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Abstract 

This study investigates the association between the contact of children or young people in care with 

their family, and the foster care placement evaluation (positive or negative) in Portugal. According to 

the perspectives of foster carers and service professionals’ perceptions regarding children and young 

people’s reactions, during and after the visits, are measured.  Utilizing a quantitative approach, two 

fostering services teams and 140 foster carers completed questionnaires, which had 212 children in 

common. Results indicated that despite the importance of continued contact, especially for children 

and their parents, it was not determined to be essential to long term placement. On one hand, there 

was the perception that a high percentage of children expressed positive reactions during and after 

the visit, while on the other hand, this didn’t influence the perception of placement success. This 

study also showed significant differences between foster carers’ and the professionals’ perceptions 

on several dimensions of foster care, especially the children’s reactions during visits. These 

differences need to be further analyzed in future research and the outcomes used to help improve 

contact management. 
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 Children and young people in residential or foster care have the right to maintain contact 

with their family, similar to separation or divorce processes, according to item no. 3 of article 9 of 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). Contact with the parents, despite 

the associated difficulties and the challenges, is an essential right from both a legal and ethical 

points of view. This contact is central to the child’s or young person’s individual care plan. It may also 

be central to reunification with their family, with subsequent influence on their wellbeing and their 

future relationships (McWey & Mullis, 2004). Biological family contact is considered important for 

children and young people as it is believed to contribute to their adaptation to placement. 

Therefore, recognizing the importance of this contact for adaptation to placement, it needs to be 

closely monitored and supported by social services at the educational and emotional levels (McWey 

& Mullis, 2004). 

 Authors such as Déprez and Wendland (2015), reviewed the  literature on contact with the 

biological family while the child or young person is in residential care. These authors stressed the 

need for more research related to the maintenance of contact between the child and their family, 

and its quality as well as whether the continued contact for children and young people  may be 

beneficial or  not.  Furthermore, Salas, Fuentes, Bernedo, and García (2016) after analyzing in detail 

the contact arrangements in foster care and its quality, stressed the need to tailor contact according 

to each case and reported the need to invest on intervention strategies to improve the quality of 

contact visits. Therefore, it is important to analyze contact and its quality in further detail in the 

Portuguese context and to reflect on the implications for practice. 

In Portugal, similar to other countries, placement in foster care differs from that of residential care, 

mainly because children and young people are integrated in a family environment. This type of 

placement allows for the establishment of a privileged relationship with the carer. These connected 

relationships require an equilibrium between foster carers and biological families working together 

to assist the child or young person in care.  
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 The carer is not a substitute for biological parents, "but an original figure, who creates with 

the child unprecedented bonds and must conquer their place against the exclusive image of ‘one 

father, one mother, one family’ “(Théry, 1999, p.131). In fact, it is expected that the carers provide 

an environment characterized by stability, security, attention, and empathy, in order to reconcile 

tangible areas with intangible ones, such as pain and loss management (Aldgate, Maluccio & Reeves, 

1989). Cairns (2002) adds to these carer attributes a friendly dedication, a positive or benevolent 

attitude (friendliness) distinct from friendship, a "mix of love and joy, combined with a passionate 

dedication to his or her well-being" (p.73). David (2000) speaks about providing security, the 

meeting of needs, and the experience of daily life, guided by individual respect, and allowing the 

child or young person in care to learn of the existence of limits in a family system,  a different set of 

experiences from those which the child may have been removed. Beek and Schofield (2004a) refer 

to physical and emotional readiness, the sensitivity to understand, respect, and reflect on children's 

thoughts and feelings, as well as the ability to respond to their manifested needs, being typical of a 

reflective carer. 

 Neil and Howe (2004) report two conditions, which are not sufficient in themselves, but can 

help to achieve positive results: compatibility between the child and carers, and the capacity of the 

carers to manage external factors that can collide with foster care including contact with the 

biological family. 

 Contact is more successful, has better outcomes, and is more easily arranged when the 

foster carers accept its potential value, and when they do not intend to take the place of the 

biological family in the child’s life (Sen & Broadhurst, 2011). When contact is characterized by 

cooperation rather than conflict, the child can maintain a sense of belonging to both the foster 

carers’ and their biological family (Neil, Beek, & Schofield, 2003). Nevertheless, the general principle 

of investment in contact can be rejected if it is harmful to the child’s best interests.  This raises the 

need for regular, careful assessment of the outcomes of contact (Barber & Delfabbro, 2004). This 

follow-up requires experience, skills, and time on behalf of those undertaking it, and should keep in 

Page 4 of 37

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wssr  Email: socwork@aol.com

Journal of Social Service Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review
 O

nly

5 

 

mind: the child’s stage of development and age, the purpose of the placement, the parental capacity 

of the family member with whom the contact takes place, the way this family member relates with 

the child, the caregiving skills of the foster carer, and the child's own opinion (Atwool, 2013; Selwyn, 

2004; Sen & Broadhurst, 2011). The planning of contact needs to be flexible and adaptable to 

naturally occurring changes in the needs and feelings of all actors involved, namely in relation to 

type, frequency, duration of contact, and more specifically to visits, location. In order to ensure 

better outcomes, the contact should be supervised, and visits should be monitored before, during 

and after, by contacting the different stakeholders involved. 

