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1. Introduction 

This report summarises the work developed by APCdP (Associação Portuguesa Conversas de 
Psicologia) under the WP 2 of INTEGRA project - Ethnographic Research (cf., WP 2 INTEGRA 
Project Description and Implementation). Globally, the report focuses on two main goals, 
namely: (i) to characterize and analyse practices and needs of minors in residential care, 
through participatory ethnographic research with children in care (aged 16+) to understand the 
needs of ageing-out minors from their own perspective; and (ii) to characterize and analyse 
practices and needs of residential care professionals in relation to the provision of ageing-out 
support,  through participatory ethnographic research with care providers and legal guardians 
towards an experiential understanding of the context of residential care, and the needs of 
professionals. Additionally, it intends to contribute to the: (iii) identification, analysis and 
compilation of country contextual needs analysis and (iv) improvement of residential care 
standards at EU level.  

The report structure comprises 5 main domains: (i) introduction, (ii) country context, (iii) 
ethnographic research, (iv) discussion and conclusion, and (v) references. The country context 
provides a summary of the Portuguese current context, focusing on the country approach on 
transition to post institutionalization/autonomization for institutionalized children. The 
following domain aggregates the ethnographic research, in specific the methodology 
implemented (participants, instruments and procedures) and the results. The following domain 
includes the discussion of the main results and the conclusion of the report.  Lastly, the 
references contain a list of references mobilized during the research process and to produce 
this report. 

The research process required 5 main phases: (i) planning (e.g., preparing the data collection 
instruments, organizing the data collection with key stakeholders), (ii) data collection (e.g., 
ensuring informed consent from all participants, doing observation, making the interviews and 
the consultancy groups),  (iii) data analysis (e.g., compilation of all input from observation, 
interviews, consultancy groups), (iv) discussion of main results, and (v) writing the report. Its 
implementation initiated in June 2018 (Guideline – first version development by APCdP) and 
this report [produced by the end of November 2018 (delivery of National report by APCdP)].  

From the diversity of data compiled (through observation, interviews with different key-actors, 
and consultancy groups) it is important to highlight the great importance given to this thematic 
by all participants. Also reiterated by participants was the lack of a systematic and evidence-
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based approach on transition to autonomy to be implemented with children in residential care. 
Even though the residential care facilities implement some activities to promote children 
autonomy, the choice of the areas to invest, the definition of goals and activities, the selection 
of methodologies and strategies, and the evaluation process (when existing) depends on the 
team of professionals. Most of the participants acknowledge the need to increase the efficiency 
and efficacy of the intervention in this thematic, but they stress the lack of investment from the 
governmental authorities in providing guidelines and specific instructions/manuals on how to 
proceed.  

Professionals require specific training and proficient support from the governmental authorities 
in the implementation of initiatives in the residential care units. They mention needs in a variety 
of dimensions, namely: (i) support for the creation of feasible life plans, (ii) promoting 
autonomy in the management of resources (e.g., money, material resources), (iii) developing 
programs of vocational guidance/employment seeking and/or education paths, (iv) developing 
efficient strategies for community efficient integration and strengthening of the (in)formal 
network of the children. In addition, the insufficient resources (e.g., funding, material 
resources) also limit the possibility of more investment in high quality approaches and 
innovation in this specific area. Children stress the need of support, especially during the 
transitional period after leaving the residential care facilities. Their needs include (but are not 
limited to): (i) close support in education/vocational guidance and employment, (ii) housing, 
(iii) life skills, (iv) community integration and network establishment, (v) health (psychological 
and physical), (vi) money management, and (vii) planning the future/making a life plan. 

 

