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Emotional Participation of Young Adults Starting their Independent Living 

Abstract  

How to ensure young adults are active partners in society is an issue across Europe. This 
issue has a particular relevance for young people leaving the care system who may have 
been disadvantaged by their care experiences. Drawing on selected findings from the EU-
funded study ‘Reciprocal Encounters – Young adults leaving care’ funded by European Union 
(2016-2018) we ask what supports and hinders meaningful participation in their 
communities? 
 
The study design was participatory action research involving young people with leaving care 
experiences in question-setting, research design, ethical review, data generation, analysis or 
dissemination from both Finland and the UK. The data consists of 50 Finnish and 24 English 
peer interviews which were thematically analysed.  
 
The central message from the young people was the importance they attributed to the 
meaning and continuity of social connections which support what we define as their 
‘emotional participation’. To understand this concept and practice we draw on a theoretical 
discussion of reciprocity.  
 
A core similarity in both countries is that young people long for stability in their 
relationships. Findings are presented along a spectrum describing experiences where young 
adults feel themselves emotionally connected to other persons and when there is more 
emotional distance.  Different welfare practices shape these experiences, for example: the 
English services stressing child protection and the Finnish services stressing individualised-
liberty practice. Both can strengthen or weaken emotional participation. We conclude by 
suggesting a move from individualistic practice towards community practice which has at its 
core the importance of supporting reciprocal relationships. 
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Introduction 

In times of uncertainty in the postmodern world it is important we can have a feeling that 

we as human beings have something in common. We are social creatures who need other 

people to help and support us, the feeling that we belong somewhere and are important to 

someone. They create the fundamental condition of survival and self-realisation (Törrönen 

2017, x). They also create the conditions for meaningful participation in a society.  

In our research, young adults who have been in care have told us a very important message 

about what enables or constrains their participation from their perspective. Their wish is to 

be socially and emotionally attached to other people. Social relationships contain emotions 

which reveal the quality of the relationship. As we age we learn to trust other people or 

otherwise depending on our experiences of how we are trusted and cared for.  

Young adults in our study foregrounded stability in relationships as the most important 

element for them in terms of what they would like to have supported from child and youth 

services. For instance, if placements are changing regularly it means instability. As one peer 

researcher told us, when your placement is changing it is like ‘you have to start from the 

beginning’. You move to a different and unknown area and environment, you have new 

social contacts in the placement and the school and maybe have difficulties in keeping your 

other important social contacts. It is like you are alone doing that journey. Maybe you feel 

rejected, abandoned and unsuccessful. It might be like a repetition of the rejection when 

you are moved away from your childhood home.  

However, after some time you might be satisfied with the change and learn to know people, 

find your place in the school and develop hobbies, and feel well. Unfortunately, this is not 

the case with all young adults. Usually, the larger the number of placements, the more 

difficult it is to find connection and trust the people you meet. It can give you feelings such 

as ‘I do not belong anywhere’ or ‘I really did not have my own home’.  

In this article, the main message learned from young adults is the meaning and continuity of 

social connections which support what we term as their emotional participation (see 



Korkiamäki and Ellonen 2010, 19–20; Morrow 1999). We explore emotional participation in 

relation to the theory of reciprocity. We propose that social work practice underpinned by 

and fostering reciprocal relationships (reciprocal social work – see Törrönen et al. 2017) can 

be seen as a contribution to international social welfare research, where attention is 

focused on well-being and the communities that hold people together (see Becker 1986; 

Ostrom and Walker 2003). Reciprocity refers both to social relations but also to power 

relations. Hence, the concept is not only about the interaction between people; it includes 

emotional and evaluative functions. (Törrönen 2015).  

 

Reciprocal Interdependence 

In terms of a definition, reciprocity is linked to the concept of social support, which 

describes interaction as a form of intervention and activity. When we are in a reciprocal 

relationship we both give to and gain from that relationship. We are inter-dependent. 

Reciprocity is closely associated with such concepts as “sociability, social networks, trust, 

community and civic engagement” (Morrow 1999), social capital (Coleman 1990) and ideas 

of helping and solidarity (e.g., Lindenberg et al. 2010).  

Reciprocity appears when young adults have a feeling of shared action and believe they can 

trust someone, which creates social bonding and a feeling of being included and belonging. 

This is based on the idea that how individuals are committed to and how much they 

participate in their own community is in relation to the role of social support in their life and 

how they experience this support (Newcomb 1990). Stability demands some kind of 

continuity in the social networks that support individuals, although the nature and quality of 

those social networks also impacts what kind of resources they offer and how young adults 

can benefit from them (Korkiamäki and Ellonen 2010, 19).  

