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of their childhoods. Network and snowball sampling resulted in interviews with 22 adults
between the ages of 18 and 65 years old, who had formerly lived in foster care. The findings
reveal that the experience of placement moves is not only remembered as a series of significant
losses but also perceived by participants to leave imprinted negative emotional scars,

I;sg:srcd:r'e particularly in the area of trusting people and building and maintaining relationships. While

Placement disruption participants remembered the negative aspects of placement moves in very similar ways,

Multiple placements strategies for coping and resilience were more unique to individuals. The findings are important

Attachment in that prior research on placement stability has not focused on understanding the perceived

Family privilege consequences of the move experience on those formerly in foster care who are now adults.

gfie_lf and loss Theories of attachment, grief, traumatic stress and resilience, as well as the concept of family
esilience

privilege, can help to inform best practice for foster care practitioners and caregivers involved in
placement moves for foster children.
Published by Elsevier Ltd.

1. Introduction

There is a growing body of research to suggest that adults with childhood histories that involve living in foster care are
significantly disadvantaged in terms of well-being and personal achievement when compared to adults without similar histories
(see, for example, Pecora et al., 2005; Courtney et al., 2007). Placement instability while in foster care has been identified as a factor
that is significantly related to negative outcomes for children. For example, multiple foster placements have been linked to
increased behavior problems (Newton, Litrownik & Landsverk, 2000; Rubin, O'Reilly, Luan & Localio, 2007) and poor academic
performance (Eckenrode, Rowe, Lairde & Brathwaite, 1995; Pecora et al., 2006). To date, most research on out-of-home placement
moves (i.e., placement instability) has focused on counting placements, and a variety of definitions have been constructed to yield
such counts.

The focus of this paper is on investigating placement move experiences from the perspective of adults who lived through
multiple out-of-home placements during childhood. Two “big picture” questions, which were part of a larger qualitative study,
framed this paper. Specifically, adults who were formerly foster children were asked to remember and describe their experiences of
placement moves while in foster care. Both positive and negative aspects of these memories were explored, and participants were
asked about the relative importance of moving placements compared to their overall foster care experiences. Second, participants
were asked to share their perceptions about any lasting consequences that their childhood placement move experiences had on
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their present-day lives. The second line of questioning targeted areas of relationships, personal habits or behaviors, as well as
general impressions.

2. Literature review

Placement instability for children in out-of-home care is a concern of child welfare systems in North America, Europe and Australia.
Unrau (2007a) recently reviewed 43 studies on placement stability from nine different countries. She found that nearly half of the
studies reviewed constructed a definition of placement move from case record information, and most studies used delimiting criteria
to arrive at a count of placement moves with the child as the unit of analysis. For example, moves for children were counted in some
studies only when certain conditions were met (e.g., planned versus unplanned), while in others moves were only counted if they
happened within a specified time frame, or involved a particular type of placement. Only seven of the 43 studies, factored in a measure
of placement quality when counting moves and only a few included the perspectives of foster youth as a data source.

The majority of research on placement moves seeks to determine which factors are predictive of placement breakdown or
whether such events are linked to other outcomes, such as behavior problems, academic functioning, and permanency. Many
studies have focused on the association between child characteristics, especially behavior problems, and the “outcome” of
placement breakdown. Some studies have observed that placement moves have a negative effect on the subsequent behavior of
children (Rubin et al, 2007; Leathers, 2002; Newton et al, 2000). We could find no study that investigated factors related to the
particular experiences of placement transition and subsequent child behavior or attachment.

Researchers have attempted to investigate the pattern of moves for multiple placement changes by monitoring timing, type and
sequencing of placements experienced by foster children. The results of this research suggest that there is no typical pattern for
placement moves (e.g., Usher, Randolph & Gogan, 1999; Wulczyn, Kogan & Harden, 2003; James, Landsverk & Slymen, 2004;
Connell et al., 2006). The placement pattern experienced by foster children moving through care is quite varied, which suggests
that the unique experience of placement moves deserves more attention. We could find no study examining the patterns of
interpersonal relationships formed and lost by foster children during (or related to) the period of placement transition.

There is a dearth of research on placement moves that studies the perspective of foster children who have lived through
multiple placement changes (Unrau, 2007a). We found only a few studies that touched on the topic as part of a broader
investigation. First, Festinger (1983) reported that in a sample of youth who aged out of the New York foster care system, 62% said
they moved about the right amount during their spell in care, while 30% reported having moved too much, and 5% indicated they
would have preferred additional moves. Second, Johnson, Yoken, and Voss (1995) interviewed 59 foster children ages 11 to 14 in
Cook county. Fifty-eight percent of their sample reported not having any involvement in the decision to move, and over three-
quarters said they tried to get along in the foster home. Finally, Sinclair, Wilson, and Gibbs (2005) surveyed 150 foster children to
learn what children want from foster care placements. With respect to placement moves, the findings suggest that foster children
want placement moves to be more organized, to have more information related to the move during the transition, and to know that
if a move does not turn out well that the option for a different placement is available.

