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Abstract

There is lack of research on the self-reported subjective well-being of young people returning to their families after
residential care. This study examined the self-reported subjective well-being of young people before and after returning
to their families (n=79) and compared it with that of young people who remained in the same residential care facility
(n=255). In addition, the study examined returners’ assessments of their transition to identify transition factors that are
associated with an easier return. Data for this study were collected through a panel study that examines the personal lives
of young people aged 12 to 17 in residential care in Switzerland. Using data from the 2022 and 2023 survey waves, the
study found that returning to the family was the most common form of leaving residential care in this sample, at 49.9%.
In addition, a significant increase in returners’ subjective well-being was found upon their return, but it was not signifi-
cantly different from that of the young people who remained in the same residential care facility. More than 60% of the
returners reported that they were coping quite well. However, almost a quarter of the returners reported that they had a
rather difficult time after their return. Willingness to leave residential care and good professional support during the initial
period after leaving care were found to be significant predictors of a less difficult time upon returning to the family. Yet,
only 48.7% of returners reported receiving good professional support after leaving residential care.
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Introduction

Out-of-home placement is a serious intervention in the lives
of young people. According to Article 9 of the UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child (1989), states should under-
take such an intervention only when necessary to ensure the
best interests of the child. Internationally, different child pro-
tection systems with different intervention thresholds have
emerged, with family reunification being the ultimate goal
of intervention in most child protection systems (Berrick et
al., 2023). Although there is a long tradition of research on
reunification in countries such as the United States and the
United Kingdom (Bullock et al., 1998; Festinger, 1996), the
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topic has only recently gained more attention in German-
speaking countries (Lienhart, 2024; Osswald, 2022; Wolf,
2020). This study provides information based on a survey
of young people before and after returning to their families
from residential care (RC) in German-speaking Switzerland.

Research on Family Reunification' After Out-of-
Home Care

Safety, permanency, and child well-being are considered
guiding principles and desired out-comes in child welfare
(Rosanbalm et al., 2016). Safety and permanency have tra-
ditionally been prioritized and considered indicators of suc-
cess in child welfare, in part because they are more easily

! in this article, the term “reunification” is used exclusively in the con-

text of out-of-home care, reflecting common usage in social welfare. it
Is noted that the term is also used in therapeutic settings—such as after
parental separation, divorce, or disruptions due to military deployment
or incarceration (see Faust, 2017, on Reunification Therapy)—but
these contexts are not addressed here. the term’s potential connota-
tion—that returning a child is inherently appropriate or desirable—is
also recognized, but such assumptions are not implied in this article.
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defined and measurable outcomes (Rosanbalm et al., 2016).
Because re-entry into care after family reunification can be
tracked by child welfare agencies, reunification research has
developed a large body of research on risk and protective
factors related to reunification stability (Davidson et al.,
2019; Esposito et al., 2022; Farmer, 2018; Fernandez & Lee,
2011; Font et al., 2018; LaBrenz et al., 2020; Lopez et al.,
2013; Martin et al., 2020; Mc Grath-Lone et al., 2017). Lim-
ited parenting skills and a lack of social support are consid-
ered the strongest predictors of re-entry, whereas addressing
the reasons for placement, permanency planning, and long-
term support services after reunification have been found to
be the most effective factors in ensuring reunification stabil-
ity (Davidson et al., 2019; Farmer, 2018). In addition, age
at first out-of-home placement, time spent in care and age
at return are identified as factors negatively associated with
both the likelihood and the stability of reunification (Lut-
man & Farmer, 2013; Martin et al., 2020). Despite their
undeniable importance to the body of reunification research,
these studies focus exclusively on the recurrence of child
maltreatment and related re-entry into care or reunification
stability. In contrast, research focusing on the well-being of
young people after they return to their families is a more
recent tradition. For example, in a case-based study, Lutman
and Farmer (2013) reported that nearly two-thirds of the 130
children who returned to their families had good or satis-
factory well-being, while more than one-third had poor or
very poor well-being. A study by Biehal et al. (2015), based
on social worker assessments, found that young people who
remained in care had higher levels of well-being in terms
of safety, health, education, and positive leisure activities
than those who returned to their families. These studies have
undoubtedly enriched reunification research. However, they
are based on administrative data. There are only a few stud-
ies that have focused on the perspective of young people. A
study from the context of RC in Spain (Mateos et al., 2017)
reported that children only receive little information about
the reasons for their return and are informed of the deci-
sion only a few days in advance, leaving them little time
to prepare. The study furthermore showed that returning to
the family causes feelings of discomfort and ambivalence,
demonstrating the importance of support from formal and
informal social networks. Other studies have shown that
reintegrating into the family of origin after an out-of-home
placement is challenging and requires preparation and sup-
port (Balsells et al., 2016; Bullock et al., 1998). Access to
education and sufficient financial resources have also been
reported as important factors in supporting young people
upon their return, particularly in the Global South (James
et al., 2017; Walakira et al., 2022). Frimpong-Manso and
Bugyei (2019) showed that children must also cope with
the loss of important relationships that they develop in their
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out-of-home placement. James et al. (2017) reported that
children who remained in care rated their well-being signifi-
cantly higher than those who had returned. However, this
Ghanaian study also pointed out that only a few of those
who returned to their families received follow-up services.
In German-speaking countries, research on family reunifica-
tion is only recently gaining more attention (Lienhart, 2024;
Osswald, 2022; Wolf, 2020). Lienhart (2024) argues with
reference to Germany and Austria that out-of-home place-
ments, especially in RC, are often seen as a last resort and
therefore as a one-way street, so that a return to the family
of origin is often not considered as an option. This may be
one reason why reunification research in German-speaking
countries is still in its early stages. Pilot projects in Ger-
many, Austria, and Switzerland have developed phase mod-
els showing that preparation, support services, and aftercare
for families are crucial for successful reunification (Beer
et al., 2021; Dittmann & Wolf, 2014; Lienhart et al., 2018;
Moos & Schmutz, 2006; Schéfer et al., 2015). However, lit-
tle is known about the extent to which this evidence-based
knowledge is implemented in wider practice.