 

Reciprocal social work sees that the well-being of human beings contains holistically 

material, physical, mental, social, emotional and existential elements (Törrönen 2017, x). As 

with social policy, in social work you cannot forget living conditions which include the 

material opportunities to satisfy your needs, which usually impact physical and mental 



health (see Nyman et al. 2017). Too often the parents whose children are in care suffer from 

poverty and bad health (Saarikallio-Torp et al. 2010).  

A model of practice that we call ‘reciprocal social work’ (Törrönen et al. 2017) incorporates 

understanding of reciprocity and holistic notions of well-being at its heart. This approach 

would add a new dimension to the movement towards relational social work (see for 

instance Ward 2010) which highlights the importance of social relationships and points out 

the meaning of dialogue and respect in encounters.  It would also complement strengths-

based approaches (Saleebey 1997) and the (slow) move since the 1970s to foreground the 

client’s experiences and views (Mayer and Timms 1970) and develop related research 

approaches which are based on participatory methods that involve clients of social services 

in shaping their future (see for instance Franklin and Sloper 2006, 724–725; Winter and 

Munn-Giddings 2001).  

 

Emotional Participation 

As Franklin and Sloper (2006, 726) state, the term ‘participation’ covers a broad continuum 

of involvement and is a multi-layered concept (see also Participation Models 2012). They 

see that it can simply mean taking part, being present, being involved or consulted. In their 

view participation can be seen as a process where the level of participation varies according 

to the degree of power that is shared or transferred.  

 

Although we see the holistic nature of well-being, we focus in this article on findings that 

have illuminated the reciprocal interdependence (or otherwise) and enabled (or otherwise) 

what we term emotional participation by young adults. We concentrate our analysis in 

relation to young adults’ experiences of social and emotional support (see also Paulsen & 

Berg 2016, 128) and advice when they started their independent living, a critical period of 

young adults’ everyday life. It reveals the interplay between services offered by local 

authorities, private services and informal actors, and how these work together in vulnerable 

life situations. In this article we ask, how does emotional participation look from the 

perspective of young adults who are leaving care? Are they being involved in decisions 

about their life or are they only consulted and advised by other people? 



 

The term ‘emotional participation’ therefore can be understood as an individual’s 

attachment to a community and its people and how much they feel they belong and can 

therefore participate in that community. It is a feeling of involvement, of being connected to 

different social networks and other people through mutual obligations (Törrönen 2017, x). 

In contrast, not to participate emotionally can engender the opposite feelings such as 

loneliness or solitude and can be painful. As human beings, we need other people’s 

recognition in order to create a sense of belonging both as individuals but also citizens. As 

individuals in our social networks we have mutual obligations but also, we get and give 

support and care. It can also be a sense of solidarity with a wider community based on, for 

instance, neighbourhood, nation, wealth, disability, sexual orientation, and gender. From 

the societal aspect, emotional participation means how the person feels to be part of the 

wider community. It is expected that a well-connected individual in a well-connected society 

is likely to be better connected to the society than, for instance, a well-connected individual 

in a loosely connected society (Putnam 2000).  

 

Participatory action research, Data and the Analysis  

In our study participation has different meanings: we use it as a methodological tool but 

also as the study subject. The aim was not to do research on young adults but with them.  

 

Similarly to Holland et al. (2008, 3) we understand that participative research with  young 

people involves participants in some of the process of research, such as question-setting, 

research design, ethical review, data generation, analysis or dissemination rather than 

simply providing data through more or less engaging methods (see also Holland, et al. 2008, 

Involve 2016, 1; O’Brien 2016, 51). These were also the phases we had in our process with 

young adults who we engaged and trained as peer researchers. 

 

We understand that methodologically participation is part of a complex inter-subjective 

relationship between adults and children where both adults and children are being 

encouraged to step outside normative generational roles (Holland et al. 2008, 3). It engages 

young adults in research (Campbell & Trotter 2007, 33). It can also allow young adults to 



take ownership of the research, its design, results and implementation of its 

recommendations (Daly 2009, 462). A collaborative, co-sharing approach enables 

interpretations to remain rooted in the experience of participants (Cotterell 2008, 9). 