2. Country context 

The revision of the Portuguese legislation – Children and Young People in Danger Protection 
Act, updated by Law No. 142/2015 (Lei de Proteção de Crianças e Jovens em Perigo) introduced 
relevant changes in the foster and residential care system, for children and youngsters. Its 
development took in consideration the insufficiencies identified in several technical 
reports/research documents and the recommendations produced (e.g., Borges, 2007; 
Comissão Parlamentar de Assuntos Constitucionais, Direitos, Liberdades e Garantias, 2006; 
Comissão Nacional de Proteção das Crianças e Jovens em Risco – CNPCJR, 2016; Delgado & 
Gersão, 2018). From the variety of sources that highlight(ed) the limitations and inadequacies 
of the Portuguese foster and residential care system it is important to distinguish the 
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contribution of the Parliamentary Committee on Constitutional Affairs, Rights, Freedoms and 
Guarantees (Comissão Parlamentar de Assuntos Constitucionais, Direitos, Liberdades e 
Garantias) that deliberated, in 2005, the implementation of a comprehensive evaluation of the 
Portuguese care system for children and youth. The information compiled disclosed (i) high 
numbers of institutionalized children, (ii) longs periods in the foster and residential care system, 
(iii) a varied collection of problems in the foster and residential care institutions (e.g., 
insufficiency of founds, inconsistencies between the written documentation and the 
intervention model actually used, low skilled teams and lack of training for professionals). This 
Report (Comissão Parlamentar de Assuntos Constitucionais, Direitos, Liberdades e Garantias, 
2006) included, in complement of the analysis, specific recommendations, namely: (i) to 
develop a paradigm of deinstitutionalization in order to fight the predominant the “deposit” 
tendency (ii) to give particular relevance to personalized relationships and to privilege family 
intervention, (iii) to adequately manage the dimension of “children attachment”, avoiding the 
promotion of relations of full affective involvement with professionals that will stop abruptly 
when children leave the institution.  

According to Delgado & Gersão (2018) the reduction of 15% in the number of institutionalized 
children was the main achievement accomplished in more than 10 years since the publication 
of the report. The recommendations were not implemented, and Portugal faced a proportional 
increase of children in residential care, in comparison with other care possibilities. The 
Committee on the Rights of the Child (2014), concerning the third and fourth periodical reports 
produced by Portugal, reinforces this message by stating that the country needs to strengthen 
the family-based care intervention and to develop a strategy for deinstitutionalization (by 
specifying precise goals that will culminate in the progressive elimination of institutional care). 
Recommendations reinforced by the European Committee (Recommendation 112/2013) that 
alerts to the need of: (i) family support services improvement and (ii) fostering the quality of 
alternate care services. The purpose is, also, to continuously decrease the number of children 
in institutions, and to ensure regular review of the existing cases of institutionalization. The 
logic highlighted in this tendency lies in the consideration that child is the center of all actions 
that concern his/her life. Child, not the services, is the center of the entire process. The goal is 
to ensure that all children, even the children that are included in the care system, have the 
possibility of the full and effective exercise of their rights. This tendency towards 
deinstitutionalization is additionally reinforced by the results of scientific inquiry. Research has 
shown, repeatedly, that children and youth in foster and residential care face developmental 
difficulties and struggle (more than non-institutionalized children) to live autonomously during 
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adulthood (e.g., Martins et al., 2013; Oliveira et al., 2014; Carvalho & Cruz, 2015; Zamith-Cruz 
et al., 2016). A significative volume of scientific and technical reports, produced in the last 
decade, produced the same global conclusions. In sum, Portuguese care system for children and 
youth was (and still is) not fulfilling satisfactorily its goals and responsibilities (e.g., Instituto da 
Segurança Social, 2011, 2016; Sampaio et al., 2011; Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2014; 
Comissão Nacional de Proteção das Crianças e Jovens em Risco – CNPCJR, 2016). 

The revision of the Portuguese legislation (Lei 142/2015, de 8 de setembro) attended to the 
constraints mentioned in the previous paragraphs and the recommendations made by several 
(inter)national relevant stakeholders. The expressed intention is to introduce significative 
changes in the care system, addressing the specific needs of children and young people in 
danger. Relevant modifications from the previous legislation (Lei n. º 147/99, de 1 de setembro) 
include: (i) finality for intervention (clear focus on the child and child needs), (ii) choice of foster 
modality, and (iii) duration. In this legal framework, the superior interest of the child and the 
youngster [“interesse superior da criança” (art 4, point a)] is defined as: “The intervention must 
meet primarily the interests and rights of the child and the youngster, in particular the 
continuity of quality affection and significative relationships, without prejudice to the 
consideration that is due to other legitimate interests in context of the plurality of the interests 
present in the concrete case (“a intervenção deve atender prioritariamente aos interesses e 
direitos da criança e do jovem, nomeadamente à continuidade de relações de afeto de 
qualidade e significativas, sem prejuízo da consideração que for devida a outros interesses 
legítimos no âmbito da pluralidade dos interesses presentes no caso concreto”). The superior 
interest of the child includes, in this new legal framework, specific reference to the 
indispensability of the continuity of (quality and significative) affection relationships. 