Two qualitative studies have explored the problem of placement moves when foster home placements are disrupted or
breakdown. Both studies are weak in terms of methodological rigor but do offer some insight into the interpersonal dynamics of
placement moves. The first study was conducted by Butler and Charles (1999) in the United Kingdom. A total of 11 foster parents
and youth were interviewed to discuss the dynamics of family foster care after a placement breakdown. The findings point to the
different perspectives that foster parents and youth have. Specifically, they describe an inherent tension in the foster parent-child
relationship, calling it a “gifted relationship” because foster parents seek to give foster children a “fresh start” and hope to receive
thanks for their efforts. Meanwhile, foster youth participating in the study described their struggle to hold on to existing
relationships and a fear of sending messages of disloyalty to birth parents when expressing appreciation to foster parents. Butler
and Charles (1999) describe how youth use “emotional closure” as a survival mechanism and how foster parents and youth are
susceptible to “exclusive thinking” in which both parties view the foster child as a separate member of the family.

The second qualitative study reviewed was conducted by Barber and Delfabbro (2003) who interviewed 13 youth in South
Australia. The youth were 10 to 15 years old and all had experienced a move after exhibiting problematic behavior. The findings of
this study noted that youth talked about the moves in two ways: some were unhappy with their placements and welcomed the
move while others reported that they liked the initial placement and regretted the move.

Given the limited number of studies on the topic of placement move experiences, there is an obvious gap in the research
literature. Specifically, without understanding how placement moves are experienced by former foster youth, any efforts to
develop practice or policy solutions are incomplete. The purpose of this study was to fill this gap by investigating multiple
placement moves in out-of-home care from the perspective of adults who had lived through these experiences during childhood.
This paper seeks to understand how multiple placements are remembered by former foster youth and the perceived consequences
of those experiences in adult life.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample

The sample for this study was derived by using snowball sampling procedures that involved a series of chain referrals stemming
from multiple recruitment sources, which included foster parents, social work students, staff from foster care programs, academics



1258 YA. Unrau et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 30 (2008) 1256-1266

with expertise in foster care, and foster care participants who were either known to research staff or had publicized their identities
as foster care “alumni.” All participants met three eligibility criteria for study participation: (1) minimum of 18 years of age, (2) no
longer living in care, and (3) had lived in two or more placements while in care.

Our recruitment efforts yielded 22 participants during the first and second quarters of 2007; most resided in the
Midwest United States. Fifteen (68%) were female and seven (32%) were male. When asked to identify their race,
participant replies were as follows: 13 (59%) “White or Caucasian,” three (14%) “Black or African American,” three (14%)
“Native American or Aboriginal,” two (9%) Biracial, and one Hispanic. On average, participants remembered entering foster
care at age 11 (entry range O to 15 years old) and exited at age 18 (exit range was 11 to 19 years old). The average length of
stay in foster care was seven years (length of stay ranged 2 to 19 years). We did not ask participants any questions about
the reasons why they entered foster care. Table 1 shows the number and type of placement moves remembered by
participants.

The youngest study participant was 18 and the oldest was 65 years old. We consider the age range of study participants
as a special feature of the study as there is very little information on older foster care “alumni.” On average, study
participants had exited from foster care about 18 years (range 6 months to 47 years) prior to being interviewed for this
project. This time span is noteworthy because some participants were asked to recall events that took place a very long
time ago. However, the impact of the passage of time upon memory is not clear, as recent brain research suggests that
traumatic memories are more accurately retained than more mundane memories (LeDoux, 2004). Perhaps that is one
reason why the age of participants did not help us organize participant responses into meaningful categories or themes in
the analysis. Gender, race, and number of moves also did not prove as useful concepts for organizing participant responses.
Regardless of these characteristics, participants spoke of their placement move experiences as though they had “happened
yesterday.”

Study participants were asked basic questions about education, employment and health. With respect to education, 18 (82%)
participants had completed high school or had earned their GEDs, and this count includes six participants who had successfully
earned college degrees (i.e., 2 doctorate, 1 masters, 1 baccalaureate, and 2 college degrees). In terms of employment, 15 (68%)
participants said they currently had full-time employment or were attending school full-time; this count includes one full-time
mother who chose not to work outside the home and one participant who retired from full-time employment. Most participants
(82%) reported having health insurance, and this count includes Medicaid. Finally, 16 (73%) participants said they still have contact
with at least one adult (e.g., relative, foster parent, staff) who cared for them during their time in foster care. The amount of contact
ranged from “once in a long while” to “almost daily.” The study did not explore the nature or quality of contact between
participants and former caregivers.

