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The empirical material reveals an interplay between biological preference and foster
family affective practices in young people's narratives, illuminating a struggle to make
sense of the concept of family in foster care. Most of the participants understand
family as shared affective practices sustained through love, commitment, consistent
care and reciprocity rather than blood ties. Some show a preference for biological
connectivity, while others describe family as determined by rituals and family dis-
plays. The key practice implications highlight the importance helping young people
positioning themselves in birth family relationships, and supporting their sense of

family belonging.
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1 | INTRODUCTION children who lack adequate care from parents (Fernandez &
Barth, 2010). The Spanish Law 26/2015 on the modification of the
... it's just that Spanish people are very Mediterranean, child protection system includes three types of foster care according
very family-oriented ... very customs-oriented. | think; to their purpose: (1) emergency foster care, where the child can stay
we like to spend time with the family, we do not with the foster family up to six months; (2) temporary foster care—up
uproot from it (Emilia, aged 21). to 2 years, and (3) long-term foster care—up to the age of 18, with the

goal of creating permanence, and this can be prolonged after the age

Emilia is a Spanish youth who spent years in foster care, and her
narrative emphasises Spanish family culture and the value individuals
attach to family. The policy in Spanish child welfare, as in many other
countries, is that, if at all possible, children should grow up with their
birth family. It prioritises foster care (in kinship and non-kinship
families) placement when out-of-home care is necessary for children
who, for example, suffered neglect, abuse or maltreatment (Jiménez-
Morago & Palacios-Gonzalez, 2008; Palacios & Amords, 2006). Foster

care provides a stable family environment and individual attention for

of 18. Furthermore, if birth parents are unable to care for their chil-
dren, they may apply for temporary care of the child. Placement in
foster care in Spain is a temporary arrangement with the aim at reunit-
ing children with their birth family, and where this is not possible,
extension and permanent care or adoption is recommended. Also, it is
assumed that children stay in contact with their birth family (Law
26/2015 Atrticle 20 no. 2).

Despite the growing body of research on foster care and foster

families in Spain (del Valle et al., 2009), few studies have documented
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the views and voices of children (Balsells et al., 2010; Fuentes-Pelaez
et al., 2013; Mateos et al., 2012). As noted by Casas and Bello (2012),
Spanish children's voices are noticeably absent from the literature and
in child welfare policies and practices. The United Nations Convention
on The Right of the Child (UNCRC) promotes child-centric perspec-
tives in all actions and decisions concerning them (UNCRC, 1989). In
the United Kingdom, there is a growing body of research of foster
children' voices and their care relationships (e.g., Biehal, 2014;
Schofield, 2002; Schofield et al., 2012), suggesting that acknowledging
children's views on family relationships is central to their everyday
emotional and practical well-being. A direct engagement with children
in research (Holland & Crowley, 2013) to better understand their
views on and experiences with family life might improve foster care
services (Schofield & Beek, 2009; Whiting & Lee, 2003). A recent
review revealed that the growing body of literature on foster chil-
dren's understanding of family is mostly restricted to Scandinavian
and Anglo-Saxon countries and points to the importance of under-
standing family meaning-making in relation to a particular state or
local context (le et al., 2021). In this article, | asked: How do children
and young people in long-term non-kinship foster care in Spain perceive
and ‘do family’? The analysis draws upon concepts of family sociology.
The aim of the article is twofold. First, it fills a gap in the under-
studied topic of how children and young people in long-term non-
kinship foster care think about family in Spain. Second, it responds to
calls for the application of sociological theories related to family and
intimate life with children and young people in foster care (Holland &
Crowley, 2013). Family sociology can create new approaches to
understand contemporary family life and advance professional discre-
tion, communication and rapport in working with institutionalised chil-
dren and their families (Ursin et al., 2017). | begin with a description
of my theoretical framework and previous research in the field of
foster care. | then provide the context of the child welfare system in
Spain, followed by a description of the study methodology, findings
and a discussion on the empirical material on children and young
people's conceptualisations and ‘doings’ of family (Morgan, 1996) and
familial relationships. Implications for social work practice are offered.

2 | THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND
PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Within the field of family sociology, there is widespread agreement
that we need theoretical concepts that are sensitive enough to iden-
tify and explain the diversity and complexity of today's families. The
focus within sociological family studies is primarily on relatedness as
socially constructed (Chambers, 2012) rather than reflecting the tradi-
tional hegemonic discourse of how family ‘should’ be. Central to con-
temporary theorising of family life is the study of family practices and
doing family (Morgan, 1996, 2011a), with ‘family’ being a socially con-
structed concept constituted by qualities, activities and everyday
actions. The notion of displaying family (Dermott & Seymour, 2011;
Finch, 2007) refers to family members communicating to each other

and others that they ‘do family’, thereby confirming that these

relationships are “family relationships” (Finch, 2007, p. 67). Examples
of ‘family display’ are weekly phone calls, family narratives and shared
meals (Finch, 2007). These two concepts highlight social practices and
communicative aspects in everyday life, providing an empirical basis
for the analysis of interactions between family members that are not
derived from naturalistic reproductive or socialisation functions
(McCarthy, 2012; Smart, 2004). In this view, family is “a quality rather
than a thing” (Morgan, 1996, p. 186), and a facet of social life rather
than a social institution (Finch, 2007), recognising different family
forms and practices that are historically and socio-culturally contex-
tualised (Ursin et al., 2017). Analysing how people ‘do family’ is at the
heart of valorising the lived experiences of family (Finch, 2007,
McCarthy & Edwards, 2010).