 In situations of maltreatment, some of which are particularly serious, the likelihood of 

placement success increases if certain people are forbidden to have contact with the child. 

Therefore, it is important to avoid a situation where the contact visits become a moment of 

remembrance, or, in the absence of supervision, a moment where the trauma can be repeated 

(Howe & Steele, 2004; Wilson & Sinclair, 2004). Children and young people’s safety and protection 

stands as the priority, along with the promotion of attachment to the foster carers. The possibility of 

some kind of contact with the biological family is typically only evaluated later (Browne & Moloney, 

2002; Cairns, 2002; Howe, 1995; Howe, Brandon, Hinings, & Schofield, 1999). 

 In Portugal, few studies have been carried out in the area of foster care. Therefore, this work 

aims to study the characterization of contact in the Portuguese context; to evaluate the effect it has  

on the wellbeing of the child or young person from professionals’ and carers’ perspectives; to 

identify the difficulties that these actors have in maintaining said contact;  and to determine if the 

contact influences the overall assessment by professionals and carers of the foster care situation, in 

terms of helping or hindering the child’s development. 

Literature Review 

 The growing interest in contact in foster care results mainly from the impact that it has on 

the development of the child, the foster care system, placement stability, and the possibility of 

placement breakdowns (Osborn & Delfabbro, 2009; Ward, Munro & Dearden, 2006). Most of the 
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research and reflection on theoretical frameworks, contexts, and foster care practices takes place in 

Anglo-Saxon countries.  However, there is an emergent and growing interest in Iberian countries, 

particularly in Spain. 

 This section highlights  the findings of studies from the geographical areas referred to 

previously (Anglo-Saxon countries and Spain), in order to analyze contact patterns, models, and 

outcomes. Prevalence was given to studies that focused on the contact process from the point of 

view of children and young people, foster carers, biological families, and fostering services teams. 

The selection criteria included: studies that analyzed emotional and behavioral reactions and studies 

that looked into the impact of contact on stability, permanence, reunification, and satisfaction with 

the contact experience. To summarize, this section will focus on how contact is actually made, what 

are its main aims, and what outcomes the contact leads to.  Certain studies combined all these aims, 

while others were focused only on a specific field. Furthermore, the findings from these studies do 

not always agree, revealing the need to keep debating, reflecting and investigating, with the aim of 

constructing accurate knowledge on contact in foster care. 

 The frequency of contact visits may be affected by difficulties experienced by the biological 

family, particularly in terms of money and transport. Triseliotis (2010) highlights among several 

factors, poor monitoring, negative attitudes of the people involved in the placement, and long 

distances between the biological family’s home and where the child is placed as being difficulties 

with the contact process. These can be classified as informal barriers, and can also include the 

discouragement of the contact and the reinforcement of uncomfortable circumstances in which the 

child and their family must have contact by foster carers (Sinclair, Gibbs, & Wilson, 2004). These 

obstacles can be tackled with greater commitment, closer placements, easier access to transport for 

biological parents, and choice of more accessible and functional contact venues (Cleaver, 2000).  

Vanschoonlandt, Vanderfaeillie, Van Holen, De Maeyer, and Andries (2012) compared contact in 

foster care (with no family ties) with in kinship care (in the extended family) in Belgium, and came to 

the conclusion that despite the frequency of mother-child contact being similar in both type of 
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placements, foster care achieved better outcomes in the areas related to parents’ attitudes. For 

example, a greater number of mothers accepted the placement and permanency of the child or 

young person in foster care, and were more likely to keep a good relationship with the carers. A 

good relationship between the biological father and the carer was also more common in this type of 

placement. For these authors, the findings stressed that a shared culture and similar background, 

which is normally the case for kinship care, do not necessarily contribute to better cooperation 

between parents and foster carers. The quality of cooperation depends more on limits and the 

setting of roles and responsibilities for both parties, which is more common in foster care, and will 

facilitate intervention when problems arise.  

 In kinship care, the management of contacts between foster carers, children and young 

people in care, and their parents is, according to Hunt, Waterhouse, and Lutman (2008), one of the 

most stressful aspects of a professionals’ role. The organization of contact requires special attention 

from the professional since it can be affected by family disputes. According to Coakley (2013), 

children and young people in care face a higher risk of having worse psychosocial outcomes when 

their parents are absent or when they are not involved in the placement process, than if their 

parents are involved. They are at risk of having negative outcomes such as poverty, school dropout, 

and addictive behavior such as the use of alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs.  

 They are also more likely to enter the juvenile justice system or to be arrested in the future. 

Coakley (2013) analyzed 60 foster care cases in the United States and concluded that when 

biological parents were involved, their children had shorter placements and were more likely to 

achieve reunification or to be placed in their extended family. Similarly, Mcwey, Acock, and Porter 

(2010) found (again in the United States) that contact with parents was a protective factor against 

internalization problems, such as depression or anxiety, and externalization problems, such as 

conduct disorder. Cantos, Gries, and Slis (1997) (once again in the United States), reached the same 

conclusion, correlating fewer behavioral problems with more frequent contact visits. This 

correlation, however, depended on the type of behavior under analysis and the child’s degree of 
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adjustment to the foster carer. The same authors also ascertained that the longer children or young 

people are looked after, the greater the number of movements within the protection system, and 

this lowers the probability of contact. 

