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Lost in Transition? The mitigating role of social capital in negotiating life after care of

youth from Romania and England

Abstract

Most young people today can enjoy an extended stay under parental care unlike
young adults who age out of residential, foster care or other alternative care systems
("care leavers"). Care leavers are expected to look after themselves in matters such as
securing employment, and housing without necessarily being in possession of a
durable supportive social network system. Increasingly, many significant worldwide
studies concerning care leavers show the importance of relationship-based practice,
and the pivotal role of networking to enhance interpersonal skills and emotional
maturity. These ingredients are viewed to contribute to more positive outcomes at
adulthood. However, relatively few studies have solely focused on the utilization of
social capital and social networks to negotiate independent living. It is this gap that
the present study addresses. The dearth of knowledge of the care leavers’ own safety
net and how they negotiate independent living has driven this research. Qualitative in
approach, this empirical research used interviews and vignettes on a sample
composed of 58 participants (31 care leavers from Romania and 17 from England
ranging from 17 to 29 years of age together with five professionals from each
country). Aimed at understanding strategies used to negotiate independent living
through the lenses of social capital and social networks, this empirical study
subsequently provides key indicators to improve leaving care policy and practice.
According to young people’s and professionals’ testimonies, elements of social capital
such as trust, encouragement, reciprocity, and access to information contributed to
boosting levels of confidence that further lead to optimization of resources such as
employment prospects. A close relationship between social networks/social capital
and the participants’ outcomes, including individual (enhanced resilience, positive
identity formation) and attained socio-economic status has been identified here. This
comparative study between Romania and England, chosen for their different welfare
systems and wider social contexts, illustrates that social capital and social networks
have acted as a main channel to socio-professional integration among the young
adults. The findings suggest the essence of having established a strong foundation of
support prior to leaving care. Nevertheless, as social capital is in its infancy in this

domain, more empirical evidence is necessary to deepen an understanding of the
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concept’s mitigating role in youth well-being and outcomes. This includes whether
established capital prior to leaving care can contribute to positive experiences
specifically during the early periods of transition. Another aspect to explore is
whether fellow colleagues could represent an effective strategy in service provision

during the preparatory stages to independence.

Key words: care leavers, social capital/social networks, transition to adulthood,

agency, and outcomes
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Introduction

[ would like to share how this research has come to be a doctoral dissertation.
Having grown up in an orphanage in a small city in Romania, I observed children
under the care of the state to experience neglect, discrimination and resentment by
the public, making them one of the groups most vulnerable in society. Their rights
and needs are overlooked. These children have a hard time developing social
networks, integrating into society, receiving good quality education, and acquiring
the necessary skills valuable for their future careers to secure their well-being. This
hinders their chances for socio-professional integration as they leave care. Although I

speak from personal experience, research supports such statements.

First, what were the odds that a social orphan would be able to pursue higher
education on a scholarship? I had an opportunity that very few of my peers did; I
received a scholarship to study in the United States. Here I must go back and
recognize the fact that although [ was a good student, it was not until I met a couple
from the U.S. that life took a whole different route for me. Apart from my personal
drive and capacity, getting hold of ‘the right networks’ appears to have had an
influencing if not determinant role in how my life path developed. It is through social
capital obtained from specific networks (access to information, exposure to various
choices, encouragement, belief in my capacity to succeed) that ultimately led to the
acquisition of human capital (i.e. higher education) and ecomomic capital (accessing
better-paid jobs). I do not say that availability of support, social capital, per se can

influence positive outcomes but it goes hand in hand, as McMahon and Curtin (2012)
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argued, with an individual’s capacity to use that information, and utilize advice to

make constructive decisions that build up to attainment of higher education.

