
International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2018) 9(1): 38–60 

DOI: 10.18357/ijcyfs92201818212 

ACKNOWLEDGING THE COMPLEXITY OF PROCESSES 

LEADING TO FOSTER CARE BREAKDOWN 

Clara Bombach, Thomas Gabriel, and Renate Stohler 

Abstract: Family-based solutions for children in care are the preferred option in 

European countries on the grounds of both cost and quality. Yet, too often, foster 

care placements intended to be long term are terminated unexpectedly early. Few 

studies have identified factors leading to unexpected breakdown and fewer still 

have translated such findings into practical guidance for professionals. This article 

outlines: (a) the ambiguity and contradictions in the use of terminology (e.g., 

instability, breakdown, disruption) in several international studies; (b) the adoption 

of a one-sided, file-based, systemic perspective in recent studies of foster care 

instability, breakdown, and disruption; and (c) empirical data collected from 

interviews with foster children. Foster care breakdown is shown to be a process that 

takes place on several levels. In addition to the actual breakdown event, the 

situation of the child before the placement, the situation during the placement, the 

emergence and development of the crisis and the consequences of the breakdown 

for all those involved are all part of the process. It is only in retrospect that the 

ending of a foster care process is perceived as a breakdown. Assessments of 

whether it was planned or unplanned, expected or unexpected, and desirable or 

undesirable are meaningful only from an individual perspective. Such a perspective 

must be clearly identified: different people experience and remember the same 

breakdown in different ways, and its significance for their personal biographies 

may vary. 
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Family-based solutions for children in care are the preferred option in European countries 

on the grounds of both cost and quality (Delap & Melville Fulford, 2011). Yet, too often, foster 

care placements intended to be long term are terminated unexpectedly early (Kindler, Helmig, 

Meysen, & Jurczyk, 2011; Wilson, Sinclair, & Gibbs, 2000). Few studies have identified factors 

leading to unexpected breakdown and fewer still have translated such findings into practical 

guidance for professionals (Rock, Michelson, Thomson, & Day, 2013; Semanchin Jones & Wells, 

2008). Studies of unexpected foster care termination or breakdown have adopted a range of 

definitions of “breakdown”, which has hindered comparison. While Oosterman, Schuengel, Slot, 

Bullens, and Doreleijers’s (2007) review of literature on “placement breakdown” was “based on 

the assumption that multiple moves between foster homes and group homes are universally seen 

as undesirable”, Christiansen, Havik, and Anderssen (2010, p. 915) preferred a definition of 

breakdown as something that arises “when a child moves from a placement intended to persist 

except for moves from an acceptable arrangement to a better one.” Differences also exist in relation 

to policy contexts, legislation, and philosophies of care that give rise to variations in the role and 

remit of foster care. These differences may impact the conclusions of studies of foster care 

breakdown, which are usually confined to a single country and thus limit the extent of cross-

national knowledge transfer. There is little international consensus regarding the concepts and 

tools to be used in the measurement and assessment of foster care breakdown. 

An international team comprising researchers from the ZHAW1 School of Social Work in 

Switzerland, the University of Siegen in Germany, and the University of London in England has 

been carrying out research on a project entitled “Foster Care Breakdown” since 2014. The aim of 

the study is to evaluate the reasons why foster care placements in England, Germany, and 

Switzerland break down. It sets out to identify the factors that play a role in the breakdown of 

foster care placements and examines the unfolding of the processes that lead to such breakdowns.2 

To fulfil these objectives, the project team conducted interviews with foster children and parents 

and analyzed files relating to foster care placements. 

The title of the project prompted different reactions among foster children, foster parents, 

professionals from child and youth welfare services, and researchers. Far from being self-

explanatory, it proved to require considerable clarification. The researchers in all three countries 

observed that when seeking to approach interviewees and specialist services with a view to 

accessing files for analysis, the project title frequently provoked irritation and had a deterrent 

effect. For example, requests for access to files for analysis were denied with the explanation that 

                                                      
1 Zurich University of Applied Sciences, School of Social Work, Institute of Childhood, Youth and Family: 

www.zhaw.ch/socialwork. 

2 More detailed information about the ongoing project can be found at: 

https://www.zhaw.ch/en/socialwork/research/kindheit-jugend-und-familie/kinder-und-jugendhilfe/foster-care-

placement-breakdown/. 

http://www.zhaw.ch/socialwork
https://www.zhaw.ch/en/socialwork/research/kindheit-jugend-und-familie/kinder-und-jugendhilfe/foster-care-placement-breakdown/
https://www.zhaw.ch/en/socialwork/research/kindheit-jugend-und-familie/kinder-und-jugendhilfe/foster-care-placement-breakdown/
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breakdowns were extremely rare and only arose in highly complex individual cases. This prompted 

the project team to undertake a critical evaluation of the research tradition, terminology, and data 

pool in the context of the current research on the topic. An effort was also made to clarify the use 

of terminology within the project, with the aim of developing a definition of foster care breakdown 

that would incorporate the experience of foster families and foster children and would be suitable 

for use in the analysis of files and for the exchange of information and the sharing of experiences 

between professionals from foster care services. It was also seen as important to decode the 

connotations conveyed in the project title and to discuss the participating researchers’ own 

approach to the designation of foster care breakdown. 