 Correlation between the existence of contact and the likelihood of reunification is 

questioned by research (Barber & Delfabbro, 2004; Cantos et al., 1997; Wilson & Sinclair, 2004). The 

contacts may reflect the will of the children and young people, their parents, and the decisions of 

the professionals according to the child’s individual care plan, but not be a cause of reunification per 

se. Subsequently, there are far more children and young people that maintain contact with their 

biological families, than those who end up returning to said family. As Delfabbro, Barber, and Cooper 

(2002) found in Australia, “although a certain level of contact is needed to achieve reunification, the 

relationship appears to be correlational rather than causative” (p.37). Children who have the most 

frequent contact with their families, and are better adjusted, are less likely to stay in care.  Other 

factors can impact contact frequency, such as difficulties the child might have (e.g. hyperactivity). 

 Sinclair (2005) stressed that according to professionals the most common reason for contact 

is not to "allow the return home, but simply to keep the relationship and respect the wishes of 

parents and children" (p.90). Schofield, Beek, Sargent, and Thoburn (2000) in a longitudinal study 

about long term permanency in foster care based in England, mentioned that the absence of contact 

with members of the biological family, especially when the child wished to have contact, could be 

problematic and potentially harmful. Delfabbro et al. (2002) mentioned two other reasons for 

maintaining contact, besides reunification: long-term attachment between children and their 

families and enhancing the psychological wellbeing of children and young people in care. 

The most significant aspect of contact, beyond its existence and frequency, it is the quality of the 

experience, and the fact that it proves appropriate for all the parties involved, especially for the child 

or young person in care (Schofield & Stevenson, 2009). In short, contact cannot be restricted in its 

aims to the possibility of reunification. It should have broader objectives, which will require specific 
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work with the biological family, starting immediately after the separation, and which will facilitate its 

implementation (Sinclair, 2005). 

 Nevertheless, it is also not uncommon to find reports by children and young people where 

the  contact visits with biological parents can be emotionally distressing and lead to the 

manifestation of emotional and behavioral problems (Beek & Schofield, 2004b; Biheal, 2006; 

Moyers, Farmer, & Lipscombe, 2006; Sinclair, Baker, Wilson, & Gibbs, 2005; Sinclair et al., 2004; 

Wilson & Sinclair, 2004). For example, Neil et al. (2003), in their British study, found that at least a 

third of children in foster care seemed to experience stress associated with contact with their 

biological parents. Authors such as Moyers et al. (2006), in England, found that the absence of 

contact is preferable to problematic contact for children and young people, since it will allow for the 

removal of traumatic relations and the possibility of establishing new attachments with caring 

adults. 

 Padbury and Frost (2002) (also in England), concluded that, based on their study, children 

should have the opportunity to keep in touch with supportive friends. For this reason, professionals 

need to encourage and facilitate these relationships, which can be particularly difficult when the 

placement is distant from the previous place of residence, or when it leads to a school change. 

Ofsted (2009) reaffirmed this evidence in the English context, emphasizing the importance of 

supporting the maintenance of children’s contact with key members of their social network, 

whether family, friends, "foster care siblings", or foster carers from previous placements. Other 

studies emphasized the importance of contact with biological siblings (Heptinstall, Bhopal, & 

Brannen, 2001; McAuley, 1996; Whiting & Lee, 2003). Research has also recognized the importance 

of giving a voice to children and young people in care, and to valuing, whenever possible, their 

opinion and thereby fulfilling the right of participation, which has been introduced into law, but still 

needs to be addressed in practice (Gilligan, 2000; Moyers et al., 2006; Sinclair, Wilson & Gibbs, 

2001). 
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 A study conducted in Scotland by Sen and McCormack (2011) focused on the experiences of 

22 professionals in the field of contact management during short term placements, identifying 

strengths and difficulties in practice. The authors ascertained that foster carers have a small amount 

of involvement in contact, but that involvement hinders the establishment of a positive interaction 

with the biological family. They also found that foster carers’ expectations regarding their level of 

involvement in contact management are likely to be strongly influenced by the fostering services 

teams’ attitudes at the recruitment stage. For this reason, the involvement of biological families in 

the training of foster carers, as well as the participation of experienced foster carers can be a way to 

tackle some prejudices and ensure that foster carers have a positive impact on contact with the 

biological family. As implications for practice, the authors suggested that professionals need to 

consider foster carers as partners in the planning and organization of contact. Foster carers will 

provide better support if they understand its purpose and if they feel that they are part of the 

fostering team. This involvement can be achieved if foster carers are included in planning meetings 

along with other professionals, if they have ongoing training and if they receive the relevant 

information about the child in their care. 