Going back to Romania after two years, I witnessed many of my peers
struggling on the streets, some without Identity Cards, others sleeping in ran-down
buildings, and being subject to various forms of exploitation. Many had left the
country to run away from the discrimination they experienced growing up. At that
time, there were very few in higher education, or with good professional jobs
(administrative positions). Among those peers I met, one way they coped with
adversity and drastic changes was through grouping. For example, when I met one of
them, he/she connected me with at least three others. Young people from care unlike
their counterparts with families have less time to prepare for independent living,
explore opportunties, or consider long-term achievements. From my experience,
youth in care are the group with a less established foundation of security that could
help them negotiate independent living. Travelling in other countries made me aware
that the transition issue of youth leaving care is not found only in Romania but also in
the United States, Germany and UK. It seems Broad’s (1998) argument, on the vitality
of informal networks (including fellow care peers) as one of the “essentials” to
negotiate transition is applicable not just concerning youth leaving care, maybe even
more now with the reported fewer employment opportunities for today’s youth (p.

52).

Most young people today experience an extended transition phase living in the
parents’ household throughout and after studies in part due to an insecure labor
market (Rugg and Quilgars, 2015). Whether out of choice or not extended transition
occurs in nations of different economic and political structures, including Romania in

Central Eastern Europe and England a western developed country (Stein, 2005).
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Reliable and durable supportive systems are a mechanism upon which, more than
ever before, outcomes at adulthood appear to be dependent, leading to what is
debated within youth discourses as fragmented trajectories to socio-professional
integration (Furlong, 2009). Young people who graduate from care with limited
predictable support system (residential and foster care type settings) are prone to
‘accelerated’ transition. Usage of words such as ‘sudden’; ‘adulthood occurs over
night’; ‘stripped of any support’; ‘ad-hoc and inconsistent support’; ‘expelled’; ‘left’;
‘abrupt’ within leaving care-related literature internationally paint a clear picture of
the harsh experiences youth generally undergo at the time of transitioning out of the
care system. Furthermore they have to start “everything from scratch: home,
family...” because once out, services often stop completely (Innocenti Research
Centre, 2001, p. 1; Courtney, 2001; Stein, 2005; Dixon et al., 2006; Anghel, 2011;
Berzin, Singer and Hockanson, 2014). This population aside from experiencing
accelerated transition, they additionally shift to an environment without a ‘safety net’
(Mendes and Moslehuddin, 2006; Helve and Bynner, 2007; Atkinson, 2008; Avery and

Freundlich, 2009).

England is used as a comparative element to Romania in the present
qualitative study on care leavers’ life experiences to allow assessment of risk factors
as well as potential solutions in detecting progress without ignoring socio-cultural
contexts (Esping-Andersen et al., 2002; Pinkerton, 2006). Understanding navigation
through life after care remains under-studied especially considering that available
research tends to not go beyond the age of 24 to depict how care leavers fare over
time (Hook and Courtney, 2011). Additionally, it is important to look at how these
young people actually meet their needs, and how some succeed more than others

(Stein, 2005; Kendrick, Steckley and Lerpiniere, 2008; Anghel, 2011). The question
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comes to: what are the strategies used to negotiate independent living? There is a
need to explore what works for young people in different stages of their lives, and to
assess strengths that accompany youth in their transition from care. The lack of
attention given to social capital/social networks within leaving care research
provides an opportunity for expanding knowledge concerning the youth at this stage.
Investigation on how care leavers negotiate life after care primarily through the
lenses of social networks/social capital depicts this empirical study’ key contribution
in the area. No research has been yet located to look holistically at types of resources,
informal networks (i.e. friends, siblings, teachers, family) or formal ones
(professionals within and/or outside the care system), used as the main means of
social integration among youth with a care background. Even related research
concerning improvement of outcomes via addressing emotional needs of these
populations is formalized (mentorship type practice in service provision) relying less
on the encouragement of young people’s opportunities to ‘naturally’ form their
networks (Rees and Pithouse, 2015). This empirical research bridges the knowledge
gap within the context of youth leaving care while highlighting networking as an
important strategy in negotiating life after care. While the research simultaneously
reveals levels of agency, it takes into account to some respect the impact acquired
social capital (from one’s set of networks) has been found to have in enhancing
resilience and a sense of identity among the youth participants. Multivaried roles of
social capital and social networks have been illustrated in this research, from
enhancing resilience to diminishing forms of stigma seemingly reported by the young
people, especially in Romania. In this research social networks are viewed as sources
of social capital. Through networking, emotional maturity and problem solving skills
were enhanced along with their ability to trust other individuals (Bottrell, 2009). In

this research accentuation is on positive networks that have shown to have such
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effects. As a result, the research provides key indicators for successful outcomes to
independent living and providing policy and practice guidance within the child

welfare system.