Doing research with young adults who have been in care and have experiences of living in 

foster families or residential care is a moving journey. It makes it possible to learn to know 

each other and discuss the research subject in many ways. Young adults are not just 

numbers or names on the case records. They are young people with their desires and 

experiences. As researchers, practitioners or young adults as peer researchers cannot only 

rationally follow how the interviewed young adults struggle with their everyday life, you as 

persons with different personalities are also involved with your feelings.  

 

We locate our approach as Participatory Action research as the overall aim has been to 

develop an understanding of how to act in practice and also to work together to create 

preventive or proactive welfare policies and social work guidelines.  Winter and Munn-

Giddings (2001, 5) describe action research as simultaneously a form of inquiry and a form 

of practical action which involves people in a process of change in professional, 

organisational or community action. This study tries to provide shared investigations with 

people who traditionally may be marginalised and also gave them tools to make changes in 

their lives (see O’Brien 2016, 50). 

 

Participatory action research offers non-institutional experiences and knowledge from 

young adults’ lives (Campbell & Trotter 2007). However, research with children or young 

adults has many tensions to address and concerns about possible exploitation and many 

practicalities such as child protection, informed consent and gatekeeper issues (Kellett 

2003). These need to be thought through well and that is why appropriate training is 

needed. Ethical approval (reference number ESC-DREP-15-225) in the UK was given from 

Anglia Ruskin University and the Regional Council. The ethical considerations were agreed in 

the Finnish case with interviewed young adults who were over 18 years old before each 

interview. The interviewees were asked to give informed consent in both cases. 

 



The project is perhaps unusual in that different groups of young people from different 

countries were involved at different stages of the research process. The project evolved 

from a multi-country EU project “The children’s rights in alternative care, from theory to 

practice: Filling the vacuum through peer research”, a 2011–2012 EU and SOS Children’s 

Villages International project (see Stein and Verweijen-Slamnescu 2012; Törrönen and 

Vauhkonen 2012a, 2012b) which involved young people working with academics to develop 

a questionnaire exploring leaving care experiences (from which the Finnish case in this 

article is derived).  The current EU study drew on this data but involved the recruitment and 

training of peer researchers in a region in the South East of England.   

 

We were working with peer researchers as a group. The research team consisted of young 

adults as peer researchers (the Finnish case N=10; the English case N=11) with leaving care 

experiences, practitioners (both countries N= 3), and university researchers (the Finnish 

case N=2; the English case N=4). The practitioners in the social services and NGOs served as 

gatekeepers who chose the young adults as peer researchers. They were aged from 18 to 32 

years, had all been in care for varying numbers of years and had experience of different 

forms of care. They were trained to learn basic research skills and to undertake peer 

interviews and co-analysis. We had practitioners who knew the peer researchers and could 

support them not only throughout the process but also after it. Whilst working in the groups 

we noticed as Holland et al. did (2008, 24) that this was potentially more empowering for 

young people who were able to have fun together, share common experiences and, and as a 

group, hold sway over the researchers’ presence.  

 

The study contains approximately two years’ fieldwork and peer interviews from the UK and 

Finland – representing different welfare states in Europe and their child welfare services. 

The interviewees we reached with the snowball-method. The data set for the Finnish case 

with 5.5 million inhabitants contains 50 interviews (years 2011–2012,) and the English data 

represents a county in Eastern England with 1.4 million inhabitants with 24 interviews (years 

2016–2017).  

 



The interview schedule which had 18 background questions and 53 open and closed 

questions was developed with young adults in the first project and then modified with peer 

researchers for the English case. The peer researchers interviewed their peers both in 

Finland and in the UK. The recorded interviews were transcribed containing 34 hours 

(Finnish case) and 15 hours (English case).  

Because there are no records on the young adults who have left care, there were difficulties 

in reaching potential participants. The interviewees were people who visited youth centres 

or who were otherwise still in contact with child and youth services or organisations. This 

may have created limitations to our data. In addition because the questions were modified 

in the different phases of the research which may have limited the potential to probe 

deeper into some subject areas. Some interviewees had difficulties in understanding some 

questions but the interviewers tried to explain them as well as they could. Some answered 

very briefly and some explained their experiences in more detail.  

The core characteristics of interviewees are detailed in Table 1 below.  

Insert table here 

Of note from the table is that: 

• More young women than men agreed to be interviewed in Finland – the reverse 

being the case in England. 

• Both samples had a wide experience of different forms of care  

• In terms of those not working or studying the proportion was much higher in 

England (42%) compared to 20% in Finland 

• Residential care was the last form of placement for most of the sample in Finland 

compared to foster care or semi-independent living for their English counterparts 

• In both cases a quarter of interviewees had only one placement. 