We begin by exploring the current status of the research on foster care breakdown and its 

designation, and by identifying the dimensions conveyed by the majority of the associated 

definitions and terminology. We then show, based on 13 interviews carried out with foster children 

who had experienced the breakdown of a foster care placement in Switzerland, that the dimension 

of experience should be regarded as a key factor in the development of such definitions. 

Foster Care Breakdown in Switzerland 

According to an estimate by Pflegekinder-Aktion Schweiz [Foster Child Action 

Switzerland] and Integras [Swiss National Association for Social Pedagogy and Special Needs 

Education], between 22,000 and 30,000 children and young people in Switzerland do not currently 

live with their parents (Keller, 2012). However, national statistics for foster placements are not 

recorded: no national data are available on the “total childcare population, care leavers or children 

in need. At the national level there are also no data available on placement types, lengths of stay 

in care or on the age profile of looked after children” (Gabriel & Stohler, 2008, p. 197). Little 

research has been carried out on children in foster care, despite the fact that the need for such 

research was referred to in the mid-1970s (Kuntsche & Nett, 2002) and highlighted when National 

Councillor Jacqueline Fehr published her parliamentary postulate on the Swiss foster care system 

in 2002, in which she claimed that there was a need for more research and data (Zatti, 2005). Little 

is known about the rate of foster care breakdown in Switzerland or about the conditions necessary 

to reduce the unexpected termination of long-term placements. Similarly, not much is known about 

foster care stability in Switzerland or about the promotion of placement stability by social services. 

Figures that provide some points of reference are currently available from two cantons. First, the 

surveys carried out by the Bildungsdirektion des Kantons Zürich, Amt für Jugend und 

Berufsberatung [Office for Youth and Career Guidance of the canton of Zurich Department of 

Education] reveal that, in the early 2000s, the breakdown of foster care “due to conflicts between 

the family and foster child or birth family and at the request of the parent or foster child” 

(Bildungsdirektion Kanton Zürich. Amt für Jugend und Berufsberatung, 2014, p. 4) was as 

follows: 34% of foster care placements were terminated in 2002, 31% in 2003, and 25% in 2005. 

The report states that, “In view of the fact that the termination of a foster care placement generally 

has a severe impact on the affected child, the average figure of 30% breakdowns should be assessed 

as high” (p. 4). Also, according to assessments conducted by professionals responsible for foster 
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care placements in the canton of Bern (Kantonales Jugendamt, 2016), about a quarter of departures 

from placements in 2016 were described as “unplanned”, and “this can mean the termination of 

the care by either the service recipient or the service provider” (p. 14). It is also stated in another 

part of the report that almost 90 percent of all departures from foster care placements can be 

assessed as planned (Kantonales Jugendamt, 2016, p. 21). The obvious contradiction between 

these statements is not explained. 

Definitions and Statistics: Ambiguity and Inconsistencies 

The challenges presented by the conceptualization of foster care breakdown are due in part 

to the inconsistent and inaccurate use of terminology in both theory and practice (James, 2004; 

Newton, Litrownik, & Landsverk, 2000). Various attempts have been made to determine how often 

breakdowns arise among children and young people in foster care placements: reviews of factors 

relating to foster care breakdown, such as those by Oosterman et al. (2007), Christiansen et al. 

(2010), and Rock et al. (2013), have found that there is a variation of between 20% and 50% in the 

rate of breakdown or placement change across different studies and countries. This considerable 

variation in the data can partly be explained by the lack of consistency in the definitions of foster 

care breakdown employed; moreover, the rates of breakdown are also influenced by differences in 

systems and practices. Whereas long-term placements are avoided where possible in the United 

States and Great Britain (the aim being to have foster children adopted as quickly as possible), it 

is not uncommon for foster children in Switzerland to spend their entire childhood and youth with 

one or more foster families (Festinger, 2014). 

Despite — or because of — these difficulties in the conceptualization of foster care 

breakdown, we will discuss the attempts that have been made at defining the concepts encountered 

in the international research literature and identify the defining characteristics on which they are 

based. 

Placement Change 

In the English-language literature, all forms of change from one professionally supervised 

residential or semiresidential care situation to a different one tend to be subsumed under the terms 

“placement change” or “placement move”. In the area of child and youth welfare, these changes 

include, for example, the moving of a child or young person from a foster family to a residential 

facility, or the interruption of residential care by a temporary time-out placement. Andersen (2014) 

also includes the return of the child or young person to the family of origin in her definition of 

placement change. Pecora (2010) sees all changes in place of residence as a placement change. 

While he defines change as spatial (place of residence), his definition also incorporates the changes 

that arise in the child’s or young person’s relationships with adults in a shared household as a result 

of such moves. 
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Unplanned Placement Change 

Placement changes can be planned in advance or be decided on and implemented in the 

course of a foster care placement. In addition to these planned forms of change, the term 

“placement change” also covers moves that can be described as unplanned or unexpected. The 

terms “premature” (Rostill-Brookes, Larkin, Toms, & Churchman, 2011; Vanderfaeillie, Van 

Holen, & Coussens, 2008), “unintended” (Backe-Hansen, 2010) and “unplanned” (Proch & 

Traber, 1985) are also used in the international literature. The terms used to designate these 

unplanned and unexpected forms of placement change are ambiguous and often used 

synonymously, and precise definitions are not usually given. For example, Rostill-Brookes et al. 