Social capital requires investment in social relationships to result in
acquisition of resources such as information and knowledge, as well as providing a
sense of connectedness, and security (Portes, 1998; Lin, 2005; Gibbons and Foster,
2014). Scholastic understanding of social capital comes from a quantitative approach
mainly using large-scale studies. Within the context of youth, the scope here is not
simply to associate the concept with possible effects on outcomes and well-being
including resilience, but additionally to investigate its meaning, and the purpose it
can hold in the ever-changing lives of individuals in this study. A qualitative
perspective in studying social capital shows a different dimension worth elaborating
for a more comprehensive view, the theory being ‘tented’ from a more participatory
approach to understanding its role in post-care life. Social capital in this research is
built upon three theoretical perspectives. From Putnam’s perspective,
participation/civic engagement is another natural form of developing social capital.
Due to being raised in care such populations do not necessarily fall under the
paradigm of normative patterns of localising and utilizing social capital. High activity
in local affairs becomes the main means of developing resources, network community
therefore substituting the missing capital in the primary living environment (i.e. care)
(Coleman, 1988; Putnam and Helliwell, 2004; Erbstein, 2013). Another focus lies on
Bourdieu’s (1986; 1998) perception of adjusting behavior to increase the likelihood
of accessing resources (including social networks), ‘knowing how to behave.” This
qualitative research, however, gives higher emphasis to Coleman’s (1988) social

capital perspective for direct evidence of impact on individual performance/outcome
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specifically concerning youth. The interplaying role of social networks/social capital
in managing life after care is visible on both levels, intangible and tangible outcomes.
Intangible outcomes refer to emotional maturity, greater level of confidence, and
development of interpersonal skills upon which inner state is measured. For a
majority of participants, it was the achieved intangible side that enabled them to get
up the hierarchy ladder of attainment. Such a finding suggests a close link between
intangible outcome and social capital. Qualitative exploration of social capital and
social networks as one of the key strategies to negotiating post-care life made
possible to explain how such concepts can hold a mitigating role in the lives of these
young people. Because of such an approach a clear linkage with identity and
resilience have been identified. Wider aspects such as stigma and social distancing
have additionally come across as factors with which young people needed to consider

in their negotiation process to independent living.

Outline of Thesis

To encompass rich accounts of post-care life experiences professionals and
young adults of quite a wide age range, from 17 to 29 years of age, have been targeted
to take part in this study. In total 58 participants have been recruited, out of which
five professionals are from Romania and five from England, with 31 young adults
from Romania and 17 from England. In this research, Stein’s (2012) typology of
outcomes identified with young adults from care such as ‘Strugglers’, ‘Survivors’ and
‘Moving on’ is applied. To begin with, the ‘literature review’ is divided into three
chapters. The first chapter discusses the issue of transition to adulthood, a stage of
life that today is viewed as contributing to the increased polarisation between the

haves and have-nots (Schoon, 2007). The chapter explains how the dependence on
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financial and emotional support usually from family puts groups like care leavers
under great pressure when of age to look after themselves (Duncalf, 2013; Gibbons
and Foster, 2014). Chapter 2 plays a central part in setting the context for the
research. Focusing on the works of Putnam, Coleman and Bourdieu, it analyzes
theoretical background of social capital, and the important ways these different
theoretical perspectives intercept in relation to youth leaving care. In the domain of
youth in care, increasingly there is a greater emphasis at the policy level to invest in
emotional needs. However, such a shift is more visible in England than in Romania.
The third chapter emphasizes the differences of measures taken in Romania and
England to respond to these young people’s needs at this stage of life. This chapter is
important because it lays out the influential role the care system can have in forming

social relationships.

