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Abstract

:

The social and vocational integration of vulnerable groups is an important aspect of social sustainability. Former users of the residential child protection system represent such a group. The purpose of our research was to investigate the social and vocational integration of individuals raised in the child protection system in Romania. Their experiences during and after their time in residential care are analyzed. The research sample was composed of 23 interviewees (18 male and 5 female) with an average age of thirty-five at the time of the interview (SD = 7.49). Our research method was a qualitative one, based on a semi-structured interview. The results paint a generally bleak image of life in such institutions, both before the fall of communism in Romania in December 1989 and subsequently. In addition, the respondents’ transition from institutional life to independent living was full of challenges. Nevertheless, most of the respondents have demonstrated a remarkable level of resilience, based on factors such as education, self-esteem, work, a life partner and the ability to acquire new skills. As a general conclusion, our study has shown that a sustainable social development plan should include social policies which strive for the de-institutionalization of the child protection system by preventing the separation of children from their biological families or, where necessary, by finding family-type solutions for children in difficulty. If institutional childcare is to continue, it must be accompanied by consistent efforts to prepare these children for their transition to independent living.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Children’s Welfare and Sustainable Development


In view of recent academic studies which highlight the social dimension of sustainable development [1,2], it is apparent that the sustainable development of any society must include appropriate strategies for the social and vocational integration of such vulnerable groups as formerly institutionalized youth [3].



It is particularly significant to note that among the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which were set by the United Nations General Assembly in 2015 for the year 2030, among the 17 goals, one specifically sets out to "promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels” [4]. Moreover, as indicated by SOS Children’s Villages, five of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals of this programmatic document may be seen as directly affecting children’s welfare and opportunities for the future [5]:




	
Goal 1: End Child Poverty



	
Goal 4: Ensure Quality Education for All



	
Goal 8: Equal Job Opportunities for All



	
Goal 10: Reduce Inequality within and among Countries



	
Goal 16: Promote Peaceful and Inclusive Societies








Similarly, the Child Rights International Network (CRIN) rightly points out that “children are affected by all of the sustainable development goals, whether poverty, hunger, inequality or climate” [6]. Clearly, such observations are particularly relevant to those who, for various reasons, did not have the privilege of experiencing childhood in a family environment and who, instead, had to be raised in social care institutions. For this category of population, not only their childhood, but also their transition to adult life, is subject to major challenges. Sustainable social development must, therefore, include adequate solutions and resources for these special challenges which such social groups need to face.



For young people in general, the transition from childhood to adulthood is a process which involves not only numerous biological and social changes, but also a wide range of personal challenges. For those who have been raised in the child protection system, however, this transition is often not accompanied by the positive resources which are typically available to children and teenagers who have been brought up in a family environment (such as financial resources for further study, personal support to deal with crises and changes, etc.) [7]. Their abrupt exit from the child protection system, at a time when other young people are still enjoying the valuable support of their extended families, makes their transition to independent living a difficult road to travel.




1.2. Children in the Romanian Residential Care System – and Beyond


It is widely accepted that the role of residential care is to provide a safe environment for children or youth who, for a variety of reasons, are unable to live with their biological family or in an alternative family environment, such as foster care [8]. In the case of Romania, numerous young people raised in such an environment have lived for many years with very limited opportunities for personal and vocational development. They have also very often been the victims of abuse, discrimination, and neglect.



According to the National Agency for the Protection of Children’s Rights and Adoption (ANPDCA) in Romania, the number of institutionalized children, at the end of 2008 was 24,427, at the end of 2012 was 22,798, and at the end of 2015 was 20,291 [9]. The most recent statistics, published by the same entity, show the situation on the 31 December, 2017. At this date, a total of 55,302 children were living in the child protection system and out of this number, 18,197 were placed in residential care (14,492 in public institutions and 3705 in private institutions).



According to age groups of the children in residential care, the situation on the 31 December, 2017 is as indicated in Table 1.



As indicated by these statistics, a very high percentage of the children in difficulty, in Romania, continue to live in residential institutions. This has occurred, despite social policies which, in recent years, have aimed to decrease the number of children living in the residential care system and the efforts which have been made to identify family-type solutions for the children in difficulty [11]. Moreover, despite the numerous and severe challenges which institutionalized children have to face, society at large often expects them to be fully emancipated and socially adjusted as soon as they leave the special care system [12].



The results of a study of 206 post-institutionalized youth in Romania [13] showed that 86% of participants had stable housing arrangements (50% of them living on their own and the other 50% in shared accommodation), while the remaining 14% reported no stable housing arrangements, living instead on the streets, in parks, in municipal heating tunnels, or in the stairwells of apartment blocks. The investigated population was divided into four groups, depending on their housing situation: 29 were homeless, 58 lived by themselves, 48 lived in community flats belonging to Christian foundations, 68 lived in social housing provided by the city administration, while 3 respondents declined to give any information on the subject.




