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Abstract 

Leaving care is a field in its early developmental stage in literature, research and practice in 
Romania. This paper aims to explore young people's outcomes and experiences of coping with 
life after leaving state care and the challanges of independency. The study design is mixed meth­
ods - qualitative with a complementary quantitative dimension. 34 young people who left care 
since two to four years were interviewed. Outcomes picture a predominantly negative profile o 
care leavers in core life areas. The voices of young people on their experience of transition bring 
an indepth understanding of coping with after care life. Recommendations to strenghten young 
people's internal and external coping resources are made along a model of Seiffge-Krenke (1995) 
developed to investigate stress and coping in adolescence rewoked for leaving care. 

Key words: coping, leaving care, youth transitions from state care 

1. Introduction 
Young people grown up in residential care are a group of disadvantaged youth 

compared to those in families. Empirical European studies (Vogel 2002:275) ac­
knowledged the prolonged route towards adulthood of the young people generally, 
evidenced in prolonged education, increased youth unemployment, delayed entry 
into the labour market, increased job insecurity, later and more insecure income, 
later partnering and parenthood, and prolonged dependency on the family. In com­
parison with such indicators of the general youth population, care leavers' entry into 
adulthood is accelerated, lacking the resource of family support, which poses addi­
tional challanges for the coping process. 

Care leaving is a field which is in its early developmental stage in literature, re­
search and practice in Romania. The main objective of the study on which this article 
reports was to explore young people's experiences of coping with life after care and 
integrating into society after leaving public care. 

The paper begins with an introduction to the Romanian leaving care context and 
research, a brief methods section and literature review providing the background 
for the study. Following is a section of quantitative and qualitative findings on out­
comes of young people in core life areas and the way the cope with each, which la 
out the foundation for the discussion section and conclusions. 

The article is based on a PhD study sponsered and supported by Queen's University Belfast, 
Northern Ireland 
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2. Leaving care legislation and research 
Increasing recognition of care leavers' needs and a clear political will to respond 

to them started ten years after the fall of the communism, in the early 2000s. In 
the first phase social policy focused mainly on the youngest children in institutions 
to improve the very poor physical conditions exposed in the 1989's, while leaving 
care was seen as the end of the state's responsibility (Foundation Children Roma­
nia, 1998). While during the communist regime leaving care was a well-defined and 
straightforward process from an all-providing residential care system to another 
all-providing system, after 1989 they were simply left to be with absolutely no sup­
port, after a life in care which had offered them few opportunities to develop practi­
cal and independent life skills (Zamfir and Zamfir 1997). Care leavers were largely 
ignored by the first childcare reform in 19972

• The gap was partially addressed by 
services offered by some voluntary, private initiatives and NGOs. Young people's 
social exclusion is first acknowledged by law in 2002 (Law 116 I 2002 on 'Prevention 
and Combating Social Exclusion'), when care leavers were recognised as a priority 
group. As a response to the European Union pressure to deal with the problems 
within the child care system, a second major administrative and legal reform took 
place in 2004, ensuring that leaving care receives a statutory mandate too. The Law 
on Promoting and Protecting the Rights of the Child (Law 272 I 2004) extended the 
responsabilities of the General Directorate for Social Assistance and Child Protec­
tion3, with two more years, admitting that the state's responsibility does not end 
at discharge (18 years or up to 26 age if in education). Young people are allowed to 
stay in care up to two years more, being offered accommodation and employment 
support. While this provisions are generous, their implementation into practice had 
serious implications on the local budget. Another obstacle is that provisions are 
allocated on request, which poses the question of informing young people about 
their rights (Anghel and Dima, 2008). 

The high need for developing the independent living skills of young people 
within the child care system is also recognised through the Minimum standards 
for Services for Independent Life Skills Development aimed at children and adoles­
cents within the child care system4

• To conclude, although the current legislation 
for young people leaving care is a progressive one, many of the provisions are not 
implemented yet (Anghel and Dima, 2008). 