Some research has used these sociological concepts as base for
interpreting the multiple belongings experienced by children and
young people who are in foster care (e.g., Biehal, 2014; Sita &
Mortari, 2022; Wiss6 et al., 2019). Some scholars emphasise the con-
tinued significance of the collective views of what families should look
like (MclIntosh et al., 2011) and the idea of family as a pervasive cul-
tural symbol (Jackson in Mclntosh et al., 2011), particularly in ‘familial’
cultures. The lack of and shortcomings in public services, subsidies
and interventions to support families in their caring activities and
responsibilities for its members are features of familialism, such as in
southern Europe. Historically, political and social actors assumed that
care was provided by the family unit and that this contributes to the
familial nature of the family in Spain (Flaquer, 2004; Moreno-
Dominguez, 2004), further explained below.

For children in foster care, fluidity in family relationships is often
discussed in terms of instability (Wisso et al., 2019). Removal from
birth families and being placed in foster care might raise questions
about children's identity as it relates to their families of origin and the
degree of family belonging to the new family (Samuels, 2009). Studies
emphasise the fluidity and diversity of children and young people's
experiences of family and their engagement with it. Several studies
have explored how children understand and perceive ‘family’, and
findings suggest that most children and young people's understanding
of family is based on genetic ties (Ellingsen et al., 2011, 2012; Sita &
Mortari, 2022; Van Holen et al., 2020; Wiss6 et al., 2019). Mahat-
Shamir et al. (2018) also suggest that commitment to a biological
family is not necessarily based on the quality of the relationship but to
biological ties. Processes of care, support and love are primary criteria
for the concept of family for many children (Biehal, 2014;
Schofield, 2002; Van Holen et al., 2020). Some studies also found that
some foster children depicted a fluid understanding of family that was
based on doing family things through everyday rituals such as spend-
ing time together, shared meals, vacations and celebrations (Mahat-
Shamir et al., 2018; Schofield, 2002; Van Holen et al., 2020).

3 | CHILD WELFARE IN SPAIN

Child welfare systems in modern states can be loosely categorised

into two types (Gilbert et al., 2011): a child protection orientation and a
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family service orientation. The former is characterised by early inter-
vention and family support, while the latter focuses on preventive
family services through parental support. According to del Valle et al.
(2013), child welfare in Spain was historically characterised by care
outside of family, where institutionalisation was considered the only
available measure for children in care. However, the authors note that
much development in welfare in the last decades has occurred.
Although child welfare systems are not often seen in connection with
welfare state regimes (P6s6 et al., 2014), common features seem to
exist between the child protection orientation category and the Span-
ish Mediterranean welfare state system. Moreno-Dominguez (2004)
argued that in such welfare model, family issues are considered as
belonging to the private sphere, giving rise to a model of society and
state based on intergenerational solidarity and family dependence.
Moreno-Dominguez (2004) highlighted that family in Spain, although
impacted by global and economic processes, is still a patriarchal sys-
tem with strong and extended family ties along with the idea that care
is a family responsibility.

The contemporary child welfare system in Spain is very much
linked to the political situation that arose after the civil war (1936-
1939) and the following dictatorship (lasting until 1975). Since the
end of 39 years of dictatorship, there has been a move away from the
charity-based child welfare model characterised by large residential
care institutions run by religious orders (del Valle et al., 2009; del
Valle & Casas, 2002). Following the Constitution of 1978, Spain was
divided into 17 autonomous regions (Comunidades Auténomas), each
with their own government, parliament and a range of administrative
powers. Youth and foster care policies and services are exclusively
carried out by each region, and each region has a public department
that is responsible for issuing protection orders for children at-risk
(Kosher et al., 2018). National Law 26/2015 regulates each region's
child protection policies, aiming at ensuring an adequate legal frame-
work for protection that is consistent with the international treaties

ratified by the signatory countries, in particular the UNCRC (Massons-

TABLE 1 Overview of participants

Name Age Gender

Pilar 10 Girl 4
Lucas 14 Boy 6
Beltran 18 Boy 7
Isabel 21 Girl 8
Alonso 13 Boy 5
Emilia 21 Girl 15
Carmen 22 Girl 6
Olivia 15 Girl 7
Rodrigo 15 Boy 5
Maria g Girl 4
Emma 14 Girl 3
Mateo 16 Boy 6
Eduardo 11 Boy 4
Filipe 13 Boy 6

No. of years in the foster family

3
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Ribas et al., 2021). This law prioritises: (1) stable over temporary
placements, (2) foster over residential care and (3) placements agreed
to by parents and services over enforced placements. Exceptions are
that children under 3 years old cannot be placed in residential care,
and ideally children under 6 years not either.