(2011) use the terms “foster placement breakdown”, “premature end of placement”, “placement 

disruption”, and “moving placement” in the same article. Ekins (2009) uses the term “failure” in 

her exploration of the topic, while Vanderfaeillie et al. (2008) adopt the more neutral “termination 

of placement”. 

Gilbertson & Barber (2003) present an overview of studies that demonstrate the negative 

long-term consequences of the breakdown of placements on foster children, such as 

unemployment, low educational attainment, and homelessness. It is generally accepted that 

unplanned placement changes have negative consequences for the affected children and young 

people and, correspondingly, that continuity and stability in foster care is the desired objective 

(Brown, Bednar, & Sigvaldason, 2007). The arguments used are based mainly on attachment 

theory (Barber & Delfabbro, 2003; Ekins, 2009; Newton et al., 2000). 

Breakdown 

Berridge & Cleaver (1987) coined the term “breakdown” for unplanned and unexpected 

forms of placement change and it prevails to the present day in the English-language literature 

discourse originating from both Europe (Andersen, 2014 [Denmark]; Backe-Hansen, 2010 

[Norway]; Egelund & Vitus, 2009 [Denmark]; Kalland & Sinkkonen, 2001 [Finland]; Khoo & 

Skoog, 2014 [Sweden]; López López, del Valle, Montserrat, & Bravo, 2011 [Spain]; Sallnäs, 

Vinnerljung, & Kyhle Westermark, 2004 [Sweden]; Vanderfaeillie et al., 2008 [Belgium]; 

Vinnerljung, Sallnäs, & Berlin, 2014 [Sweden]) and Canada (Brown et al., 2007; Gilbertson & 

Barber, 2003; Palmer, 1990). Van Santen (2013) used the English term “breakdown” in the 

German-language context and it was translated as Scheitern [failure] by Gehres (2007) and 

Heinemann (1994), as ungeplante Beendigungen [unplanned terminations] by Hédevári-Heller 

(2000) and as Abbruch [termination or breaking off] in a report published in Switzerland (Bericht 

und Antrag des Regierungsrates, 2007). 

Although “breakdown” is used to describe unplanned placement changes to the present 

day, its negative connotations, which are expressed particularly clearly in the German term 

Scheitern, are often criticised. “Breakdown” is also disliked because it is at odds with the 

implications and objectives of the placement — the creation of the maximum possible stability and 

continuity. The term implies the cessation of all links between the child and foster parents or 
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caregivers; that is, a clear end to a placement situation. However, studies show that foster children 

may continue to have contact with the former care setting after the breakdown of a placement 

(Backe-Hansen, 2010; Unrau, 2007; Unrau, Seita, & Putney, 2008). 

Positive Reversal and Concealment 

The term “breakdown” is not used in the widely-cited U.S. studies of the past 20 years. 

Unplanned placement changes are referred to instead using the term “disruption” (Hyde & 

Kammerer, 2009; James, 2004; Newton et al., 2000; Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007; 

Semanchin Jones & Wells, 2008; Unrau et al., 2008). Unlike breakdown, this term does not imply 

a definitive end to a placement and evokes instead the impression of interruption that could involve 

short-term instability but could possibly also serve the interests of long-term stability with regard 

to the development of the child and the continuity of their relationships with adults. For this reason, 

the expression “improving stability”, which positions interruptions or breakdowns in a broader 

context, is becoming more common; it is also used in the Australian literature (Barber & 

Delfabbro, 2013; Gilbertson & Barber, 2003). This means that these events are no longer limited 

in temporal or spatial terms or in terms of the child’s or young person’s relationships with adults 

and are conceived instead as capable of being worked on and, possibly, as predictable from the 

perspective of professional practice. In practical terms, based on this logic the professionals 

supporting the care relationship have the capacity to act: they can respond, offer support, and 

prevent crises. It is becoming clear that better planning is required for foster placements: objectives 

must be well defined and their implementations monitored. 

This leads to the question of whose perspective the breakdowns are described from. It may 

be assumed that the terminology was coined by those who see themselves as being in a position to 

avoid breakdowns, the actors who intervene in, change, and provide professional support for foster 

care relationships. 

What should also be examined here is the extent to which, and within what timeframe, it is 

possible to plan or predict the development of complex life circumstances that change and 

reconstitute themselves. Reimer (2015) demonstrates this complexity clearly. Referring to Geertz 

(1987), she shows that culture is constantly being newly interpreted and defined, that it is never 

objective, and that it is produced through everyday human action (p. 66). This “collectively 

developed system of meanings” (p. 66) cannot necessarily be accessed from outside: 

When a child comes to a new family, they must … become familiar with and learn 

to understand the family’s culture. … The child must learn to interpret and 

understand the family’s symbols while simultaneously overcoming the at least 

partial loss of their own relationships, habits and familiar environment. (Reimer, 

2015, p. 68) 

The aim of child welfare practice is to facilitate the establishment of stable, reliable, and 

long-term relationships between children and young people and the adults in their lives; instability 
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and interruptions are considered undesirable, destructive, and often negative for everyone 

involved. This view is supported by attachment theory, which holds that stable and long-term 

relationships are more positive for the development of the child (Nienstedt & Westermann, 1999; 

Oosterman et al., 2007). Also, studies have shown stability has a positive impact on the long-term 

consequences of foster and residential care placements (Jackson & Cameron, 2012; Stein, 2006; 

Stein, 2012; Ward, 2009). 