Chapter 4 elucidates the methodology section, the heart of the research
through which theoretical understanding, and conceptualization lay out the structure
and foundation of the research (O’Leary, 2014). The chapter discusses the methods
used to reach the target groups (professionals and young adults) from Romania and
England and the process of data analysis. Qualitative in approach to capture life
events after care, this research additionally used vignettes to gather data although
this method is rarely present in sociology (Hughes and Huby, 2004; Barter and

Reynold, 2004; Blodgett et al., 2011; O’Dell et al., 2012).

Chapter 5, the first empirical chapter, concerns unequal distribution of
services and differences of treatment as experienced by the young adults
transitioning from care on the basis of young adults’ ability to comply with the set

rules. Dedication to emotional type of support has been given because young adults
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and professionals from Romania and England viewed it as fundamental in the ability
to cope with life’s major changes that follow with aging out of care. The sixth chapter
presents social capital/social networks as a critical portal to socio-professional
integration. Under this umbrella lies an important development: more positive
perceptions of youth result from increased contact between them and the general
public. It is in such a manner that trust was built; relationships were created, allowing
networks to crossover beyond borders of stigma. The research question (‘What are
the strategies used by young adults to negotiate life after care?’) is strengthened in
chapter 7 because it brings together the social capital and social networks” impact on
youth outcomes linked to Stein’s categorization of ‘Strugglers’, ‘Survivors’ or ‘Moving
on’. By giving particular attention to intangible outcomes, judged on the aspect of
inner growth/advancement, it enabled further to identify a close link between social
capital and outcomes. Chapter 8, the final chapter, of this research regards discussion
and conclusions of key points of the overall work. Evidence on the roles social
networks and social capital played in the process of achieving a form of stability
among these young adults provides good indicators for policy development. Having
achieved this inner growth, social barriers did not necessarily determine their lives
‘cuz I believe where there are no opportunities, I create them’ (London, CL 25
Undergraduate); or ‘I keep on going for a better tomorrow’ (Romania, CL 19, informal
employment). An opportunity for establishing a sense of security (either speaking of
an inner or outward sense) from their networks is an important indicator in what
assisted youth to negotiate life after care. Networks provided youth with what the
welfare system could not; namely higher engagement in social matters (either
personally concerning them or their surroundings), possibilities for negotiation and
problem-solving skills, that further added to increased emotional maturity,

considered essential to step forward into the adult role (Philips, 2010). Increased
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individual undertakings as a result of their own built supportive systems, the
network’s (outside of care) capacity to increase opportunities for socio-professional
integration as well as optimization of resources show this research’s distinctive

contribution in related leaving care discourses.
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Chapter 1

Making sense of ‘transition to adulthood’ - the support-dependent

characteristic of transition

This chapter sets out to reveal the close connection between understandings
of the transition phase and availability of social capital. In this chapter there is not an
argument against transition as a new phase within the life course, rather an
assessment of its support-dependent characteristic that appears to have received
little attention. The support-dependent feature in this study refers to social network
as a specific factor upon which young adults appear to rely during the transition to
adulthood. According to Furlong (2009) unavailability of support is one of the factors
that leads to fragmented trajectories to adult outcomes. This dependency may
correspond to the current arguments on the need to analyze this phase of life from an
interdependence approach (Snow and Mann-Feder, 2013). Means of resources, both
economic and social, play a vital role in preparing young people for making sense of
this transition, and in developing the capacity to ‘negotiate multiple subsequent
transitions (decision making, changing locations, marriage, housing, employment)’,
maintains Diemer (2014, p. 160). This may partially explain the intensified
experiences of those departing care (foster homes, or children’s homes) who are
consistently reported to have poor support and poor access to social networks during
this phase. This sub-group population of young adults experience additionally
transition out of a support system, not just transition to adulthood as it is common for