 In the Iberian context, there are only a few studies related to contact. Palacios and Jiménez 

(2007) conducted a study in Andalusia, Spain, about contact in foster care, using a sample of 218 

children and young people in care and their foster carers.  The study showed that about 70% of the 

children and young people in the study did not receive parental contact visits and approximately 

45% had no contact with their mother. The findings also highlighted that approximately 30% of 

foster carers evaluated the impact of the contact visits on children and young people negatively. The 

data collected in our study, based in Portugal, revealed a lower percentage of children and young 

people without contact, 33% according to professionals and 40.1% according to foster carers. The 

evaluation of the impact of contact on children and young people is nevertheless similar, as 39.4% of 

the carers thought that the reactions of the children and young people during the visit were 

negative, while 31.1% thought that the reactions after the visit were negative. 
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 Salas, Fuentes, Bernedo, García, and Camacho (2009), conducted a study in the province of 

Málaga, Spain, and concluded that contact between foster carers and biological families there is 

infrequent. In approximately 60% of cases there is no contact of any kind, the established system of 

visits is not followed, and professionals evaluated the contact visits negatively. Analysis of the 

relationship between how well the system of visits was followed and the reasons that led to the 

child’s removal revealed that most of the mothers that follow the system of visits have been 

separated from their children for reasons of neglect, while those who had been separated due to 

more severe problems, such as drug addiction, did not follow the system. 

 Delgado, López, Carvalho, and Del Valle (2015) analyzed the adaptation of children and 

young people to foster care in Portugal and Spain, comparing various dimensions of their life at the 

present moment and at the moment they entered the placement. Foster carers’ perception of the 

impact of the relationship with the biological family on, and the consequences of contact for, 

children and young people’s adaptation to the placement was not positive. In the Spanish case, a 

difficult relationship between children and young people in care and foster carers’ children also 

contributed negatively towards the adaptation of children and young people in care. All the other 

evaluated dimensions were associated with positive adaptation of children and young people, 

regardless of the country, in such areas as: their integration and relationship with foster carers, 

social relationships, physical health, psychological wellbeing, behavioral positive outcomes, and 

school attainments. 

Methodology 

Sample 

A sample of 221 children and young people in foster care were examined in the district of Porto, 

which  accounted for 59.1% of all children and young people in foster care in Portugal (Instituto da 

Segurança Social, 2014).  200 of these children and young people were looked after by foster carers 

recruited by the public Institute of Social Security of Porto, the government institution that runs the 
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child protection system, while 21 were looked after by carers recruited by the organization “Mundos 

de Vida”, a private institution that has an agreement with the state and therefore is authorised to 

provide foster care.  This data was gathered by asking the two fostering services teams to complete 

questionnaires about all the children and young people in their care. These children and young 

people came from 161 biological families and were looked after by 141 different foster carers. The 

study included a total of 97 girls (43.9% of the total) and 124 boys (56.1% of the total), with a mean 

age of 15.14 years (SD = 4.78). 

A total of 140 foster carers responsible for fostering these children and young people also completed 

questionnaires, which covered 217 children and young people. These children and young people 

belonged to 159 different biological families and included a total of 95 girls (43.8 % of the total) and 

122 boys (56.2% of the total) with a mean age of 15.36 years (SD = 4.76). 

Instruments 

One questionnaire was completed by members of the fostering services teams (social workers, social 

educators, psychologists) who supervise the whole process of foster care and give support to 

children, biological families, and foster carers.  This questionnaire covered the full sample of 221 

children and young people in foster care, and asked questions about: the age and sex of the child or 

young person; the duration of the placement; professionals’ frequency of contact with foster carers 

(with possible answers selected from: at least once every two weeks, at least once a month, at least 

once every three months, at least once every six months, at least once a year, never); evaluation of 

foster care regarding its outcomes (with possible answers selected from: successful, some positive 

results, some problems, serious problems); the attitudes of the parents towards the foster carers at 

the beginning of the placement and currently (with possible answers selected from: opposition, 

cooperation, absence, ambiguous, other); characterization of the contact between the child or 

young person and their family [variables: existence of contact (yes or no); time when the contact 

ended; reasons for the end of contact (death of the parents, opposition to foster care intervention, 

disinterest of parents, opposition of foster family, etc.); children’s reactions to the end of contact 
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(happiness/wellbeing, anger/fear, sadness/distress, indifference/apathy, etc.); characterization of 

contact between the child or young person and their family; difficulties regarding contact occurrence 

(distance, location, travel costs, etc.); and professionals’ monitoring of the placement (non-existent, 

insufficient, sufficient, good, very good)]. 

 A similar questionnaire was used with the foster carers, as it was intended to compare the 

perspectives of foster carers and professionals. This questionnaire sought information about: the 

age and sex of the child or young person; the duration of the placement; the frequency of contact by 

the fostering services teams; an evaluation of foster care regarding its outcomes; the attitude of the 

parents towards the foster carers at the beginning of the placement and currently; a 

characterization of the contact between the child or young person and their family; any difficulties 

with contact occurrence; and professionals’ monitoring of the placement. 

Data was treated confidentially, maintaining the anonymity of participants, and with the approval of 

the ethics boards of all institutions involved. 

Procedure 

The two questionnaires were developed by the authors with the participation and approval of the 

two institutions involved. The foster carers completed their questionnaires in the presence of one 

member of the research team, in order to ensure a high number of responses.  All questionnaires, 

including those completed by the fostering services teams, were completed between October 2013 

and March 2014. 