1.3. International Research on Post-Institutionalised Youth


Building on previous studies [14,15,16], Mike Stein divides former users of the child protection system into three categories [17]: The moving on group (those who have moved on successfully), the survivors; and the victims. Those who have moved on are most likely to be young people who have had the advantages of stability, continuity, and a secure attachment. They have typically had good school results, have been gradually prepared for independent living, and have moved out of the special care system at a later stage. For this category of people, a greater degree of control over their own lives has come as a positive and welcome development.



The survivors are those who have experienced more instability, have left the child protection system at an earlier age, and have had little training for independent living. They are likely to encounter significant difficulties after leaving the social care system, including lack of housing, an inability to find permanent work, insufficient income, and problems in their personal lives. The personal and vocational support which they receive (or do not receive) after leaving the child protection system will make the difference between successful or unsuccessful social integration. Also, peer mentoring from older youth who have come from the same context can represent a valuable resource in their journey to independence [17].



The victims are those young people who have had harmful experiences in their families and have been subjected to numerous institutional re-locations in the course of their life, thus disturbing previously-established relationships. They typically have to deal with a wide range of difficulties in terms of emotions, education, behavior challenges. Once they leave the system, they are likely to encounter unemployment, homelessness, isolation, loneliness, and mental health issues [17,18].



Generally speaking, the social and vocational integration of these young people depends to a significant extent on the quality of the care provided in the institution and on the level of support they receive on leaving the institutional system [17]. A particular problem is that their employment opportunities are relatively limited due to a low level of vocational qualifications. Moreover, their social and vocational integration is made difficult by a number of other factors, such as poor living conditions; low or unstable socio-economic status; discrimination based on race, ethnicity, religion, or gender; limited access to health services; high risk of substance abuse.



Curry and Abrams [19,20] have pointed out that for these young people financial independence is often impossible to achieve. Longitudinal studies have indicated that they have lower incomes and a higher rate of unemployment as compared to young people of similar age who have been raised in families. For those who do find employment, their income is often insufficient to keep them above the poverty line [19,20,21].



Trout, Hagaman, Casey, Reid and Epstein [22] carried out an analysis of previous studies related to the academic status of children and youth in out-of-home care. The twenty-eight studies taken into consideration led them to the conclusion that a third of these children and youth had poor school results. In addition, many had changed schools several times, had repeated a school year, had a high rate of absenteeism or had even been excluded from or dropped out of school. Similarly, Mayock, Corr and O’Sullivan [23] reported that young people who had experienced instability in their personal lives learnt not to expect long-term friendships, in order to avoid the possible disappointment of a relationship break-up. Mayock, Corr and O’Sullivan [23] found that the rate of illegal drug use among youth who lacked stable housing arrangements was higher than among other youth of a similar age. When drug use had begun during institutional care, the behavior was likely to continue after the person left the institution and to lead to other behavioral problems (such as criminal behavior). For homeless youth, drug use is often their first priority in life.



Against the backdrop of such international research, Romania has the potential to provide a particularly significant case study on the subject of post-institutionalized youth. The country’s history, especially over the last thirty years, is particularly significant in this respect. The collapse of the communist system in December 1989, with the infamous orphanages which became visible to the world in the subsequent months and years; the new opportunities and challenges which were brought about by the joining of the European Union in 2007; the ongoing efforts to reform the social care system; the striving for a sustainable development [24] despite a more fragile economy than in most other EU countries, are all elements which underline the special significance of the present study on Romania.



Looking beyond strictly academic interests, it is hoped that through our research on the former users of the child protection system in Romania, this study may be able to contribute to the improvement of the services which are made available to this social category (in Romania or elsewhere) as they seek to adjust to independent living. A better understanding of their personal experiences and of the factors which help them during this transitional period in their lives is likely to facilitate the development of specific social programs which could assist other young people in similar life situations.





2. Method


The research method for our study has been interviewing and the research instrument which has been used is this respect was the semi-structured interview. The authors regarded this method as appropriate, given the exploratory nature of the approach in this study. A small amount of research is available to date dealing with the subject matter—the social and vocational integration of young people who were institutionalized in the child protection system in Romania before and after the fall of the communist system in the country. Consequently, the method, the selection technique and the research instrument, all belong to a qualitative approach, the content of the interview requiring an in-depth exploratory approach of the personal experiences of the individuals. As a result, the authors cannot, stricto sensu, speak of sampling or of a representative sample (which are methodologically specific to quantitative research) when selecting the subjects. The choice was, instead, of a rational sample which was selected with the help of the snowball technique. Our intention has not been to investigate a large number of cases, through a comparative style of quantitative research, but to reveal in-depth experiences of our interviewees. A further, quantitative research would, undoubtedly, constitute a useful but separate addition to our study.