their non-care counterparts.
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The accessing of relevant literature about the transition to adulthood of those
youth with a care background from Romania and England in conjunction with finding
material on social capital, support and social networks required much work. It
involved a two-way process, namely through networking with various contributors in
the field and by accessing relevant online databases. Networking took the form of
attending both international and local conferences (England and Romania), and
participating in training and workshop activities. The online databases that were
accessed for this research were Academia.edu, Researchgate, EBSCOHost, Sage
Journals Online, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink and Wiley Online Library, Google
Scholar. Additionally, I subscribed to Google Scholar. As a result, I received alerts
automatically about new books and journal articles related to my selected words and
phrases: ‘leaving care’, ‘youth leaving care Romania’, and ‘social capital and youth’.
My language use was mostly in English, and at times I searched also in Romanian. Key
words such as ‘youth leaving care England’; ‘youth leaving care Romania’; ‘youth at
disadvantage and support’; ‘youth and social capital’ aided access to a wide range of
books and journal articles. I went as far back as 1980s, and with social capital as early
as Hanifan’s work 1916, to deepen my understanding in the area. Access to the
international literature enabled me to review issues surrounding outcomes of the
youth including the transition processes to independence, not to forget mentioning
strategies proposed within policy and research to improve post-care experiences.
After reviewing relevant literature, I observed the close connection between the lack
of support and poor outcomes at adulthood. This helped in framing my research
questions. In addition, qualitative methods such as semi-structured interviews, and
open-ended questions are frequently applied to collect data from populations
considered at disadvantage. However vignettes appeared to be used to a lesser extent

in prior related literature. The use of vignettes in this study helped to identify
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decision-making processes, choices and capacities of individuals. Finally, certain
pieces of literature influenced my approach to studying the participants, specifically
young people, as active agents in their lives. Investigating strategies used to negotiate
post-care life events, this empirical study exhibits agency use among young adults

with a care background.

The first section, 1.1., addresses how the lack of a support system impacts the
experience of transitioning from care as well as transitioning to adulthood. From a
theoretical standpoint, transition within the context of youth with a care background
is characterized by much of the literature in England as compressed and abrupt
(Breda, Kader and Marx, 2012). There appears to be a certain understanding of the
pressure put on these youth when preparing to leave care. In contrast, the Romanian
policy and practice shows less recognition on the difficulties youth face at this time.
The system as a corporate parent acts as a main provider of support; however, its
services usually end once youth become of age, with no chances to return to social
services in times of need. One of the structural assumptions underlying this ‘cut off” is
that the youth have acquired the skills necessary for independent living. Within a set
limited time they are supposed to internalize skills learned progressively as one
grows up (e.g. Duncalf, 2013). However the main argument of this section centers on
additional factors that contribute to the complexity of socio-professional integration,
lack of emotional support, and establishment of networks by the time of aging out of
care. The next section (1.1.1.) captures key expectations of the youth formerly in care
in the transition process to adulthood. Research recognizes the challenges
surrounding transition to adulthood in relation to availability of emotional and
financial support from family. Whereas for some privileged youth such support

means opportunity for exploration and identity formation as posited by Helve and
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Bynner (2007), for other social classes it is a survival mechanism. In Romania, for
example, many young people aside from having no choice but to depend on parents
are involved in the black market, or - a newer trend - choose to go back to school
since there are no job vacancies (Lincaru and Ciuca, 2014). Prolonged dependence on
parents exposes the support-dependent feature inherent in this new phase of life
(Montgomery, 2011). If young adults overall present a vulnerable group with the
main form of security remaining immediate ties (family), then it shows the
importance of studying the role social networks can have among one of the society’s
most vulnerable groups (Furlong, 2009; Simmons, Russell and Thomson, 2013;

Eurofound, 2015).