 The data was analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical analysis within the 

software IBM-SPSS. It was found 212 children and young people were present in both samples, 

allowing for comparison between the perspectives of professionals and foster carers. All results 

discussed in this work are based on the 212 children and young people covered by both 

questionnaires. 
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Findings 

Characterization of contact with biological family 

Most children and young people in foster care maintained contact with their family, nevertheless the 

percentage of children and young people in the study that did not have any contact with their 

biological family was still relatively high (28.8%). 

 

Table 1 

Occurrence of contact according to professionals and foster carers 

 

Analysis of professionals’ and foster carers’ responses regarding contact between children and 

young people and their families (Table 1), it was showed that there is some disagreement between 

these two groups about the frequency of contact., Professionals reported that 142 children and 

young people maintained contact (67% of the total), while foster carers reported that only 127 

children and young people maintained contact (59.9% of the total). There was agreement regarding 

the continuation or cessation of contact between professionals and foster carers in 179 cases (84.5% 

of the total), but in 24 cases (11.3% of the total) professionals reported that there was contact while 

foster carers reported that there was not, and in 9 cases (4.2% of the total), the opposite was 

reported. It can be noted that foster carers reported that there were fewer children and young 

people in contact with their biological family than the professionals from the fostering services 

teams,. There is a strong statistically significant association between the answers to this question 

and the role they have in the system (professional or foster carer) (χ2 = 96.313; V = .674; p < .001). It 

should be noted that professionals are more informed about a child’s individual care plan, while 

foster carers are more aware of what happens in their everyday life. 

This data may indicate that there is a lack of communication between the different 

participants involved in the foster care process namely, professionals from the fostering services 
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teams, foster carers, and the biological families. These findings may be explained by the possibility 

that the biological family is authorized to contact the child or young person but the contact may not 

occur, or, the possibility that the biological family is not allowed to have contact with the child and 

yet somehow establishes contact. 

A more detailed analysis of the likelihood of contact between the child or young person in care and 

their biological family based on the variables age of the child or young person and duration of the 

current placement reveals several statistically significant trends, all of which exist in both the data 

collected from both the foster carers and the professionals. Children and young people who have 

contact with their family were on average younger than those who did not have contact, with 

statistically significant differences both in the data collected from professionals (t = 4.466, p < .001) 

and from  foster carers (t = 3.584, p < .001),. Children and young people who have contact with their 

family were also in foster care for less time (Table 2) and this effect was once again statistically 

significant in both samples: professionals (t = 6.218, p < .001) and foster carers (t = 4,171; p < .001). 

From this it can be concluded that the longer the child or young person is in care, the greater the 

likelihood of losing contact with their family, which agrees with the conclusions drawn by Cantos et 

al. (1997). 

 

Table 2 

Age and duration of the current placement according to existence or not of contact (years) 

   

As previously stated, of the 212 children and young people where it was possible to collect both 

professionals’ and foster carers’ perspectives, only about two-thirds have contact with their 

biological family, 142 cases according to professionals and 127 according to foster carers. However, 

not all of these children and young people received visits from their families. Professionals reported 

that of the 142 children and young people still in contact with their family, 87 have visits and other 
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forms of contact, while 50 have only visits, and 5 have only contact via phone and/or social 

networks, i.e. not face to face contact. Foster carers reported that of the 127 children and young 

people that have contact with their family, 75 receive visits and have other forms of contact, while 

42 receive only visits, and 10 have contact that is not face to face. These non-face to face contacts 

happen mostly with the mother, father, siblings, uncles, grandparents, or other family members. 

Contact through social networks and text messages has a higher incidence of being between siblings. 

To better understand the impact of contact between the child or young person and their family, it is 

important to describe the reactions of the child or young person during the contact visit. According 

to professionals, 92.3% of children and young people experienced happiness, wellbeing, 

contentment, satisfaction, or tranquility. Other reactions with lower percentages were indifference, 

apathy, passivity or disinterest, sadness or distress, and anger or fear (Figure 1). 

Foster carers had a more pessimistic view than professionals, reporting that the number of children 

and young people who experienced happiness, wellbeing, contentment, satisfaction, or tranquility, 

represented only 60.6% of cases, and that more children expressed indifference, sadness or revolt. 

The perspectives of Foster carers’ in this area are concordant with the data obtained by Neil et al. 

(2003) and Palacios and Jiménez (2007). 

It should be noted that not all children and young people have their visits monitored by 

professionals or foster carers. These differences in perception are very relevant and may impact the 

assessments that stakeholders make regarding the whether or not to continue contact or  even 

continue the placement. 

 

Figure 1 

Children and young people’s reactions during visits (multiple answer) 

 

Of the 129 replies where it is possible to compare professionals’ and foster carers’ perspectives 

regarding the children and young people’s reactions during contact visits, there is only agreement in 
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50.4% of cases (Table 3). Although professionals are more optimistic compared when with foster 

carers in this area, it should be noted that they assessed 7 children as having reactions of sadness, 

distress, indifference or apathy, while foster carers reported that those same children or young 

people expressed reactions of happiness and wellbeing. Therefore, it should be stressed that the 

data points out a reasonable dissonance between professionals and foster carers, despite the trend 

for optimism amongst professionals regarding contact. 