Specifically concerning residential care, the 2015 legislation does not provide substantive 
modification (cf., art 49) on its definition. However, that is not the case when we consider the 
residential care modalities. The Law 147/99 differentiated between “short term” (< 6 months) 
and “long term” intervention, which was implemented respectively by “Temporary residential 
care” (Casas de Acolhimento Temporário – CAT”) and Infancy and Youth Homes (Lares de 
Infância e Juventude). These institutions had different intervention models, resources and even 
predominant narratives (one focused on temporary needs, and the other on long term 
intervention – namely through the promotion of autonomy). Law nr 142/2015 abolishes these 
designations under one common institutional modality [Residential Care (Casas de 
Acolhimento), art 50, nr 1 ]. “Residential care” integrates “generalist” and “special units” (e.g., 
“Residential care for emergency situations”, “Residential care for specific problematics” and 
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“autonomization apartments”).  If specialized units do not exist, or there is no place available, 
children are placed in generalist residential care. Under the Law nr 142/2015 there are no 
specifications about the functioning of Residential care facilities (indicating that this is to be 
defined in a specific diploma).  

Autonomization remains, under this diploma, a significant challenge to the care system. A 
consensual definition of autonomization and the operationalization of its dimensions remains 
something to be done in Portugal, which results in the co-existence of different definition 
proposals. Restrictive perspectives focus on financial and employment autonomy, while broad 
perspectives seem to include under the umbrella of autonomy, an interminable list of 
dimensions (intrapersonal, familiar, community and society). In result of this enormous 
operational latitude, even though autonomy is included in the vast majority of the children 
intervention plans and/or the strategic plans of the institutions – most interventions are had 
hoc and the effective results are limited. There are no specific guidelines on what an 
autonomization process should be, taking in consideration the heterogeneity of children 
integrated in residential care. Also inexistent is a systematic evaluation of the work done in this 
specific area. Insufficient preparation of the educative teams to deal with the specificities this 
new legal framework imposes (e.g., children that suffered abandonment from family of origin 
share the same space as children with history of violence and delinquent activities) is one 
regular limitation mentioned by professionals and researchers. The question is, however, far 
more complex than this – some new possibilities of integration of children and youngers in 
innovative autonomization initiatives have been proposed (Delgado & Gersão, 2018). In fact, 
other countries report interesting experiences, and in Portugal some pilot intervention were 
developed, but so far none of them have been consolidated and integrated as regular 
opportunities.  

 

3. Ethnographic research  

The following two sections summarize the research process. The section methodology 
describes the project objectives (3.1.1), participants (3.1.2), instruments (3.1.3) and procedures 
(3.1.4).  
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3.1 Methodology 
 
3.1.1 Objectives 

Included in INTEGRA WP2, the ethnographic research (cf., WP 2 INTEGRA Project Description 
and Implementation) development relates, directly, to the following objectives: 

• Characterize and analyse practices and needs of minors in residential care, through: 
o Participatory ethnographic research with children in care (aged 16+) to 

understand the needs of ageing-out minors from their own perspective. This will 
be done through Children Consultancy Groups   further reinforcing the child-
centred approach of the project and to provide them with a voice, as suggested 
by the Lundy model. 

• Characterize and analyse practices and needs of residential care professionals in relation 
to the provision of ageing-out support, through: 

o Participatory ethnographic research with care providers and legal guardians 
towards an experiential understanding of the context of residential care, and the 
needs of professionals. 

Taking in consideration that this research is part of the “Contextual needs analysis resulting 
from research activities” (cf., WP2) it is important to emphasize that the objectives of the 
ethnographic research are also connected with other two objectives of the package, namely: 

• Identify, analyse and compile country contextual needs analysis focusing on: 
o Legal frameworks regulating care and care leaving 
o Best practices related to care and care leaving, whether nation-wide or found in 

particular regions, organisations 
o The framework of residential care organisations participating in the project, in 

terms of institutionalisation, opportunities for employment after leaving care, 
integration in social and civic life, access to human, social and cultural capital. 

• Contribute to the improvement of residential care standards at EU level, through 
o A White paper resulting from the transnational research, which will inform about 

pressing issues in relation to ageing-out of residential care and present the 
INTEGRA MIP as a valuable resource to empower caregivers, minors, and 
stakeholders.  
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3.1.2 Participants 

In total, 66 people participated in this ethnographic research, explicitly: (i) 36 people integrated 
the observation context, and (ii) 30 people participated in the inquiry process (interviews, 
consultancy groups, and post care stakeholders’ interviews). Due to the specific objective of the 
observation process (focused on the dynamics of the organizations), no specific individual 
characterization data was systematized. Considering the groups that participated in individual 
interview (Children about to leave care, Caregivers, guardians, teachers and educators, Post 
care stakeholders) and consultancy group, the gender distribution is: (i) 10 males and (ii) 20 
female participants.  Age varies from 16 to 54 years old. 