3.2. Study procedures

All participants consented to participate in the larger study after reading a project flyer that met standards set by a university
IRB committee. This paper reports on two main questions addressed in the larger study (Unrau, 2007b). The portion of the
structured interview schedule that applies to this paper is featured in Appendix A. Fifteen participants took part in the study via
telephone interview, four participated in face-to-face interviews, and three elected to receive the interview questions by e-mail. All
participants responded to questions set by the structured interview schedule; however, e-mail respondents were not exposed to
any interviewer prompts or probes.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted in a location comfortable to the participant and were audio taped, as well as
transcribed verbatim. Telephone interviews were recorded by the interviewer at the time of the interview. Wearing a telephone
headset and seated at a computer terminal, the interviewer typed the responses—verbatim if possible-of the interviewee as the
interview was conducted.

Table 1
Number and type of placement moves remembered
Number of placements n % Shortest placement stay n %
3to5 7 32 Days 1 5
5t09 7 32 Weeks 7 32
10to 19 5 23 Months 12 55
20 or more 3 14 A year 1 5
Missing 1 5
Type of placements ® N % Longest placement stay n %
Home of a relative 9 41 Less than 1 year 4 18
Foster home (no relation) 22 100 1 to 2 years 9 41
Staffed facility 12 55 2 to 3 years 4 18
Birth parent (return home) 7 32 3 to 4 years 3 14
5 years or more 1 5

* With multiple moves, participants could select more than one choice.
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Development of the study's procedures was guided by criteria for evaluating qualitative research studies proposed by Shek,
Tang & Han (2005). A detailed account of how the study met each criterion is described elsewhere (Unrau, 2007b). Here we offer a
summary of steps taken to increase the trustworthiness of the study's findings.

= First, there were three interviewers used to gather data for the project, but the majority of interviews (n=13) were conducted by
one person. A 90-minute training was required of each interviewer, which emphasized skills of qualitative interviewing,
including emphatic neutrality (see Patton, 1999), alertness to interviewee discomfort, and recording responses to capture the
voices of participants in their own words.

Second, bias of researchers in data collection was guarded against by comparing participant responses across interviewers,
holding regular meetings to discuss interviewing skills, each interviewer keeping a journal to note personal reactions, and using
a structured interview schedule.

Third, bias in analysis was minimized by testing inter-rater reliability on a segment of interviews, having one researcher
conduct first-level coding by reading across complete transcripts and another conduct first-level coding by reading across
questions within each transcript, seeking negative evidence of the observed findings, and having two foster care experts—
individuals who had lived in foster care and also made their careers in helping foster youth-review the findings and assist with
the interpretation of those findings. One expert also was consulted at the outset to develop the interview schedule for the study
(see Appendix A).

Fourth, coding of transcripts was accomplished by first reading through transcripts for emergent “meaning units,” which were
then coded. Constant comparative methods were used to further develop first- and second-level coding (Taylor-Powell &
Renner, 2003; Coleman & Unrau, 2008).

4. Findings

The findings of this study are presented below, according to the two major research questions addressed. Quotes from study
participants are tagged with three identifiers in an effort to illustrate how participants with different characteristics provided
similar responses. After consulting with our foster care experts, we decided to use three identifiers to “tag” participant quotes (i.e.,
number of moves, age grouping and race). It was agreed that gender would be omitted to offer a comfortable sense of anonymity to
persons providing the quotes and because male and female participants were represented in equivalent proportions across the age
groupings. The number of participants who provided a response for each theme presented below is noted as a way of
communicating the “volume” of each theme when considered in the context of the study participants as a whole.

Findings are presented according to the two major questions explored in this paper: (1) how were multiple placement
experiences in foster care remembered by former foster youth, and (2) what are the perceived consequences of those childhood
placement moves on their lives today?

4.1. Remembering multiple placement move experiences

Four major themes emerged from the transcript data to describe how study participants remembered multiple moves
experienced during their time in out-of-home care. The strongest theme was the memory of placement moves as a time of
experiencing profound losses. A second theme was that participants remembered the move experience as a time of shutting down
emotionally. In addition to these negative memories, some participants recalled the actions of a caring adult, which we identified
as a third theme. The final theme that emerged was descriptions that pointed to a “guarded optimism” communicated by
participants when recalling their "next" placements.

4.1.1. Loss

The first theme was loss. Placement moves were remembered by most participants as a time of profound loss. Losses were felt
in six different areas: (1) loss of power over one's personal destiny, (2) loss of friends and connections to school, (3) loss of personal
belongings, (4) loss of (or separation from ) siblings, (5) loss of self-esteem, and (6) loss of normalcy.

4.1.1.1. Loss of power over personal destiny (n=15). “Not knowing.” Most participants remembered placement moves as an
experience in which they had no control or influence in decisions or events of their lives. Many said they received little if any
information about their moves ahead of time, which is an issue that has been raised in other research (Johnson et al., 1995; Butler &
Charles, 1999; Sinclair et al., 2005). Fifteen participants described how moving from one placement to another was an experience
into the unknown. “You don't know the who, what, where, when or why.” Participants conveyed that “moving is part of the whole
system.”