A body of research and literature on leaving care is emerging, mirroring the 
slow developments in the legal and practice area. Except for the two large-scale 
national cohort studies on young people at the edge of leaving care (Foundation 
Children Romania, 1998; Muga, Racoceanu, Alexandrescu and Polch, 2005), most re­
search is small-scale and of a qualitative nature or mixed designs (Oxford Research 
International, 1999; Buttu, Alexandrescu and Mihaita, 2001; Balica, 2002; Marcovici 
and Dalu, 2002; Marginean, Popescu, Arpinte and Neagu, 2004; ANSIT 2003, 2006; 
Anghel and Beckett, 2007; Ba ban, Marcu and Craciun, 2008). Most research focused 
on early destinations, leaving care preparation, young people's social-professional 
iotegratiao Ihe main findings point to care leavers' housing insecurity, low edu-

2 Emergency Order 26/ 1997 on The Protection of Children in Diffciulty 
3 The institution responsible at local level for the protection of children and young people in dif-
ficulty coordinated at governmental level by the National Authority for the Protection of Children's Rights 
(ANPDC), and the Ministry of Labour, Social Solidarity and Family 
4 Order 48 I 2004 replaced with Order 17 I 2007 
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cation and low employability, little preparation for leaving care, stigma and social 
exclusion. Anghel 's study (Anghel and Beckett, 2007) acknowledged that Romanian 
professionals are in transition too, parallel to care leavers transition, pointing to 
wards the coping challanges both young people and professionals face. 

3. Methodology 
The present paper is based on results from a larger doctoral study (Dima, 2009) 

on the experiences of young people leaving residential care in Romania. The re 
search design is mixed-methods consisting of a qualitative core component with a 
quantitative supplementary component chosen to enhance description and under­
standing (Morse, Niehaus, Wolfe and Wilkins, 2006)5• The emphasis on the qualita­
tive component is driven by the belief that, if we want to understand care leaving it 
is their voice and sense-making that should be heard first. 

Data were collected in three phases: first, were carried out in-depth semi-struc­
tured interviews6 with the young people, who also completed some psychologi­
cal instruments (will not be reported here); secondly, six focus groups with profes­
sionals were carried out; thirdly, a participatory working group bringing together 
in a group setting discussion potential service users (6 young people) and service 
providers (6 professionals)7 to work together on solutions to improve care leaving 
practice and policy. A more detailed description of the research design and its chal­
langes are presented in Dima and Skehill (2006, 2008). 

The present article reports only on data collected during phase one, inter­
views with young people. Purposive sampling was used to select 34 young people 
aged 20 - 25 years from one county of Romania, who had an experience of living 
independently of two to four years8• Sampling criteria, presented in order of their 
importance, were: period of discharge from care I period of living independently, 
placement centres (gendered), age of leaving care and education9

; young parents, 
school abandonment, age of entering care; after-care support (statutory, NGO, no 
specification). Attempts were made to track 'special cases' such as young parents, 
young people attending college and university, young people discharged over age 
22 years, or those who had abandoned school. The resulted sample profile has the 
following characteristics: 

Total number: 34 young people; 

Year of discharge: 18 young people in 2003; 16 young people in 2004; 

Gender: 23 males, 11 females; 

Age at care discharge: 14 young people aged 18 - 19 years; 15 aged 20 - 21 
years; 5 young people over age 22; 

5 Described by Morse et al. (2006) as the - 'Qua/+ quan design', one of the 10 types of mixed-
methods designs described by the authors 
6 An average of two meetings with each young person lasting for about 2 hours 
7 Selected by theoretical, judgemental sampling from the care leavers and professionals partici-
pating in the previous research phases 
8 The refernce population were care leavers discharged during January 2003 to December 2004 in 
one county; data collection took place during 2005 - 2007 
9 Education is highly correlated with age of leaving care because of the legislative stipulation to 
keep young people over 18 years still in care a;-jong as they are in education (until the age of 26). 
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Age when interviewed: age range from 20 - 26 years, average age 22 years; 

Length of independent living: most care leavers had an experience of 1-2 
years of living independently (41.2%), equal numbers had over 2 to 3 years 
or over 3 to 4 years (29.4%); 

Age of entering care: over half (52.9%) entered care before age 6, with an­
other peak age 11 - 14 years (20.6%), and less between ages 7 - 10 years 
(14.7%) and 15 - 17 years (11.8%); 

Young parents: 2 young mothers; 2 young fathers (identified at the inter­
view stage); 

Marriage: none of the included care leavers was married. 

The main method used for the qualitative analysis of young people's accounts 
was the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, Jarman and Osborn, 
1999; Smith and Osborn, 2008), chosen for its potential to give voice to young peo­
ple's lived experiences and bring an in-depth understanding of leaving care. Quan­
titative analysis was at the level of descriptive analytical data. Both qualitative and 
quantitative data analysis made use of specially designed computer packages, such 
as NVivo7 (QSR International, 2006) and SPSS 14. 