In 2019, approximately 18% of the Spanish population were chil-
dren (National Institute of Statistics, 2019). Among these, 0.5% were
child protection users, amounting to 42,529 children. Of these, 55%
(23,209) were in residential care, 29% in kinship care (12,600) and
16% (6720) in non-kinship care (Observatorio de la Infancia, 2020).
The vast majority of children in foster care placements in Spain are
from the ethnic majority (del Valle et al., 2009). Of relevance to the
analysis in this article is the fact that the number of children in non-
kinship care has decreased by approximately 5% over the last 4 years
(Observatorio de la Infancia, 2020). As Ldpez et al. (2010) point out,
non-kinship foster care has not proven as successful as expected since
it began in the 1990s. The fact that over 50% of out-of-home place-
ments are still in residential care reflects the challenges of the Spanish
child welfare system. Almost half of Spanish children are placed in
kinship foster care due to, among other things, strong family ties,
comparatively low cost and positive outcomes (del Valle et al., 2013;
Kosher et al., 2018). In the autonomous region of Castilla y Ledn
(northern Spain)—in which the present study took place—about
984 children were in foster care in 2019: 475 in kinship care, and
509 in non-kinship care (Servicios Sociales Castilla y Ledn, 2020).

4 | RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN

4.1 | Participants

Fourteen children and young people aged between 10 and 22 years
(seven boys and seven girls?), residing in non-kinship foster care, from

four Spanish cities of Castilla y Ledn took part in this study. An

Contact with birth family
Mother

Mother

Brother

Mother, sister, great aunt
Mother

Aunt and cousins
Mother, siblings

Mother, siblings

Brother: Filipe (who he lives with)
No contact
Grandmother, uncles

No contact

No contact

Brother: Rodrigo (who he lives with)
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overview of participants’ information is presented in Table 1. All
names are pseudonyms. Participants were recruited in cooperation
with the regional Red Cross, an administrative body responsible for
child protection in Castilla y Ledn, targeting approximately 28 children
and youth. Participation criteria restricted the sample to young people
who had been in a foster family for over 2 years. Spanish national and
regional government lockdown restrictions in March 2020 due to
Covid-19 pandemic and its impacts in social services made it difficult
to recruit and conduct face-to-face interviews. Thus, recruitment
occurred as follows: Regional social workers asked social workers and
psychologists of each province to approach young people and their
foster parents and ask whether they might be interested in participat-
ing in the study. They located 14 participants from four provinces,
and none dropped out of the study. Most participants (eight out of
14) had been in their foster family for over 5 years and none with the
foster family for fewer than 3 years. One participant (Carmen, aged
22) had left foster care at the time of the interview. Carmen and Olivia
(aged 15) are siblings. Of the 14 participants, 12 had ethnic majority
background. Most young people (n = 12) in this study came from resi-
dential care placement before being placed into non-kinship foster
families and had some contact with their birth family. Some had con-
tact only with their birth mothers or siblings, while others also had
contact with grandparents and other relatives. Only a few (n = 3) had
no contact with any member of their birth family. The contact con-
sisted of regulated visitations by birth parents, telephone calls, What-
sApp messages and visiting and spending time with family members.
For some young people, the lockdown introduced in Spain in March
2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic limited time spent with families.

4.2 | Procedure

Informed consent and authorisation from the University of Valladolid
Ethics Committee and permission from the Castilla y Ledn child pro-
tection authorities were obtained to access children in foster families.
In addition, the collaboration of regional Red Cross was requested
through the Castilla y Ledn child welfare authorities. An invitation
letter was sent to Red Cross social workers to give young people and
their foster parents, presenting myself as a female PhD candidate who
is interested in young people's views on family. The letter also con-

tained information about the aim of the study, young people's and

their guardian's rights to decline participation at any time and confi-
dentiality by anonymising any identifiable information or material
prior to publication. If interested, two consent forms were sent to
foster parents by email for them and the child or youth to sign. Four
young people who had reached the age of 18 at the time of the inter-
view gave their own consent, and all participants gave verbal consent
before the interview started. From an ethical perspective, | was wary
of the risks of causing emotional distress that might result from the
research (Ennew et al., 2009a). Different research instruments were
administered to enable young people to share and express themselves
freely (Article 13) so that knowledge generated reflects their lived
family experience (Ennew et al., 20093, p.1.23), see below for more.

43 | Multi-method approach

The study had a multi-method approach that included photos, draw-
ings, social network map, recall and semi-structured interviews. The
aim of photos as visual method (Punch, 2002) was to break the ice
and start the conversation and elicit young people's perspectives on
who belonged to their family. Before the interview, | asked partici-
pants to bring photos of the most important people in their lives. The
drawing method (Punch, 2002) of ‘family map’ was introduced by the
question: “Can you draw your family map with people that are most
important to you and whom you consider family?” This is a way of
visualising those they see as part of their family. The participants
chose how they wanted to perform this activity. Some wanted to
make sketches that assessed their relationships: “Well, I'd draw the
family in a pyramid. At the base, which is what holds me up ...”
(Beltran, aged 18). Others wrote names of members of their families.
Based on these drawings, participants were interviewed on what each
family member meant to them. The social network method (Ryan
et al., 2014) was used to access their everyday lives through their per-
sonal relationships and connections with family, friends and acquain-
tances. The recall method (Ennew et al., 2009b) was used primarily to
understand which family members were part of young people's every-
day weekly routines (see Figure 1). The drawings, social network map
and recall activity provided information about people, interactions and
events. In the interviews, participants were asked open-ended the-
matic questions about their perceptions of family. Examples of ques-

tions were as follows: What does family mean to you? Why do you

PARTICIPANT (5)