• Placements were considerably higher for the English sample with over 36 per cent 

having 4 + placements compared to 19 per cent in Finland. In the English case, there 

were young adults (16 %) who had over nine placements, whereas, they did not exist 

in the Finnish case. 

 



The qualitative analysis can be divided into three different phases: initial researcher analysis 

by the lead academic researcher, collaborative analysis and then synthesis with peer 

researchers and practitioners. These phases were based on the interviews traditionally 

coded by the themes concerning well-being of young adults with help of Atlas-ti (the open 

questions) and with help of SPSS-program (the closed questions) to find patterns in the 

qualitative and quantitative data to help the comparison in the first phase by the lead 

researchers and then co-analysed and made a synthesis with the peer researchers and their 

practitioners. Here we use the analysed data connected to social relationships. In the 

excerpts nicknames are used for the interviewees to show their gender and the case. 

 

Findings 

The interviews of the young adults both in the Finnish case and the English case firstly tell 

how significant it is for them to be important for someone and to have someone who cares 

about them. They want to be seen as good and ordinary human beings and become 

accepted. Their answers strengthen the meaning of continuous social relationships for well-

being. This continuity could be seen as an inherent element of reciprocal action in their past, 

present and future. That might be one reason why, although the questions concentrated on 

their present and their future, the interviewees brought to discussion also their past 

experiences.  

The interviewees would like to have stability and feel meaningful, as themselves for some 

people, not only people who are moved from one place to another as part of a work task. 

These kinds of hopes about caring and emotional attachment seem to be similar both for 

the young adults in the Finnish and the English case study. They might represent universal 

needs and be the most important elements for the existence of human beings. 

There is not a straight division of emotional participation and it cannot be divided 

mechanically into different categories. For instance, the interviewees have different 

experiences of participation in working life or studies. If we combine both cases there are 19 

(27 %) young adults who did not have any work or study place, 21 (30 %) who are working 

and 30 (43 %) studying (N=70). However, this kind of division does not neatly divide their 

stories into different categories of emotional participation. It is of interest, however, that 



the bitter experiences and experiences of ‘non-belonging’ seemed to be more concentrated 

on the young adults who do not have any work or study place. These young adults might 

also be more worried about survival in their everyday life, not feeling that there is anyone 

who is supporting them. 

There seem to be individual differences how these young adults have been supported. So, in 

this study it looks as if the practitioners who represent the system in both cases are 

individually flexible with young adults which helps to make the child and youth care services 

elastic. This also means that some young adults are supported more than others thus 

creating inconsistency in services. 

The data shows that there are a variety of different positive and negative social networks 

and personal relationships. The connections individual young adults have seem to be more 

personal and individual, not only divided along the system of services or their private life. 

The data can be roughly divided into two parts on either end of the spectrum of emotional 

participation which reflect whether or otherwise their relationships are reciprocal and 

sustainable.  These polarities illustrate that young adults either have many people 

supporting them or there is no personal or emotional connection. Young adults might have 

experiences with different people at both ends of the spectrum. This division clarifies the 

nature of relationships, support and advice that young adults describe receiving. This 

impacts whether they feel supported or alone when they start living independently.  

 

Sustainable social relationships: ‘They have been there’ 

‘What has helped me the most. I think it’s stability, knowing I’ve still got someone 
there, like by my side.’ (Mike, English87) 

 

Young adults with sustainable social relationships stress the meaning of others who they can 

trust. Typical for these relationships is that they are of a longitudinal nature and contain 

experiences of mutual sharing. These young adults are involved in others lives and are 

important to these people. These accumulated good experiences create emotions such that 

they feel they belong somewhere which empowers and gives self-confidence that they can 



take into other situations. This kind of interdependence is a crucial element of reciprocity 

and gives meaning to life.  

Young adults with sustainable social relationships say that they have received help and 

support from both a family, extended family and friends and from social services or other 

organisations. Usually they have several persons who support them. They mention, for 

instance, friends, siblings, teachers, social workers or other officers from social services or 

other organisations, foster carers, residential staff, grandparents, members of the extended 

family, family or partner. Young adults in this category often mention a helpful person in 

social services by their first name. This indicates that they know each other as persons, not 

only as officers. Sometimes young adults struggle with the official titles of the workers, such 

as Independent Review officer or Personal Advisor in England.  