Access to care leavers was facilitated mainly by the county's General Director­
ate for Social Assisstance and Child Protection which granted access to existing 
administrative records, statistics, databases and personal files of young people 
discharged. Non-governmental organisations in the area provided also contacts 
to young people who had left care. Young people were informed through a leaf­
let about the research aim and objectives and completed a formal agreement of 
participation. It was important that care leavers gave their consent as a result of 
their full appreciation of what the research was about and what was expected of 
them. Participants were informed that they could withdraw at any time during the 
research without giving any explanation. Participants were assured from the very 
beginning of the confidentiality of the information provided and its use. Therefore 
names were changed for anonimity reasons. 

4. Theory on leaving care: International perspectives 
The largest part of literature and research on leaving care is preoccupied with 

the theme of where young people are in their transition from care to independent 
living and adulthood, and how they get there. Mike Stein, one of the main authors 

- ....... - , on leaving care talks about the poverty of theory and argues that the field is un­
dertheorised with few studies being informed by theoretical perspectives and the 
vast majority being empirically driven and of descriptive nature (Stein, 2006). The 
theoretical perspectives on leaving care proposed first are attachment theory, the 
focal model of adolescence and life course theory (Stein, 1997). Later, the author 
proposes the concept of'resilience' (Stein 2004, 2006). However, further exploration 
of theories with relevance for the leaving care field are recommended. 

Pinkerton and McCrea (1999:24) developed a descriptive model of coping with 
leaving care differentiating between 'material coping characteristics' (accommoda-

-~-....... ---- tion, employment, income support, education, training and health) and 'psycho­
social coping characteristics' (identity, self-~fidence, adult support, social com-
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petence, peer support and neighbourhood belonging). While it is important to 
understand each coping characteristic separately, the author stresses that leaving 
care is a dynamic process and 'coping must be understood as a synthesis allow 
ing for at least some degree of coping with all aspects of the equation' (Pinkerton 
2006:99). The authors thinking on coping with leaving care developed a dynami 
image of a "leaving care coping wheel" (Figure 1) which represents six key areas o 
need as spokes held in place by a rim of "rights and responsibilities'; reinforced b 
an outer rim of "expectations and choices'~ He argues that all the "spokes" - accom­
modation and neighbourhood belonging, practical and social self care skills, educa 
tion, training and employment, health and wellbeing, guidance and support from 
adults and peers and self/cultural identity and relationships - have to be strong and 
secure so young people should be able to cope with the "bumpy ride" (Pinkerton's 
2006:1) 

Self/cultural identity 
and relationships 

Acconunodationand 
neighbourhood 
belon~g 

Practical and social 
self care skills 

Guidance and support 
(adult/peer) 

Health and wellbeing 
( emotional, physical, 
sexual, mental) 

Education, training 
and employment 

,., 
U expectations and choices 
O rights and responsibilities 

Figure 1. Leaving Care Coping Wheel (Pinkerton 2006:2) 

The coping approach is a person-centred comprehensive framework which al­
lows the assessment of young people's needs and personal coping, providing a fo­
cus for planning and intervention. It was used within the present study as a guide to 
identify the relevant areas for leaving care discussed with the young people during 
the interviews 1°. 

In relation to the leaving care theories proposed by Stein (2006), the present 
study drew mainly on attachment theory and the focal model. The latter one is rel­
evant for this article and will be detailed furter. 

The 'focal theory' or 'focal model of adolescence' was developed by Coleman in 
1974 as an attempt to resolve the contradictions between 'classical' psychoanalyti 
cal and sociological accounts of adolescence emphasising its problematic nature, 
either in terms of psychological disturbance or deviant behaviour (Stein 2006:426). 
The focal model emerged from findings of a study of normal adolescent develop­
ment (Coleman and Hendry, 1999). The author was concerned about how ado 
lescents manage to adjust to a wide range of transitions and so much potential I 
stressful change with relative stability and without undue trauma or stress as th 
empirical evidence suggested. Their conclusions were that adolescents cope b 
dealing with one issue at a time, spreading the process of adaptation over a span 

7 O An average of two interviews were1~ried out 'N\t\\ ~oc.n core )eaver 
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of years and attempting to resolve first one issue and then the next (Coleman and 
Hendry 1999:15). The model suggests that different issues come into focus at differ­
ent times. 