O It was the unknown of how long I would stay somewhere else and with whom and who was I going to be. I never got to set any
goals because life always took over. I found I was always living in chaos and just surviving. [28+ moves with many returns home,
26 to 31 years old, Native American]

O ...not knowing what you were walking into. What adjustments, expectations, what the people were like... | had one move
where they didn't tell me [ was moving. [ was in school... got a call to come to the office... the social worker was there. All my
clothes were in the car... | was leaving my brother, my friend and had no chance to say goodbye to the foster parents... It was
like I was being moved to a foreign country. [6 moves with 0 returns home, 43-53 year old African American]
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O The uncertainty, the trying to fit in all over again, not really knowing the rules... not knowing the expectations... The
suddenness of it. No preparations. All of a sudden you pack your bags, you're leaving. No time to mentally prepare to get all of
your things... wonder(ing) what you did wrong...[4 moves with 0 returns home, 37 to 40 years old Caucasian|

4.1.1.2. Loss of friends and connection with school (n=13). For many participants, a placement move disrupted ties to friends and
school. The loss associated with friendships affected both established friends left behind, as well as perceived opportunities to
make new friends because of the temporary nature of the next placement. Moving multiple times compounded the challenges of
keeping old friends and making new ones. For most participants, the lack of stability in placement meant discontinuity in school
and disruption with friends.

O It was a totally different school district... It tore me away from everybody I knew... [3 moves with 0 return home, 26 to 31 years
old, Caucasian]

O Constantly changing school. I think my education suffered... Having no close friends because you knew you would be moving
again. [9+ moves with 0 return home, 60+ years old, Caucasian)]

O The whole school situation... you can't establish relationships, have friends. [6 moves with 0 return home, 43 to53 years old,
African American]

4.1.1.3. Loss of personal belongings (n=9). Many participants remembered losing personal possessions during a move transition or
recalled the risk of having their possessions stolen or end up missing. One of our foster care experts pointed out that when a foster
child's personal possessions are lost in a move transition, the child loses not only the personal item but also the link to memories
associated with that item. Thus, in a very real sense, losing physical items seem to have the effect of losing a part of oneself. For
foster children “on the move,” personal items can act as memory keepers and when an item is lost, so is the potential to trigger any
memories associated with it.

O Ihad to get rid of some things. I had too many things that I had to get rid of. Extra stuff I needed, pair of clothes, radios, sound
system, model cars, just like a whole bunch of junk that you don't really need... I don't like people helping me move personally
cause things come up missing. I tell people don't touch my stuff. [9+ moves with 0 return home, 18 to 19 years old, African
American]

O Tusually lost everything I owned. There was never any packing involved (laugh). You never had to take anything, you just went.
|6 moves with 0 return home, 37 to 40 years old, Caucasian]

O Everything got left behind. You end up only with the clothes on your back when you go from place to place... it was losing
everything you had. Your stuff was all you had. [4 moves with 1 return home, 26 to 31 years old, Caucasian]

4.1.14. Loss of (separation from) siblings (n=8). Since the interview questions did not ask about siblings, we do not report any
information about how many participants had siblings, the quality of those relationships, nor what role siblings had in
placement moves. Nevertheless, one-third of participants remarked on the significance of siblings in the placement move
experience. The comments made about siblings suggest that connection to siblings provided some sense of familiarity, a
connection that was otherwise not available in the placement move experience. It may be that moving to a new placement with
a sibling, or to be reunited with one, provides an emotional or psychological buffer to the effects of the many losses felt by foster
children.

O It was hard because I had two brothers, and nine times out of 10, we couldn't be together. I would have to move in with a
stranger... [ was shy back then, so it was difficult. [9+ moves with 3 returns home, 43 to 53 years old, Caucasian]

O It was scary, but my big brother was with me and my sister was already in the foster home that adopted me... [5 moves with 0
return home, 21 to 22 years old, Native American]

O I'd say probably the most difficult or hardest part from moving out of the placements was the second and third foster home.
Even though they were within the same school district, I was moving away from my sister... even though I can only stand to be
around her for about an hour and then we want to kill each other. [3 moves with 0 return home, 26 to 31 years old, Caucasian]

4.1.1.5. Loss of self-esteem (n=13). Many participants remembered the move experience as a time of feeling “unwanted.” Many
seemed to internalize this rejection by questioning what was wrong with them, or wondering what they did that “caused” them to
be moved. There is no doubt that other aspects of the foster care experience, including the reasons that led up to placement in
foster care, also contribute to loss of self-esteem. However, participant responses suggest that the move experience may be an
event that isolates and intensifies this downward spiral, leading to loss of self-esteem.

O What is wrong with me? Why does no one want me? Why can't [ stay in one place?... that's what I was thinking. [28+ moves
with many returns home, 26 to 31 years old, Native American)]

O You get all the attention and affection at first, and then later, it's like, Oh, I am done with you. [8 moves with 0 return home, 18 to
19 years old, Biracial]

O It made me more insecure... Didn't fit in. Foster care made my shyness worse. It was not a great self-esteem builder for me.[4 moves
with 1 return home, 43 to 53 years old, Hispanic]

O Being unwanted and feeling like you were unwanted. Every time you felt like you were making progress, you lost it... They don't
want you. You got to the point where you don't even care anymore [33+ moves with 0 return home, 60+ years old, Caucasian]
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4.1.1.6. Loss of normalcy (n=10). Beyond self-esteem, participants commented about how moves added to the stigma of being in
foster care. Participant comments suggested that not only did they feel different from “normal” but that they were also living
outside the “range of normal.”