 

3.1.2.1 Observation 

Observation contained data on the organization and 36 people [specifically 12 professionals 
(both sexes) and 24 children (12-18, both sexes)]. As previously mentioned, taking in 
consideration that the intention of the observation process was to provide characterization of 
context and interaction dynamics, no other individual data was obtained, from adults or 
children in the care system, while doing observation.  

 

3.1.2.2 Interviews 

The sample of participants in the semi-structured interviews groups comprises two subgroups, 
namely: (i) Children about to leave care (16-18 years old), and (ii) Caregivers, guardians, 
teachers and educators.  
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3.1.2.2.1 Children about to leave care (16-18 years old) 

The first subgroup comprised 5 children about to leave care [4 females and 1 male, from 16 to 
18 years old (m=16,6 years)]. The minimum time in residential foster care was 2 years and the 
maximum 15 years (m= 8,75 years).  

All children are Portuguese and one of them has double 
nationality (Portuguese and Angolan).  Considering 
cultural background, children only highlighted the 
dimension of religious beliefs (catholic and Mormon). 
No specific ethnic and/or cultural group was 
mentioned.  

Participants are enrolled in school, in specific: (i) 2 
children are included in special education programs (accordingly to Law 3/2008), (ii) 2 children 
are included in vocational education programs (one of them in a “Special Needs” vocational 
program), and (iii) 1 is enrolled in secondary education. No children mentioned involvement in 
any other formal education/training initiative.  

Accordingly to participants narratives, their network composition includes (cf., Graphics 2 and 
3):  

• Formal network - school (n=5), residential care institution/shelter (n=5), Church (n=1), 
Sports team (n= 2) and Hospital (n=1);   

• Informal network - colleagues (n=5), teachers (n=5), friends [e.g., activities out of school, 
friends met during sports activities, friends met during scouts activities (n=5).  

 

4
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Graphic 1 Gender distribution 

Female Male
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3.1.2.2.2 Caregivers, guardians, teachers, and educators 

The second subgroup comprised 10 participants [8 females and 2 males, from 29 to 54 years 
old (m=43,6 years)]. All professionals are Portuguese and Caucasian (n=10). Two participants 
describe regular catholic religious practices.  

The dominant training category is Psychologist (n=7), 
followed by Social Worker (n= 2) and Sociocultural 
Animator (n=1). It is important to have in 
consideration that the characterization they made 
about their roles highlight a vast collection of 
responsibilities and activities, in some cases far from 
the typical role associated to their training (e.g., two 
of the psychologists do not do psychological work - 
their specific role is to be “technical director” of the institution; one psychologist was hired as 
social worker).   

Their practice as Caregivers, Guardians, Teachers, and/or Educators is highly heterogenous, 
ranging from approximately half a year to 30 years (m= 15,1 years). Their formal educational 
level is also considerably diverse: (i) secondary education (n=1), (ii) degree (n=7), master’s 
degree (n= 1) and PhD (n=1). All interviewed mentioned additional participation in training 
activities (short courses) and one of them finished a Post-Graduation in Child Protection.  

3.1.2.3 Consultancy groups 

The consultancy group composition comprises 5 children about to leave care [4 females and 1 
male, from 16 to 18 years old (m=16,6 years)]. The minimum time in foster care residential was 
2 years and the maximum 15 years (m= 8,75 years). 
It is important to mention that one child could not 
remember how many years was in residential care 
system (“several years… I do not know… I am here, 
in this shelter, for a few months… but before I was 
in another shelter since I was a little girl”). All 
children are Portuguese. 
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Considering cultural background children highlighted the dimension of religious beliefs and 
practices: (i) 4 children mentioned they have a catholic background and 3 of them clearly stated 
they do regular religious practice, and (ii) one child mentioned regular religious practice 
accordingly to Mormon beliefs. No specific cultural and/or ethnic group was mentioned.  

According to participants narratives their informal is larger than the formal network. All 

reported wide and strong informal network, comprised by “many friends” (e.g., “I like 
everybody”, “I have problems with no one”). Formal network is limited to: (i) school and 
residential care institution/shelter (n=5), Sports team (n= 2) and Hospital – Psychiatric services 
(n=1). 