1. 1. Transition to adulthood as it applies to young people with a care

background

There is an extensive body of literature, especially in the West, that captures
the transition to adulthood accompanied with outcomes of care leavers. As a result of
limited research about youth emancipating in Romania, the research being presented
here is based on the recent works of the Romanian scholars, notably Dima and

Anghel, as well as on related research conducted in England, e.g. Stein, Broad.

What is known generally is that youth with families have at least a cushion of
security because parents offer some type of support until a form of independence has
been achieved (Jones, 2011; Snow and Mann-Feder, 2013). If given a succinct
statistical view, the average age of leaving parental home varies throughout Europe,

from 25 years of age to 34. In Romania generally is at the age of 25+ for women and
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29.7+ for men (Ghimis and Mogos, 2009). Based on the most recent data available
from Eurostat (2016), 59.2% of young adults aged 18-34 were living with parents in
Romania and 34.3% of the same age cohort were in a similar situation in the UK.
Perez and Romo (2011) pointed out the benefits children/youth with families have:
knowing that help is there when needed, having a place to come back to, being
afforded to make mistakes, support being given often extending “past young
adulthood” (p. 239). Post-care independence similarly relies on available resources.
Avery and Freundlich (2009) argue that to pressure young adults with a care
background to self-sustain once out without a ‘safety net’ is unrealistic. Coyle and
Pinkerton (2012) proposed ‘supported transitions’ underscoring the

interdependence characteristic in this transition phase.

Once youth (‘care leavers’) age out of orphanages, foster care or other
alternative state care systems, ready or not, provision of services is often stopped
(Innocenti Research Centre, 2001; Stein, 2005; Dixon et al., 2006). Young people in
Romania and England still exit care at the age of 18, with some at 16 as reported in
England despite extended support measures in place up to the age of 25. Having
Eextended support up to the age of 25 (Care Leavers (England) Regulations 2010), or
26 according to the Romanian Law, 272/2004/art. 51, both systems show awareness
of the current issues today’s youth face in gaining independence. However, such
extended support is conditional in these countries on the youth continuing
education/training (Atkinson, 2008; Wade and Dixon, 2006; Dima, 2015). More
detailed focus on the cited Laws will be given in Chapters 3 and 5 to unravel the gap
between theory and practice within social services when touching on service delivery
across the youth clusters. Generally with limited support after care accompanied by

overwhelming evidence on abrupt transition to adulthood, young adults with a care
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background have to pay the price by learning from their own mistakes (Tweddle,
2007; Atkinson, 2008; Dima and Skehill, 2011; Berzin, Singer and Hockanson, 2014).
Whereas support from family and relatives can smooth the pathway to adulthood,
young adults that live on an independent basis and rely solely on their own resources
are prone to social exclusion (EU Report, 2012). In a time of great youth
unemployment, employment access based on connections, and delayed employment
through higher education (at least a Bachelor’s degree) young people who graduate
from care find themselves at a significant disadvantage (Reeskens and van Oorschot,
2012). In contrast to many non-care peers, they cannot afford to negotiate whether or

not, or when, to enter employment.

Empirical research (e.g. Dima and Anghel, 2008; Kendrick, Steckley and
Lerpiniere, 2008; Pecora et al, 2009; Wiseman, 2008; Anghel, 2011; Goodkind,
Schelbe and Shook, 2011; Jackson and Cameron, 2012) along with Stein’s conclusion
on the leaving care situation analysis in 16 countries (including Romania) provide a
clear picture of care leavers’ common challenges experienced in society despite
differences in the provision of services and leaving care processes within countries.
Once youth have left care, they are often forgotten and neglected by the local
responsible bodies. For those who may receive some kind of assistance, the provision
of services is reported to be very limited, ad-hoc and inconsistent (Goodkind, Schelbe
and Shook, 2011; Stein, 2012). However, in an attempt to provide more depth, and
looking closely at the experiences of youth leaving care, there are a few clear
differences. In England and in several other countries for quite some time, the
unrealistic expectations of youth to cope with sudden change of emancipating from
care successfully has been highly acknowledged. There is the recognition that