The most help young adults in the English case seemed to get was from their friends, staff in 

the home, personal advisor and from staff from in other organisations. Surprisingly, they 

told that they got a little less support from their families, foster families or siblings when 

they started independent living. Whereas, in the Finnish case friends, siblings, parents and 

extended family had given more support than the officers after they had left care as 

experienced by the interviewees. When the Finnish young adults had been in care the 

officers had been more active and they had been in a range of forms of residential care. 

These differences might reflect in our data, the caps in the system but also how the 

relationships are built up, for instance, with extended family during the care. When foster 

caring is used more in the English case, it might also indicate that there is less emotional 

space for relatives than is the situation in the Finnish case whereas more residential care is 

used.  

In personal relationships we might think that the people who are closest to us are people 

whom we tell about our difficulties or sorrows. When asked whom do you speak to if you 

feel sad most of the young adults spoke most regularly about their very special friend or 

some friends or their family such as their mother or dad or grandparents:  

‘My best friend that I’ve been friends with for eleven years. …Just because she knows 
me inside and out, and we’ve been friends for so long.’ (Sara, English20) 

‘Yeah, possibly my best friend. Her I tell my things first.’ (Sauli (male), Finnish183)  



It seems important to young adults to have people who they have known for a long period 

which guarantees the continuity of their social relationships. It was also mentioned that 

these persons might bring to them some positive insights, not only focusing on difficult 

situations. When someone has known them for a longer period, it usually means that they 

do not need to tell who they are and not pretend to be someone else. They have a feeling 

that they are accepted as they are. They know that they are people who they can lean on. 

The social bonds are seen as very important, an emotional and spiritual home where they 

can feel comfortable and settled in each other’s presence. 

These findings resonate with Löfblom (2016, 5). She noticed that young adults’ collective 

experiences stress the meaning of security, commitment, togetherness and they are proud 

about their hobbies, good friends, family and about people who they feel similar to. If the 

experiences are good they are grateful and they know whom to call and ask for help every 

time they feel they need it. These people are then connected to the most important 

decisions and choices they make in their life. These people support their emotional 

participation: 

‘They stuck by me and made me, I don’t know, they made me feel normal, to be 
honest. Encouraged me, they encouraged me, to just get on with it now.’ (Ann, 
English19) 

Some young adults have strong collective experiences of similarity and shared mutual 

experiences with peers that have reinforced them in many ways. These peers were referred 

to in ways that suggest they were like role models ‘They just did it’ in terms of how they 

have organised their independent living. These role models give them hope that they 

themselves also have possibilities for a good independent living. Their peers might feel like 

their siblings or friends in different residential settings.  

 ‘There [in the children’s home] are many other children, who have been like siblings, 
and when you have learned to share and tolerate… and it has been like a big family 
and the toleration and sharing with others have been important.’ (Sanna (female), 
Finnish14) 

‘Yeah, I have always had older mates, who are working and give me some kind of 
model…’ (Kaarle (male), Finnish105) 



They can share their experiences and feel that they are not the only ones who have 

difficulties and they can get help. Their successes in taking care of their everyday tasks 

strengthen their own capabilities and possibilities to make choices in the future.  

Young adults with sustainable social relationships might be emotionally attached to the 

persons who have been close to them in care and they are satisfied with these relationships. 

Sometimes also foster carers, residential staff members or other workers remain in the life 

of young adults after they have left care. They may see that being in care has been a good 

solution for them, although there are usually also mixed feelings. If that is not the case, they 

might be emotionally attached to some other persons who are outside the system. 

Sometimes people in the family or extended family, like cousins, can support the feeling of 

belonging. So, there are some young people who felt that having other people who 

supported them is enough:  

‘I wouldn’t really say there is, obviously not living on my own I wouldn’t really say 
there is that many important things. I think the most important thing is, as I said 
before, you can have people around you. During my time in care, when I didn’t have 
my family around, it was my carers and my friends, as well as teachers. So, being left 
at home on weekends, when everybody’s gone out, I’m not really bothered, I can ring 
up my mates and we can go out. It’s not an issue for me, at all.’ (Sam, English71)  

When young adults describe their bad experiences of being in care, they usually mention 

different kind of problems in relation to other people outside the care setting. Although 

they may be satisfied with their life situation and live happily in care they might be labelled 

by the neighbourhood, in the area where they live, for instance at school. In these settings 

the young adults often have difficulties in explaining why they are living apart from their 

family.  