The main goal of our research has been to investigate the social and vocational integration of individuals who have graduated from the child protection system in Romania (i.e., exiting the residential child protection system, usually between the ages of 18 and 26). More specifically, the authors have sought, not only to analyze their individual experiences, but also to identify the common features of their experiences during and after their time in residential care. Thus, our study has been guided by four specific goals:



	
Documenting the difficulties which have been faced by people who have left the residential child protection system in Romania, as they have sought to move towards an independent life and social and vocational integration;



	
Identifying the services and opportunities which were available for individuals who grew up in the residential child protection system in Romania – the ones designed to help with their transition towards independent living;



	
Exploring the factors that made the difference between those who were more successful and those who were less successful in their social and vocational integration?



	
Delineating the common features and characteristics of respondents who, in terms of Stein’s classification [17], could be placed, respectively, in the categories of moving on, survivors, and victims.






In our qualitative study, the role of dependent variables is fulfilled by: (1) The difficulties which the service users have encountered in their journey to independent living; (2) the services and opportunities which were available to them in this process, while the role of the independent variable is accomplished by the success of their social and vocational integration (including the correlation of this success to Stein’s classification).



Due to the difficulty of quantifying the number of individuals who have graduated from the residential child protection system in Romania to date, our sample is non-probabilistic. Further, given the characteristics of the respondents, the study has made use of guided sampling.



The research sample consisted of 23 respondents—18 male and 5 female. Participation in the research was voluntary for all respondents and was based on informed consent, which included a guarantee of the confidentiality of the data. The respondents came from five counties in the west and south of Romania: Arad, Gorj, Mehedinți, Timiș, and Olt. The method of snowball sampling was used, in order to increase, as much as possible, the number of participants. Thus, the initial respondents’ personal networks played an important role in our finding of new participants for the study. Additionally, a written request was made for the support of the General Directorate of the Social Work and Child Protection System (DGASPC) in each of the five counties. Despite of the kind cooperation of the DGASPC’s, the identification of a larger number of respondents was severely hampered by several factors, including: the legal restrictions for the child protection institutions in offering contact information for the former service users; the lack of ongoing contact between institutions and former beneficiaries; the reluctance of many potential respondents to provide information about their traumatic past experiences (especially in interview format, rather than survey), etc.



Our research method is a qualitative one, based on a semi-structured interview. The procedure followed in the processing and validation of the data was thematic analysis. The criteria of this procedure were therefore observed, in order to eliminate subjective descriptions of the reality and uncover the respondents’ relevant experiences during and after their residential life. The interview guidelines were directed towards four main thematic areas of investigation:




	
The circumstances which led to their being placed in residential care;



	
The actual experience of residential care;



	
The transition towards an independent life, after the institutional experience;



	
The current situation.








The interview findings were put together as individual life stories and this led to a number of specific themes emerging both from the similarities and from the differences between the individual stories. Particular fragments from the interviews have been selected, in order to illustrate the main themes of the transcripts. All quotations from the interview transcripts closely follow the participants’ own words and have simply been translated from Romanian into English.



For reasons of confidentiality, each participant was given a pseudonym, which was kept the same throughout the study. The ages of respondents have not been changed. However, potentially identifiable data (such as place names, names of residential centers or staff) has been eliminated from the presentation of the results, for the same reasons of confidentiality. Once the issue of confidentiality had been clarified with the participants, they seemed to be comfortable to speak freely. For many of them, an additional motivating factor in their decision to participate in the study was their hope that their experience might be of help to other users of the child protection services.



Given the descriptive and qualitative nature of the investigation of individuals who have been raised in the residential child protection system in Romania, our approach is aimed at generating hypotheses rather than at testing existing theories. Such testing is far more suitably pursued via quantitative research [25].




3. Results


The group of participants in our study consisted of twenty-three individuals who had experienced life in a residential child care center. From this, eighteen were male and five female, with an average age of thirty-five at the time of the interview (SD = 7.49). Figure 1 shows the level of education attained by the participants, while Figure 2 indicates their marital status.



Socio-demographic data about the participants is shown in the Table 2 below:



3.1. Circumstances Leading to Residential Care


3.1.1. Abandonment


Eighteen of the twenty-three respondents stated that they had been abandoned shortly after birth, while two had been put into institutional care a little later, around the age of two or three. Generally speaking, the respondents had very little official information regarding the reasons for their having been abandoned but suspected that the decision had been taken due to an unwanted pregnancy or to poverty. Such data was not recorded in their personal files and any information they did receive came from discussions with residential center staff.



“[…] I am about to turn thirty-two. I was in a children’s home. I did not have parents. I did not have luck.” (Paul)



“I don’t know anything about my mother, father, brothers or sisters. Nobody has ever come to look for me. I have not seen them.” (Florin)



“I believe my parents were poor and had other children. Otherwise they would not have put me in a children’s home.” (Maria)



“My mother did not have any options. She gave birth to me when she was very young. She was sixteen.” (Ana)



“She probably got pregnant unintentionally and then just wanted to get rid of me. I don’t care. I have never looked for her and she has never come to me.” (Alex)



The following statements confirm previous research related to abandonment [11,26,27], which identifies poverty as the main reason for the abandonment of children in Romania, both during the communist period and after the changes of 1989.