RCin Switzerland

In Switzerland, child and youth welfare services and child
protection measures are provided by the 26 cantons, each
with its own system (Schnurr & Gautschi, 2023). To this day
there are no national statistics on out-of-home placements,
so the total number of children in care is unknown. For this
reason, only a few cantonal statistics and some estimates are
available. Switzerland is one of the countries where RC is
the predominant form of out-of-home placement. According
to a recent estimate, approximately two thirds of children
in care are placed in RC, whereas one-third are placed in
foster care (Seiterle, 2018). Swiss RC is very diverse, rang-
ing from semi-supported shared apartments to large facili-
ties with full-time care. In simple terms, the facilities can be
divided into three types: (1) Children’s homes, where chil-
dren are placed for child protection reasons and from where
they attend state schools; (2) specialized boarding schools,
where children with school-related problems are placed,
either in addition to child protection issues or because there
is no suitable specialized school near their parents’ home;
(3) intervention centers with non-secure, semi-secure and
secure units for young people in conflict with the law and/
or designed to keep them away from negative social influ-
ences. Out-of-home placements are usually considered only
when other less intrusive child protection measures, such as
counseling or family social work, have failed or are deemed
inadequate. Placements with care orders account for only
about 40% of all placements; around 60% of the children are
placed with parental consent (Schnurr & Gautschi, 2023).
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Due to the lack of national statistics, there is no national
information on the total number of children returning to
their families after placement, or rates of re-entries into care.
Although guidelines and recommendations that are consis-
tent with international research recommend preparation and
support for family reunification (SODK & KOKES, 2021),
there is a lack of research and evidence-based knowledge
about reunification and return processes in Switzerland
(Osswald, 2022). Research on care leavers has intensified
in recent years only. These studies show that there is a lack
of support for these young people as they leave care and
transition into adulthood (Ahmed et al., 2020; Jarczok et al.,
2021; Schmid et al., 2022; Stohler et al., 2021). As a result,
many care leavers return to their families due to the lack of
other options (Jarczok et al., 2021).

Theoretical Framework
Reunification as a Transition Process

Landers and Danes (2016) note a lack of theory in the
reunification literature, which is reflected in “many isolated
pockets of research” (p. 139). They also criticize the nar-
row definition of family as a parent-child-relationship and
emphasize that reunification should be seen as a process
(prior to, during, and after). This process-oriented approach
permits a more profound understanding of the support
needed by the young people and their families throughout
the reunification process, and of how structural conditions
influence the reunification process. Furthermore, if the con-
cept of reunification is extended to encompass the extended
family, this will better reflect the socially expanded image
of the family, and particularly the living situation of indig-
enous communities. Additionally, it should be noted that the
term return to the family focuses more on the young peo-
ple’s perspective than the administrative term reunification.
The question still remains, however, of where the young
people return to. Wulczyn (2004) notes that the family envi-
ronment may have changed significantly during the out-of-
home placement. It is therefore possible that young people
return to a family place that has changed considerably, for
example due to changes in the family constellation (sepa-
ration, additional children) or a move to another location.
Returning can also mean a young person going to live with
a parent or other family member with whom he or she did
not previously live. Thus, the concept of return always lacks
precision. The present study is based on an understanding
of returning to the family that is not limited to returning to
parents, but also includes returning to other family mem-
bers, as well as returning to family places where the young
people have not lived before. Furthermore, returning to the