 

Table 3 

Perspectives about reactions during visits (multiple answer)   

 

 Professionals and foster carers were also asked about their perspectives on children and young 

people’s reactions after visits (Figure 2). Professionals reported that in 80.2% of cases, reactions 

after the visits with the biological family were of happiness and wellbeing. Although this is a high 

percentage, it is lower than the percentage of reports of happiness and wellbeing during visits 

(92.3%, Figure 1). Additionally, there is an increase of reports of indifference or apathy reactions, 

from 11.5% during visits to 20.8% after visits; of sadness or distress, from 6.7% during visits to 19.8% 

after visits; and anger or fear, from 3.8% during visits to 9.4% after visits. 

Foster carers observed a somewhat different pattern, as they reported an increase in reactions of 

happiness and wellbeing from 60.6% during visits to 68.9% after visits, of indifference or apathy 

from 15.4% during visits to 19.8% after visits, and of anger or fear from 5.8% during to 7.5% after 

visits. Only regarding reactions of sadness or distress did they report a decrease after visits 

compared to during visits, from 11.5% to 11.3% respectively. 

By way of explanation it may be possible that professionals consider that children and young people 

are happier with their parents, while foster carers think that they are happier with them. These 

findings raise new research questions: how effectively do professionals and foster carers evaluate 

children and young people’s reactions to family visits? Are professionals provided with the time and 
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resources to perform this evaluation well? And, do foster carers prefer children and young people to 

remain integrated in their family instead of being reunified with their biological family thus biasing 

their evaluations? 

 

 

Figure 2 

Children and young people’s reactions after visits (multiple answer) 

 

It is also important to understand the difficulties in carrying out contact visits identified by foster 

carers and professionals in their responses to the questionaires. In 50.5% of cases professionals 

identified no difficulties in carrying out contact visits. , while foster carers identified fewer cases 

(38.1% of cases) with no associated difficulty (Figure 3). 

The main difficulties reported by professionals and foster carers were: travel costs (32.4% and 25.7% 

of cases respectively), biological family not following agreements (24.8% and 27.6% of cases 

respectively), distance between the biological family’s home and the child or young person’s 

placement (24.8% and 17.1% of cases respectively), and children and young people’s unwillingness 

(10.5% and 11.4% of cases respectively). 

It should be pointed out that there is a an agreements rate of 74.3% between professionals and 

foster carers with respect to their reports of difficulty in carrying out contact between children and 

young people in care and their families. By analyzing each of these dimensions, it can be seen that 

professionals were more focused on difficulties such as travel costs, the distance between the 

biological family’s home and the child or young person’s placement, visit planning and organization, 

and other reasons (which includes relational difficulties between biological family, foster carers, and 

children and young people) when compared with foster carers. On the other hand, foster carers 

were more focused on biological families not following agreements, children and young people’s 

unwillingness to participate in visits, health problems in the biological family, foster carers’ 
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disagreement with the visits, visit location, and foster carers’ and professionals’ preparation and 

training. Based on these responses, it can be argued that professionals tend to be more focused on 

logistical difficulties, whereas foster carers tend to identify more difficulties associated with 

relational and emotional problems. 

 

Figure 3  

Difficulties identified in carrying out contact visits (multiple answer) 

 

 

 

Evaluation of foster care outcomes 

In terms of foster care outcomes, which were measured via professionals’ and foster carers’ 

perceptions on children and young people’s wellbeing, it can be noted that the majority classified 

the outcomes as successful, 67% and 59% of cases respectively (Figure 4). Surprisingly, there was 

agreement between professionals and foster carers about the outcome of foster care in only 51.1% 

of the cases. Furthermore, foster carers appeared to have a more pessimistic attitude than 

professionals in 52 cases, and more optimistic attitude in 40 cases, with the difference between the 

distributions of professionals and foster carers being statistically significant (K-S-2 = 6.95; p < .001). It 

appearstherefore, that professionals did not point out as many problems with foster case as the 

carers themselves. 

 

Figure 4 

Foster care outcomes evaluation 

 

Another important takeaway from our data relates to the fact that the evaluation of the outcome of 

foster care appears to be independent of whether or not there is contact between children and 
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young people and their family, regardless of who evaluated it, professionals (K-S-2 = .349; p = 1) or 

foster carers (K-S-2 = .55; p = .923). Based on this, it can be concluded that the existence or non-

existence of contact between children and young people and their family has no statistically 

significant influence on the evaluation of foster care outcomes, i.e. in the view of both professionals 

and foster carers, contact with the biological family did not appear to influence the success or failure 

of foster care. Perhaps the placement of a child or young person into foster care for an extended 

period breeds the idea within the minds of the professionals and foster carers involved that contact 

with the biological family is no longer relevant to placement success. This could be explained by the 

fact that long term placement is associated with the assumption that the conditions for family 

reunification have not been created, and therefore one of the main aims for the child’s individual 

care plan was not accomplished.  Ultimately, the view that contact between children and young 

people in care and their families does not have an impact on the outcomes of placement is in 

agreement with the perspective of Sinclair (2005): maintaining the relationship between, and the 

presence of the biological family in the life and identity of the child is what legitimates contact,  

contact should not be treated as a means of improving the outcomes of the placement, or of 

enhancing the likelihood of reunification, but as a process unto itself. 