 

Fragile and fragmented relationships: ‘They just guided me’ 

Unfortunately, some young adults’ experiences described the help they received as advice 

given but with an emotional distance: ‘They just guided me’. We call these social 

relationships fragile and fragmented. According to the interviewees there seemed to be an 

emotional distance to any adult figure, a feeling that you cannot trust, be yourself or be 

important and valued which in turn creates a feeling of loneliness and isolation. The reason 



for that might be that they have many social disappointments and bitter experiences. These 

young adults have difficulties in trusting anyone, only themselves: ‘I don’t talk anyone about 

how I feel. I just bottle it up sometimes.’ (Lara, English67) 

Advice rather than being part of a dialogue felt top-down. Social services have a long 

memory of young adults’ past unfortunate acts and they can be interpreted through these 

lenses. This creates anger in their minds. It might be that they do not often meet other 

people who are proud of them because these interviewees had difficulties in praising 

themselves or seeing any successes in their life when asked. If they feel that they are not 

good enough, they have to hide their real feelings and pretend to be someone else. On 

these occasions, they described feeling themselves as aliens and left alone to the world. 

They felt that they had not become important to any adult figure. 

Some young adults also learnt to hide their negative feelings and kept themselves to 

themselves. They learnt to act according to the wishes of others. As one young peer 

researcher stated, one-day they seem to be all right and in a good mood and the next day 

they feel suicidal. Some of them have learned to be kind outside and hide their anger which 

can turn in on themselves. 

Independent living can create an even bigger distance to the people who young adults had 

felt close to earlier in their lives. Interviewees described being disappointed that the carers 

they were previously close to were already concentrating on other youngsters and thus 

their existence may not seem so meaningful anymore. Some young adults relayed stories of 

making different decisions on their own. For example, some interviewees told how they 

managed to organise their everyday life on their own almost without any support or help 

from adult figures: 

‘…They were never there... They don’t answer. Or they’re never in. Like, most of them 
were unhelpful because it was literally a fact of ticking boxes on paperwork. … They 
didn’t talk to me, and they just, you know when you just feel like people are just 
doing it so that they can say that they’ve done it on paperwork? I know how stupid it 
sounds, but just someone on the end of the phone to ask questions to. (Ann, 
English19) 

‘… because being a care leaver, so I couldn’t ask for anything else.’ (Lottie, English80) 

‘What can I say? (laughs) Cos I done it all by myself.’ (Oliver, English69)   



Some interviewees had needed more support for their personal and emotional 

development, especially with anxiety, rebuilding the relationships with family and extended 

family but also with budgeting. Just receiving advice does not seem to be enough. They 

would like to have someone to care and set limits for them: 

Young adult: ‘Yeah, much more limits … I had needed… Don’t know… the tighter 
boundaries.’  
Peer interviewer: ‘Do you mean that you yourself had to set these boundaries or did 
you want one adult to support you to do so?’   
Young adult: ‘At least in the beginning the adult.’ (Katri (female), Finnish78) 

This illustrates that there are some young adults who are leaving care alone and isolated not 

only from their family but also from the care system. It can feel like a new rejection when 

starting independent living or as if the system kicks them out like a mistreating parent. 

Some of the young adults interviewed expressed a longing for their own biological family 

and had hoped to find their own roots. If the young adult had lost contact with their family, 

but were willing to renew the contact, they might start to build bridges with their family: 

 ‘Learning how to get put into a family again, like, building bridges with family. Cos 
now I’m just stubborn, I just shut off and don’t care.’ (Nick, English86) 

It seems that if they do not have relations to their family or extended family, they find it 

very important to advise others to find their family roots, for example:  Stay in contact with 

your close relatives (Olivia, English01).  

However, there might be disappointments for young adults if it did not work in the way they 

had hoped for with their biological parents, siblings or extended family. The time in care 

may have alienated young adults from their family and extended family. The young adults 

sometimes stated that they did not care but the way in which they do it suggests their 

disappointment about the situation. 

Although many young adults had hoped to get rid of ‘care’, they were surprised about the 

feelings of loneliness or emptiness afterwards. They felt that they lost their hold on the real 

world. They might not have a place to study or work, and they did not know how to solve 

these questions, although they are important to them. They are worried about their 

finances and that they cannot pay their rent or other bills and are afraid that they may lose 

their apartment. (See Törrönen and Vauhkonen 2012a, 55).    



 

Discussion 

The strong message from young adults in this research both from the English and the 

Finnish interviewees is the importance of stability. It includes the idea that there is some 

continuity in the social relationships and places where they can feel at home.  