family is seen as transition process rather than a one-time
event (Wulczyn, 2004). According to Raithelhuber (2013),
transitions are considered challenging, particularly sensi-
tive, or risky for a person’s life course. From this perspec-
tive, transitions can be seen as a coping task (Schroéer, 2013)
that affects the young people’s well-being. In addition to the
task of reintegrating into everyday family life, young people
must cope with being distanced from or even losing social
relationships they developed in care (Balsells et al., 2016;
Bullock et al., 1998). Lienhart (2024) argues that returning
to the family should also be seen as a process of leaving
care, as young people are literally leaving their care place-
ment. Leaving care and thus returning to the family is as
much a critical life event as entering care (Lambers, 1996),
requiring willingness, preparation, and support to ease the
transition process. On the other hand, research has shown
that everyday life in RC facilities is often highly regulated
and tightly structured (Ahmed et al., 2020; Cameron-Mathi-
assen et al., 2022; Rauktis et al., 2011). Hence, leaving care
can also mean more freedom and more self-determination.
On that basis, the present study is related to both research on
reunification and research on leaving care.

Well-being

As defined by Ben-Arieh et al. (2014), well-being is a mul-
tifaceted concept encompassing not only subjective feel-
ings and experiences, but also objective living conditions.
It is described as “a desirable state of happiness, health, or
prosperity” (p. 1). Lee (2014) notes that there is no con-
sensus regarding the definition of children’s well-being. In
his theoretical framework, he identifies various domains
(e.g., physical, cognitive, psychological, social) and con-
texts (e.g., family, neighborhood, school, peers) that can
be operationalized on both an objective and a subjective
level with both positive and negative indicators. Previous
research on reunification has concentrated on the cognitive
and psychological domains of well-being. For example,
Bellamy (2008) examined the behavioral issues of chil-
dren who had been reunified following long-term foster
care, demonstrating an increase in the act of internalizing
problems upon reunification. Biehal et al. (2015) employed
risk behavior scales, complementing them with an array
of dimensions of well-being, including health, safety, joy,
achievements, and economic well-being. However, these
domains were examined in terms of objective well-being, as
the young people themselves were not surveyed. In contrast,
Axford et al. (2014) emphasize the growing recognition in
the social sciences that children and adolescents are active
agents whose perception of their own well-being may dif-
fer from adult assessments. Considering this shift, Axford
et al. (2014) underscore the importance of obtaining data on
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subjective well-being directly from the young people them-
selves. In the long tradition of studying child well-being,
the involvement of children and adolescents as the primary
source of information about their own well-being is a recent
development (Ben-Arieh, 2012). Against this background,
this study is concerned with the concept of subjective well-
being, which is defined as life satisfaction (Diener, 1984).
This encompasses a multitude of aspects of a person’s life,
including family, housing, peers, school, health, material
resources, and future prospects. Continuing the tradition
of obtaining information about subjective well-being from
young people themselves (Rees, 2017), this study focuses
on young people’s self-reported subjective well-being.

The Present Study

There is a lack of research on changes in the self-reported
subjective well-being of young people before and after
returning to their families. This study addresses this
research gap by examining these changes in self-reported
subjective well-being and comparing them with the devel-
opment of self-reported subjective well-being of young
people who remain in the same RC facility. In addition, this
study explores young people’s assessment of their transi-
tion to identify transition factors that are associated with an
easier return. Finally, this study aims to contribute to the
international discourse on family reunification with a study
that is based in Switzerland, where research on this topic is
currently scarce.

Table 1 Sample characteristics

tl (N=559) t2 (N=430)
Gender
Female 46.9% 49.1%
Male 49.9% 48.4%
Non-binary 3.2% 2.6%
Nationality
Swiss 65.2% 68.1%
Non-Swiss 27.1% 25.6%
Unknown 7.7% 6.3%
Facility type
Children’s home 41.7%
Specialized boarding school 51.3%
Intervention center 7.0%
Age M=14.85 M=15.75
(SD=1.503) (SD=1.531)
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Methods
Data Collection