“I was abandoned because they did not have the resources to raise me.” (Samuel)



“I was abandoned around the age of three, when my mother was unable to care for me any longer, because my father had died and, being on her own, she could not cope any longer, so she took me to the children’s home.” (Constantin)




3.1.2. Neglect


Only one respondent, who had been institutionalized in 1978, identified a situation of neglect (following a tragic accident) as the reason for his being taken into residential care:



“A more difficult case. One of my sisters died and this led to all of us (myself and my two elder brothers) being taken away from home. My father unintentionally killed my sister. He had a large piece of wood on his back and when he threw it down he did not know that she was behind him. He injured her head and she died. He then had a nervous breakdown, followed by violence against my mother and brothers. They arrested him and took us all away. My mother was pregnant with me. They took me immediately after I was born. They did not take their [my parents’] parental rights. If there was a fatal accident in the family, the children were automatically taken away from that environment.” (Virgil)




3.1.3. Medical Recommendation


During the communist period in Romania, it was common to place a child in residential care on the recommendation of a doctor. Children who were abandoned at birth due to socio-economic reasons were typically taken for medical care. As a result, their problems, which were initially attributed to their social conditions, transformed the children into medical cases [28]. In the case of David, who was put into residential care during kindergarten as a result of a medical problem which was apparently not very serious, the authorities did not allow him and his brother (who had the same medical condition) to return to their family. Also, although there were triplets, only two of the three children were put into residential care. He does not know the reason for this:



“I and my twin brother went into hospital covered with blisters and they just kept us. I remember when they took us away from the hospital and put us in the center. I was around three.” (David).



Similarly, Levi states that he was abandoned in a pediatric ward on the recommendation of a pediatrician who considered that returning him to his family would be too risky due to their poverty.





3.2. The Experience of Residential Care


3.2.1. Multiple Placements


The time spent in residential care is described by all respondents as a time of great instability. Except for one person (Cristian) who lived in only two institutions, all other participants lived in at least three different residential institutions during the time they spent in the Romanian child protection system. The participants described moving from one institution to another as an episode of instability and of readjustment to a new environment, with new staff and new fellow-residents. There was contact with a large number of caregivers, followed by the breaking of ties with them, which meant that it was impossible to develop lasting attachments [29]. Samuel’s statements are a clear illustration of this:



“I was very sorry to leave the X center, when they decided to move me somewhere else… There was a lady carer of whom I was very fond. She still came to see me for two or three years, but then she left the country and I have not talked to her since. I don’t know anything about her any more. I hope she is well…” (Samuel)



The transfer to new institutions where older children were present also meant a high probability of conflicts and physical abuse:



“When we went to the X center, we moved into the girls’ territory. They were older and kept trying to beat us up, in order to establish their territory”. (Virgil, a male participant, speaking about his transition to a mixed center)




3.2.2. Abuse


The physical, emotional and sexual abuse that took place in Romanian children’s homes during the communist regime has been well documented in the specialist literature. The research has indicated that the likelihood of a child being harshly punished by staff, and the frequency of such punishment, were influenced both by individual factors and by institutional ones. Thus, as far as the child’s individual variables were concerned, it was found that a lengthier stay in the institution was associated with a higher probability of physical punishment by staff; that the probability was higher for boys than for girls; and that the absence of siblings in the same institution was also associated with more severe and frequent punishments. By contrast, when institutional variables were analyzed, they indicated that children in traditional institutions were more likely to experience physical abuse than those living in family-type settings [30]:



“They told us to fight among ourselves: the care staff [names were given]. Even rapes used to take place. I said that I did not want to fight, but they insisted, because they were laying bets on who would win. It did not matter that you ended up smashing your head or that you got injured when you jumped off the wardrobe. Unfortunately, I was very badly injured when I jumped off the wardrobe. The General Directorate for Social Work and Child Protection (DGASPC) found out about this. I was taken to an emergency unit in the hospital because I had a serious head injury. This is why I ran away from the center, in around 2003 or 2004…” (Paul)



Physical abuse (beatings) was experienced by all respondents, to different degrees, and was inflicted both by staff and by older residents. Female respondents reported fewer experiences of physical abuse from staff, but altercations with other female residents were often accompanied by physical aggression.