O Once I began to realize what normal people do and compare myself to them, I learned to lie to myself and others about who and
what [ was. [28+ moves with many returns home, 26 to 31 years old, Native American)

O You see other children play and be happy and you are not happy. [33+ moves with 0 return home, 60+ years old, Caucasian]

O You feel more like a guinea pig or some kind of an animal than a human being. [8 moves with 0 return home, 18 to 19 years old,
Biracial|

4.1.2. Time of shutting down (n=12)

Beyond the many losses, a second theme emerged from participants’ memories about placement moves as a point of “giving
up,” “disconnecting,” “detaching” or “withdrawing” from people. It seems likely that becoming socially withdrawn was a
consequence of the many losses experienced.

O Inever attached... I learned not to trust anybody but myself. You know I was extremely detached from any caretaker that I ever
had purposefully cause that was my survival technique. [6 moves with 2 return home, 26 to 31 years old, Caucasian]

O ... but after a while I shut everything down emotionally, and things didn't matter... you don't want to come apart around
strangers, so you just put up a thick skin, which makes it hard for people to get through... it starts to make you numb. [ 13+ moves
with 1 return home, 37 to 40 years old, African American]

O ... it made it real difficult to trust people... I have become more guarded cause I get so scared to lose somebody. It takes me a
long time to drop my guard... As soon as they are nice to me, | automatically think they want something. I become really
defensive. It made it difficult for me to become attached... Eventually I became an angry, angry person who could not trust
anybody. [8 moves with 0 return home, 18 to 19 years old, Biracial]

4.1.3. Memory of a caring adult (n=11)
Amidst the mostly painful memories of placement moves lingered a third theme; that is, recollections of nurturing or caring
adults who seemed to anchor a positive memory and provide a source of strength.

O The last move I didn't really want to move, but I left foster care shortly after that. My time in foster care was pretty positive |
guess. I didn't have to experience the bad things I saw other kids experience. I had good foster parents. At one point my
biological mom said ‘you seem to like your foster parents better than your real parents,’ and at the time, she probably was right.
[6 moves with 0 return home, 37 to 40 years old, Native American]

O One thing, the first foster mom was a churchy lady. She did stuff with us. I got along with her. I could talk to her. I liked the last
one too. She knew kids. She was like on our level. I was doing okay in those two foster homes. She would talk with us. She did
not just yell at us. [5 moves with 0 return home, 21 to 22 years old, Caucasian]

O Iremember the second home; when they were taking me there that the caseworker was real happy, real happy. And, it was for
the best. [4 moves with 1 return home, 43 to 53 years old, Hispanic]

4.14. Guarded optimism

The fourth theme to the question of how former foster youth remembered their placement moves was “guarded
optimism.” The interview question asking about the “best” or “easiest” part of moving (see Appendix A) drew many pauses
and hesitations from participants. Indeed, thirteen participants said “nothing” was best or easiest. Some talked about the
“good” as a chance to get away from a “bad” placement. However, even if something good came out of the experience, the
message of study participants was clearly that it was a difficult time in their lives, with many negative memories. Some
study participants also shared memories of feeling hopeful for something better—by either connecting more with others
or getting a chance to learn or experience something new. Perhaps because participants had less to say about the “upside”
of placement moves, their replies did not easily distill into one common theme. Thus, the following three sub-themes
emerged.

4.14.1. Leaving a bad placement (n=7). The event of moving wasn't always something to be avoided. Many participants commented
on the best thing about a move was leaving a “bad” placement.

O A couple of homes I was really glad to be leaving. [9+ moves with 3 returns home, 43 to 53 years old, Caucasian]
4.14.2. Chance to start over (n=6). For several participants, the move marked an opportunity for them to reinvent themselves or a
chance to learn from new situations. A move to a new home provided some participants the chance to start with a clean slate or a

new view on how other people lived.

O Hmmm... (pause) that's tough. Probably the fact that nobody knew you. You had the chance to start over, even though it mostly
failed. But it was not really easy or good. [4 moves with 1 return home, 26 to 31 years old, Caucasian]
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4.1.4.3. Connecting with people (n=5). Some participants remembered the event of moving as a catalyst for connecting with people.
One participant spoke of increased time spent with her caseworker during a placement change. Another mentioned that people in
the new placement made an effort to make you feel welcome. And, three others mentioned that they saw a move as a chance to be
reunited with siblings or return home, even if that did not happen.

4.2. Perceived lasting effects of past multiple foster placement moves

The second major research question addressed in this paper had to do with participants' perceptions about the long-term
"impact” of their multiple placement moves. The analysis revealed two major themes: (1) trust issues with other people, and (2)
life lessons gained from the experience.