Rice et al. (1993 in Coleman and Hendry 1999) differentiate between three cat­
egories of events: normative events, experienced by all young people (e.g. develop­
mental characteristics), non-normative events, concerning individual young people 
(e.g.leaving care and daily hassles). The author underlines that "the more potential 
stressors occur at or around the same time, the more difficult it will be for an indi­
vidual to find the resources to manage these events" (Rice et al. in Coleman and 
Hendry 1999:210). 

Critiques say that the focal model is 'nothing more than a theory of life events 
applied to adolescence' (Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend 1974 in Coleman and Hen­
dry 1999:17). Coleman and Hendry (1999:18) comment that in addition to under­
standing transition as being more stressful when more life events occur, the focal 
model emphasises that the young person is an agent for his/her development by 
managing challenges one at a time. 

Stein (1997, 2004, 2006) applied the notion of the focal model to young people 
leaving care who experience 'accelerated and compressed transitions'to adulthood 
and are therefore'denied the psychological opportunity and space to focus-to deal 
with issues over time' (2004:109). Care leavers do not have the time for exploration, 
freedom, risk-taking, reflection being expected instant adulthood (Stein, 2004). 
Hence, the implications of the focal model for care leaving practice are: greater 
awareness of the nature and timing of young people's transition to ensure them 
more psychological and temporal space to focus on and deal with the events of 
transition; extension of practical and emotional support into their twenties as most 
general youth receive; recognition of the transition as a three stages process - leav­
ing or disengagement, transition itself and integration - with focus especially on 
the middle stage and the opportunity for exploration and identity search (Stein 
2006:427). 

5. Research findings 
The use of a mixed-methods design allowed for both a description of care 

leavers' outcomes and an in-depth understanding of their coping experiences with 
life after care. Hence the results section is divided into two main parts: firstly, are 
presented some statistics as an introduction to key characteristics of young peo­
ple in main life areas such as accommodation, finances, employment, education, 
health, family links, relationships and family formation; secondly, the voice of young 
people and their experiences are reported from an interpretative phenomenologi­
cal position. 

Characteristics of young people leaving care 
The study results showed that key features of care leavers' as regards core life 

areas at two to four years after leaving care are: 

Accommodation: high housing instability in the first years after leaving care 
(61.8% moved five times or more since starting living independently; 17.6 % 
could rely on the present housing solution for over six months); low living 
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standards, low-cost flats or rooms, shared space and facilities; few (17.6%) 
have returned home to live with family or extended family members and 
most for short periods of time. 

• Finances: the majority of care leavers have to manage to live on very lo 
budgets, paying rent at costs of the liberal market (23.5% live below or a 
the level of minimum net income11, 58.8% live at a level situated between 
the minimum and average net income, only 14.7% reach the average ne 
income; 14.7% declared they had no income); the main source of money i 
employment for 67.7%. 

Employment: two thirds (67.6%) of the young people were working; un 
employment rate is higher (32.4%) as compared to youth and young adult 
in the general population (21 % rate for young people under the age of 25 
from the total number of those registered as unemployed}12; most work 
ing care leavers are legally employed (76.9%), the rest working on the blac 
market; jobs are mostly of low status (car mechanics, loaders, unloaders, 
cleaners, fast food waiters, bar-tenders, bakers, noxious areas); high wor 
instability (only 18.2% have had just one or two workplaces); 

Education: all care leavers in the sample gained a qualification during care, 
although mostly insufficient or of low quality (76.4% graduated from a vo­
cational school, 17.6% finished high-school, 2.9% continued education in 
post-high-school training and 2.9% university). 

Health: almost half (47.1 %) indicated some current physical (e.g. stomach 
problems, dental problems) or psychical suffering; 20.5% reported men­
tal health problems (depressive symptoms, sleeping problems, suicidal 
thoughts, suicidal attempts, behavioural difficulties), but none of the young 
people were under treatment; 14.7% had some contact with mental health 
services in the past. 

Family links: the majority of care leavers (85.3%) had at least one contac 
with some family or extended family members at the moment of being in 
terviewed, most frequently siblings, and relatively seldom with parents; ye 
support is very limited; only three young people (8.8%) were living at home; 
14.7% never had a contact with family I extended family members. 

Relationships and family formation: none in the group was married; 14.7% 
were living with their partners; slightly over half had a girlfriend I boyfriend 
(52.9%); 23.5% had stable partners (over two years); two single mothers and 
two fathers (11.7%); only one child was living with both parents. 