The sexual abuse that took place in these residential centers has been documented in numerous studies [30,31,32]. The participants in our study confirmed the findings of such studies: Seven of them (three female and four male) had been victims of sexual abuse; six other respondents had witnessed sexual abuse in the institutions but reported this without specifying whether or not they had been victims. None of the respondents stated that they had been an aggressor. Below is part of the testimony of one respondent regarding the repeated sexual abuse he was subjected to at approximately the age of nine:



“I had a nickname… There was a female teacher who abused me … sexually … to have oral sex … and from then on I was given her name as a nickname [the exact name is given]. She was very fond of me from the moment I had this relationship with her … I am finding it very hard to say this … In a way, from the moment I had sex with her there was a very special relationship. She used to take me to her relatives’ home and she used to defend me. She was my teacher from the second to the fourth grade in school. I was very fond of her and she was fond of me. It was found out that I had slept with her and they wanted to fire her. She insisted that it was not true and I said the same, but eventually she ended up being prosecuted and they kicked her out”. (Paul)




3.2.3. Educational Challenges


Among the factors which have been identified by previous research as making a significant contribution to the educational challenges faced by children in residential care are the instability of the child protection system; the children’s previous experiences of abuse and neglect; inadequate care in the institution; low expectations from carers and educators; and untreated mental health problems, leading to social isolation and exclusion from school [31,32,33,34]. The results of our study confirm these previous findings:



“In school, we were trying to do all kinds of things in order to demonstrate to our colleagues and teachers that we were not stupid or handicapped just because we came from a children’s home. I was part of the literature elite group… At our center it was about the same. They didn’t use to ask about our homework because they were not expecting that we would ever achieve anything. We were just told: “You will never achieve anything” or “You will end up on the street”. (Elena)



“In school, I was top of the class. My school results were good. I was successful in my studies. We had a large library in our center. When there were a lot of fights/beatings, I used to take refuge in the library, and so I ended up acquiring new information. […] They would tell us “You will end up in prison” and so it was, or “You will do well” and they were right. Because they were our mentors, they could see our abilities and the steps we were making”. (Virgil)




3.2.4. Little Contact with Family Members


Although the communist policy did not make it a priority to encourage contact between children and their families, and children did not receive much information about their family situation, it is nevertheless the case that one of our respondents spoke of the staff of the center in which he had spent his school years as making an effort to support and enhance the children’s contact with their nuclear or extended families:



“I was visited by my mother, father, and grandparents. I had two older brothers who were with me. I communicated with my family and with my grandparents from the time I was little. During summer holidays I used to run away to my grandparents […] They [the staff] encouraged contact with our families, but very careful checks were made to see whether our parents were OK. The visits took place only here [at the center], depending on how our parents were. For instance, if my father represented a danger, they would call the militia”. (Virgil)



Another respondent spoke of the difficulty of finding our information about one’s family during the communist regime, as compared to the current situation: “Yes, data was secret. Sometimes we used to ask the carers and they would tell us certain things about our parents. Nowadays, the children just go and look at their personal file, if they wish”. (David)



This study can discuss family contact during and after residential care in the case of seven of the respondents. Sixteen respondents had no contact with their biological family, as a result of their having been abandoned in a maternity ward. For eleven of them, although they eventually had the chance to meet their parents (a few times), relationships with these parents remained tense. Their answers made clear their feelings of revulsion towards the parents and their disappointment when affection was not shown:



“Why did they leave me in the children’s home? They should come to me and ask for forgiveness. I am not guilty of anything”. (Alex)



“When I first met my mother and gave her a hug, I could feel the rejection”. (Adam)



“The social workers contacted my mother but she did not want to come. I would like to meet her, to talk, even if she is not interested in me”. (Laura)




3.2.5. Struggling to Acquire Life Skills


In contemporary Romania, both governmental and non-governmental children’s services organize and implement activities which are intended to prepare children for an independent life in the future. During the communist regime, such organized programs or services were simply non-existent:



“They kept telling us ‘Start learning something, because you will be in trouble. If you don’t work, no one will give you anything’”. (David)



“Nobody taught me anything, but I learnt to find my way around. I realized that if I learnt and if I was disciplined, I would manage by myself and this is exactly what has happened. I have never avoided work”. (Adam)



It would seem that during communist times, the child protection service employees saw their role as basically to warn the children about the problems they could expect in the future if they did not learn how important it was to find your own way in life.



For respondents who were born after the communist period or who have lived most of their lives after it ended, the experience was significantly different. They reported being involved in various activities which were designed to help them acquire new skills and to prepare them for independent living. They spoke about being involved in programs designed to teach skills for everyday life, for personal care, for financial management, and for appropriate behavior in society and at their place of work.