07:00-08:00

09:00-10:00

10:00-11:00

12:00-13:00

14:00-15:00

16:00-17:00

18:00-19:00

20:00-21:00

FIGURE 1 ‘My week’ recall activity used in

21:00-22:00

this study
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consider him/her as family? Have you always seen him/her as part of
your family? Can you tell me about the time you spend together? The
interviews lasted between 45 and 90 min with an average of 60 min.
Participants decided on the location of the interview. Six participants
were interviewed at the Red Cross Head Office, four at the university
campus, two online via Zoom and two in their foster home. The data
were collected between March and August 2021.

44 | Analysis

The interviews were tape-recorded with permission of the inter-
viewees and transcribed verbatim. To adapt the verbatim material
into readable communication (Lingard, 2019), all non-verbal or affir-
mative utterances were removed. All interviews were translated
from Spanish into English. The transcribed interview material was
analysed first by thematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2019) aided by
ATLAS.ti qualitative analysis software and guided by the research
questions and theoretical concepts of ‘family practices’, ‘doing fam-
ily’ and ‘family display’. This enabled a layer of narrative to emerge
and provided opportunity to give voice to different aspects that do
not fit into a conventional narrative structure. The data were read
multiple times to generate coding categories. Then the coding cate-
gories were clustered into related groups to generate initial main
categories. To reinforce the value of including young people's views
in research about their welfare (Holland, 2009), | strayed from Braun
and Clark's process and returned to the data, examining each narra-
tive in its entirety. According to Riessman (2008), thematic narrative

analysis theorises from intact stories instead of across the corpus.

TABLE 2 First emerging theme in the analysis process

L Family

Family attributes/associations |/—\

v

Love, affection. unit. respect. always
there. always by side. care. advice. help.

blood doesn’t define family

Family is not blood but one that cares:

CHILD &FAMILY s

SOCIAL WORK WI LEY
Emergent thematic categories are salient to narrative thematic
analysis, but the focus is on how these categories comprise stories

rather than how stories produce overarching three themes as shown
in Tables 2-4.

5 | RESULTS

Three key themes related to how young people ‘do’ family were iden-
tified: (1) family as constructed through affective practices, (2) family
as (in)visible biological ties and (3) family as everyday practice. These
themes all relate to family being constructed in and through everyday
interactions and functional processes.

51 |
practices

Family is constituted in and through affective

This section is constituted through a set of three interrelated themes:
(a) Love makes a family, (b) Family provides stability, continuance, and

predictability, and (c) Family is a place of reciprocity.

511 | Love makes a family

For most young people in this study, family is based on the way family
members act and feel about one another. Young people described
relationships with members of the foster and birth family, teachers,

and friends, social workers, psychologists, boyfriends, and school

Defining Family

L .

Biological mother, father, siblings:
biological parents gave life. foster

food, support. education, home, support.
bad and good time, empathy. education,

Showing appreciation:

parents state protection but more of a

emotional and financial support.

¥

Providing a sense of belonging:

. Frustrated, sad, happy. if didn’t happen

wouldn’t be in this family, been a gift: Gift.
other family. wouldn’t doing well, didn’t

| know: I met them, showed me a future I

Be Comfortable: be with people who
love and want to be with: be part of,
share time and life with, make feel

could only dream of

family

good

Providing a sense of security. stability.
protection. and predictability:

Always back to family: never leave:
having affection and support when you
have a problem: there for what I need:;
stable house: to know they are always
there: there in everyday. know where to
find: continuous, constant (relationship)

Providing a sense of reciprocity:
make it up for them: Take care of them:

do with me: never leave anyone

Someone who is there to help others as they

Family as a foundation of self:
Be part of something important,

preparation; childhood, independency
and afterwards: children need love.
support. someone to be there; have a
good job, life of my own: to buy a
house, a car. where to focus: shaping.
structuring. who I am.

Setting clear boundaries and using discipline to

teach and guide:

Do (family) within limits: consenting makes perfect

family: tell off. teach. without being too much

(makes perfect family): educated. be though: being

scolded (to clean up the room)

85UB017 SUOWWOD BAITD 8|qe!(dde 8y} A peuseno aJe ssjpie YO ‘8sn Jo se|nl J0j AreiqT8UlUQ A8]1M UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLIBIALID" A3 1M AlRIq Ul |UO//Sdny) SUONIPUOD pue SWe 1 8y} 89S *[220z/2T/zz] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|iM ‘Pliope|eA 8 PepSIAIUN AQ 086ZT SIO/TTTT OT/I0P/W00 48| IM AIq1BUIIUO//STIY WO) pepeolumoqd ‘0 ‘90ZZS9ET