Discussion  

The perspectives of professionals from fostering services teams and of foster carers is that contact 

between children and young people and their family does not significantly influence the outcome of 

foster care. Placement success was measured based on professionals’ and foster carers’ perceptions 

of children and young people’s wellbeing, to which contact was not found to contribute positively or 

negatively. Although foster care outcomes were, in the majority of the cases, classified as successful, 

the level of disagreement between foster carers and professionals was significant, with professionals 

being more positive and less critical with regard to placement success. 
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A divergence in the views of professionals and foster carers was also found regarding the occurrence 

of contact, and indicates the need to better understand what actually happens in practice. Improved 

monitoring will determine whether the data that professionals have is outdated, and will indicate if 

changes in the child’s individual care plans are implemented in practice. This is important when 

there is absence of contact, even though it was authorized, but even more important when contact 

occurs when it was not expected or allowed. It is essential that professionals are provided with 

accurate information, as it contributes to the protection of children and young people and ensures 

their wellbeing. In this respect it is also important that both professionals and foster carers share the 

same definition of contact in order to avoid miscommunication or misinterpretation when events 

are assessed. 

The apparent discrepancy between professionals’ and foster carers’ views may result from the fact 

that the knowledge of each of these groups is focussed in certain areas: mostly logistical in the case 

of professionals, and mostly relational and emotional in the case of foster carers. Additionally, foster 

carers’ emotional involvement must be monitored, because it may lead to difficulties with accepting 

the existence of contact between children and young people and their family. Foster carers may 

believe that by resisting contact they are protecting and promoting placement stability and the 

children and young people’s wellbeing. The need for initial and continuous training of foster carers 

should be stressed, at least during the placement’s initial phase, and while reunification is still a 

possible outcome, so it is made clear that they have the role of caring for children temporarily, while 

the biological family builds up and/or restores the conditions for family reunification. 

Most foster carers in Portugal are poorly educated and/or have no training, which may explain their 

attitude of appropriation of the child, or at their least refusal to cooperate with or active creation of 

obstacles to contact. It is essential that policy makers promote initial training for new foster carers, 

and include the subject of contact in the training program, as well as ensure access to ongoing 

training for existing foster carers. Initial training should also be implemented immediately after the 

recruitment process, rather than after the approval to foster children and young people, as happens 
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currently. Moreover, supervision should be particularly active in the initial phase of a placement, and 

professionals should monitor the placement closely. As discussed in the previous section, as 

placement length increases the possibility that the child or young person could to return to their 

biological family decreases. In fact, this study has found that children and young people who have 

contact with their family are typically younger, and that the longer children and young people stay in 

foster care, the greater the chance they have of losing contact with their family. The data in this 

study represents the most common type of foster care in Portugal: long term placement verging on 

quasi-adoption, which weakens or eliminates the bonds between the child or young person and their 

biological family. It can be discussed that, in accordance with the child's best interests, and when 

contact is not harmful, it is important to develop permanent connections with the biological family, 

and to promote positive contact, even when the reunification is not expected. By maintaining 

contact with the child, the biological family has the ability to ensure child's wellbeing and to 

participate in their development. This may contribute to a decrease in the resistance and mistrust 

typically associated with the decision to remove a child from their family and subsequent placement 

in foster care. It may also lead to better management of the emotional loss that results from the 

removal process, and to promoting a stronger identity structure in children and young people. 

It is also necessary to adjust the management and organization of contacts so that professionals can 

systematically and effectively evaluate the associated reactions and their effects. This will not be 

possible at all if the number of cases that every professional has to monitor is too high. This concern 

is of extreme importance since professionals have a central role in the decision-making process for 

reunification, and in the cessation, maintenance, or change of contact arrangements. 

Foster carers and professionals also have different perspectives on a child's reactions during and 

after visits, with professionals having a more positive attitude compared to that of foster carers.  The 

perception of both groups is more positive regarding children and young people’s reactions to visits, 

than their evaluation of foster care outcomes, indicating that contacts may have positive role in the 

children or young people lives, even if it does not have a positive impact on placement success. The 
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differences between perspectives of professionals and foster carers shows that there is a certain 

distance or difficulty in communication between these two groups, which may interfere with 

placement evaluation and the child’s individual care plan, particularly regarding the possibility of 

reunification with the child or young person’s family. It is essential to bring these groups together 

and improve their communication, as they should work together as a team that shares the same 

goals. More contact time is needed between professionals and carers, more joint work meetings, 

more visits to the foster carers’ homes, regular training sessions, discussion groups, and leisure 

activities. These are strategies that can contribute to improving communication and the sharing of 

knowledge about individual cases. Furthermore, some of these activities could include the children 

or young people and their biological families. 

 The difficulties reported by the different groups suggest the need for the continued 

involvement of professionals in contact in order to minimize or overcome logistical difficulties such 

as travel costs or distance between the residences of biological families and foster carers. As 

previously stated, this could be done by negotiating places and times that are favorable for both 

parties.  It is also important to better understand the reasons that that give rise to biological families 

failing to follow contact agreements, and children and young people’s being unwilling to participate 

in contact, as these lead to emotional and relational difficulties. Placements that are geographically 

closer to biological families and more accessible by various means of transportation facilitate the 

contact process but, given the shortage of foster carers available in the Portuguese child protection 

system, this goal will not be easy to achieve. On the other hand, the use of spaces for meetings that 

are functional, equally accessible to both parties, and considered neutral, i.e. not at the home of any 

of the parties, is a possible change that could increase the frequency and quality of contacts. 