transition phase is a process that demands emotional/advice type of support parallel
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to learning practical independent living skills (Barn, 2009; Driscoll, 2013; Coyle and
Pinkerton, 2012; Stein, 2013; Sanders and Munford, 2014). In assessing related
research in Romania, young adults by the age of 18 are expected to have achieved
higher levels of maturity, have a clear direction in their lives, and show that they are
ready to take on adulthood (Anghel and Dima, 2008; Campean, Constantin and
Mihalache, 2010; Anghel, 2011; Dima and Bucuta, 2015). Moreover from the
Romanian context, care leavers’ graduation has been identified to be linked to two
major factors based on Anghel, Herczog and Dima’s research in 2013. The first
regards total reliance on ‘the state’. In this case, the authors suggest that youth have
little experience with independence, and have limited knowledge of laws and how to
access local resources. The second factor has to do with informal relationships
developed with the professional staff. Access to benefits/resources and decisions on
who leaves at 18 is selective. This is a clear indication that professionals can shape
the application of policies. Such diference of supported transition strengthen
Furlong’s (2009) point on fragemented trajectories to independence. Similarly,
chapter 8 on outcomes will show how in accordance with one’s networks accessed,

experiences varied in the process to leaving and after care.

Other research maintains that with the lack of a solid supportive social system
during and after care, as well as limited knowledge of the responsibilities assumed at
adulthood, young people formerly in care are considered one of the most
disadvantaged social groups in society (Mendes and Moslehuddin, 2006; Gibbons and
Foster, 2014). Youth under the state care also experience identity issues derived from
lack of contact with family and community, and the impact of discrimination (Broad,
2008). The sudden loss of a secure base as well as friends, and changes that come

with leaving care (e.g. living environment, life-style, relationships, behavior and
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identity) are transformations that occur all at once. These factors are found to have
negative effects on their ability to develop coping strategies and decision-making
processes that could otherwise increase their chances for networking and the ability
to anticipate leaving care as a positive change (Popescu, 2003; Jackson and Cameron,
2009; Dima and Skehill, 2011). Without a safety net these young adults have to deal
on their own with the pressure of living independently. Casey et al. (2010) argue that
lack of social and practical learning skills not only negatively affect the young people
but also the society at large. The authors explained that young people become
dependent on the social security and welfare systems, remain unemployed and that
large amounts of money are needed to develop services in learning essential survival
skills that could have been taught while in the care system. Casey and colleagues
(2010) argued that until these young adults have an understanding of what it takes to
be responsible and productive, they will not be able to handle properly the issues that
may arise as life progresses, nor will they have the motivation and determination to
look after themselves on day-to-day basis. Likewise, Stein and Verweijen-Slamnescu

(2012) stressed that learning and valuing skills necessitates time.

However, within the Romanian context life in care focuses on material needs,
“never left to experience what it means to succeed, how it is to do something by
yourself” (Dima and Skehill, 2011, p. 2536). Major debates within policy and practice
concerning youth preparing to age out of care surround the issues of emotional
support and active engagement (negotiating and having a chance to express opinions)
of young people in everyday life. International literature suggests that given the
absence of attention to the emotional side of needs along with youth lack of
engagement in their lives, the long historic trail of poor outcomes is likely to continue