é | CHILD & FAMILY
WI LEY e

TABLE 3 Second emerging themes in the analysis process

Family as unending biological ties

e

Family is valued through (in) visible biological bonds

=

Family understood as permanent ties

Aunt, be able to share this story that can’t be shared with (foster) family
-Concern on behavioural 1ssues, family history ask aunt

-curiosity, nice to know things about biological parents and their behaviour
-Nothing better than biological family to ask questions

-To feel understood, character, genes, talk to aunt, value to biology

- Personality, behaviour, diseases, talk to aunt

- Need to know about origins, very important, to have something to identify
with

-To know my origing

-To know where come from, to meet

Biological sister, help, advice

-Biological sister, helped, explained

-Feel independent, but sad not having biological sister close

- More open, can talk no matter what

.

-Foster father, only father, help, support (but not real
father)

-(Foster) sister told, not part of biological family, hurts
but understands

-Always be part of biological family, something remains
-Biological mother, see very little, hurts, continue to be
mother

-Brother, part of me, won’t forgive myself
(something) To be aware of

-Contact, not attached, feel obliged

-Did not give birth to me, no care from the first
moment, not real parents

-Need to maintain relationship, need to talk, to know,

¥ i B el worry about them
Brother only one who said I have done well
-Only contact, biological family, brother, see every weekend
To not forget, lose the link with past:
Because they have been taken care of me before I came here
Biological family is a treasure, get a job, help them. Makes feel better
-Born from them, need to maintain relationship, need to talk, to know, worry
about them
TABLE 4 Third emerging themes in the analysis process
Family in practice
sacs Regular routines: Equal treatment: Family outings:
M Eat together. talk. share problems: AsifI was just -Parks, beach. walk dogs, holidays,
mwms eat at different times; evenings abotherchilds excurs.ions. museums. restam_'an.ts.
AT s watch tv together: I don’t know why. Christmas photos: travelling both abroad and within the
gomg to nAssy watch tv on their own. like it: each (appeared out of country. fairs. attend to local festivities,
bible 'studles. on théiriowis aistersrwatchtgvics; nowhere) sightseeing. meet other foster families,
weddings, go out, swimming pool: sister, food and cloth shopping . attended to
family meals, ir al pueblo (countryside)
Household chores: Doing family in Spanish -Holidays friend...boyfriend, eat
Cleaning house: prepare meals: Decisi.ou-makinwz culture: -Holydays. eat together. cinema. board
look after younger siblings; Deciding places to go. Rules, celebrations. not games,
mother taught to cook: do eat, visit, voting: punish typical. many children: rules, | -Mountains, walks, mass
household chores; treat people brother. respect eat together, holidays -Play cards. fine time together
well together, celebrations -Museums, parks celebrations,
Rules: together -shopping. cinema, theatre, typical
S rontine: -Read. study. do homework. I festivities
-birth family, board ] teecpy ppd hygif:ue. l?ehaviour. Effects of COVID on family activities
games. talk, goes quickly keep the room tidy. time to be

-aunt, cousin. play back at home. sleeping times,

together, go to parks. house cleaning
beach -No video games. 3 times a

week. mother always playing.
-phone away. tidy up. clean

-Trips. walk around neighbourhood. summer,
swimming pool, miss time together

-COVID, eat, dinner, piano, music

-Get on well. on grandma birthday everyone come to
village. that is what I love.

-In touch with grandmother. before COVID, visit her
-The hardest thing

-this year if we could yes, but it doesn’t look like it.

friends, and love was the most common word to describe these

relationships:

| think you consider your family [as] those you love.

For example, your friends can be your family. You can

choose your family. | consider them family but not
genetically (Isabel, aged 21).

My dog [is my family] because he welcomes me when |
arrive, he's a very loving ... and very affectionate dog
(Emilia, aged 21).
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CHILD & FAMILY

| think of my sister Olivia. To me, family is her because
she has given me everything. She has given me love,

which | never had (Carmen, aged 22).

A family is people who love each other (Mateo, aged
16).

Olivia reported that love consists in the formation of a ‘union’,

depicting it as the true meaning of what family is:

... it means a lot of people who love each other ... who
have been born into it, or who have been fostered into
it. It's like being part of that union.

Although Olivia talked of family as love experienced by people in
their birth and foster families, her views of family fall within the tradi-
tional definition of nuclear family. When asked what comes to mind
when she thinks of family, Olivia said:

Biological mother, father, and siblings. Although, | have
not lived with it myself, it's something that became
familiar to me, and | think about it because my whole
classmate has it and other people are used to the
normal family.

For Olivia and Mateo, blood ties define family. However, for
Mateo, the existence of biological ties did not guarantee a sense of
family. According to Mateo, birth parents are family “because of hav-
ing the same genes, but not in sentimental terms”. Some young peo-
ple considered their love to those they consider family. For example,
Filipe (aged 13) on his birth mother: “She also means love but like
less”. Filipe and Pilar (aged 10) recognised that having had not much
of a relationship played a role in loving the mother less, but they still

expressed a strong desire for regular contact.