As noted in describing the “Foster Care Breakdown” project, the authorities initially 

refused to make files available for analysis or to inform foster parents and children about the 

possibility of participating in interviews about foster care breakdown. One of the conclusions the 

researchers drew from this was that those authorities’ negative view of foster care breakdown is at 

odds with child welfare practice efforts to provide support for foster care placements so that the 

aim of ensuring the well-being of the child can be fulfilled. The authorities also felt that the 

majority of placement changes were foreseeable and could not therefore be described as 

breakdowns. However, following discussion about what kind of events can be understood as 

breakdowns, it was not uncommon for us to be provided with numerous files for qualitative 

analysis and to be put in touch with (former) foster children and parents who had experienced 

foster care breakdown. 

Thus positive reversal, the avoidance by authorities of the terms “breakdown” and 

“instability”, side-steps the negative connotations associated with the traditional use of these terms. 

This avoidance strategy could also be interpreted critically as concealment. The attempt to restrict 

the use of the term “breakdown” to the most serious cases and to introduce alternatives based more 

on the neutral, general category of “placement change” can be found in the use of terminology in 

both the United States and the United Kingdom.3 The use of such terms as an alternative for 

“breakdown” is an attempt to move away from the negative connotations of failure, disruption, 

and collapse. However, as demonstrated by the unclear definitions and synonymous use of these 

terms, this aim is not pursued in a sustained and consistent way. Moreover, terminology use from 

the United States or the United Kingdom has virtually no impact on the way breakdown is 

designated in English-language publications from non-English-speaking countries. For these 

reasons, this article still uses the term “foster care breakdown”. 

System Logic Channels Attention to the Child’s Behaviour 

The neutral terms that are frequently used in quantitative, file-based studies can be 

understood against the background of a particular system logic: the avoidance of breakdowns. In 

these studies, factors leading to the breakdown are identified on different levels of the process 

                                                      
3 To this end, Proch & Traber (in James, 2004) introduced the composite term “unplanned move” as far back as 

1985. Similar to the above-mentioned general category of “placement change”, the terms “change” and “move” are 

used synonymously with “disruption” in the U.S. literature. The same applies to more recent literature from the 

United Kingdom which no longer uses the term “breakdown”, despite the fact that it was coined there by Berridge 

and Cleaver (1987). 
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(before, during, and after placement), but are rarely considered in context or are merely presented 

uncritically from a file-based perspective. To be consistent with the system logic, factors such as 

the behaviour of the child or young person must be clearly designated as the cause of the 

breakdown in order to enable the legitimization of eventual reactions like sanctions and 

interventions. From the perspective of the system, the visibility of negative behaviour generates 

key moments of evaluation and categorization and also legitimizes its work. The foster care service 

in Switzerland has developed a comprehensive catalogue of authorized targeted responses to the 

behavioural problems of children, such as “time-outs” — temporary moves to different settings 

(Bombach, Stohler, & Wydler, 2015). 

In the quantitative research on foster care breakdowns, the definitions of the terms 

predominantly used relate specifically to the point in time at which the foster care situation ends. 

The factors cited as explanations for the breakdown are very often described one-sidedly and are 

often attributed to the foster child. The attention is mainly focused on the negative consequences 

of the breakdown for the child. According to various, mainly quantitative studies, frequently cited 

reasons for breakdown that are attributed to the foster child include: behavioural and attachment 

problems on the part of the child (James, 2004; van Santen, 2013; Vanderfaeillie et al., 2008), 

divided affiliations and loyalties (Blandow, 2004; van Santen, 2013), and school problems (Ekins, 

2009; van Santen, 2013). Reasons for breakdown attributed to the foster parents include: subjecting 

the foster child to physical or sexual abuse (James, 2004; Price et al., 2008; Vanderfaeillie et al., 

2008), being unable to cope (Andersen, 2014; Gehres, 2007), demanding an exclusive relationship 

(Gehres, 2007), suffering too much stress from the behaviour of the foster child (James, 2004), 

being affected by critical life events (Ekins, 2009; James, 2004), and not receiving enough support 

from the social network (Ekins, 2009; Price et al., 2008; van Santen, 2013). Factors relating to the 

system are relatively rarely identified as a cause of breakdown, and little attention is paid to the 

interaction between the different actors involved in the process (birth family, foster family, foster 

child, foster siblings, representatives of the authorities, social workers, etc.). References are made 

to emerging difficulties and “rivalries between family systems” (van Santen, 2013), unclear 

arrangements and poorly implemented support services on the part of the child welfare system 

(Ekins, 2009; Gehres, 2007; Price et al., 2008), and the insufficient availability of information 

about the foster child (Kalland & Sinkkonen, 2001). 

Another central factor that has received little or no attention up until now emerged from 

the file analyses and the interviews with foster children and parents carried out as part of the 

“Foster Care Breakdown” project: the foster care service system itself can cause breakdowns and 

trigger breakdown processes. This can arise when the regulations relating to third-party placements 

are changed; for example, when a new permit is required that the foster family is unable to provide. 