The experience of coping with leaving care 
The interpretative phenomenological analysis of young people's transcripts ha 

led to seven themes: ending care, social transition to independent living, psycho 
logical transition to adulthood, identity, stigma, social support in transition, and 
coping with transition. For the purpose of this article the theme of coping will b 
presented in detail. 'Coping with transition' refers to strategies used by young peopl 
to deal with the difficulties of after care life in core areas - housing, finances, work 

11 Calculated fa tbe n,,,i,,A ~1 "-~ - •• 
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education I training, health, intimate relationships, parenthood. Young peoole have 
to deal with the challenges and responsibilities of adult life, most of them sharing 
Mircea's words:'/ am still struggling, I am still in a fight'. 

Coping with housing difficulties 

Accommodation is the major problem care leavers face: "Finding a place to stay 
was the hardest part" (Ion). One way of dealing with housing is to accept whatever 
living conditions or work just to have a "roof' over the head": 

"This room when I moved, I moved there 'cause I was desperate, and we didn't 
have anywhere to stay[ ... ] there was a pub, it was wretched . .. the place where I 
got hired out of despair. (Mircea) 

Most common practice is sharing accommodation: "/ would move to a studio or 
flat by myself but it strikes me as too costly" (Tudor). When there was no other solu­
tion, young people ended up in the street as the case of Daniel who joined a group 
of homeless care peers: 

"Where was I to go? And I talked to my mates and asked them: "don't you guys 
stay in a rented place?'; "yeah, we've got a hotel ... " and when I saw where they 
were staying, on the hill, I said "man, I can't stay here'; but in the end I had no other 
choice." (Daniel)) 

Some of the care leavers interviewed experienced episodes of homelessness, 
once or several times, fortunately only transitorily13• Care leavers associate home­
lessness with shame and rejection and therefore hide the truth about their situation 
from others: "she (girlfriend) stayed home, she didn't know that" (David). 

Dealing with housing difficulties is one of the 'hardest' tasks for young people 
leaving care. Those receiving some sort of stable support for housing cope most ef­
ficiently, as shown under the theme 'Social support'. 

Dealing with financial difficulties 

Young people experience periods when they run out of money completely. The 
way care leavers deal with these hard times may vary from adaptation strategies to 
socially less accepted strategies some young people's accounts hinted to prostitu­
tion or theft) . Most frequently, care leavers seek their care peers' support: 

"Well, I go see some friends and maybe I get something, they came to me too, 
and that's the way we help each other, right?" (Vasile) 

Yet, it is uncertain whether they are able to return the money. Sometimes young 
people have to strictly limit their expenses, even for eating. Most young people rely 
on their working capacity to earn money: 

"Yeah, as long as you have two hands, you gotta make something of it, no 
matter what comes out." (Ion) 

Few care leavers looked for odd jobs when in crisis:"/ try to find some work around 
here, so at least for a day or two ... if I look I'll find something, if I don't ... " (Cristina). A 
young father tried two jobs at the same time, but could not manage both and had 

13 The care leavers interviewed lived only shortly in the streets; the present study provides no 
evidence with regard to other potential care leavers who have been homeless for a long time, as homeless 
care leavers represent a population even harder to reach th§q care leavers. 
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to give up one. There are frequent situations when young people have to delay pay­
ments such as rent using different excuses: "/ have to lie just so that another day o 
week goes by" (Nicu). 

Some care leavers talked about having thought of stealing, like Victor: "thi 
thought hit me when I was left penniless''. Such contradictions appear in a few others 
accounts too. Two care leavers confessed they had to steal to survive. Vasile was 
homeless, living with other care peers on the hill: 

''. .. what could we do after that, we started to steal things and we saved som 
money for a hostel[. .. ] we sold clothes and we tried to set aside as much as we 
could and then we moved out ... seven guys in there" (Vasile) 

In contrast with care leavers who confessed anti-social strategies, there are few 
young people who indicate them by being evasive and ambiguous. Violeta was the 
only one in the sample who never had a job since leaving care (over one year): " 
don't have a job, I look for a friend who's got money and 'dig/es' (I get laid) ... I've go 
money''. Her background leads to the supposition of prostitution. She disclosed to 
having been raped at the age of sixteen and having friends, both from and outside 
care, who were prostitutes. 