5.1.2 | Family provides stability, continuance and
predictability

Most young people reported that commitment and consistency in
care and support are central to their perception of family, describing
these experiences in foster families as making them a family. Such
actions included family members ‘being always there’ if they had a
problem or needed to talk, phone calls on birthdays or ‘check-ins’.
Lucas (aged 14), for example, explained why he considers his foster

parents and his three foster siblings as family:

| think family takes care of you from the time you are
little until you are older or you become independent,
even after that. Family is there in difficult times... And
if you have a problem, they give you advice according

to what they think is best for you.

WILEY-—

Lucas drew two concentric circles of his family map.

SOCIAL WORK

The small circle represents his ‘nuclear family’, which is composed
of foster parents and three foster siblings. Lucas explained that these
people raised him from a young age. If he had a problem, they were
the first ones he would tell, and they would help him. Then | asked
him why his foster uncles and birth mother were in the second circle,
to which he replied:

Because | think they can help me as much as my birth
mother but | do not have much contact with them so |
think if | put my birth mother, | should also put my
aunts and uncles. They're not always there but they
care about me.

Other participants shared Lucas' view that care provided by foster
family is unconditional and lasting. Both Rodrigo (aged 15) and Filipe
talked about their previous foster parents with whom they stayed for
two and a half years as their ‘real family’, explaining that

... they have taken care of me a lot, very loving people,
they will always be there for me for whatever | need,
said Rodrigo.

Emilia not only described foster family as providing her with a
sense of continuance, but also outlined what seems to be at core of
this relational endurance:

... they [social workers] introduced me to [name of fos-
ter mother] and [name of foster father] ... after a while
and you see that they take care of you, that you are
their daughter and that you go to school and when you
are back they are there for you ... | thought | under-
stood what a family means, but until then | did not
understand it at all ... they are always there, and you

always know that they are always going to be there.

85UBDI SUOWILLOD DA 1IEBID) B[R0 ! jdde 8u} Aq peuBA0B 818 SB[ WO 188N JO SBIN. J0j AfIq 1T BUIUO AB]IA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWLIS}WOY /B | IM ARe1q) 1 BUIIUO//SURL) SUORIPLIOD PUe SWd L 8U) 89S *[z20z/2T/zz] uo Ariqiauliuo Ao|iM ‘Pliope|eA 8Q PepSRAILN AG 086ZT SIO/TTTT OT/I0P/W00"A8 |1 AReIq1eUI|UO//SANY oI} PaPeouMOq ‘0 ‘902ZS9ET



8 | CHILD &FAMILY
Wl LEY SOCIAL WORK
I'm here studying, but | know that when | go for a

weekend, they are going to be at home. So, for me
that's stability.

For her, relational continuance indicated stability and predictabil-
ity - all of which she associated with family. The young people made
clear, however, that that this does not mean foster parents satisfying
their every whim; rather they set boundaries to teach and guide them.
Maria (aged 13) said:

With my [biological] mother | did not have any rules. |
could do what | wanted and here | have to behave ... |
have to study for my future and be a good person ...
have an education ...

For Maria and seven other young people, foster family rules are
important for ensuring their social and emotional well-being as well as
providing them with opportunities for (formal) education or personal
development: “| became more interested in studying and be able to
be somebody when | grow up and have a family [of his own]”, said

Rodrigo.

5.1.3 | Family as a place of reciprocal exchange
Some young people noted that they feel a strong sense of obligation
to take care of people they know and who show emotional care and
concern towards them, irrespective of shared residence and kin ties.
Emma (aged 14) talked about her role in foster family as “someone
who is also there to help others as they do for me”. When asked
about how their ‘family’ made them feel, Pilar and Maria explained:

It makes me feel brave, it has made me know that |
never have to leave anyone behind. | have to say posi-
tive things to people and encourage them ... and that |
have to help those who need it, said Pilar (aged 10).

... be kind and respect others, said Maria (aged 13).

Individual obligations to others are not simply an abstract princi-
ple of firmly established norms; they are created through a set of fam-
ily practices that are reciprocally “oriented to another family member”
(Morgan, 2011b, p. 5) over time:

... they have done so much for me over the last five
years and one day I'll make it up to them (Eduardo,
aged 11).

Being with them until I'm 18 years and to take care of
them (Filipe).

Maintaining reciprocal relationships within the foster family is

expected by Eduardo and Filipe, and failure to meet these

expectations is likely to weaken their family relationships. For exam-
ple, Rodrigo talked about wanting to work and help his biological

grandmother:

... with a little bit with money [because] ... above all
[she] is the one who has taken care of me the most
when | was there, supported me and fed me. | owe it

to her basically.

Rodrigo's economic reciprocity is not only associated with his
grandmother's finances but also relates to how young people position
themselves within the foster and birth families. This sense of duty to
birth family members can result in young people not always having

close or even healthy relationships:

I'm there because | have to be there ... and when the
time comes, then | leave. | mean, | do not think that |
enjoy the time | spend with her, said Isabel.

Isabel's mother is not in good health, and she is committed to her
mother, believing her mother' health will deteriorate if communication

ceases. However, she finished:

| want to have contact without feeling obliged. | want
to have contact without feeling like | have to.