The article shows how experiences of emotional participation among young adults leaving 

care vary from each other. So, there is not only one kind of stereotype of the young adults’ 

experiences of emotional participation. We analysed young adults’ own descriptions of their 

relationships, social support and advice they received when starting independent living after 

being in care after living in foster families or in residential care.  

The obstacles for creating good relationships which support the practice of reciprocity and 

feeling of emotional participation are reflected in both the Finnish and English cases: the 

long emotional as well as sometimes physical distances to friends and extended family 

members where parents and the extended family have become like acquaintances; losing 

their relationships with their foster parents; loneliness; not being aware of aftercare 

possibilities; independent living having been prepared for, but where there is also a 

remarkably short preparation time; experiences of being treated badly and insecure 

situations regarding finances and the future. 

In the data, it seems if life enables the potential to make meaningful relationships, for 

instance if they are studying or working or both, it helps to create belonging. Also, when 

young adults experience social support both from residential staff or foster parents and 

possibly from extended family members or friends they know whom to ask for help if they 

need it. Very important seem also be their own attitude and their good future prospects and 

experiences how they are satisfied with their own life situations and whenever they 

experience that being in care has stigmatised them. 

Despite the common themes of wanting to be important for someone in both Finnish and 

English case studies there are differences in how services are organised or even obstacles 

for emotional participation created by the system in these two cases and what kind of 

services are delivered.  



The interviewees have their last experience of care usually either from foster care or 

residential care and there was a clear difference between the cases. In the English case, in 

the study region, the main provision of services is in foster care, although the interviewees 

also have experiences of residential care, whereas in the Finnish case both residential care 

and foster care are used but the main stress is on the different forms of residential care. 

Usually in Finland smaller children are placed in foster families and the adolescents to 

different forms of residential care, which are usually small and home-like entities. Behind 

these differences lies a different contextual history of child welfare but it also reflects a 

certain limit to the understanding of ‘the best interest of the child’ and unfortunately also 

the costs of care. Foster caring is cheaper but it contains the idea of family surroundings 

offered to the child. Whereas, in residential care the meaning of peers is important but also 

the staff changing in shifts. In both places there are both good and bad experiences. So, it 

looks like the form of care is not the most important element for emotional participation 

but rather the individual connectedness to someone in whose eyes you look good enough. 

The interviewees were most often happy about getting out of care but afterwards maybe 

longed for the time when someone was taking care of the practicalities, and also for 

company. In terms of negative experiences, they tell about the feelings that someone was 

keeping an eye on them and even some of them experienced mistreatment.  

In the Finnish case, some use language which describes leaving care like being freed from a 

total institution like a prison. It sounds like they have completed their prison sentence and 

have been freed. These experiences might tell about institutional care and the discipline and 

the rules of these places. However, the rules and emotional participation seem to vary 

according to the residential homes and their workers and their personal relationships to the 

young adults.  

In the English case the young adults have more experiences of foster families because the 

region does not have residential homes of its own. The residential institutions are owned by 

private entrepreneurships. Sometimes young adults were also sent outside the county 

borders to other residential institutes. Some of the interviewees had experiences of 

residential care too. Young adults’ experiences of foster families varies a lot. Some families 

treated them as their own children, whereas, in some families they were not even allowed 

to use the family dishes and had separate dishes. They might not be taken on summer 



holidays with the other family or did not have pictures of themselves visible in the homes 

they stayed in. Whereas, some young adult get help and support even after they have left 

care and they are confident to have a person to lean on. 

Another difference is that there is a tension between interdependence and independency 

which this comparative analysis brings into focus. They reveal the different ideologies 

behind the child and youth services which impacts on practice. The English practice is more 

child protection oriented than the Finnish practice is more like individualised liberty-practice.  

In the English case, there is a strong stress on ‘risk assessment’ which affects the working 

traditions both for workers but also for young people in care. In foster care or residential 

care risk assessment demands a lot both from workers, foster parents or young adults to 

protect children from the potential risks. Risk assessment means that workers have to 

assess and try to prevent the potential risks and with administrative forms to show and 

secure what is done, for instance in cases of accidents. For example, young adults might not 

be allowed to go after school to meet friends because the foster parents or staff need to 

know where they are and make a risk assessment of their activities, for instance if they 

would like to go cycling. So, there might be some difficulties to build up relationships – for 

instance to their classmates – if they do not have spontaneous opportunities to socialise 

with them. So, risk assessment and varying understanding of it may hinder the building up 

gradually of independency and strengthen the interdependency with other people than the 

practitioners.  