An alternative for the hard financial difficulties seen by young people is working 
abroad, some planning to leave the country: 

"/ can go abroad ... a better job there ... buy a house, start a family, do some-
thing, I mean a future ... 'cause I don't like to live in rented places." (Anton) 

Dealing with work difficulties 

Work related difficulties refer to finding a job, but more importantly maintain­
ing it. Some young people think that finding a job is a relatively easy task which 
depends on personal attitude: 

''. .. finding a job isn't the problem, it's all about wanting to ... anything, it's al 
about wanting to, there's plenty of jobs, but they're not gonna come to you, that's 
the truth." (Andrea) 

She has had a stable job for over two years and is determined to keep it so she 
will be able to pay her rent. In contrast, Diana stresses that it is not easy to find a job 
if one lacks the adequate contacts or a higher qualification. As a result, care leavers 
have to be flexible about work and many accept to work in areas unrelated to their 
training, or even in bad conditions.Few care leavers work in highly noxious areas, 
preferred because of the salary, and in some cases the additional advantages. Victor 
accepts any opportunities for work irrespective of his qualification, being flexible 
and open to learn and qualify on the job: "I'm trying, everything can be learned ... ''. 

In contrast with such attitudes leading to efficient coping, some care leav 
ers show less helpful attitudes and behaviour and poorer outcomes. Anton has 
changed more than six workplaces in over three years since he started living out 
side care, having the following attitude towards work: 

''. .. if I was working for myself, things would be different, but for those big guys, 
why should I do the pretty good job 'cause they are the ones getting paid and 
don't like this, if it was for me. l'rf WnfV Ynr,MII /A-~- ' 



Many care leavers are dismissed for various reasons, mostly conflicts with the 
manager or colleagues, or absenteeism. Dumitru lost his job as he answered back, 
an attitude which was frequently used in care in relation to staff: "what do you think, 
just because I come from a care centre and work here, this doesn't mean I'm a slave'. .. 
and I left; (name care friend) also came with me" (Dumitru). Such comments are quite 
frequently. 

One of the young men raises the issue of some care leavers who do not like to 
work: 

''. . . many .. . don't want to work, they were offered a job, they lost it and people 
didn't hang on to them .. . they hadn't been ... and then they saw that it's hard and 
some started stealing ... they found a hard job with little money ... so they'd rather 
steal than work." (Mircea) 

Dealing with education I training difficulties 

The most frequent educational challenge for care leavers is to continue educa­
tion, high school or university, some reporting they lacked the encouragement and 
support of the'Direction' 14 before leaving care. In this case the only solution is work­
ing and studying at the same time, which is hard to manage: 

"I know that I used to go to school and work too, but it's hard, I wanted to 
quit or drop out of school, but it's awful to do them both at once, I was shattered." 
(Rodica) 

Diana tried both but had to give up university and planned to work abroad and 
continue her studies on her return when she could afford it. Most young people 
became aware of the importance of school or training courses after leaving care, 
wanting to further their studies or training. 

''. .. it's a bright future if you went to school, at least you get a qualification or 
so, a certificate and you can find a better job, and maybe better paid and then you 
can manage pretty well." Florin) 

While some care leavers focus on continuing higher education, others focus on 
specific training courses or training on the job. 

Dealing with health issues 

Physical health problems, mostly insignificant ones (e.g. flu, stomach ache or 
back pain) are usually ignored or self-treated. More care leavers raised the issue of 
money shortage related to health, especially those unemployed or working on the 
black market and lacking medical insurance. Andrea cynically pictures the care leav­
ers' problems if they had to deal with more serious health needs: 

''. . . you're ill, you can rest in peace, 'cause if you don't have any cash to bribe the 
doctor, no problem ... there are still places in the graveyard and it's not ... it's not 
such a big deal." (Andrea) 

Mental health difficulties are even more neglected in terms of specialised inter­
vention. Yet, symptoms of depression, loneliness, anxiety, sleeping problems, sui­
cidal thoughts, psychical vulnerability or "anger" were experienced by many care 
leavers since leaving care. Only one young woman underwent psychotherapy treat-

14 General Directorate for Social Assistance and Chi/jJ{rotection 
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ment for sexual abuse, being fully supported by an NGO. 

Dealing with relationship issues 

One issue care leavers have to deal with in an intimate relationship is abou 
disclosing their care history. Hence, care leavers tend to talk about this sensitive is 
sue usually later on when the relation gets closer, hoping to avoid being left alone. 
Intimate relationships can function as a good 'refuge' from the hardships of life: 
"I'm looking for a shelter from this tough life ... to get away from this world ... " (David) 
A young woman chose a well-off partner, about fifteen years older than her, thus 
trying to find both affective and financial support. Young people's financial status, 
especially in terms of lacking accommodation, is one of the most important issues 
they face when it comes to long-term partnership and plans for the future. 