In one such case encountered by the project, a foster family would have had to register as a 

Kleinheim [small residential care unit] to enable a foster child to remain with them in the long 

term. The family refused to do this for various reasons, resulting in a change of placement for the 

foster child. 
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A One-Sided View of Negative Problem Constellations 

The majority of studies on the topic of foster care breakdown adopt a predominantly 

negative perspective and aim to reduce problem constellations to factors that constitute reasons for 

foster care breakdowns, often from an uncritical and one-sided (file-based) point of view. The 

perspectives of the affected children and young people have rarely been taken into account and 

have played only a marginal role in shaping the discourse. Thus the research literature rarely 

contains references to the complex ambivalent effects of foster relationship breakdowns, which 

could possibly also be experienced in a positive way; they have “the potential to be both helpful 

and harmful to children in their journey through care” (Unrau, 2007, p. 132). Accordingly, 

breakdowns should be understood as “a solution that always both limits and creates options” 

(Gehres, 2007, p. 76). 

According to Unrau (2007), one reason for this situation is that most international research 

on this topic relies on a one-sided view that is focused on a particular point in time and is based on 

the analysis of files, and quantitative assessment of factors relating to unplanned breakdowns. 

Thus, quantitative studies based on the analysis of files specify the “behavioural problems” of 

children and young people as the main reason for foster care breakdown (see, for example, Barber 

& Delfabbro, 2003; Pecora et al., 2003). This methodological error leads to attributing blame for 

the breakdown to the children and young people themselves, thereby concealing the systemic 

factors at work (Wulczyn, 2010). 

One-sided Accounts Insufficient 

The analysis of files carried out as part of the “Foster Care Breakdown” study often yielded 

contradictory results: when the social workers involved in a case were asked to name the reason 

for the breakdown of a foster care placement, they frequently referred to the situation that prevailed 

at the end of the process; that is, the child’s departure from the foster family. In the course of the 

qualitative analysis of the files, the research team often identified other, sometimes more complex, 

situations that came to a head in the event referred to by the social worker. Without those preceding 

experiences, the event might not have resulted in the termination of the placement. Van Santen 

(2013) also refers to this important distinction: 

The initiative in instigating the breakdown of a placement cannot be equated with 

the cause of the breakdown. … The decision may be taken at the end of a chain of 

(co-determined) decisions, any of which may themselves be shot through with 

ambivalence. (p. 8) 

The role, remit, and limited insight of case reporters, whose opinions, observations, 

decisions, and interview notes are recorded in the files, have received far too little attention in the 

discussion of such outcomes. Studies have provided little critical reflection on the dependencies, 

interests, roles, and remits of the supervising professionals (see, for example, López López et al., 

2011; Pecora et al., 2003; Pecora et al., 2005). The quantitative research tradition has consistently 
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ignored the demand arising from qualitative studies (e.g., Unrau & Day, 2010) that the actors 

directly affected by foster care breakdown must be called on to describe their own experiences, 

ensuring that dimensions with a subjective significance are also recorded. Foster children are the 

focus of all measures but they are all too rarely the focus of the research. 

This observation prompts the question as to which facts are considered valuable in the 

research. This is mainly determined by the actors that provide and control research funding. Is 

there any willingness to adopt alternative approaches and record the perspectives of those directly 

affected by measures, whose individual experiences should be the focus of the research studies? 

Or is it taken as a given that funding will only be provided for research designs that record one-

sided perspectives but promise to do so for a large number of cases and thereby frequently reinforce 

the existing system logic? 

Foster Children’s Experiences of Foster Care Breakdown 

The fact that relatively little comparative research exists on the topic of foster care 

breakdown reflects the complexity of such breakdowns, which are, from the perspective of foster 

children and parents, highly variable processes. Breakdown “is not considered the ‘antithesis of 

stability’ or a moment when everything falls apart.” (Backe-Hansen, 2010, p. 240). Egelund and 

Vitus (2009) concluded: “We cannot assume that breakdown of care is always a negative result of 

placement. While this can be the case, more often placement breakdown is a process that takes 

place over time characterised by multiple contributing factors.” (p. 46). To be able to incorporate 

this complexity into the research project, interviews were also conducted with foster children who 

had experienced foster care breakdown. The aim was to record different experiences and ascertain 

individual assessments of the situations under examination. 

Field Access and Sample 

Through different channels, the foster children were informed about the research project 

and the possibility that they could report on their experiences of foster care breakdown: networks 

were activated, requests were submitted to offices that support and supervise foster children, and 

calls for interviews were disseminated through the distribution of flyers in various locations which 

were then passed on by means of a pyramid system. The research team could be reached by email, 

telephone, and the messaging application WhatsApp. 

At the time of interviewing (2015–2016), the interviewees were aged between 14 and 32 

years. The foster care breakdowns they had experienced had occurred between 3 months and 16 

years earlier. The placement with the shortest duration broke down after 3 years. The longest 

placement, experienced by a young woman, had lasted 16 years before breaking down. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the sample (N=12), the placement durations, the subjects’ 

places of residence prior to the placement, and the solution adopted after the breakdown. All names 

are anonymized. 
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Table 1 Placement Durations with Living Situations Before and After Placement Breakdown 
  Age 

Gender Name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

F Jacqueline         FO ––––––––––––––––– FC   

F Lisa    FO –––––––––––––– RC         

M Sandra          FO ––––––– RC     

M Michael              FO ––––– FC  

F Diana             FO –––––––– SIL  

F Maria             RC –––––––––––  

F Lana –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– SIL   

F Leyla             FC –––––––– SIL  

M Peter   FO ––––––– RC            

F Julia   FO –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– FC    

M Joram             FO ––––––– FC  

F Elli                FC –– IL 

Note. F = female; M = male;  FO = family of origin; RC = residential care; FC = foster care; (S)IL = (supported) 

independent living. The start and end of each arrow represent the ages at the start and end of each foster care 

placement. 

