
SAFE CARING FOR TRAUMATISED YOUNG PEOPLE
IN RESIDENTIAL CARE IN EUROPE

Kibble Education Care Center
______________________________________________________________________

Research Organisation Kibble Education and Care Centre, Paisley, Scotland PA3
2LG.
Kibble@Kibble-Scotland.demon.co.uk

Research Director / Co-
ordinator

Robert G Forrest
E-mail rgforr@iii-world.com and rgforr@talk21.com
The European Association for Research into Residential
Childcare (EUROARRC) is a body of researchers,
academics and practitioners from Finland, Ireland, Scotland
and Spain who came together voluntarily in 1997 to enhance
the potential for research in the area of residential child care
and, through that, to influence policy and practice in the
residential care field. EUROARRC's research work has been
funded to date through the Youth for Europe Programme.
This year EUROARRCC plans to establish itself as a
charitable organisation and to shorten its name to the
European Association for Residential Childcare
(EUROARC). EUROARRCC research is found on
www.dit.ie/aa/cser.html and on
www.strath.ac.uk/Departments/CRCC/euroarrcc.html

Research Partner � Scotland
Meg Lindsay, The Scottish Institute for Residential Child
Care, University of Strathclyde
margaret.lindsay@strath.ac.uk
http://www.strath.ac.uk/Departments/CRCC/
The Scottish Institute for Residential Child Care
Is an initiative to provide a comprehensive and innovative
approach to training, research and consultancy for
residential child care. This nationally co-ordinated strategy
will help to ensure an integrated framework of activities and
programmes which will include vocational training,



professional education, and continuing professional
development for staff already employed in residential child
care, as well as for those planning to enter the profession.

� Finland
Marit Holmberg, University of Turku
marit.holmberg@turku.fi
Raija Hukkanen, Social Welfare Centre City of Turku
raija.hukkanen@turku.fi

� Spain
Jorge Fernandez del Valle, Dept of Psychology University
of Oviedo
jvalle@correo.cop.es

� Ireland
Finglas Children's Centre Dublin, fcc@iol.ie
Dublin Institute of Technology, Centre for Social and
Educational Research (CSER)
http://www.dit.ie/aa/cser.html
The CSER was established in 1997 to develop the
expanding research profile of the Institute in the areas of
applied social studies and education, particularly early
education.

Key Words Care to listen:
� Residential Care Systems
� Residential Childcare Sector
� Residential Schools
� Children’s Homes
� Care Staff, care worker
� Background Information Sheet
� Key-worker
� Child Behaviour checklist

It makes you think:
� Safe caring
� Abuse in residential care
� Action Research Model
� Action plan
� Research Practitioner
� Life Space Interview
� Care staff/ Care worker/ educador
� Residential Childcare Sector
� Residential Childcare Sector
� Residential Schools



Research subject This research examines residential child care in Finland,
Ireland, Scotland and Spain. The first part is an exploratory
study that reviews comparative history of residential child
care in each country, gathers statistical information and
reports on the views of young people, managers, policy
makers and staff on the quality of care provided. It outlines
the profile of the young people aged 12 - 17 living in
residential care services, the trauma they have suffered and
its effects on them.
The second part of this research focuses on aspects of safe
care in residential child care settings. Its purpose was to
develop an action research model as a tool for using current
knowledge, systems and networks to provide safe caring in
residential establishments across Europe. Each country
identified a particular aspect of care that they wished to look
at.
The whole research identifies key transnational themes and
includes recommendations on practice and policy. This
research project has contributed to establish a European
Association for Research into Residential Child Care
(EUROARRCC).

Methodology / Methods This is an exploratory comparative research that combines
qualitative and quantitative methods with an action research
model to make international comparisons across the four
partner countries and to draw conclusions at the European
Union level. The action research is a relatively new research
methodology particularly in the residential childcare field.

The research phases and the areas that have been examined
are:

1. The history and evolution of residential child care
services and their legal context. Literature search and
documentary analysis has provided an overview of
the nature and provision of residential child care in
the four countries.

2. A profile of young people in residential care within
the demographic context.

3. A detailed study of a sample of 50 young people
aged 12-17 in each country using the Child
Behaviour Checklist (Achenbach - University of
Vermont) and a Background Information Sheet that
identifies traumatic events in the young person’s life.
Thus the behavioural problems and social
competencies of a sample of 200 children in
residential care across the four countries were
recorded.



4. The young people’s perspective of the quality of care
they receive derived from a sample of 80 young
people (20 in each country), from both residential
schools and children’s homes, using semi-structured
interviews based on Skinner’s Principles outlined in
"Another Kind of Home" (Scottish Office 1993).