"Yeah, I want us to get married now, in the summer, but I don't know, I've no 
place to stay and I can't marry before I find my own place." (Mihnea) 

Lacking housing stability is a barrier in the way of marriage for all care leavers 
who have stable relationships and would like to start a family. 

Dealing with parenthood 

The study included four parents, two single mothers and two fathers, one of 
whom was living with the child's mother. The child's needs seem to be essential for 
young parents, while their own needs are secondary, which is clearly evidenced 
by a young father's account: "but now, that we have the child, we have to do every­
thing for him ... 'cause if it wasn't for the baby ... " (David). Maria, a single mother, was 
currently living with a care friend in a rented room in very bad conditions, just to 
have a "roof over the head" as "we cared about the baby, as if it wasn't for him ... 
we wouldn't care''. She was on the point of placing her child in care when the local 
authority finally offered her a place in a centre for domestic violence where other 
single parents lived. When interviewed for the second part, she had ended the one­
year contract at the centre and had to leave, still struggling to survive and looking 
for places at a weekly creche: 

"I thought it would be good for him, he has all he needs there; it's no use keep­
ing him with me and grin and bear it. .. rather than see him suffer, it's better if I am 
the one that bleeds; I know it's warmer in there, sleeping ... (Maria) 

Maria evidences serious difficulties in dealing with single parenthood, which 
places her child at risk for being institutionalised. Even though at one point this 
risk was addressed by social services it did not solve her problems in the long term. 
Another young single mother managed to cope only with support from social ser­
vices, receiving services from the 'Direction' immediately after her baby's birth: 

''. .. they (social workers) came to the hospital after two days ... asked me if 
had a place to go to with my kid and I said no and they asked me if I wanted t 
abandon him or take him to the care centre or to a foster family and I said Go 
forbid this, I won't give him away even if I have to live in the train station[. .. ] I to/ 
them that if I'd been to a care centre I didn't want my child to end up living ther 
too." (Elena) 

She was offered support in a mother and child unit, but it has to be stressed that 
the 'Direction's approach seemed to be focused first on the child's abandonment 
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and after that on prevention. Elena proudly confessed that "the first good thing I 
did after leaving the centre was not abandoning my kid''. Many other care leavers, 
who had not yet become parents, were also strongly against placing their children 
in care centres. 

Discussions 
Findings of the study illustrate young people's generally poor outcomes in core 

life areas such as accommmodation, finances, education, employment, health, re­
lationships. Some of this were found in other Romanian studies too. Housing in­
stability and uncertainty, financial difficulties, living at or close to the poverty line 
are reported by Marginean et al. (2004), Anghel (2008), Baban et al. (2008). Work 
instability, poor qualifications, mainly at the level of vocational schools and low­
status occupations predominantly as unqualified workers are shown in Buttu et al. 
(2001) and Anghel's (2008) studies. A national study on young people approaching 
leaving care found that 0.02 per cent were enrolled at university (Muga et al, 2005). 
Qualifications are frequently uncorrelated with young people's aspirations and un­
adjusted to the market demand, therefore, few care leavers end up practising the 
trade they have been trained for. 

This generally negative care leavers' profile in core life areas is similar to some 
extent to the international context. Research evidence on care leavers' outcomes 
presented so far and the conclusion of the analysis undertaken by Stein on the leav­
ing care situation in 16 countries included in 'Young People's Transitions from Care 
to Adulthood: International Research and Practice' (Munro and Stein, 2008) shows 
a general picture of high risk of social exclusion for young people leaving care, de­
spite variations within different countries. The predominantly negative profile pre­
sented could be summarised as social exclusion. Care leavers' material disadvan­
tage and marginalisation is acknowledged in all studies reported and evidenced 
in poor educational attainment, unemployment, poverty, accommodation difficul­
ties and homelessness, teenage pregnancy, unstable or absence of family relation­
ships, mental health problems, instability and involvement in crime, stigmatisation 
in school and employment (Stein and Carey, 1986; Biehal et al., 1995; Cashmore ad 
Paxman, 1996; Pinkerton and McCrea, 1999; Broad, 1999; Stein, Pinkerton and Kelle­
her, 2000; Dixon and Stein, 2002, 2005; Wheal (Ed.), 2002; Mendes and Moslehud­
din, 2004; Stein, 2004, 2008; Wade, 2006; Pecora et al., 2006; Courtney and Dworsky, 
2006). 