(Gardner, 2008; White and Green, 2010; McMahon and Curits, 2012; Gibbons and
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Foster, 2014). This population is in need of emotional support in England because
coming into care is associated with emotional and/or physical negative experiences
whereas in Romania with poverty largely related to lacking basic human needs, and
neglect (e.g., Biehal et al., 1995; Broad, 2008; Stein and Munro, 2008; Dima, 2010;
Manole, 2010). The greater focus on attaining material needs through practical
learning skills without an effort to internalize them has been argued to have little
effect on the youth’s ability to make use of such resources (Gibbons and Foster,
2014). Aside from emotional fulfillment, participation in daily social activities is
associated with instilling confidence, a sense of responsibility, increased resilience,
and self-esteem. These characteristics are further believed to contribute to a higher
level of personal agency in one’s life (Gilligan, 1999; 2008; Sala-Roca et al., 2012).
Such arguments have been more recently supported by a new strand of research that
encourage mentorship relationships within child welfare policy and practice to fulfill
socio-emotional needs of youth preparing to age out of care (Campean, Constantin
and Mihalache, 2010; Ahrens, 2011; Hollingworth, 2012; Holt and Kirwan, 2012;
Singer, Berzin and Hokanson, 2013; Gibbons and Foster, 2014; Pinkerton and Rooney,
2014). Marsh and Peel (1999) stressed that better relationships between service
giver and receiver were associated with better outcomes among youth under care.
Social support is perceived to be not only a protective mechanism against challenges,
or an enhancer of well-being, but also as a solution to problems of social integration
and positive adaptation among vulnerable groups (Samuels and Pryce, 2007;
Brennan, 2008; Jones, 2011; Gibbons and Foster, 2014; Smyth, Shannon and Dolan,
2015). Despite increased literature on the value of social relationships as one of the
key elements to influencing positively the lives of disadvantaged groups of society,
there is still a lack of interest in social networks and social capital within leaving care

related research. With the current study, it is clarified whether lack of a foundation of
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a strong social network predisposes youth formerly in care to more challenged
pathways to adulthood. In addition, young people’s stories, ability to handle the
pressure of socio-professional integration reflect the impact as much as the
functioning of the system. These young people’s post-care experiences further
emphasizes the importance of having social capital within one’s primary living

environment consistent with Coleman’s evidence in 1988.

The consequences of leaving care are often drastic. Statistically, care leavers
face a higher level of unemployment, housing instability, depression, homelessness,
earlier death, and are more vulnerable to abuse and illicit actions than many other
groups their age (e.g. Courtney et al., 2001; Mendes and Moslehuddin, 2006; Kidd and
Davidson, 2007; Stein, 2005, 2008; Anghel and Dima, 2008; Atkinson, 2008; Kendrick,
Steckley and Lerpiniere, 2008; Dima and Skehill, 2011; Goodkind, Schelbe and Shook,
2011; Anghel, Herczog and Dima, 2013; Hatos and Dejeu, 2013). This group is not
merely challenged in the transition to adulthood; but what becomes clear is that it
takes them longer to achieve a form of social and financial self-sufficiency. Yet this
challenged early stage may make sense if compared to their counterparts who may
‘space out’ to prepare emotionally and psychosocially (Anghel, 2011; Stein, 2012). A
majority of young adults leaving care do not enjoy a stable living environment either
that being after or before aging out of care. Under the care of local authorities, they
experience frequent placements and changes within the system (one such example is
new staff turnover) leading to inconsistent access to education and irregular
family/social contacts (Barn, 2009; Breda, Kader and Marx, 2012). As a consequence,
this sub-group population is typically more excluded from outside leisure activities
and engagement with peers (Singer, Berzin and Hokanson, 2013). Despite a general

trend of poor outcomes found amongst care leavers, it is important to shift the focus
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on this population’s agency in responding to the new life changes, strategies used to
survive and even surpass expectations in either career, education, housing, or
relationships. Even more to acknowledge the varied outcomes of these populations
being done so via inclusion of the ‘missing middle’, or as termed by Stein the
‘Survivors.” It is rather clearly documented that there are individuals who succeed
and do well for themselves. There are individuals who manage somehow to survive,
meet fundamental needs to some extent in this study characterized as the ‘missing
middle’. This research took a step further in understanding how they do it, with social
capital and social networks as contributing factors in the process of attaining better

outcomes.

Among youth with a care background factors were identified as making social
integration challenging which includes unwillingness to comply with rules, limited
understanding of the social order, and being unrealistic about what independent
living entails. In their path to adulthood, these individuals need to adopt and adapt to
new cultural settings, life-style, expectations, behaviors (psychological), leaving
behind what is familiar t