Whereas, in the Finnish case young adults seem to be more independent in both residential 

and foster care. It gives them usually possibilities to move more independently than in the 

English case in their free time but it might also give more possibilities to risk their well-

being. Although there are – especially in the beginning of care – some restrictions and 

control over them, there seems to be more freedom for the young adults in the Finnish case 

to do things on their own and meet their friends. It indicates that there is a certain trust of 

the young adults leaving care and also highlights the traditional value of independency or 

liberty. However, it might also create feelings for the young adults that nobody really cares 

about them and their life and the responsibility of individual choices they make lies on 

them.  



One similarity in both cases is the rough division of sustainable or fragile and fragmented 

social relationships. It is important in social work research to describe also the positive 

outcomes of the work done but not forget those who have it the most difficult. The 

difficulties show that there are not supporting adults for every young adult when he or she 

starts independent living. It tells also that social relationships cannot always be supported 

with any measures; they can break down and cannot be build up, however, they can be 

replaced with other social relationships. As love can be shared, so also parenthood and 

friendship. Also, the life situations for young adults cannot be interpreted as static because 

they are in constant change.  

Although there seems to be either positive or negative accumulation in the life situations of 

young adults, it cannot be understood solely individualistically. The problems are created in 

co-operation with others, in the communities where the young adults are acting, and so the 

difficulties reflect the social relationships and their quality in these communities. If they do 

not feel that there is anyone supporting them, they might be separated from the 

community. The community, also the child and youth services, might reject them. So, the 

difficulties are not only individual but more collective; the young adult has not learned how 

to act reciprocally because they might not have experienced how people can be kind to each 

other and help each other. Good acts usually create interdependence among people and 

feelings of togetherness.   

 

Conclusion 

How to support stability, develop reciprocal relationships and thus build up better 

emotional participation? The nature of care should be temporal but for many young adults 

in this research it seems more longitudinal. Should the practice of child and youth services 

figure out more life-long visions rather than focus on a certain period of the young adults’ 

childhood? If so it would mean stressing not just individualistic practice but placing more 

emphasis on community practice which takes into consideration, for instance, biological 

parents, extended family members or other collectives. If young adults could have 

relationships with the same people they have known during care, it would make the start of 

independent living easier.  Also, if they could start their independent living according to 



their own wishes until they are at least 25 years old, could it help them for instance to finish 

their education and have a flexible start to independent living? For the start of leaving care 

the young adults suggested there should be some kind “buddy system or safety network”, 

like another care leaver who’s gone through the whole move.  

The changes of placements also brings to mind a question of what kind of expectations 

there are on young adults and on what kind of knowledge this is based on? What does it 

imply about the work orientation of workers and foster carers? For instance, Canadian 

researcher Rebecca Ward (2016, 105) has very critically pointed out that in out-of-home 

care there is a need for therapeutic and empowering connection to children which demands 

reciprocity. She views a pathological orientation as dangerous because it is based on 

punishments to dominate the youth behaviour and sees that young people are usually then 

resistant and difficult to support. In this study, we cannot answer that question but it is an 

idea for further research in relation to stability and emotional participation. 

Continually experiencing exclusion may cause an individual to disapprove of others and seek 

the company of those who do not exclude him or her and who offer approval. If people feel 

that they are outsiders, this can create aggression and anger at social injustice. Thus, it is 

increasingly important that we understand how being a reciprocally active participant in 

society increases emotional participation.  Although, new liberal ideas stress individual 

choice and responsibility, we need solidarity and shared responsibilities to feel well (see 

Lindenberg et al. 2010).  
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Table 1: Characteristics of young persons leaving care  

 FINNISH CASE 
N (%) 

ENGLISH CASE  
N (%) 

GENDER   
Female 27 (54) 8   (33) 
Male 23 (46) 16 (67) 
Total 50 (100) 24 (100) 
NUMBER OF PLACEMENTS    
1 10 (22) 6   (25) 
2-3 27 (59) 9   (39) 
4+ 9   (19) 9   (36) 
Total 46 (100) 24 (100) 
LAST FORM OF PLACEMENT   
Residential Care  22 (44)  
Foster Care 16 (32) 11 (46) 
Semi-independent  9    (37) 
Other 12 (24) 4    (17) 
Total 50 (100) 24 (100) 
STUDYING AND EMPLOYMENT   
Studying 21  (46) 5    (21) 
Employed 16   (35) 9    (37) 
Neither 9      (19) 10  (42) 
Total 46 (100) 24 (100) 
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