Children are enrolled in school, in specific: (i) 2 children are included in special education 
programs (accordingly to Law 3/2008), (ii) 2 children are included in vocational education 
programs (one of them in a “Special Needs” vocational program), and (iii) 1 is enrolled in 
secondary education. No children mentioned involvement in any other formal 
education/training initiative.  

 
 
3.1.2.4 Post care stakeholders 

The post care stakeholder’s groups comprised 10 participants [4 female and 6 male, from 33 to 
50 years old (m=38,8 years)]. All professionals are Portuguese and Caucasian (n=10).  
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Their practice as Post care stakeholders is highly 
heterogenous, ranging from approximately 3 years to 
19 years (m= 9,5 years). Their formal educational 
level is also considerably diverse: (i) secondary 
education (n=2), (ii) degree (n=3), master’s degree 
(n= 3) and PhD (n=2). All interviewed mentioned 
additional participation in training activities (short 
courses) and one of them finished a master’s in 
Special Needs Education.  

Their roles in post care are differentiated, including 
responsibilities in: (i) housing, (ii) education and training during adulthood, (iii) judiciary and 
legal support, (iv) employment and vocational guidance, (v) (in)formal network establishment 
and enrichment, (vi) autonomization skills and capacitation.  

 
 

3.1.3 Instruments 

This ethnographic research project involved the use of 3 complementary techniques 
(observation, interview and Focus group/consultancy group), which required the development 
of specific data collection instruments. The combined use of these 3 techniques supported a 
detailed and richer inquiring of participants, allowing the research team to: (i) better 
understand the needs of ageing-out minors from their own perspective (children in care, aged 
16+); (ii) systematize the experiential understanding of the context of residential care, and the 
needs of professionals (care providers and legal guardians).  

The Observation Form contemplates 5 main dimensions: (i) partner data, (ii) preliminary 
contextual and participants references, (iii) Observation data, (iv) Researcher notes, and (v) 
other information. It includes open and closed camps to ensure that quantitative and 
qualitative information can be retrieved from observation and that each set of data (national 
information) can be easily analysed in comparison with other national set of data.  

In addition, the research protocol includes 3 versions of Semi-structured interview [Form A - 
Children about to leave care (16-18 years old), Form B - Caregivers, Guardians, Teachers, 
Educators, and Form C - Post care stakeholders]. In table 1-4 each interview script is briefly 
characterized.  
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Table 1 Form A Children about to leave care (16-18 years old) 
Section Grand tour question Nr. specific 

questions 

1 – Participant Information -- 10 

2 – In-care experiences Can you please characterize your experiences, past and 
present, in the care system? 5 

3 – Autonomy In your perspective what does it mean to be an autonomous 
person? 3 

4 - Dimensions of transition 
to autonomy 

Which dimensions do you consider essential for a successful 
transition to autonomy? 8 

5 – Perceived needs Which are your needs during this process? 2 

6 – Professionals needs Which are the professionals’ main needs during this process? 2 

7 – Transition planning Are you planning your transition to autonomy? 5 

8 – Future How do you foresee a prosperous autonomy? 2 

9 – Last comments Final Question 1 
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Table 2 Form B Caregivers, Guardians, Teachers and Educators 

Section Grand tour question Nr. specific 
questions 

1 – Participant 
Information -- 9 

2 – Autonomy In your perspective what does it mean to be an autonomous 
person? 3 

3 – Role in 
autonomization process 

Do you have an active role in autonomization process of 
child/children ageing out of care? Please elaborate. 4 

4 – Dimensions of 
transition to autonomy 

Which dimensions you consider essential for a successful 
transition to autonomy? 8 

5 – Children needs Which are the children main needs during this process? 2 

6 – Professionals needs Which are the professionals’ main needs during this process? 2 

7 – Future How do you foresee a prosperous autonomy? 2 

8 – Last comments Final Question 1 

 

Table 3 Form C - Post care stakeholders 
Section Grand tour question Nr. specific 

questions 
1 – Participant 
Information -- 9 

2 – Autonomy In your perspective what does it mean to be an autonomous 
person? 3 

3 – Role in 
autonomization process 

Do you have an active role in autonomization process of 
child/children ageing out of care? Please elaborate. 4 