This study is part of the research project StePLife (The
personal of young people in residential care], a quantita-
tive panel survey that examines the personal lives of young
people in RC in German-speaking Switzerland. This study
refers to the first two waves of the survey. The first survey
was conducted between May and August 2022. Young peo-
ple between the ages of 12 and 17 who lived in an RC facil-
ity in German-speaking Switzerland were asked to complete
a self-administered online questionnaire in a classroom set-
ting at their facility in the presence of either a member of
the research team or a staff member at the facility. To reach
the young people, 206 RC facilities were initially contacted.
The total number of places in these facilities was estimated
to be around 4000, although there is no information on the
actual number of 12—17-year-olds in these facilities. Of the
206 facilities initially contacted, 113 agreed to support the
study by informing the young people about it and helping
with organizational issues. Before the survey, all participants
were informed verbally and in writing about the study, the
voluntary nature of their participation, data protection, and
anonymity. All participants gave informed consent prior to
the survey, and written consent was obtained from a parent
or guardian for those under the age of 14. Participants were
compensated with 15 Swiss francs. A total of 559 young
people from 90 RC facilities in 15 cantons participated in
this first survey. At the end of the first survey, the young
people were asked for their consent to be contacted again for
the follow-up survey and for their contact information. For
the second survey, conducted between May and September
2023, the facilities were contacted again. Young people who
were still living in the same facility completed the ques-
tionnaire at their facility, analogous to the first wave. Those
who had left the facility in the meantime were contacted
directly with a link to the survey so that they could complete
the online questionnaire independently. All participants
received 20 Swiss francs for their second participation. A
total of 430 young people participated in this second survey,
representing a response rate of 76.9%. Table 1 shows the
characteristics of the total sample of the StePLife study for
both research waves as well as the type of the RC facility at
t1. Due to the lack of data on children in out-of-home care at
the national level in Switzerland, it is not possible to make a
reliable assessment of the representativeness of the sample.
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Measures
Drawing the Subsample

The subsample analyzed in this paper includes 334 young
people. This group is divided into two categories based
on their living situation during the second survey. First,
the sample includes all young people who lived with their
mother, father, both parents, grandparents and/or other rela-
tives at the time of the second survey. This information was
obtained by asking participants about their current living
situation. Since all participants in the StePLife study were
living in a RC facility during the first survey, those who had
left care and were living with at least one family member
during the second survey, were classified as returned (n=
79). Second, young people who were still living in the same
RC facility group during the second survey were classified
as remained (n=255).

Characteristics of the Returners

In addition to sociodemographic data on age and gender,
participants were asked about the length of time they had
lived in the RC facility, the approximate date they left care,
and their age at the time of their first out-of-home place-
ment. Their age on leaving care was calculated as the dif-
ference between their date of birth and the date they left
care. The time since leaving care was calculated as the dif-
ference between the date of the survey and the date they left
care. The type of RC facility (see Sect. RC in Switzerland)
was categorized in the first survey. In the first survey, par-
ticipants’ emotional belonging to the RC facility was also
assessed. To measure this, existing placement attachment
scales (Hidalgo, 2013; Lewicka, 2011; Stedman, 2002) were
adapted specifically for the RC context. Participants were
asked to rate the following statements on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree: (1)
I feel good here; (2) I feel safe here; (3) I can be who I
am here; (4) When I am not here for a long time, I miss
this place; (5) I feel at home here. The mean was calculated
using all five items (o =0.88).

Well-being

Subjective well-being was defined as satisfaction with
various life domains (Rees, 2017). To assess this, partici-
pants were asked to rate 16 items on a 10-point scale rang-
ing from 1=not satisfied at all to 10 =very satisfied. The
items included satisfaction with the people respondents
live with, their relationships with friends, their family, the
way they are listened to by adults, the places where they
live, school, health, possessions, time management, leisure,

safety, future prospects, and self. The index was developed
based on the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being
(ISCWeB) questionnaire (Rees, 2017). 14 of the original 15
items from the German version of the ISCWeB question-
naire were included in this index. The ISCWeB item on
neighborhood satisfaction was excluded due to the unique
circumstances of young people in residential care in Swit-
zerland, many of whom have multiple residences and thus
multiple neighborhoods. Two items focusing on satisfaction
with family and amount of leisure time were added, as these
have been identified as particularly important life domains
for young people in residential care in Switzerland (Ahmed
et al., 2020). The mean score was calculated across all 16
items, allowing for up to two missing values. In this way,
subjective well-being was measured in both waves of the
survey.

Transition Characteristics

Participants who were no longer living in the same RC
facility during the second wave as they were during the first
were asked about their transition process. This included all
those who returned to their families. They were asked to rate
statements on a 5-point scale from 1=strongly disagree to
5=strongly agree. To learn about the positive and negative
consequences of their transition in a descriptive way, they
were asked about their perceived freedom, their ability to
determine their own lives, their feelings of loneliness, and
whether they missed their time in the RC group. To sum-
marize, participants were also asked how well they had
coped since moving out, and how difficult the time had been
since they moved out. As the current state of research on
reunification and leaving care indicates that willingness to
transition, preparation for the transition, and support from
professionals are important factors in the transition process
(see Sect. 1.1 & 2.1), these aspects were also measured.