5. Interviews with a group made up of 20 managers,
policy makers and staff working in the residential
childcare sector in each country.

6. Identification and comparisons of good practice in
the four countries drawn from interviews conducted
with a cross-section of policy makers and
practitioners.

In the second part of the project, the action research, the
four research teams chose the specific case study they
wished to develop, all related to the central theme of safe
caring. The initial decision to research safe caring reflected
the enormous importance of and current public interest in
this issue.

Abstract

This research has produced two comparative reports on residential child care in Finland,
Ireland, Scotland and Spain. The first one is 'Care to Listen - a report on residential child
care in four European countries'. This exploratoy study has five parts - comparative history
of residential child care in each country, statistical information, Child Behavioural Check
Lists completed on 50 children in residential care in each country, interviews with 20
children in residential care each country, and interviews with a group made up of 20
managers, policy makers and staff in each country. The second report ‘It Makes You Think’
focuses on aspects of safe care in residential child care settings. The purpose of this second
part of the research was to develop an action research model as a tool for using current
knowledge, systems and networks to provide safe caring in residential establishments
across Europe. Each country identified a particular aspect of care that they wished to look
at. Research findings indicate that there are similarities and contrasts between the systems
in the four countries, all showing progress and areas for further improvement.

Main research results

The study begins with an overview of the evolution and development of residential child
care in the four countries. It shows very different starting points for each setting and
highlight how, at different periods in the history of each country, residential care has played
a significant role in the care and protection of young people.



It also shows similarities between countries in relation to the issues emerging and in how
countries are responding to these issues. The overview provides some insight into the key
factors which have shaped the four systems being examined: political ideology, religious
teaching and its input into social service provision as well as the administrative make-up of
the country.

The more recent legislative changes which are outlined indicate that countries are moving
in a progressive fashion towards good practice in residential childcare. The ratification of
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in the four countries is partly responsible for
this.

The study highlights that across the four countries there is convergence in the nature and
type of residential childcare being provided. The figures show a reduction in the numbers in
residential care and the development of smaller units as was evidenced in Finland and
Spain. On the other hand the statistics highlight the fact that there are an increasing number
of younger children entering care. Countries have similarities in terms of gender
breakdown, but differences are visible in, for example, the age breakdown of children in
care.

The findings highlight the fact that socio-economic conditions in the families of those who
enter care are broadly the same across countries. This was particularly marked in relation to
reasons for entering care which for the most part highlighted parental problems such as
‘inability to cope’ (Ireland and Scotland), ‘parental substance abuse’ (Finland) and physical
and psychological neglect (Spain). In addition, the family status of children in care
highlighted that, across countries, children of families with only one parent were more
likely to be taken into care.

Findings indicate that young people aged 12 - 17 living in residential care services have
suffered many traumas before entering the care system, and now suffer high levels of
emotional disturbance. The young people are in the main satisfied with the care they
receive, and their comments are balanced and valuable, contributing suggestions on how
the quality of care can be improved. It was noticeable that their bonds with their families
were extremely important to many of them, and that they were becoming isolated from
them and from their original peer group by being in residential care. In many cases, their
objective was to return to their family, or to establish one of their own.

The importance of the quality of relationships between the young people and the staff who
cared for them was also evident. Where this was good, it made the whole experience of care
more positive. Where it was poor, it contributed to the feelings of helplessness and
disempowerment that leaving family and community had already engendered in these
young people. The attitude of staff, and the skill and warmth with which they related to the
young people was crucial to the success of any plan for their future. However, the
vulnerability of these young people was also apparent. If they did not feel staff were fair or
treated them well, in all too many cases, they had little or no recourse to anyone else
outside their home or school, to whom they could go for help.



The views of staff, managers and policy makers in the four countries provide a remarkably
consistent picture of the progress that has been made and of the areas where further work is
urgently required. Residential childcare is seen as a vital area of service to many children in
the four countries studied. Often it has suffered from negative stereotypical views of what it
provides, and under investment and lack of training. Recently, however, there has been
significant change and improvement in the quality of care offered in the four countries, and
this is matched by increasing awareness of what makes for positive outcomes for the young
people who live in these settings. With the increase in adult awareness of the quality of
care, young people should reasonably be entitled to expect, more professionals are making
valuables critiques of the quality of care offered in their countries, and are looking to gain
expertise and practice ideas from each other. However, this increased awareness has not yet
led to actual improvements in many aspects of practice.

The concept of safe caring encompasses several different themes and previously existing
research has identified more than twenty-eight distinct sets of dangers for children living
away from home. In the second part of the research, Scotland and Spain chose the focus on
the particular dangers children living away from home may face, while in Finland and
Ireland the emphasis was on possible protective factors against harm.