Interviews with Foster Children 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted at locations chosen by the young people 

and adults: for example, at the place of residence adopted as a solution after the breakdown (which 

might be a residential care home), the interviewees’ private residence, outdoors by a river, in a 

café, or at the research institute. Contracts authorizing the anonymized use of the data in the context 

of the research project were signed at the beginning of the interview. The former foster children 

were asked to describe their lives before, during, and after the foster placement that had broken 

down. The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed and anonymized and the 

information they contained was analyzed and evaluated using MAXQDA. 

There was only one case in which both a foster child and the foster mother involved in the 

breakdown were available for interviewing. The reason for this was that the foster child had been 

re-placed with the foster family in which they had experienced the breakdown. Both parties agreed 

to each other being interviewed. For reasons of research ethics, none of the other cases involved 

the combining of perspectives on a single case. The interviews with the foster children involved 

different cases than the interviews in which foster parents were asked about their experiences, and 

their statements are not presented in this article. 

Processes Leading to Placement Change 

It emerged clearly from the accounts given in the interviews that foster care breakdowns 

are experienced as processes. Most interviews included the description of a period in which it was 
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clear to the foster child that the placement was not proceeding in accordance with their wishes: 

they felt that they had not settled in the foster family, that they did not really belong there, or that 

they had problems expressing their needs. These sentiments are illustrated below based on the 

experiences of Jacqueline and Michael. 

“Happy Breakdown” and a Predictable End — Jacqueline‘s Experiences 

As a little girl, Jacqueline spent a few days a week on a day placement with a family. The 

time spent with the family was gradually increased and included overnight stays. When 

Jacqueline’s mother was no longer able to take care of her, a permanent placement with a foster 

family was considered. Jacqueline was ten years old and no longer remembers the circumstances 

surrounding the placement or the reasons for the selection of her foster family. Conflicts quickly 

arose between Jacqueline and the foster mother and the other children in the foster family, and 

Jacqueline soon became aware that she did not want to stay with this foster family. She repeatedly 

reported this to her legal deputy4 over a period of years; however, the latter did not react. She then 

took the matter into her own hands and at the age of 16 finally moved to a new foster family, the 

family of a school friend, against the will of her foster mother. 

Stage of Life: A Better Option 

Jacqueline’s case is exemplary for cases involving foster children who express their 

reservations and dissatisfaction with their foster families to third parties. The identity of these third 

parties varies from case to case: they can be family members, confidantes, deputies, or social 

workers. Although Jacqueline’s request to her deputy initially fell on deaf ears, she repeatedly told 

both him and other people of her wish to leave the foster family. Jacqueline had a personal goal, 

something that provides important indications about her self-perception — in retrospect she was 

satisfied with her decision and thought it was right for her life — and had a sustained influence on 

her decision to leave the family. 

The experiences reported in relation to the expression of reservations and dissatisfaction 

with foster care placements vary considerably and appear to depend on the foster child’s network 

of contacts outside the foster family. Foster children who have a social network of trusted, 

approachable people use it to address difficult situations, and to seek out allies who agree with 

their decision to look for a placement change and who will support them in their interactions with 

decision-makers or persuade the latter to provide post-breakdown solutions. 

                                                      
4 On the role and function of the Beistand [deputy] in the Swiss child and adult protection system, particularly in the 

foster care services: the deputy accepts a mandate “that can involve advice, consultation, representation and 

occasional checks and usually carries it out for a relatively long period of time” (Heck, 2015, p. 94). The tasks for 

which the deputy is responsible vary, depending on whether the placement is voluntary or was ordered by the child 

and adult protection authority; the professional background of deputies can also differ according to the background 

of the placement. The deputy is responsible for ensuring the well-being of the child, and maintains personal contact 

with the child, obtains an overview of the situation, advises, mediates, keeps written records, and interacts with other 

professionals who are involved in the supervision of the foster care placement (Heck, 2015, p. 94). 
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There are other foster children who, like Jacqueline, are capable of acting independently 

within their own situation. They activate networks, demand their rights and freedoms, and — even 

when their requests to their deputies are ignored — are capable of finding alternative solutions 

themselves and often participate in carrying them out. Of course, the fact that the ability to adopt 

such an active role is age-dependent applies to the young people in the sample under discussion 

here. 

Foster children who make the decision on a relatively independent basis that they do not 

want to continue living in the foster family, and who have access to adults as allies in their social 

networks, are in a position to process the experience of a foster care breakdown as a “stage” in the 

course of their lives. For example, one young woman described such an experience as a “stage of 

life”. Leyla reported, “I have the feeling that it’s good how it turned out.” Although she misses 

some aspects of the foster care situation, she can also see how it was better for her to leave the 

family. These foster children experience the breakdown process as comparatively positive in 

retrospect because they played an active part in assigning meaning to it. In such cases, breakdowns 

tend to be experienced as self-initiated and planned transitions that can be prepared for, followed 

up, and supervised as long as the support network (deputies, etc.) reacts promptly to the young 

person’s needs, acknowledges the solutions they propose, and initiates the next steps to be taken. 