4.2.1. Trust issues (n=18)
The first major theme was mistrust or lacking the ability to trust other people, and it was a strong underlying theme when
participants considered how past placement move experiences affected them today.

O It makes you sort of not be able to trust a lot of people... I trust people, but I could be more trusting... [ went into a lot of foster
homes, but I really wasn't able to get close to any of them, except one. I did not really get along with them. [13 moves with 3
returns home, 18 to 19 years old, Biracial]

O IfIcould find someone to talk with or trust, I think my life would be easier, but history teaches me not to trust. I say “I'll figure it
out. Forget it”. I don't let my [spouse] help. I make it harder. [ don't want to trust [my spouse] to do it. I do it alone. It makes
quality of life more difficult. [4 moves with 1 return home, 26 to 31 years old, Caucasian]

For some participants, trust issues were further complicated by struggles with managing emotions or mental health problems
in their present-day lives. Descriptions of feelings of instability, hypersensitivity, depression, eating disorders, self mutilation,
defensiveness, resisting authority, poor hygiene, anger, thievery, and being in “great pain” were mentioned by some participants
when speaking about issues of trust. In addition, many participants spoke about trust issues by describing ways in which they
either maintained a level of safe distancing in their interpersonal relationships with others, or lived loner or transient lifestyles,
which involved moving often in their adult lives and consequently not connecting to others.

O ...and because you don't trust people, when you get close to someone you are subconsciously sabotaging that relationship
because inside you think that it is not real, they will leave me, or they will find something wrong with me because that is the
way it goes... but for me now to get close to people, that is a difficult thing, cause of my youth, and going through this system.
[ 13+ moves with 1 return home, 37 to 40 years old, African American]

O You're not comfortable in one place; you're bound to move. You don't know what to call home. I never stay in one place. I moved
four times in the past years. It does affect you. You don't know what to call home. Especially when you get into a relationship. It
is hard to stay in one place. I moved from the time I was two, even before foster care. It has been unstable. I moved so much.
can't stay in one place. [7 moves with 0 return home, 21 to 22 years old, Caucasian)

4.2.2. Life lessons learned from multiple placement moves

The second major theme related to the perceived impact of childhood placement moves on present-day lives of participants had
to do with the life lessons gained through these experiences. A remarkable aspect of the interview data was finding that while
participants recalled the experience of placement moves and its negative impact in similar ways, many derived personal lessons or
strengths from these experiences, and these were unique to individuals. The personal optimism communicated by many
participants, despite otherwise dismal recalls of move experiences, might be regarded as a resilient quality that helped them
overcome the odds of negative outcomes.

4.2.2.1. Individual strengths (n=15). Participants identified various unique strengths that characterized them as individuals. For
example, individual characteristics used by participants to describe themselves included: creative, independent, compulsive,
articulate about own needs, more tolerant of life, outgoing and friendly, respectful of others, being prepared, having strong survival
skills, remembering a specific foster parent, being a mentor to foster children, and being an expert packer. With the exception of
being “an expert packer,” most personal strengths were general in nature and did not directly tie to the experience of foster care or
placement moves.

4.2.2.2. Exposed to difference (n=5). One “positive” reflection of multiple placement move experiences was the idea that living with
many families provided participants a unique viewpoint of family life and opportunities to interact with many different types of
people.

O Yeah, I am sure that I can relate to other people, how I got where I got today, you know, having my own apartment and living on
my own...[9+ moves with 0 return home, 18 to 19 years old, African American]

O Um... I think in some ways it made me more compassionate toward other people. You get to see how different people's lives are
and kind of relate to them. [6 moves with O return home, 37 to 40 years old, Native American]
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4.2.2.3. Be a better parent/cherish biological relationships (n=5). While we do not know how many participants were themselves
parents or how many participants had contact with biological family members, a few related their multiple placement move
experiences to the value they presently hold for their own families. Participants expressed wanting to “do the right thing” for their
children, wanting to raise their children better than the way they were raised. There was a strong desire to “be a better parent”, and
feeling protective and aware of the preciousness of their children.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study are consistent with available literature reporting general negative outcomes for youth aging out of the
foster care system (e.g., Pecora et al, 2005; Courtney et al, 2007). In this study we learned that multiple foster care placement
moves were remembered as experiences of profound loss and perceived to have lasting detrimental impacts on the present-day
lives of study participants. Due to the limits of the study methodology, however, we cannot rule out other possible factors that may
also have contributed to how study participants remembered their childhood experiences nor can we isolate the placement move
experience as the sole contributor to how individuals perceive their present-day life struggles. For instance, all study participants
also had experienced abuse or neglect by their parents and being removed from their birth families; and, such traumatic events
also are expected to leave lasting negative impressions. On the other hand, one might then argue that the foster care experience
characterized by multiple moves did not relieve the trauma and losses suffered prior to foster care. It is the case that study
participants who had varied foster care histories ended up recalling the losses associated with multiple placement moves in very
similar ways. Further research inquiry is needed to compare the perspectives of individuals who experienced multiple foster care
placements versus those who experienced one placement.