Data Analysis

SPSS® Version 29 from IBM was used for the statistical
analyses. Chi-square statistics (¥2) and the corrected stan-
dardized residuals were used to examine possible differ-
ences among the returners sorted by gender and RC facility
type. Paired-samples t-tests and a mixed-model ANOVA
were used to examine the longitudinal data. Pearson cor-
relation, independent ANOVA models, and multiple linear
regression were used to analyze the transition characteris-
tics, despite their measurement via Likert-type scales. In the
social sciences, it is common to treat Likert-scale variables
as interval-level data, making the use of parametric statis-
tics appropriate, as supported by several studies (e.g., Cari-
fio & Perla, 2007; Norman, 2010; Tanujaya et al., 2022).
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Hypotheses were tested at a significance level of a= 0.05.
Effect size estimates are based on Cohen (1992).

Results
Characteristics of Returners and Places of Return

Between t1 and t2, 79 respondents returned to their families.
This represents 49.4% of all those who left the RC facility
in which they were living at t1 (n= 160). 62 respondents
(38.8%) were living in a different RC facility at t2, while
19 respondents (11.9%) were living independently. Thus,
returning to the family was the most common placement
change in this sample. In contrast, 255 respondents were
still living in the same RC group. Table 2 shows the char-
acteristics of the returners and those who remained in the
same RC group.

There were no significant differences in the distribution
of gender (p=.829) and nationality (p=.550) between the
groups. Although returners were significantly more likely to
have lived in an intervention center at t1 than to those who
remained in the same RC facility, the distributions were not
significantly different for the other two types of RC facility.
Returners were on average almost three quarters of a year
older than those who remained (#322) = —3.753, p<.001).
At the time of their return, returners were on average 15.6
years old (SD= 1.18, min. = 13, max. = 18). They had
returned 6.8 months prior to t2 (SD= 4.05, min. = 0, max. =
14) and had lived in their last RC group for about 3.6 years
(SD=1.82, min.= 0.7, max. = 9.8). The average age of their
first out-of-home placement was 12.2 years (SD= 3.45, min.
=0, max. = 17.6), which was not significantly different from
those who remained (M= 11.5, SD=4.27, p=.197).

Table 3 shows the places to which the young people
returned. The most common form of return to the family
was a return to the mother, followed by a return to both
parents living together and to the father. Returning to mul-
tilocal family residences was less common. All respondents
returned to at least one parent.

Changes in Well-being

As described above, respondents’ subjective well-being
was measured in both waves of the survey using a 16-item
index. Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of well-being
for both time points, for returners and those who remained
in the same RC group.

A mixed model ANOVA was conducted to analyze
changes in the returner’s well-being compared to that of
respondents who remained in the same RC group. The
between-subjects factor (group) did not have a significant
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Table 2 Subsample characteristics

Returned Remained

(n=179) (n=255)
Gender
Female 50.6% 49.0%
Male 48.1% 48.6%
Non-binary 1.3% 2.4%
Nationality
Swiss 69.6% 69.0%
Non-Swiss 26.6% 23.9%
Unknown 3.8% 7.1%
Facility type
Children’s home 34.2% 42.6%
Specialized boarding school 55.7% 53.8%
Intervention center 10.1% 3.6%
Age at t2 M=16.19 M=1547

(SD=1.369) (SD=1.523)
Table 3 Places of return (n=79)

Frequency %

Return to mother (unilocal) 35 443
Return to father (unilocal) 11 13.9
Return to both parents (unilocal) 26 329
Return to mother & father (multilocal) 3 3.8
Return to mother & grandparents (multilocal) 3 3.8
Return to mother, grandparents & other rela- 1 1.3
tives (multilocal)
Total 79 100.0

Table 4 Well-being at t1 and t2
Time Mean Std. Error 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound

Returned 1 6.693 0.181 6.338 7.049
n=73) 2 7.300 0.192 6.922 7.678
Remained 1 7.039 0.101 6.839 7.238
(n=232) 2 6.944 0.108 6.732 7.156

1 =not satisfied at all/10 =very satisfied

main effect: F(1,303)=0.001, p=.997. However, the within-
subjects factor (time) did have a significant main effect: F(1,
303) =6.129, p=.014. The interaction effect (time*group)
was also significant: F(1, 303) =11.542, p<.001. This indi-
cates that the development of the young people’s subjective
well-being over time differed between the two groups. Pair-
wise comparisons revealed a significant increase in return-
ers’ well-being at t2 with a small effect size (MD= 0.607,
p<.001, np>= 0.036). In contrast, the well-being of respon-
dents who remained in the same RC group did not differ
significantly between tl and t2 (MD= —0.095, p=.347).
Despite the significant increase in returners’ well-being,
there was no significant difference in the well-being of these
two groups at either time point, as indicated by the non-sig-
nificant between-subjects factor. As Fig. 1 illustrates, at tl
the mean well-being of returners was below the mean well-
being of respondents who remained in the same RC group,
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Fig. 1 Estimated marginal means
of well-being at t1 and t2 by group.
Note. This figure illustrates an
increase in returners’ well-being
over time, while no significant 750
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Table 5 Assessments of returners’ transition