4 - Specific role in post 
care support during the 
autonomization process 

Specific role in post care support during the autonomization 
process 4 

5 – Dimensions of 
transition to autonomy 

Which dimensions you consider essential for a successful 
transition to autonomy, taking in consideration your experience 

in post care support? 
8 

6 – Children needs Which are the children main needs during this process? 2 

7 – Professionals needs Which are the professionals’ main needs during this process? 2 

8 – Inspiring/best 
practices 

Can you briefly present some inspiring/Best practices in children 
autonomization? 5 

9 – Future How do you foresee a prosperous autonomy? 2 

8 – Last comments Final Question 1 
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Lastly, the Focus Group/Consultancy Group form has 8 sections. The first section comprises the 
data about participants characterization. Section 2-8 focus on the themes for participants 
discussion (cf., Table 4). 

Table 4 Focus group/Consultancy group script 
Section Grand tour debate question Key aspects 

1 – Participants 
Information -- 10 

2 – Autonomy In your perspective what does it mean to be an autonomous 
person? 3 

3 - Dimensions of 
transition to autonomy 

Which dimensions do you consider essential for a successful 
transition to autonomy? 8 

4 – Perceived needs Which are your needs during this process? 8 

5 – Professionals needs Which are the main needs of the professionals’ that work with 
you in this process? 8 

6 – Transition planning Do children in care plan they transition to autonomy? How? 7 

7 – Future How do you foresee a prosperous autonomy? 5 

9 – Last comments 
Do you wish to say something else that could help us better 
understand transition to autonomy and ageing out of care 

needs? 
1 

 

3.1.4 Procedures 

Overall, the research process comprised 5 main phases: (i) planning (e.g., preparing the data 
collection instruments, organizing the data collection with key stakeholders), (ii) data collection 
(e.g., ensuring informed consent from all participants, doing observation, making the interviews 
and the consultancy groups),  (iii) data analysis (e.g., compilation of all input from observation, 
interviews, consultancy groups), (iv) discussion of main results, and (v) writing the report. The 
first phase implementation occurred from 26th June to 13th of July 2018 and involved the 
development of a comprehensive research guideline (with detailed instructions, instruments 
and ethical procedures), and its acceptance by all partners. Phase two (Data collection) 
implementation period was from 14th July to 15th September 2018. As previously mentioned 
this phase required observation of residential care facilities, individual interviews to different 
key-actors and the development of a consultancy group. The protocol required all partners to 
send their raw data to APCdP by 15th of September. APCdP proposed, considering each partner 
specific contribution, a detailed National Report common template to be used (which was 
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disseminated to other partners by 31st if October 2018). Partners were active in the discussion 
of the template elements and different versions of the template were produced. The task was 
successfully accomplished on time and by November partners had a commonly agreed template 
to produce the National Report. APCdP finalised the report by 24th of November 2018. Lastly, it 
is important to mention that, besides its individual importance, the National Reports will also 
be important for the development of the White Paper Infographics (to be finalized by end of 
February 2019).   

The following paragraphs describe APCdP implementation of the research protocol. It took in 
consideration the ethical and research procedures described in the Guideline prepared for WP2 
of INTEGRA. All research participants received detailed information about the project and 
written informed consent was obtained. Data collection occurred from 28/07/2018 to 
28/08/2018, in the centre region of Portugal. It combined: (i) observation, (ii) individual 
interviews with Children about to leave care and with Caregivers, guardians, teachers, and 
educators, (iii) Consultancy group, and (iv) individual interviews with Post care stakeholders.  

Observation had the main purpose of identifying needs of children leaving care from an 
experiential point of view. Therefore, APCdP researcher focused the attention on potentially 
relevant information to better understand those needs. Using the modality of direct 
observation, research observed one organization daily activities for 6 hours [divided in two 
observation periods (06 and 14/08/2018) that occurred in different days to increase the 
diversity and richness of data]. Observation incorporated inside and outside spaces of the 
organization (e.g., common rooms, library, professionals’ offices, playground). Each 
observation period description implicated the filling of a specific Observation grid form (cf., 
Observation form in Google drive of INTEGRA Project).  The observation compilation form 
integrates the content of both Observation Forms, and summarizes the relevant data obtained 
during the observation process (cf., Observation form compilation in Google drive of INTEGRA 
Project).   