The use information and communication technologies, mentioned under other contacts in previous 

discussion, can have a significant role in this context, as it may contribute to the maintenance of 

contact and feelings closeness between the child or young person and their biological family. It is 

important to take into account that in modern society social networks are widely used by children 
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and young people and constitute structural elements of children and young people’s culture, which, 

if used carefully, can enhance contact (Almeida, Alves, & Delicado, 2011). 

Conclusion 

As previously discussed, foster carers and professionals identified relational and emotional 

difficulties between children and young people in care and their families, pointing to need for  more 

effective and continuous support for both parties , including training to improve the relational skills 

and management processes of biological families, in order to reduce these difficulties.  The existence 

of contact cannot be dependent on the possibility of reunification of the child with their biological 

family. In fact, although it was found that contact does not appear to have any impact on the results 

of the placement, it should not be denied or hindered without well-founded reasons. This 

relationship  between parents and children is important  to the child's wellbeing. More specifically 

the involvement of biological families and experienced foster carers in policy development in the 

national context, could  possibly contribute to the eradication of stereotypes promoting  a 

cooperative relationship between all of the parties involved in the foster care process. 

  Itis also important to point out some limitations of this study namely: the perspectives of 

biological families and children and young people were not included, the possible influence of social 

desirability on the answers of foster carers and professionals, and the restriction of data collection 

to only one area of the country. On the other hand, this study has several strengths, such as the 

significant sample size, which represents more than half of the total number of children and young 

people in care in the country; the originality of the investigation, because contact in foster care had 

never previously been studied in Portugal; and, the triangulation of sources, which allowed us to 

compare the perceptions of professionals and foster carers, and to detect, for the first time, 

discrepancies between the perceptions of reality of the two groups that need to be better studied 

and understood. 

 In terms of implications for practice, the authors emphasize the need to gradually build a 

system of regulated cooperation that includes professionals and carers, especially in the planning 
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and organization of contact. Ideally, they should all be part of a fostering team. This involvement can 

be achieved through the implementation of planning meetings, training, and meetings that promote 

the sharing of relevant information about the child in care. This system of sharing should be 

extended as far as is possible to the biological family, and should involve the child or young person 

as much as possible based on their age and maturity. The observed discrepancies in perception 

between foster carers and professionals reveal how professionals and carers assess and manage 

contact, which   influences the maintenance and frequency of contact, and the continuity of the 

placement. 

 This study  points to new research questions that should be developed in the future. For 

instance, how and why professionals and foster carers evaluate children and young people's 

reactions to the visits differently; what are the resources professionals need, and what is a 

reasonable amount of time required, to effectively support and evaluate a placement; and what do 

foster carers think and feel about the reunification of children and young people with their biological 

families. Finally, it is important to note that in addition to all these reflections, each placement is 

unique and has its own defining characteristics. For this reason, professionals need to work together 

with foster carers, children and young people in care and, whenever possible the biological family, in 

order to find the best possible arrangements and outcomes regarding contact on a case by case 

basis. 
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Table 1 

Occurrence of contact according to professionals and foster carers 

  
Foster carers questionnaire 

    With contact Without contact Total 

Professionals 

questionnaire 

With contact 118 24 142 

Without contact 9 61 70 

Total 127 85 212 
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Table 2 

Age and duration of the current placement according to existence or not of contact (years) 

With contact Without contact 

 
Age  

mean 

Duration of the 

current 

placement 

Age  

mean 

Duration of the 

 current  

placement 

Professionals 
questionnaire 

14.07 7.45 16.93 12.17 

Foster carers 
questionnaire 

13.94 7.44 16.62 11.35 
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Table 3 

Perspectives about the reactions during visits (multiple answer)   

  
Foster carers questionnaire 

 

 
  

Happiness, 
wellbeing 

Anger,  
fear 

Sadness, 
distress 

Indifference, 
apathy 

No reply Total 

Professionals 
questionnaire 

Happiness, 
wellbeing 

59 5 11 13 15 103 

Anger,  
fear 

0 1 0 3 1 5 

Sadness, 
distress 

1 0 1 3 2 7 

Indifference, 
apathy 

6 1 1 4 2 14 

Total 66 7 13 23 20 129 
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Figure 1 

Children and young people’s reactions during visits (multiple answer) 
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Figure 2 

Children and young people’s reactions after visits (multiple answer) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Indifference, apathy

Sadness, distress

Anger, fear

Happiness, wellbeing

19.8%

11.3%

7.5%

68.9%

20.8%

19.8%

9.4%

80.2%

Professionals questionnaire

Foster carers questionnaire

Page 35 of 37

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/wssr  Email: socwork@aol.com

Journal of Social Service Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review
 O

nly

36 

 

Figure 3 

Difficulties identified in carrying out contact visits (multiple answer) 
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Figure 4 

Foster care evaluation 
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