Groups

'Remained
e Returned
== Observed Grand Mean

Time

Error bars: 95% CI

N Mean Min. Max. Std. Deviation Median
Coping well after RC 77 3.87 1 5 1.162 4
Having a difficult time after RC 74 2.38 1 5 1.411 2
More freedom after RC 76 4.32 1 5 1.134 5
Determining own life after RC 76 4.12 1 5 1.045 4
Loneliness after RC 77 2.25 1 5 1.406 2
Missing the RC group 77 3.01 1 5 1.446 3
Willingness to leave RC 77 4.00 1 5 1.338 5
Transition preparation 77 3.87 1 5 1.321 4
Good support from professionals during the initial period after RC 76 3.20 1 5 1.575 3

1 = strongly disagree/5 =strongly agree

whereas by t2, this picture was reversed. Thus, although
the well-being of the returners was not significantly differ-
ent from that of respondents who remained in the same RC
group, their subjective well-being was, on average, signifi-
cantly higher after they returned to their family.

Paired t-tests for dependent samples separated by gender
indicated that the effect of increased well-being after return-
ing to the family was detectable for both female (MD=
0.790, Pone—tail = 0.008, d= 0.406, n=38) and male returners
(MD= 0.463, pyneraii = 0.048, d= 0.294, n= 34). Regard-
ing the type of RC facility, a significant increase in well-
being after returning to the family was found for returners
from specialized boarding schools (MD= 0.549, p c—tail =
0.034, d=0.293, n=41). The increase in well-being among
young people returning from children’s homes, on the other
hand, was just above the significance level (MD= 0.613,
Pone—tail = 0-059, n=25). However, the effect may not have
been detectable due to the small sample size. The number
of returners from intervention centers was too small for a
reliable t-test (n= 7).

Assessment of the Transition Process

Descriptive statistics on how returners assessed their transi-
tions are presented in Table 5. Most returners (61.1%) stated
that they had mostly coped well since leaving their RC
facility. Only 7.8% stated that this was mostly not the case.
81.6% stated that they had relatively more freedom since
leaving the RC facility, and 73.7% stated that they were able
to determine their own lives to some extent since moving
out. On the other hand, 23% of returners stated that they had
a relatively difficult time after leaving their RC facility, and
another 23% partially agreed with this statement. 23.4% of
returners stated that they felt relatively alone after moving
out, and 40.3% reported that they missed their RC group to
some extent.

In terms of coping well after RC and having a difficult
time after RC, no significant differences were found related
to gender (p=.503 and p=.082, respectively) or type of
previous RC facility (p=.634 and p=.888, respectively).
However, significant correlations with well-being at t2 were
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Table 6 Correlations

1 2 3 4 5
1 Having a difficult time after RC -
2 Willingness to leave RC -0.401"" -
3 Transition preparation -0.019 0.342" -
4 Good support from professionals during the initial period after RC 0.279" 0.121 0.420™ -
5 Emotional belonging to RC facility at t1 0.248" —0.087 0.108 0.207 —
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Table 7 Coefficients® (n=71)
Model Unstandardized Standardized Sig. 95.0% Confidence Interval
Coefficients Coefficients for B
B Std. Error Beta t Lower Bound Upper
Bound
1 (Constant) 3.313 0.671 4.935 <0.001 1.973 4.652
Willingness to leave RC —0.540 0.115 —0.482 —4.713 <0.001 —0.769 -
0.312
Good support from professionals dur- 0.271 0.091 0.308 2.967 0.004 0.089 0.453
ing the initial period after RC
Emotional belonging to the RC facil- 0.160 0.137 0.121 1.168 0.247 -0.114 0.435

ity at t1

“Dependent Variable: Having a difficult time after RC

found for both coping well after RC (r=391, p<.001) and
having a difficult time after RC (r=—.272, p=.023).
Because promoting young people’s wellbeing is recog-
nized as one of the primary goals of RC along with safety
and permanency (Rosanbalm et al., 2016), young people’s
well-being after leaving RC should be a professional con-
cern in terms of sustained support. For this reason, it is
important to identify the factors that can help reduce the dif-
ficulties young people face when they return to their fami-
lies after leaving RC. Research suggests that willingness,
preparation, and support are relevant factors in a transition
process (see 2.1). Therefore, relationships between having
a difficult time after RC and the factors willingness to leave
RC, transition preparation and good support from profes-
sionals were examined. In addition, the relationship between
having a difficult time after RC and the emotional belong-
ing to the RC facility at t1 was also explored, as having a
strong sense of belonging to the RC facility might influence
the respondent’s perception of having a difficult time after
leaving RC. As shown in Table 6, willingness to leave RC
and good support from professionals were significantly cor-
related with having a difficult time after RC. As expected,
willingness to leave RC was negatively correlated, whereas
good support from professionals was positively correlated.
Transition preparation, on the other hand, had no significant
correlation with having a difficult time after RC. However,
transition preparation did have positive moderate correla-
tions with both willingness to leave RC and good support
from professionals. In addition, a significant positive cor-
relation was found between emotional belonging to the RC
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facility at t1 and having a difficult time after RC. Temporal
factors were also examined, but no significant correlations
were found with having a difficult time after RC: age at
return (p=.563), time since return (p=.547), length of stay
in the RC facility (p=.075), and age at first out-of-home
placement (p=.618).

