origin. One such approach is to identify and encourage positive developments 
in the family of origin, though it is never possible to fully overcome the fundamental conflict 
between the perspective of child protection and that of family support (Collins et al., 2008). In 
cases where the young people cannot or do not want to come into contact with their parents, it can 
be helpful to engage with the family past and any “residual” feelings of loyalty or connection, as 
a means of developing their own identities (Sievers et al., 2015, p. 139). 

In addition, care leavers need to be supported in the positions they adopt in relation to the 
family network. If family connections are to be turned into supportive relationships, past and 
present conflicts need to be processed. Moreover, reflecting on their own family histories can lead 
to a “sense of personal continuity” that is important for identity formation (Mann-Feder, 2019). 
To this end, it can be helpful to provide support to care leavers in the form of counselling, 
discussion, or therapy. Most care leavers see the established forms of aftercare as insufficient 
(Häggman-Latila et al., 2018). Considering the ambivalent nature of family relationships, it seems 
advisable to enable care leavers to stay in contact with professional carers, as well as setting up 
contact centres and support services during and after the status passage of leaving care. 

Finally, in order to support sustainable relationship structures, a sensitivity to an individual’s 
specific relationships with family members is needed. To achieve this, one must look beyond 
parent–child relationships to reveal other family members who could be relevant attachment 
figures. In this context, grandparents (Attar-Schwartz & Huri, 2019) and siblings (Sting, 2014) are 
especially important, yet still receive too little attention in child and youth welfare. 
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