“[…] help in finding a job, training for social integration, preparation for being in society and for getting out of the system, not to complain, because we would have to manage life by ourselves. They would teach us how to write a CV […] During the last year of school, for the final four or five months, we took classes about how to move out of the system”. (Paul)



“They taught us how to behave in society, to be careful, not to cause conflicts. They got us involved in cleaning, washing. They would ask us sometimes about our homework and they would get upset if we were fighting in school. We have learnt things […] They told us [girls] to be careful, because some boys would simply want to take advantage of us”. (Maria)



“Money stuff, how to save, how to find a job, how to behave as employees…” (George)




3.2.6. Basic Living Conditions


Regarding living conditions, respondents who were born and raised during the communist period do not seem to be as critical of the child protection system as those who experienced it shortly after the Romanian revolution of 1989 or even later. The references to residential life in communist times are unanimous in indicating that, despite the very simple conditions, basic material needs were generally met:



“I liked it in those days. There was a guaranteed food supply. Out in town, people were queuing up for food, gas bottles, bread. It was hard. In the institution we had chicken, pork, even salami and sausage. Ceausescu [the Romanian communist dictator] cared about the orphans”. (Cristian)



“Children’s homes had plenty of food, but the staff used to steal. We had two hundred pigs, we had rabbits and pigeons. Ceausescu was our father. In the autumn, a truck with potatoes would come—they would rot in the basement. Cabbage would come. Butter would come in 5 kg blocks, jam, cheese, salami […] They would bring meat, we had the pigs, but we would only get the bones and the fat, because the rest was stolen by the staff and by those from the [communist] party. They would take first. Those who say it was bad are lying. […] For me, it was good in the children’s home, although there were ugly things, too. There was a lot of beating”. (Virgil)




3.2.7. Survival Strategies


For some respondents, siblings in the same center represented a major element of support, not only emotionally, but also because younger siblings were protected by older siblings against abuse from other residents: “Without my brothers, I don’t think I would have survived. It was a great help to have my brothers with me. They paved the path for me. They were older. I was also spared a lot of beating”. (Virgil)



At the same time, Virgil also tells how important his personal ambition was for his resilience: “I had a lot of trust in myself. Ever since I was little, I always knew what I wanted. I knew I needed to have my own house, to be independent, to not depend on anybody. […] Even before the [Romanian] revolution I was OK. There were staff members who would beat me up and others who were fond of me.”



Again, Virgil explains that another important survival mechanism inside the center was to belong to a gang, “otherwise they would lynch you”, given the fact that there was no place where you could hide away from beatings.



Further, the ability to make yourself likeable and useful to the staff, by performing certain tasks, could confer significant advantages:



“Yes, there was a teacher who would see me as his child, because I knew how to make myself likeable. If you don’t know how to make yourself likeable to society, it is not good.” (Virgil)



“I liked it in the kitchen, which is why I have become a cook. I enjoyed being in the kitchen when I was little. I would wash dishes, I would peel potatoes, I would do what I was told”. (Cristian)



“One of the teachers sometimes took me to her home. In general, I was well-behaved and I did not get into conflicts. Sometimes I helped with different tasks. Even at school, I did not create problems, although I was not a very good student. I could have done more, if the teachers had been different”. (Maria)



David, currently employed in the child care system, reports that when he was a service user himself, he used to take care of younger children without necessarily being asked to do so. He shows some disappointment that the staff did not distinguish more between those who looked after younger children and those who did not get involved. However, the management of the center approached him and offered him a job.





3.3. The Post-Residential Transition


For seven of the respondents, the difficulties involved in the transition to independent life were mitigated by a solid education, employment, access to housing, and emotional support either from their family of origin or from other people.



Referring to his expectations of independent life, soon after leaving the system, David replied that “then it is the hardest, the hardest of all. It is very difficult for a child to leave the system”. For him, the most important support on leaving the system was finding a job and his successful transition to an independent life was mediated primarily by putting work first. He has never been homeless but admits that he was afraid of this possibility when he first left the center.



For Cristian, leaving the system was marked by severe anxiety:



“I had a knot in my stomach at the thought of being on my own… I finished school, I was told to look for work. I told them to look for it for me, thinking that if someone in the DGASPC made the request it would be different. It would mean I had a recommendation. My first job, for six or seven years, was as a cook, at a nursing home. From there I moved here.”



Interviewer: “So, how was it trying to find a job?”



Cristian: “The headmistress sent us to various private companies where she had connections. There were classmates who went there and were not given their pay. I knew about this from my classmates and I did not accept [those jobs]. I said that I wanted a job in the public sector: “Since you have employed other people for money, why don’t you employ us, too? We are also reliable and we will keep our job […] I told them that I would go anywhere, if I had a public sector job, but not a private sector one, where I would risk not getting paid”.



Interviewer: “After moving out of the system, where did you live?”



Cristian: “I rented a place. I moved to different rented places. For a period of about seven or eight years I lived in a small flat that belonged to the child protection department, paying rent”.



Adam married soon after leaving the system, his transition to independent living being thus facilitated by being able to live at his in-laws’, but also by the social and emotional support which they and his wife provided. He also made good progress professionally, as a traffic police officer, displaying good discipline and professionalism.



Paul continued to live on a university campus, having enrolled as an undergraduate and then a postgraduate student.