She then reflected that these mixed feelings could be a result of
having been, at times, uncomfortable being around her mom. Like-
wise, Carmen could not explain why she “will always be there for her”

mother even though she does not consider her to be family, saying:

| cannot explain to you or tell you why because | do
not know. It's a feeling that's there. I've never been

able to identify it.

Regardless of the state of the relationship, Isabel, Carmen and
others voiced obligations to their birth family, specially to their birth

mothers, highlighting the strong sense of one-way relationships.

52 |
ties

Family is valued through (in)visible biological

For six young people, blood and genetic familial ties provided a desire
to have a relationship: «... | was born from them, so | need to maintain
a relationship with them in some way” (Olivia). They talked of being
forever connected to parents not only biologically but also through
extended family networks. Olivia and four others talked about appre-
ciating being related to their parent(s) because other family members

linked them through information. For example, Emilia recounted:

... there are times when you need to feel understood in

the sense of, for example, your character, right? It's
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inevitable that you get it from your genes. | talk to my
aunt like [and she says] “your mother had that temper-
ament too” and you feel recognised. These are things
that | value of biology. Things about personality,
behaviour, even diseases that run in families. Those
things that, for example, when | talk to my aunt, she
can tell me about it. Also, | ask about things about my
mother out of curiosity. Not about my father because
she knew him very little. It's good to know things, curi-
osities that you have about your biological parents ...

my biological family, we are very intense.

We've all been through something; my aunt also had a
bad time with her mother ... we feel we can identify
very well with each other and we talk about it, and
that's nice ... and there's nothing better than them:;
your biological family who have lived through it ... It
reassures me to say well, this character [laughs] ... it's
normal to us because biologically it's very noticeable ...
my parents [referring to foster parents] are super calm,
and | ask myself who do | look like, and | go to my aunt
and we talk about it and Ah! | look like you or my

mother.

Emilia explained that by reaching out to her aunt, she learned
about her mother and about important psychological, behavioural and
medical information to help chart her own identity formation. Like-
wise, Isabel explained why keeping contact with her birth family is

important:

So that | do not forget how I'm right now. | do not
want to lose that link with my past and with my biolog-

ical family.

For Isabel, the link to biological family is a reminder of her life tra-
jectory. Others expressed concern towards their siblings. Beltran
admitted: “... having six siblings sometimes without wanting to, | like
to know a little bit about where they are and what they do because
not knowing kills me”. He explained that the only brother he has a
close relationship tells him about his other siblings. When participants
were asked whether they were told things that made them feel differ-
ent from their foster family, Olivia said when her foster mother passed
away, her foster sister told her that although she is not part of their
biological family, she is part of their family. Olivia favoured blood
relatedness and at the same time expressed sadness for being viewed

as less valid than biological family members.

5.3 | Family as everyday practices
The young people's accounts of foster family life included family activ-
ities such as spending time in the pueblo (village), family holidays and

outings, taking part in (religious) celebrations and watching television

9
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together. However, three mentioned a lack of shared interest in family
practices, yet they felt obliged to take part, as they thought of it as
strengthening a sense of family belonging. As Olivia revealed about
her mass attendance: “It's something that I've never been interested
in, but | go because apart from having to, | also try to be more
involved in the family”. Young people talk about being included in and
contributing to the household chores: “If my sisters had to do some-
thing they [foster parents] would tell me; “you too, Isabel, now you're

299

part of this family”’, recounted Isabel. They also talked about feeling
close to the extended foster family, and of fighting with their foster
parents, siblings, and other family members as ‘real’ family do.

While family narratives conveyed acceptance and an acknowl-
edgement of young people's relationships with members of the foster
family, the photos in young people's home reinforced meanings about
these relationships. Photos were referred to by several as a meaning-
ful illustration of the level of acceptance and the feeling of together-
ness in the foster family. Emilia recounted when she first joined her
foster family, she felt different because there were family photo
albums of all her cousins but not of her, and during family gatherings,

they would tell stories from before and she is being not part of any:

| felt like | suddenly appeared out of nowhere, there
are no photos of me. It's like I've my own story and
they have a different story together.

Emilia recounted that her foster grandmother hung three photos
of her on the living room walls (one as a child, one on her uncles'
wedding and one when she graduated from high school), so that she
is represented in the family. Beltran said that before joining his foster
family, he lived in the residential care and could not choose anything,
not even the bed sheets. However, due to Covid-19, he missed his
graduation trip. His foster parents know of his love for decorating and
gifted him the money meant for the trip so he could redecorate his
room. They also paid for his drivers' licence when he turned 18 years
old. For these young people, these everyday family practices, commu-
nications, display and ‘just being together’ during family meals shaped
how they make sense of, and attach significance to, family and familial

relationships.