The qualitative nature of the study limits generalizations beyond the sample; however, the findings bring greater
understanding to the possible lingering effects of placement moves on foster children, as well as provide insight into the
psychological dynamics at play during the process of placement moves. We relate the findings of the study to theory and research
in three general areas: (1) attachment, grief and family privilege; (2) complex trauma and (3) resilience.

5.1. Attachment, grief and family privilege

The many losses remembered by study participants highlights the importance of theory and research in the areas of
attachment, grief, and family privilege. The findings suggest that these concepts should be considered by foster care practitioners
and caregivers every time a placement transition occurs. The findings of this study support other research that shows that foster
children change placements without the benefit of being properly informed about the move (Johnson et al., 1995; Butler & Charles,
1999) and raises doubts about the opportunity for foster children to psychologically process the impact of a move after it happens
(Black, 1984). When children are not allowed to grieve separation and loss, their ability to cope with change and attach to adult
caregivers becomes seriously compromised (Jewitt, 1982; Fahlberg, 1991). Specifically, participants in this study described their
struggles with trusting others and managing interpersonal relationships.

The dynamics of the “gifted relationship” observed by Butler and Charles (1999) may complicate the grief process for children
being cared for by foster parents. Specifically, when new caregivers approach children's arrival to their home as a “fresh start,” it
may ignore the needs that foster children may have to process the losses of people, items, and other connections to familiarity. It
seems reasonable to suggest that foster parents and caseworkers should be trained to view placement transition from the
perspective of children, to recognize signs of loss, grief or traumatic stress responses so as to avoid further harm that could result if
children are expected to forget past placements, regardless of the duration of stay. Cairns (2002) recommends that foster parents
endeavor to “learn the child,” which is a perspective that requires foster parents to be knowledgeable in relevant theory such as
attachment and grief, but also open to learning how each particular child processes his or her world. “Learning the child” in the
context of stages of child development is also essential if caregivers and caseworkers hope to meet children's particular needs
when placement moves happen (Fahlberg, 1991). The insights gained from this study can contribute to developing a framework for
professional development opportunities.

The many losses—personal power, friends and school, self-esteem, normalcy, personal belongings, connection to siblings-felt by
adults who as children moved through multiple foster care placements may add up to an even greater loss. Seita and Brendtro
(2005) introduced the concept of family privilege to discuss the idea of invisible benefits that individuals gain from permanent
membership in a caring family. Such privilege can be measured in human capital needed for any child to transition through
adolescence and into adulthood. Examples of family privilege for foster children in the context of placement moves may include
knowing that a caregiver will prepare you for a transition in ways that make sense to you, trusting that a caregiver will make sure
you have packed your most precious belongings to take with you, not having to explain to friends in your new neighborhood how
you fit into your “family,” and knowing that your caregivers will remain constant when you relocate to a new residence, even if
they do not move with you.

5.2. Traumatic stress
Foster children who lack family privilege are likely to mistrust caseworkers or foster parents (Seita & Brendtro, 2005; Benzola,

1993; Fisher, 2002). This mistrust is adaptive and intended to protect them against further disappointments and pain. While this
mistrust is adaptive in the short-run, it is problematic in the long-run (Seita & Brendtro, 2005).
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Many study participants remembered their placement moves as a time of shutting down, and this “reaction” to placement
moves was described in very similar ways by male versus female participants, as well as participants of different ages, races and
who had experienced different types and number of placements. This finding does not suggest that multiple placement moves will
affect all individuals in the same way; indeed, our study methodology with only 22 participants and qualitative approach could not
support such a claim. Further research is needed to investigate how particular characteristics of individuals or move experiences
affect perceptions or outcomes related to placement moves. However, the findings point to the possibility that repeated and abrupt
separations of living environments-after having suffered child abuse and neglect and removal from one's family home-may result
in a common or “core” reaction by individuals who experience this sequence of events.

The growing body of research on complex trauma, which describes the types of negative consequences experienced by children
exposed to chronic stress, helps explain the reaction described by participants in the study (Cook, Blaustein, Spinazzola & van der
Kolk, 2003). The many losses remembered by study participants suggest that placement moves are a source of much distress for
foster children. The many and repeated losses may well compound any consequences of stress related to prior abuse and neglect or
removal from a birth family home. Theory on complex trauma describes several areas of impairment that result from children
being exposed to high levels of distress. Participants in this study described their emotional states during the time of transition in
ways that parallel research that explains how complex trauma manifests as problems with attachment, affect regulation, cognition
and behavior problems. The significance of using a traumatic stress model for understanding the effect of multiple placement
moves on children is that the damage caused is physiological and often leads to lifetime limitations in how one relates to other
people, regulates emotions and processes information cognitively. The permanent effects of such stress is supported in this study
by participants' descriptions of the lifetime struggles-mistrust, safe distancing in relationships, transient lifestyle, and managing
mental health issues-that they attributed to having lived through multiple placement moves in childhood.