Mobilizing the modality of individual semi-structured interview, researcher inquired the 
perspectives of: (i) Children about to leave care and Caregivers, and (ii) Guardians, Teachers and 
Educators. The interviews occurred in a neutral and safe context by the participants (e.g., 
professionals working context, children daily living context) and informed consent form was 
always obtained prior to starting the questioning. Data collection started at 06/08/2018 and 
ended by 28/08/2018. The minimum duration was 1h and the maximum approximately 2h. All 
participants considered the interview script adequate and thought-provoking, showing interest 
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in knowing the research complete results. They considered the interview script comprehensive 
and not excessively long.  

Consultancy group occurred at 14/08/2018 in a residential care facility, specifically in the library 
of the institution (context considered neutral and adjusted by participants). Informed consent 
was obtained prior to the discussion.  The modality was group interview with 5 Children about 
to leave care. Duration was approximately 1h. Participants considered the consultancy group 
script relevant and attention-grabbing, showing interest in knowing the research global results. 
Discussion allowed the researcher to identify some key elements, specifically: (i) high 
heterogeneity of the children about to leave care needs, (ii) long trajectory of 
institutionalization of many Portuguese children in the care system, (iii) limited moments for 
these children to express their needs and interests, (iv) global wish to be heard by residential 
care professionals and, generally, by the care system decision makers in relation to the 
autonomization process.  They considered the script comprehensive and not excessively long.  

Interviews with Post care stakeholders happened under the modality of individual semi-
structured interview. The interviews development occurred in a neutral and considered 
adjusted context (e.g., room given by the local municipality). Informed consent was obtained 
prior to the beginning of the questioning. Data collection started at 28/07/2018 and ended by 
14/08/2018. The minimum duration was 1h and the maximum approximately 2h. All 
participants considered the interview script suitable and thought-provoking, showing interest 
in knowing the research global results and to collaborate in the dissemination of the project 
activities in the community. They considered the interview script comprehensive and not 
excessively long.  

 

3.2 Main results 

The section results depict the main research outcomes and the most relevant discoveries, 
taking in consideration each group of participants involved in the research. 

 

3.2.1 Global results 

This research project allowed for a more comprehensive perspective on the practices and needs 
of: (i) minors in residential care, specifically focusing on the needs of ageing-out minors from 
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their own perspective; and (ii) residential care professionals in relation to the provision of 
ageing-out support, towards an experiential understanding of the context of residential care, 
and the needs of professionals. It also challenged APCdP to do an analysis and compilation of 
Portugal contextual needs, with the further goal of contributing to the improvement of 
residential care standards at EU level. Before the description of the common results it is 
important to highlight the diversity and richness of qualitative data compiled trough the 
observation process, semi-structured interviews with key-actors (including Children about to 
leave care; Caregivers, guardians, teachers and educators; Post care stakeholders) and the 
Consultancy group. Participants willingness to express their opinions, needs and expectations 
was very high, and their narratives were rich in descriptions and suggestions. 

Participants clearly stated that this is a very relevant thematic in the national present context. 
Children stress the need to include their perspectives and input in the planning and 
implementation of initiatives related to after care life (in specific concerning the adequate 
promotion of their autonomization). They describe lack of systematized activities and/or 
programs, which result in insecurity and doubts about the life trajectory during adulthood.   
Children also emphasise the need of encouragement and effective support during the first 
period after leaving the residential care facilities. Their needs involve (even though they are not 
limited to): (i) education/vocational guidance and employment, (ii) housing, (iii) life skills, (iv) 
community integration and network establishment, (v) health (psychological and physical), (vi) 
money management, and (vii) planning the future/making a life plan. 

Complementarily, professionals alert to the lack of a systematic and evidence-based approach 
on provision of ageing-out support, to be implemented with children in residential care, in 
Portugal. The existing modalities of intervention result from residential care team’s ad hoc 
attempts to promote knowledge and skills necessary for after care well-being and life quality. 
Professionals mention active concern with the after-care period and the intention to promote 
a smooth transition and autonomy living, in the individual life project proposed for each child. 
Nevertheless, the effective implementation of these actions depends largely on each team of 
professional’s specific skills and knowledge, and their willingness and inclination to include 
autonomization as a key area for child development. In result, the decision on the activities to 
promote children autonomy (e.g., the choice of the dimensions to invest, the definition of goals 
and activities, the selection of methodologies and strategies, and the evaluation process, when 
existing, monitoring and evaluation of the actions implementation) rely on the professionals 
and the care organization.  
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Professionals emphasize the inexistence of specific evidence-based guidelines and regulations 
on how to accomplish an effective provision of ageing-out support, for children in care. In fact, 
participants (Guardians, Teachers and Educators and Post Care Stakeholders) report minimum 
investment from the governmental authorities in providing guidelines and specific 
instructions/manuals on how to proceed. They ask for specific training and proficient support 
in the implementation of initiatives in the residential care units. They mention needs in a variety 
of dimensions, specifically: (i) support for the creation of feasible life plans, (ii) promoting 
autonomy in the management of resources (e.g., money, material resources), (iii) developing 
programs of vocational guidance/employment seeking and/or education paths, (iv) developing 
efficient strategies for community efficient integration and strengthening of the (in)formal 
network of the children. In addition, the insufficient resources (e.g., funding, material 
resources) also limit the possibility of more investment in high quality approaches and 
innovation in this specific area.  
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4. Discussion and Conclusion 