Relationships with the children, young people, and adults in former foster families that disband in 

this way are not necessarily terminated when the foster child moves out. On the contrary, they 

often continue, or at least are not terminated against the will of the former foster child. The 

dominant impression emerging from cases like Leyla’s was, “I did this for myself and wanted it 

that way” — even if the retrospective assessment was not necessarily entirely positive and could 

also include experiences that reinforced sentiments such as, “If I don’t do it, then nobody will care 

about me”. Whatever the outcome, the experience of empowerment remained. 

Self-image and Future Expectations 

The retrospective assessment of these breakdowns was linked with the young person’s 

view of themselves and with their expectations of the future. Accordingly, it was possible to 

establish that young people who had a positive self-image and could designate goals for their own 

lives were able to actively bring about breakdowns by independently seeking post-breakdown 

solutions or suggesting them to the decision-makers. Such breakdown processes were more rarely 

perceived as negative in retrospect and were seen instead as providing evidence of the feasibility 

of individual goal-setting. 

Escalation and a “Hard Cut” — Michael’s Experiences 

As also demonstrated by Unrau and Day (2010) and Unrau et al. (2008), there are foster 

children who associate foster care breakdown with experiences involving a loss of self-esteem, a 

loss of a sense of self-determination in relation to their own future, and a loss of friends and 

personal belongings. Examples presented by Unrau et al. (2008) show that such young people 

describe the breakdown process as a “time of shutting down” and an experience that stays with 
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them into adulthood (p. 1261). The Swiss sample included young people who described the 

breakdown of their foster care placement as unexpected, despite referring in the interview to 

situations and feelings that indicated that they did not feel comfortable in the family, that there 

were conflicts, or that they were actively working towards bringing the foster care relationship to 

an end. Michael’s experience of foster care breakdown is an example of such a situation. 

Michael was placed in a foster family with his brother. Prior to the placement, they lived 

with their mother and their two sisters. The search for foster parents who would take 15-year-old 

Michael and his 13-year-old brother proved difficult. However, Michael had one clear condition: 

he would only consider living in a foster family if he could stay with his younger brother. A foster 

family was found and Michael described the foster parents, who had adult children of their own, 

as friendly and helpful, somewhat strict, and expecting the foster children to organize their lives 

as independently as possible. Michael and his brother enjoyed this freedom but felt uneasy at the 

same time. When Michael stole from the foster parents, forged their signatures, and lied to them, 

they confronted him at the door of their house and would not let him back in. Following a meeting 

with the responsible authority, which Michael did not attend, he was placed in residential care. 

After some initial difficulties, Michael now has regular contact with his former foster parents again 

and with his younger brother who still lives with them. 

Point of No Return 

When a situation escalates and, as in Michael’s case, a “point of no return” is reached 

whereby it is obvious that the foster child must leave the foster family, it is often evident that many 

questions remain open for the foster child and that the termination of the foster care placement will 

involve an abrupt loss of contact, which in many cases also applies to the child’s siblings who 

remain with the foster family. This is associated with experiences characterized by a sense of 

powerlessness, a lack of agency, a lack of freedom, and very restricted rights of participation on 

the part of the child. Based on this, some experiences of foster care breakdown can be described 

as “hard cuts”. Such situations are characterized by the fact that no plans have been made for the 

child’s future prospects at the time of the breakdown. Michael’s transition to the residential care 

home took place from one day to the next. He was not involved in the decision-making. He 

described in the interview how he lay crying on his bed in the care home, talking to his brother on 

the telephone. Another interviewee, Joram, was also informed about his deputy’s decision at a 

meeting and was allowed no say. Because Joram had been breaking into houses and dealing drugs, 

he was informed that the only alternative for him was to go to a psychiatric facility. In the 

interview, Joram described himself at the time as a young man “who only ever screws things up”. 

It was ultimately decided not to opt for the placement in a psychiatric facility and a time-out 

placement with a married couple was arranged for Joram. He was not very happy with this solution, 

however, and wished that he could return to the former foster family and live there again. His 

biological siblings remained with the family. He was not sure whether he would still be welcome 

there and was trying to arrange an appointment to discuss this with his deputy. 
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It emerged from the interviews that breakdowns that can be described as points of no return 

are often experienced as fast, hard cuts, which can also result in the termination of relationships 

with people in the foster family, including any biological siblings who remain there. The self-

image of the young people who have experienced this kind of breakdown tends to be uncertain 

and their sense of powerlessness is evident. Often, many questions remain unanswered. There are 

some former foster children who are unable to come to terms with such experiences of foster care 

breakdown, even many years later, and who remain uncertain about what exactly happened. Maria, 

for example, was informed by her foster parents one morning before going to school that “You 

must not come home here this evening.” Her letter of apology went unanswered and she was 

blocked by the foster parents on the messaging application WhatsApp. Maria drew the following 

conclusion from this subjective experience: 

“It’s a breakdown. Because it’s, I found it terrible. They never said to me before 

that I had to leave. But they did it because I am 18 and I find that really mean. 

Because if you’re sleeping on the street at 18, then you’re out of luck.” 