5.3. Resilience

Participants in the study recalled memories of a caring adult and a sense of hope or guarded optimism when they talked about
their placement move experiences. Other “positive” accounts of the experience were lessons learned, as well as a sense of having
individual or personal strengths. Recent research on resilience and protective factors indicates that this construct provides a viable
framework to limit the negative emotional impact of movement within the foster care system. Resilience is a characteristic that
varies from person to person, which was observed in this study as participants identified unique personal strength characteristics
despite having described the experience of placement moves in similar ways. It seems that participants in the study possessed a
quality of resilience, or the innate ability to bounce back from singular or ongoing trauma. However, despite possessing some
qualities of resilience, all participants in the study had mostly negative memories of placement moves and were able to identify
how those moves negatively impacted the quality of their lives many years after having left care.

Resilience is a feature embodied in the concept of family privilege as described by Seita and Brendtro (2005). While theories of
attachment, grief, and traumatic stress help us to understand the negative consequences of multiple placement moves, theories of
resilience and family privilege can be used to shape more sensitive policies and practices when considering placement decisions. In
the resilience literature, family privilege approximates protective factors (Werner & Smith, 1992; Rutter, Giller & Hagell, 1998; Fraser,
2004). Protective factors are contained within the ecology of young people and serve as buffers from risk factors. The memory of a
caring adult was perhaps a protective factor that kept many study participants from suffering more adverse consequences. On the
other hand, the unique personal strengths identified by study participants suggest that there were many pathways to overcoming or
living with the adverse effects of multiple placement moves. And, any practice responses developed to address the problems
associated with multiple placement moves for foster children must allow for individual and varied reactions to move events.

6. Implications

The study findings have many implications for research, policy and practice. First, it is evident that more research is needed to
investigate how placement moves are experienced by foster children. The present study was retrospective involving adults
between the ages of 18 and 65 years old. While the findings point to the possibility that multiple placement moves provoke
common negative reactions, such as loss and mistrust across a variety of individuals, more investigation is required before
presenting such an argument. Additionally, further research to investigate which factors protect against or exacerbate the negative
effects of multiple placement moves is needed. For example, the length of stay in placement, moves between relatives versus
strangers, level of child's involvement in move process, and age of youth at time of move are just a few variables that may influence
how individuals experience and respond to multiple placement moves.

Second, it can be argued that the study's findings provide support for policy that seeks to keep placement moves in foster care
to a minimum. Moreover, the findings may well provide a useful perspective from which to engage policy makers in dialogue about
crafting policy that not only seeks to prevent the number of physical moves that foster children experience but also to reduce the
traumatic effects associated with moves when they do occur.

Finally, there are practice implications that follow the study's findings. Practice implications include developing a theoretical
framework to inform foster care practitioners and parents about how to best manage placement moves and respond to foster
children’s experiences of loss and trauma during such transitions. Suggested theories to include in developing a practice
framework are as follows: attachment theory, grief and loss, traumatic stress and resilience. In addition, the concept of family
privilege provides a unifying perspective that ties these theories together for practice.



Y.A. Unrau et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 30 (2008) 1256-1266 1265

While the sample size was a methodological weakness of the study, the message in the findings is strong. It seems reasonable to
suggest that foster care practitioners must be equipped with strategies to help children process the stresses and hopes associated
with each placement move. In addition to adding topics of trauma, separation, family privilege and loss to worker and foster parent
trainings that do not presently include such topics, perhaps additional efforts could be made to develop practice protocols to
ensure children are provided the opportunity to process their hopes and fears of every move in developmentally appropriate ways,
and with a trusted adult. It seems that the task of the practitioner is to simultaneously work to prevent unnecessary moves and to
develop strategies to reduce the negative impact of moves when they do occur. Application of these practices might serve as
protective factors and help promote positive adaptations to multiple placement move experiences, such as attachment, trust, and
interpersonal connections that last into adulthood.
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Appendix A. Interview questions
Questions about remembering multiple placement moves

1. Thinking about your total experience in foster care, how “big a deal” was moving from one placement to another when you were
living in care?

2. What was the best or easiest thing about moving from one placement to another that you remember? (Was there anything
positive that came from moving from one placement to another?)

3. What was the most difficult or hardest thing about moving from one placement to another that you remember? (Was there
anything negative that came from moving from one placement to another?)

4. When you think about all the moves from one placement to another that you experienced during your time in foster care, what
lasting impressions/memories stick with you to this day?

Questions about the impact of multiple childhood placement moves on present-day life

5. Do you think that your experience of moving from one foster placement to another in your childhood impacts how you relate to
other people today? If so, how?
6. Do you have any personal habits that you think were caused by the multiple placement changes that you experienced in foster
care?
a. What habits have you developed that add to the quality of your life? (For example, a former foster youth claims to be
excellent at packing a suitcase because he lived in so many different places)?
b. What habits have you developed that take away from the quality of life? (e.g., a former foster youth says that she nervously
checks windows and doors several times before going to bed each night because she has lived in so many different places).
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