Maria had great difficulties when she left the system at the age of eighteen because of her limited education (middle school). She tried to work as a carer at a residential center for the elderly, while living with a friend, but conflicts with colleagues led her to quit. Shortly after resigning, she met her present husband and moved into his home. She started to work as a house cleaner on an occasional basis.



Samuel started a medical residency program (as a urologist) and then met his present wife, with whom he moved into a rented place.



An overall observation regarding the transition from the child protection system to independent living would be that this was longer and more complicated for some respondents than for others. The negative aspects being frequent changes of jobs and accommodation, including even some cases of homelessness (being forced to sleep in parks or at a railway station).




3.4. The Current Situation


Paul is currently registered on a master’s program and lives on a student campus. He has a steady job which gives him a regular income, even if it is not very high. His right to accommodation on the student campus is dependent on good academic results or on providing proof of a difficult social situation.



David lives in a rented place but would like to be able to eventually have his own home. Virgil, thanks to the support of a French organization, has owned a flat ever since 1999, when he was a user of the social protection system. Adam lives with his wife in a house which was purchased after his in-laws were able to sell some land. Samuel also lives with his wife, in a two-room apartment which was bought with a mortgage.



At the time of the interviews, three respondents were homeless: George, Denis, and Darius. They occasionally live with friends, or sleep in parks, in a railway station, at the back of some shops, or near a heating system located between apartment blocks. All the other respondents live in relatively modest housing facilities that they either own or rent.



As for employment, the respondents’ jobs are generally not very well paid and, for most of them, these jobs provide them with the means of independent but modest living. Most respondents avoided being very specific about their regular income or whether they had any other sources of income in addition to their jobs. Some also mentioned occasional problems with paying rent or even with buying food.





4. Discussion


Most of the respondents in our study have demonstrated a remarkable level of resilience, given the serious challenges which they had to face during their childhood and youth. The factors which have contributed to their resilience are in line with the findings of previous research [17,35] and include education, self-esteem, work, a life partner, and the ability to acquire new skills and social support [36].



The data indicate a generally bleak image of life in institutions, even if not all participants report having been the victims of abuse from carers (some of them, in fact, viewing the residential staff as genuine helpers). Our analysis of responses reveals both similarities and differences. All participants had to face major challenges during their time in residential care, including exposure to acts of physical violence (at least from older residents). A positive influence on their development seems to have been contact with other family members, where this was possible. Education and a desire to work have also been important predictors of a better quality of life after they left the child protection system.



The transition towards independent living was not without its challenges either, but the majority of respondents appear to have succeeded in their social and vocational integration, even if their income has never been particularly significant.



More specifically, our study has been guided by four specific goals which were designed to lead to the identification and promotion of specific interventions and programs for this vulnerable social category.



4.1. Difficulties during the Transition Phase


Regarding the first goal, concerning the difficulties which respondents encountered during their transition from the child protection system towards independent living and social and vocational integration, the results of our study have highlighted largely the same issues as those identified by previous research: Lack of proper housing; the difficulty of finding jobs, or anything beyond poorly-paid ones; and inadequate preparation for independent living [14,19,20,37,38].




4.2. Services and Opportunities


The second goal referred to the respondents’ access to services and opportunities which could help them in their transition towards independent living. Our study has shown that such resources were quite simply unavailable in any official or organized form for those who were institutionalized during the communist regime in Romania. The only way in which someone could develop life skills was through the limited range of experiences which institutional life was able to offer. However, these respondents, who had been institutionalized in the communist period, seem to have done relatively well after leaving their institution. Most were able to find a job soon after leaving the child protection system, without needing to change jobs very often, and without experiencing periods of homelessness. This relative success was explained by the respondents as being related to their efforts in terms of education, personal discipline, and the determination to overcome the disadvantages of their situation in society. By contrast, those who experienced residential care after the fall of communism benefited from a range of programs which were intended to help with their transition towards independent living. They also enjoyed the advantages of more freedom to participate in the life of society, of a better quality of life, of social policies designed to facilitate their social integration, and so forth. Nevertheless, these younger respondents are those who seemed more inclined to highlight the difficulties they had encountered and to blame the child protection system for their problems. According to their understanding, taking part in the programs which were meant to be of help after they left the institution did not seem to have a very significant impact in this respect. This rather surprising finding, resulting from our second research question, undoubtedly represents one of the possible directions for further research: Were these resources, of the younger respondents, simply inefficient? Was the communist social policy (e.g., jobs and housing for everyone) a legacy which benefited the older respondents in their post-institutional life more than the newer strategies which were available to the younger respondents? Were the younger respondents (who had been raised in a democratic society) more courageous in reflecting and speaking critically about their institutional and post-institutional experiences? Is there a combination of these (and other) factors which explain the findings? A quantitative study, on a larger number of respondents, might be particularly helpful in providing further clarifications in this area.