To further explore the marginal effects of willingness to
leave RC, good support from professionals and the emo-
tional belonging to the RC facility at t1 on having a difficult
time after RC as a dependent variable, a multiple regression
was run. The overall model fit was statistically significant:
F(3,67) =11.026, p<.001. The adjusted R? value of 0.301
indicates that the model accounts for 30% of the variability
of having a difficult time after RC among returners. Table 7
shows the results of the multiple regression analysis. The
analysis of the individual predictors confirmed that will-
ingness to leave RC and good support from professionals
are significant predictors of having a difficult time after RC
even after controlling for the effects of the other predictors.
However, emotional belonging to the RC facility at t1 was
not a significant predictor. Willingness to leave RC had a
negative beta coefficient, as expected, and was the strongest
predictor. Good support from professionals had a positive
beta coefficient, confirming the positive association found
in the previous correlation analysis.
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Discussion

This study showed that in a comparatively large sample for
the Swiss RC sector, returning to the family was the most
common form of leaving RC. Given the absence of national
statistics in Switzerland, it is not possible to verify this result
with such data. However, this finding is noteworthy given
that in German-speaking debates, residential care is often
seen as a last resort to ensure the well-being of young peo-
ple, and is therefore seen as a one-way street, where a return
to the family is often not considered an option (Lienhart,
2024). The finding that returning to the family is a com-
mon form of leaving RC therefore challenges this supposed
reluctance. As Wolf (2020) has argued, an understanding of
RC as a last resort has meant that parental involvement in
RC has often been neglected. However, previous research
(Davidson et al., 2019; Farmer, 2018) has identified lim-
ited parenting skills as a contributing factor to unsuccess-
ful reunification and re-entry into care. Therefore, parental
involvement is crucial, as young people often return to their
parents after RC, as this study has shown. In addition, this
study found an average length of stay in the RC facility of
3.6 years prior to return. This suggests that, on average,
young people in Switzerland return to their families from
RC significantly later than the 18—24-month period favored
by the U.S. child protection system and by some experts in
Germany (Dittmann & Wolf, 2014; Schifer et al., 2015).
This average length of stay also contrasts with other find-
ings showing that staying in out-of-home care for more than
three years decreases the likelihood of family reunification
(Martin et al., 2020). This may indicate that family reuni-
fication decisions in Switzerland are less time-critical in
terms of placement duration than in other countries.

The key finding of this study is the significant increase
in young people’s subjective well-being after returning to
their families. Although no significant difference was found
between the well-being of the returners and that of young
people who remained in the same RC group, the significant
increase in returners’ well-being further challenges the sup-
posed reluctance to consider returning to the family. How-
ever, this finding contrasts with the results of other studies
that have found significantly lower levels of well-being
among returners compared to those still living in care (Bie-
hal et al., 2015; James et al., 2017). One possible explana-
tion for these disparate results may lie in country-specific
circumstances. For example, James et al. (2017) explained
that in Ghana, access to education and financial resources is
often more difficult after young people return to their fami-
lies. This may be less of a problem in Switzerland. On the
other hand, Biehal et al. (2015) evaluated young people’s
objective well-being based on assessments by social work-
ers. In contrast, the present study focused on young people’s