Despite this predominantly negative picture, qualitative analysis showed that 
experiences of care leavers' transitions are diverse and influenced by their coping 
with the challanges of independent living. Johnston et al. (2000) points that key mo­
ments and experiences and particular people and policies could have a very signifi­
cant positive effect on youth transitions. This opens the discussion to interventions 
which are capable of compensating for some of the disadvantage experienced. 

For a better understanding of the complex process of coping with the transition 
from care to independent living and after care and how this could be improved 
by social services, two models were combined and adapted to leaving care: the 
conceptual model developed by Seiffge-Krenke (1995:35) to investigate stress and 
coping in adolescence and Rice et al:s (1993 in Coleman and Hendry 1999:211) 
model of developmental transition in adolescence. Although both models refer to 
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young people's developmental changes and coping during adolescence, they were 
found useful for this study for their potential to highlight the areas which should b 
targeted by leaving care services in order to 'mediate' the relation between the in 
creased stress associated with leaving care and care leavers' more or less functiona 
coping with the difficulties of transition (Figure 2). 

Leaving care involves multiple transitions. At the momenty of leaving majo 
changes in young people's lives challenge their capacity to cope efficiently: moving 
'house'from care out of care; moving from full financial dependence to full financial 
independence; ending school and beginning work; changing community and city; 
leaving friends and making new friendships; and from being cared for to self-care 
and self-responsibility. In light of the focal model, care leavers have to deal with 
the normative transition from late adolescence to young adulthood and leaving 
state care, which is a non-normative event, as compared to the general youth pop 
ulation. Despite this additional challange and stress, professionals expect 'instan 
adulthood' (Anghel and Dima 2008), and see leaving care as a 'moment' rather than 
a 'process'. 

Number and -~~ of Changes 
& Syncbronicity of Changes 

PROCESS OF 
LEA VJNG CARE 

Figure 2. Coping with the process of leaving care (re-worked model ofSeiffge­
Krenke 1995:35) 

The applied value of this coping approach relies in that it highlights a relation 
between the 'stressors; 'internal resources; 'social support' and 'coping' (red circles), 
which is more or less functional I dysfunctional according to how strong internal 
and external resources are. A core recommendation is an attitudinal change of 

87 



,,;.,'*--", 

~-· 

- _.........,. 

·~..,..,., 

professionals towards approaching leaving care as a process, rather than an event. 
Ways to strengthen care leavers' internal and external resources are suggested to 
be a good preparation in the last years of care - emotional, practical, social - and the 
development of a strong after care service support network (green arrows). 

Further writings will report also on data collected from professionals and within 
the working group activity from both young people and professionals (see method­
ology section) and will bring more details on preparation and messages for devel­
oping leaving and after care services to improve young people's coping resources. 

6. Conclusions 
Young people's generally poor outcomes in this study in core life areas (housing, 

finances, employment, education, health, relationships) were broadly similar to the 
international context, pointing to some 'universal' characteristics and needs of care 
leavers across cultures. The complex phenomenon of leaving care and transition to 
independent living and adulthood needs to be properly understood and addressed 
in order to ensure that it does not further contribute to care leavers' social exclu­
sion. The qualitative analysis evidenced different strategies of coping, internal or 
external resources young people use to adapt to the stress generated by the mul­
tiple, compressed transitions they have to deal with. A person-centered approach 
is recommanded to address the various needs of care leavers and help them move 
towards a more functional coping process. An adequate and early preparation for 
the moment of leaving care strenghten young people's internal resources. After 
care services are needed as a support system during the transition, yet the period 
of support should varry among care leavers according to the assessment of their 
individual needs for support. 

There is legislation which acknowledges both need for a good preparation by 
developing independent living skills (Order 14 I 2007) and the need for an extend­
ed support of young people after the age of leaving care (Law 272 I 2004, see sec­
tion on legislation). Yet, implementation of legislative provisions is slow. Leaving 
and after care services have been developed mostly within the voluntary sector. 
Therefore one suggestion for future research would be an evaluation study on the 
practices of existing leaving and after care services in order to identify what works 
in the Romanian socio-political context of leaving care and disseminate good prac­
tice models in the field. 
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