Making Oneself Heard 

There are various indications that foster children whose deputies persistently ignore their 

wish to terminate a foster placement and who can find no alternative solutions adopt strategies that 

enable them to attain their objective themselves. Whereas those who have access to people who 

will actively represent their interests are able to act forcefully within their networks, young people 

in the aforementioned examples also act forcefully and independently to bring about the changes 

they want even without such support — albeit merely temporarily in many cases. Several of the 

interviewed foster children reported that despite repeated attempts to inform their deputies that 

they did not feel happy in their foster families, their pleas were ignored and they were fobbed off 

(“We’ll reconsider it next year if you still feel the same; we’ll see”), admonished (“That’s life, it 

doesn’t always go the way you want it to”), and even disparaged (“You’re only going to end up 

on the streets anyway”). This prompts young men, in particular, to actively demand the attention 

of the professionals by, as Peter describes it, “acting particularly stupidly”, and provoking 

reactions by actively disobeying rules, stealing, and so on. Decision-makers generally respond to 

this behaviour swiftly and punitively. 

As our empirical material also shows, the foster care system responds very efficiently to 

behavioural problems. It is also evident to us that visible coping strategies (unlike invisible ones) 

succeed in prompting the professionals to react. However, in some cases they react too late, and 

with a hard cut, because the initial signs of a breakdown process have gone unacknowledged. 

Chaos: Nobody Knows What’s Going On 

It emerges clearly from Peter’s description that the experience of breakdown cannot be 

reduced to a particular point in time or action. He described himself as being in a chaotic situation 

that left him in the dark: 
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Because there was just always chaos and turmoil and because nobody really knew 

what exactly was going on. So I did not know what was happening then and … I 

did not necessarily know about the re-placement either, what was going on there, 

and I don’t think my two parents knew what was happening either and they did not 

… complete chaos. … The [deputies] knew everyone’s opinions and were basically 

the central point that dispensed, did things and organized everything. I guess so, at 

least, I can’t really say. 

It emerges here that Peter perceived himself as “uninformed” in contrast to the “informed” 

deputies, who from his point of view were not, however, in a position to impose order on the chaos. 

This statement is typical of the situation of many foster children who may know which actor has 

which rights and options in the process but do not experience them being put into practice. In the 

interviews, the former foster children were asked what advice they would give to a child or young 

person in a similar situation: all of the interviewees named the responsible adults in the process as 

people whom the child or young person should turn to immediately because — and the 

interviewees were aware of this — children and young people have the right to express their needs 

and certain people are responsible for ensuring these needs are met. It is interesting to note that 

this fictitious advice only matched the interviewees’ own experiences of breakdown in very rare 

cases. 

Conclusion: The Importance of Interactive Biographical Contexts 

The cases outlined above clearly show that the designation of the process of foster care 

breakdown should not be divorced from the individual experience of it or understood in isolation 

from it. Rostill-Brookes et al. (2011) noted from their interviewing of young people that, 

“Interestingly, terms like ‘placement ending’ or ‘breakdown’ did not filter into the young people’s 

accounts; instead they referred to ‘moving’, ‘leaving’ and ‘not being wanted’” (p. 111). The 

reported experiences clearly demonstrate that breakdowns are lived through in very different ways 

and, depending on the perspective, different dimensions become identifiable that cannot be related 

exclusively to a single point in time. Breakdowns are not isolated situations but processes, the start 

of which can be clearly identified by foster children. In order that foster care breakdown can be 

described as a process and understood as such, interactive and biographical contexts must be taken 

into account (Khoo & Skoog, 2014). The understanding of the breakdown process “is dependent 

on perspectives and guided by interests” (Gehres, 2007, p. 84). To make the complexity of foster 

care breakdown understandable, different perceptions and experiences must be elucidated (van 

Santen, 2013). In other words, breakdown should be understood as a process that unfolds in stages: 

the situation of the child before the placement, the placing situation, and the manifestation of the 

crisis, as well as the actual breakdown event and the consequences for all actors involved. 

Thus foster care breakdown involves processes that can only be explained by considering 

how they unfolded over time and by focusing on interactive factors at work on different levels that 

can both mitigate and reinforce each other. Hence we would recommend that the definition of 
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foster care breakdown be closely linked with how it is experienced from an individual perspective. 

Breakdown occurs when it is perceived (retrospectively) as such. Assessments of such processes 

as planned, unplanned, expected, unexpected, formally ended but continuing on an informal basis, 

wanted, unwanted. and so on are made from the perspective of the actor involved (child or young 

person, foster parent, professional, etc.). This perspective must be clearly stated, and it must be 

acknowledged that different people experience and remember the same breakdown process 

individually and attribute different meanings to it and that these can change over time based on 

biographical perspectives. Once this complexity is acknowledged, the previously rather one-sided 

data pool consisting of quantitative file surveys can be supplemented and the results of such studies 

can be reinterpreted. Statements emerging from various interviews to the effect that children and 

young people must resort to conspicuous, loud, and difficult behaviour to get the attention of the 

support system shed new light on the finding that the behavioural problems of foster children are 

a cause of foster care breakdown. Thus it is necessary to carry out research that is oriented towards 

the subject of the research and that follows the socio-pedagogical premise of concentrating on the 

problems that young people actually have and not those that they create. 
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