self-reported subjective well-being. It is possible that young
people assess their well-being differently than professionals
do. Nevertheless, as demonstrated by Axford et al. (2014), it
is equally plausible that individuals with suboptimal objec-
tive well-being may nevertheless report positive subjective
well-being, depending on how they set their priorities when
evaluating their well-being. Given that care leavers and
young people living in RC often describe RC as highly reg-
ulated and tightly structured (Ahmed et al., 2020; Cameron-
Mathiassen et al., 2022; Rauktis et al., 2011), the significant
increase in the returners’ well-being may well be related
to a subjectively perceived greater degree of freedom and
self-determination. This interpretation is supported by the
present results, which showed that most returners reported
having more freedom and self-determination after leaving
RC. The average age of return of 15.6 years found in this
study indicates that, in Switzerland, leaving RC and return-
ing to the family often coincides with the end of compulsory
schooling and the start of vocational training. Thus, many
young people have to cope not only with leaving care and
reintegrating into their families, but also with transitioning
into the world of work or higher education. However, this
study found that over 60% of the returners reported that
they had coped relatively well after leaving their RC facil-
ity. Nevertheless, almost a quarter of the returners reported
having a relatively difficult time after their return. Because
promoting young people’s wellbeing is recognized as one
of the primary goals of RC along with safety and perma-
nency (Rosanbalm et al., 2016), young people’s well-being
after leaving RC should be a professional concern in terms
of sustained support. For this reason, the factors consid-
ered relevant to transition processes in the current state of
research— willingness to leave RC, transition preparation
and good professional support— were examined in terms of
how they make things easier for young people who return
to their families. As expected, this was the case for will-
ingness to leave RC: not wanting to return to one’s family
is significantly associated with having a difficult time after
RC. Although good support from professionals was also a
significant factor, the correlation was unexpectedly posi-
tive. This may be related to the fact that in Switzerland, pro-
fessional support is only granted if the need for support is
recognized by the local authorities. Thus, the results should
not be interpreted as meaning that better professional sup-
port leads to more difficulties when returning, but rather that
anticipated difficulties prior to returning lead to the provi-
sion of professional support. Previous research has demon-
strated the importance of post-reunification support services
for successful reunification (Davidson et al., 2019; Farmer,
2018). However, less than half of the returners (48.7%) in
this study said that they received good support from pro-
fessionals during the initial time after RC. This raises the
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question of how practitioners identify a need for support
and on what grounds support services are granted. Future
research should particularly explore the difficulties faced by
returners and their needs for support. The finding that tran-
sition preparation was not a significant factor in reducing
difficulties upon return may be related to the fact that most
returners (67.6%) generally felt relatively well prepared, so
there may have been too little variance in the data to detect
any potential influence. However, transition preparation was
significantly associated with willingness to leave RC and
with good support from professionals. This suggests that
transition preparation is part of good professional support
and the willingness to leave RC, and thus may indirectly
help to reduce difficulties upon return. In line with cur-
rent research, this study showed that willingness and good
professional support are important factors, also for young
people returning to their families after RC in Switzerland.
Furthermore, the results showed that the emotional belong-
ing to the former RC facility is not a factor that makes it
more difficult for young people to return to their families.
Hence, the option of returning to the family does not contra-
dict the professional requirement that young people should
also have the opportunity to feel at home in their RC facility
(van Santen, 2017).

Strengths and Limitations

The main strength of this study is that it provides a coun-
terpoint to studies based on administrative data. It is also
the first study of this kind in the Swiss context, where
research on family reunification is scarce. Another strength
of the study is that it is linked to a longitudinal project, so
data were available on the young people before and after
their return. In addition, data were available on young peo-
ple who were still living in the same RC group, allowing
comparisons to be made between returners and those who
remained in care. However, there are also some limitations
to note. First, this study is not based on a random sample,
as the young people in the first wave of the survey were
approached for the study through the RC facilities. As a
result, bias in the sample cannot be ruled out, and no claim
to representativeness can be made. As there are no national
statistics on out-of-home placement in Switzerland, it is also
not possible to compare the sample retrospectively with the
population of young people in Swiss RC. Second, although
the underlying longitudinal project has a sample size of 430
in the second wave of the survey, and although returning to
the family was the most common form of leaving care, the
number of returners is relatively small at n=79. Since lon-
gitudinal projects always depend on participants’ availabil-
ity and willingness to continue participating, it is possible
that some of the young people may have dropped out of the
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study due to difficulties upon their return. Third, the avail-
able data are based on two survey waves conducted one year
apart. Thus, the average time since return was 6.8 months. It
is therefore not possible to make statements about the long-
term stability of reunification, long-term well-being after
return, or possible re-entries into care.

Implications and Conclusion

This study has shown that returning to the family after resi-
dential care is not an empirical rarity in Switzerland. Rather,
it is an important topic that needs more attention in research,
professional debates, and social work practice. In addi-
tion, the study showed that although most returners man-
age their transition well, there are still young people who
face difficult times upon returning to their families. Future
research should therefore focus particularly on the condi-
tions under which young people return to their families and
on their experiences during the transition process. Practi-
tioners could benefit from understanding these experiences
when developing and providing support services for family
reunification. Furthermore, given that this study found an
increase in subjective well-being for many returners, a valu-
able area for future research could involve comparing the
experiences and attitudes of children in residential care with
those in foster care, particularly with regard to the impact
of reunification on well-being and the factors that contrib-
ute to successful transitions in both settings. In addition,
future studies should focus on the reasons for residential
care placements, how children perceive their time in care,
and the reasons for their return to the family. Understand-
ing these interconnected factors is essential for developing
more tailored support strategies that address the specific
needs of young people during the return process.
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