6 | DISCUSSION

This article has drawn upon concepts of family sociology (Finch, 2007;
Morgan, 1996, 2011a) and analysed how family is conceptualised by
Spanish young people in long-term non-kinship foster care. The
empirical material reveals that most young people attached family
meanings to behavioural practices and expressions of affection. They
included multiple relations as constituting their family, as found in the
study of Wisso et al. (2019). Young people felt valued and appreciated
and associated these to their physical, social, intellectual, identity and
emotional needs being met (Schofield, 2002) by different family mem-
bers (including family pets). Young people felt they can love and be

loved within these relationships, highlighting the emotional aspects as
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natural and essential when doing family (Ursin et al., 2017). In line
with other research (e.g.,, Mahat-Shamir et al., 2018; Van Holen
et al., 2020; Wisso et al., 2019), some young people considered bio-
logical ties in defining family. However, young people in this study
acknowledged that birth family members could lose the status of fam-
ily if they are not supportive and if contact becomes infrequent. Their
understanding of family seems to be grounded in cultural symbolism
discourse of blood ties (Allan, 2008) that became ‘familial’ to them
rather than perceiving family in terms of consanguinity as suggested
by Mahat-Shamir et al. (2018). In line with Jackson (2009 in Mclntosh
et al., 2011), | argue that although the traditional family living arrange-
ment is declining, the concept of family as an ideology is not for young
people in long-term foster care in Spain.

In general, most young people in long-term foster care were
remarkably satisfied with the foster family and considered them as
‘real’ family. This corresponds with research findings in other coun-
tries (e.g., Ellingsen et al., 2011, 2012; Schofield, 2002; Van Holen
et al., 2020). This is encouraging because of the caring, supportive and
continuity of relationships with the foster family that offered security
and predictability (Schofield, 2002; Van Holen et al., 2020), and feel-
ing safe, having a stable environment including school, friends, leisure
activities and other supportive adults (Wissé et al., 2019). In line with
other research (e.g., Biehal, 2014; Van Holen et al., 2020), the general
feeling of connectedness with the foster family was linked to young
people feeling “valued for all aspects of the self” (Schofield, 2002,
p. 262). As family scholars point out, family is formed through differ-
ent social settings through love, care, support and quality of relation-
ships (Chambers, 2012; McCarthy, 2012; Smart, 2007).

For young people, family functions in long-term care were not
only based on care and support (e.g., Van Holen et al., 2020) but were
also coupled with a sense of loyalty and responsibility, grounded in
the strength of emotional, social and material reciprocity of their
experience in their foster family as well as in birth family relationships.
These young people engage in care and support with members of
their families, and they present family as a place of reciprocity and
care-giving practices. In these reciprocal expectations, some young
people's relationship with the birth mother was compromised, and in
repeated cases, the biological mother was excluded in their family rep-
resentation. The birth mother experience was mostly one of inade-
quate care, neglect or abuse as also found in Schofield (2002). This
supports Finch and Mason's (1993) argument that caregiving is a pro-
cess of negotiation in which the specific needs of all parties involved
are considered in a framework of affection and reciprocity.

A key finding of the current study is the interplay between biolog-
ical preference and foster family affective practices that young people
in long-term foster care experience in both families, thus providing a
nuanced understanding of meaning of family in long-term foster care
through a family sociology lens. Some young people valued foster
families' affective practices, even in their attempts to privilege biologi-
cal relatedness, as a means for their identity construction. Others
valued biological ties but felt sad for being viewed as less valid than
biological related family members. This sheds light on the fluidity of
the concept of family (Finch, 2007) and on the struggle to make sense

of it in long-term foster care. In addition, young people's account of
foster family life supports what family scholars have noted
concerning ‘doing family things’ (Morgan, 1996). In accordance with
previous research (e.g., Mahat-Shamir et al, 2018; Van Holen
et al., 2020), shared holidays are typical family events that build and
maintain family identity (Jones & Hackett, 2011), attending celebra-
tions is of high importance (Chambers, 2012; Ursin et al., 2017) and
the giving of gifts “carefully selected for a particular individual to con-
vent the meaning of the relationship” demonstrate (good) family rela-
tions (Finch, 2007, p. 77) for young people in long-term care. As
found in other studies (Biehal, 2014; Christiansen et al., 2013), young
people talked about being treated as any other member in the foster
family and feeling close to them.

7 | STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

Although the perception of the concept ‘family’ has been examined
frequently in long-term foster care, this is, to the best of my knowl-
edge, the first study in the context of Spain. A strength of this study is
its exploration of young people's views by applying visual and task-
based methods to a more ‘direct’ representations of their family life in
variety of ways, not only verbal. In particular, looking at the photos of
family members and recalling family moments was a popular method
among many young people. The fact that participant selection was
influenced by social workers might have caused bias, for example, by
selecting young people who are content with foster care placement.
Hence, the findings cannot be generalised. However, findings point to
general themes and questions on how contemporary family concepts

can shed light on young people's perspectives in long-term foster care

in Spain.
8 | IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND
POLICY

The young people's experiences of family in long-term foster care,
including their feeling of being in close and warm family relationships,
should be viewed as potential indicator of the strengths of non-
kinship foster care in providing children sense of stability, family
belonging and identity through adulthood as well as a sense of mem-
bership of and relationships with birth family. While it is important to
acknowledge the importance of young people's relationships with
their birth family, helping young people positioning themselves in
birth family relationships and supporting their sense of family belong-
ing to their long-term non-kinship foster families should be of value

for social work practice and policy in Spain.
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