Participants highlighted the high importance of this thematic, bearing in mind the Portuguese 
legal scenario and well-known difficulties in accomplishing the Portugal assumed compromise 
with the quality of life and well-being of children in the foster and residential care system. 
Taking in consideration the diversity of data compiled (through observation, interviews with 
different key-actors, and consultancy group) it is interesting to notice the congruence among 
the perspective of Children about to leave the care system, Caregivers, Guardians, Teachers and 
Educators, and Post-care stakeholders.  

Globally, the three groups alert to the lack of a structured and effective (evidence-based) 
approach on transition to autonomy to be implemented with children during their integration 
in the foster care system. Residential care facilities implement some activities to promote 
autonomy of children. However, the choice of the areas to invest, the definition of goals and 
activities, the selection of methodologies and strategies, and the evaluation process (when 
existing) depends heavily on the team of professionals. In fact, participants agree on a 
generalized lack of specific guidelines form government. Professionals report the need specific 
training and proficient support from the governmental authorities in the implementation of 
initiatives in the residential care units. In addition, insufficient resources (e.g., funding, material 
resources) also limit the possibility of more investment in high quality approaches and 
innovation in this specific area.  

Portuguese children needs are varied, namely: (i) Bureaucracy/ documents/ legislation 
management, (ii) Community participation, (iii) Education/training, (iv) Employment/Career 
Development, (v) Financial/money management, (vi) General quality of life and well-being, (vii) 
Health, (viii) Housing, (ix) Interpersonal relationships establishment, (x) Intimacy, (xi) Personal 
Management, and (xii) Self-determination. With the exception of Bureaucracy/ documents/ 
legislation management (not considered relevant by children), Interpersonal relationships 
establishment and Intimacy (last two not considered a priority by professionals), the other 
dimensions were characterized as very relevant. Children emphasize the need of support during 
the first period after leaving the residential care facilities. Their needs include (but are not 
limited to): (i) close support in education/vocational guidance and employment, (ii) housing, 
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(iii) life skills, (iv) community integration and network establishment, (v) health (psychological 
and physical), (vi) money management, and (vii) planning the future/making a life plan. 

Caregivers, Guardians, Teachers and Educators needs are also very diversified. Their needs 
cover all indicators contemplated in this research, with exception of the first one - Autonomous 
use of children native language(s). In detail – they have needs in: (ii) Communication (orally and 
in writing) skills, (iii) Cultural diversity awareness, (iv) Education/training promotion, (v) Health 
promotion, (vi) Knowledge about teenagers development, (vii) Knowledge of specific 
legislation/country guidelines, (vii) Promotion of basic daily living skills, (viii) Promotion of 
Financial/money management skills, (ix) Promotion of Housing seeking/maintenance skills, (x) 
Promotion of self-determination, learn how to learn and autonomy skills, (xi) Stakeholder 
network, and (xii) Time management skills]. Professionals require training and proficient 
support from the governmental authorities in the implementation of initiatives in the 
residential care units. They ask for support in: (i) support for the creation of feasible life plans, 
(ii) promoting autonomy in the management of resources (e.g., money, material resources), (iii) 
developing programs of vocational guidance/employment seeking and/or education paths, (iv) 
developing efficient strategies for community efficient integration and strengthening of the 
(in)formal network of the children. In addition, the insufficient resources (e.g., funding, material 
resources) also limit the possibility of more investment in high quality approaches and 
innovation. Besides that, Post care stakeholders clearly focus their concern on: (i) self-
determination, (ii) community participation, and (iii) professional skills and career 
development. In addition, they explicitly alert to the need of developing a strong network with 
relevant stakeholders in the community.  
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