The Finnish study looked at the quality and quantity of contact between parents and
children. Despite the fact that many parents lack confidence and negotiating skills, if they
are properly listened to by professionally caring adults, they can be a safeguard to their
children. In Ireland, the research team focused on the 'Life Space Interview' as a particular
tool for enhancing effective communication between young people and adults who care for
them. In Scotland the research was stimulated by the current focus on sexual abuse. The
team explored the implications of this for creating an ethos in which the young people can
develop warm and caring relationships with adults and in which issues of sexuality can be
safely addressed. The Spanish research looked at the experience of bullying in residential
care. In that case the outcomes show that although direct physical violence was experienced
as relatively rare, many children experienced stealing, verbal threats, insults and ridicule.

Conclusions

There are similarities and contrasts between the systems in the four countries, all showing
progress and areas for further improvement. At present, it appears that all countries have
made substantial actual improvement in the basic quality of life of young people, in terms
of the location and style of buildings and the size of living groups. Actual improvement in
practice is also apparent in the introduction of key worker systems and child care planning.
Change in underway in relation to the recognition and implementation of children’s rights,
but much less so in the case of rights of their parents. There is improvement in the
provision of education, but still concern about how well this is fitting young people for the
adult world of employment. There is a serious lack of mental health services available to
these young people, and there may even be a worrying lack of awareness of the general
health needs of young people and their need health education. But the greatest barrier to
progress is the failure in inter-disciplinary working between the many professionals who
are involved in these young people’s lives –teachers, social workers, care staff,



psychologists, doctors, police, courts, etc. The need for co-ordinated, national approaches
to the development of services, along with increased resourcing is seen by all as vital to
continued improvement.

The safe caring policy and literature review shows that variations exist between the
countries involved in relation to how the issue of safe caring has been dealt with either at a
central or local level. Most of the developments in policy have been in response to major
public scandals uncovering widespread abuse in children’s residential units. There have
been a number of such experiences in the UK and Ireland and, as a result, policies in these
countries seem to be furthest developed, on paper at least. In Spain and Finland there does
not seem to have been the same thrust to develop policies that focus specifically on safe
caring.

There are some indications in the literature and within the case studies that even where
central directives or guidance exist this is not always understood or implemented at local
level. The existence of national standards and policies that focus on safe caring are,
however, important markers of the value placed on young people. They provide a
benchmark against which practice can be planned and evaluated at local level. It would be a
positive outcome of this study if other European countries were able to develop similar
policies proactively rather than having young people, their families and staff exposed to
potential danger and distress.

The use of the action research model allowed researchers and practitioners to recognise the
real value of empowering children and young people in residential care through different
research methodologies. It has also helped practitioners to become aware of the value of
their own reflective practice as part of everyday work in residential care. The action
research approach empowers staff to take responsibility for their care task, and on the
whole, to become more accountable. There is a question, however, about how much child
care staff are expected to take part in their own evaluation or research. Research skills are
rarely incorporated in their initial child care training. The study shows that the action
research model was a difficult process for many of the practitioners involved, especially
where it was their first experience using this model. The process was particularly
complicated where the research was undertaken in difficult situations or in environments
that were under constant change, which on the other hand are predictable features of the
residential child care environment. Thus if the action research model is to become a tool of
the residential care worker, it must be modified to make it more appropriate to the needs of
the residential community.

Main contribution to the objectives of the Youth for Europe Programme

The research has identified transnational themes that can be dealt at EU level. It highlights
some of the differences between countries and makes a number of recommendations in the
fields of research, policy, management practice, staff practice and training.

The study has identified clear training needs for staff. The current arrangements for training
vary from a three-year degree course to no formal qualification requirements for care



workers. What does, however, appear to be universally true is that the available training
does not fit workers for all the important parts of their jobs. A need for greater knowledge
and awareness was identified in all of the specific issues studied. An essential component
of basic training should be the development of research and self evaluation skills to enable
practitioners to reflect systematically on their own and their organisation’s practice.

The study concludes that all EU member countries should review their child care policies
and ensure that national standards for caring safely for young people away from home are
created. The EU could outline a set of principles to guide national policies. Furthermore, all
member states should establish independent inspection systems to monitor national
standards. Increased transnational co-operation is required, leading to a greater
harmonisation of practice and policy in the area of residential child care, taking due account
of cultural differences. A key aspect of this work is the sharing of ideas, practice and
methods of evaluation.

A first step towards this kind of co-operation would be the creation of a transnational forum
on policy issues in residential care, together with the establishment of a European centre of
excellence, that could provide support and consultation to practitioners engaged in such
research.