4.3. Success Factors


The third question concerned the factors which made the difference between those who were more successful and those who were less successful in their social and vocational integration. Personal resilience seemed to have played a particularly significant role in this regard, indicating that, despite negative experiences during and after residential care, a resilient person could achieve a good level of social integration. Other factors which appear to have been significant are the support of family members or personal friends and the availability of a job.




4.4. Common Features and Characteristics


Fourthly, adopting Stein’s classification [17] of former users of the child protection system into three categories (moving on, survivors, and victims), the authors set out to explore what might be some of the common characteristics of the respondents belonging to each of these categories. Despite the already-observed lack of standard terminology for describing such vulnerable groups in Romania, given the relative novelty of the social work profession in this country [39], overall, the respondents seemed to fit well into these three categories. Those who moved on were clearly the six respondents who had a higher level of education, a settled job, secure housing, and a good network of social support. The survivors were those (fourteen) who have managed to keep their heads above water, achieving a reasonable level of independence, but without enjoying true satisfaction and stability in regard to key issues such as education, jobs, housing, and social network. The remaining three respondents, who are homeless and unemployed, would fall into the category of victims.





5. Conclusions


Romania has drawn a lot of international attention, after the fall of the communist regime, both through the large number of institutionalized children and through the deplorable conditions in children’s homes. For many years, the attention of the decision-makers in the country focused on the improvement of the material situation of those living in placement centers, while the situation of those who were living in the system became a much lesser priority. Consequently, although Romania has made considerable progress in improving material conditions in residential systems, young adults are still largely unprepared for their transition to independent life.



Related to this situation, our study offers a contribution towards a better understanding of the social and vocational integration of former users of the residential child protection system in Romania. The significance of our study is highlighted by the very limited number of studies on this topic in the Romanian social context. As the subject has been addressed by previous research [11,13,28,29] and others, the focus has been primarily on young people who are still in residential care and much less on the experience of former service users in their transition towards independent living. It is here that our study has sought to offer its contribution, although, considerable room for further research in this area is still available.



Our study has taken a qualitative approach and, as such, it has not intended to establish a representative research sample and to generalize the results for the whole population of de-institutionalized youth. Instead, our aim has been to describe and understand phenomena related to the social and vocational integration of individuals who have left the child protection system in Romania.



The results of this study are relevant for both academic and professional groups focusing on this vulnerable population category worldwide. The sustainable development of a society should include social policies which strive for the de-institutionalization of the child protection system by preventing the separation of children from their biological families, or, at least, by finding family-type solutions for children in difficulty. Nevertheless, millions of children in different parts of the world are still living in residential care, although a precise estimation of their exact number (or even of the number of institutions which house them) is impossible to realize [40]. Notwithstanding the significant efforts which many countries are making towards the development of family-based child protection systems, a significant number of children worldwide will inevitably continue to live in residential institutions. It is, therefore, crucial that their residential living conditions are constantly re-evaluated and improved and that better mechanisms are developed in order to facilitate their subsequent social and vocational integration. Based on the findings of our research, the following practical implications may be noted:




	
The need for supplementing the existing (human and financial) resources, in order to improve the quality of services during the residential care and in the transition towards independent living;



	
The introduction of a system of external audit aimed at the evaluation and improvement of the quality of services during residential care (especially those services which are meant to help the young people as they prepare to exit the child protection system);



	
Developing a more efficient system of supervision of the staff working with children in residential care, in order to minimize the risks of abuse, negligence, and malpractice;



	
The development of specific projects, activities, and resources which are meant to facilitate the acquisition of skills for independent living (including personal financial management);



	
The need for programs of early career orientation, based on the children’s personal interests and on the market demand;



	
Promoting social policies which encourage potential employees to facilitate jobs for former service users of the child protection system.








The limitations of our study should also be recognized. Given the fact that in Romania, youth that left the child protection system often do not want to maintain contact with service providers, reaching them for participation in research is extremely difficult, as their former care givers have very little information about their current situation (or are hesitant to offer it, even if they have such information). Thus, this study is limited by the fact that there are many young people who have left residential care and whose experiences have been completely undocumented. Undoubtedly, their life stories could significantly modify the overall picture which our study has afforded, especially since some potential participants may have refused to talk about their experiences due to their traumatic nature. The 23 respondents in this study may seem a small number for generating conclusions, but managing to have in depth interviews with such a reluctant segment of population is, nevertheless, an important step in the ongoing efforts of documenting their situation. Despite the limitations of our study insofar as its scope and its applicability to other similar groups are concerned, the value of our analysis resides (among other aspects) in its potential as a pilot study, intended to lay the groundwork for future studies in this important but under-researched subject. It is also the understanding of the authors that these limitations do not undermine the premises and objectives which have been assumed.



Our research, through the qualitative approach it proposes, documents (albeit partially) the social and professional integration of former users of the child protection system in Romania through an in-depth exploratory approach. This approach may be a theoretical support in conceptual clarification and operationalization of variables whose normal distribution can be described through a future quantitative study.
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