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Preface

Foster care is one of the principal child protection strategies for children and
adolescents who, for a variety of reasons, are temporarily unable to remain with
their families of origin. Although its implementation has expanded considerably
across many countries over recent decades, foster care continues to present a
complex field in which social, legal, psychological, educational, health, and
administrative challenges converge—challenges that are often addressed in
isolation rather than through an integrated approach.

The increasing complexity of the circumstances affecting children underscores the
need to understand foster care from a broad, multidisciplinary perspective. The
consequences of abandonment, abuse, neglect, family crises, migration, poverty,
and other forms of vulnerability require responses grounded in both scientific
evidence and practical experience. Nevertheless, much of the existing literature
tends to focus on a single discipline or on specific stages of the foster care process,
making it difficult to achieve a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.

This book was conceived as a foundational guide in response to that need. Its
purpose is to bring together the principal scientific contributions to the field of
foster care within a single volume and to complement them with practical guidance
for those directly involved in these processes. It is not intended to replace the
specialized literature of each discipline, but rather to integrate their most significant
contributions into a coherent, interdisciplinary, and practice-oriented framework.

The value of this work lies in its integration of knowledge drawn from the social

sciences, psychology, education, law, health sciences, economics, public
administration, philosophy, ethics, and scientific research with practical tools
designed to support the everyday realities of foster care. This interdisciplinary
approach enables readers to understand the phenomenon from multiple
perspectives while translating theoretical knowledge into practical applications for
children, foster families, institutions, and professionals.

The primary objective of this book is to provide a solid foundation for
understanding foster care in all its dimensions, to support evidence-informed
decision-making, and to contribute to the strengthening of child protection
programs. It is intended to serve as a valuable resource for researchers, students,
professionals across multiple disciplines, policymakers, social organizations, and
families interested in understanding or participating in foster care systems.

The approach adopted throughout this book is explicitly interdisciplinary. Each
discipline contributes concepts, methodologies, and analytical tools that illuminate
particular aspects of foster cate; however, it is the integration of these perspectives



that provides the most complete understanding of this complex reality. Grounded
in scientific evidence and critical analysis, the book combines theoretical knowledge
with practical experience and evidence-based guidance to facilitate the application
of its content across diverse professional and cultural contexts.

This work is intended primarily for child protection professionals, social workers,
psychologists, educators, attorneys, healthcare professionals, policymakers,
researchers, social entrepreneurs, and university students. It may also be of interest
to foster families, community organizations, and anyone seeking a deeper
understanding of the functioning, significance, and challenges of foster care.

The content examines foster care from its conceptual foundations through its
practical implementation. It includes an interdisciplinary analysis of the field, an
exploration of child development, guidance on the preparation of foster families,
everyday family life within foster placements, relationships with families of origin,
collaboration with institutions, and the conclusion of foster care placements.
Rather than providing an exhaustive treatment of the clinical, legal, or
administrative dimensions specific to each discipline, the book offers an integrated
perspective designed to facilitate both understanding and practical application.

The organization of the book reflects this interdisciplinary philosophy. The first

part examines foster care through the lens of multiple fields of knowledge,
illustrating how each contributes to a richer understanding of the phenomenon.
The second part translates this knowledge into practice by presenting common
scenarios, intervention strategies, and practical guidance for each stage of the foster
care process—from initial preparation through placement and, ultimately, to the
conclusion of care.

Foster care continues to evolve alongside advances in scientific research, public
policy, and professional practice. Accordingly, this book does not seek to provide
definitive answers; rather, it offers a conceptual framework intended to promote
critical analysis, continuous learning, and ongoing improvement. Its greatest
aspiration is to contribute to strengthening foster care practice through evidence-
based knowledge, interdisciplinaty collaboration, and an unwavering commitment
to the best interests of the child, while inspiring new questions, further research,
and more effective ways of protecting those who need it most.
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Introduction

Foster care is one of the primary child protection measures for children and
adolescents who, for a variety of reasons, are temporarily unable to remain with
their families of origin. Although its primary purpose is to provide a safe and
nurturing environment while the child's family circumstances are being resolved,
its implementation involves social, legal, psychological, educational, health, and
administrative processes that make foster care a complex and multidimensional
phenomenon.

This book examines foster care from an interdisciplinary perspective before
exploring its practical application. It presents the principal conceptual, scientific,
and legal foundations necessary to understand this child protection measure while
also offering practical guidance for those directly involved in its implementation.
The scope of the work encompasses both academic analysis and the practical
realities of foster care, without limiting its focus to a single discipline or a specific
institutional context.

The study of foster care has become increasingly relevant in light of the growing

challenges faced by child protection systems across many countries. Factors such
as domestic violence, child abandonment, poverty, migration, social conflict,
substance use disorders, mental illness, and other forms of vulnerability have
increased the need for well-prepared foster families and institutions capable of
responding effectively. A thorough understanding of these dynamics strengthens
public decision-making, improves professional practice, and promotes better
developmental outcomes for children and adolescents entering protective cate.

One of the greatest challenges in this field is the fragmentation of knowledge.
Legal, psychological, social, educational, and healthcare perspectives are frequently
examined in isolation, making it difficult to develop a comprehensive
understanding of foster care. Likewise, many publications focus exclusively on
theoretical frameworks or solely on practical experience, leaving a significant gap
for readers seeking to integrate both perspectives. This book was conceived in
response to that need by bringing together contributions from multiple disciplines
within a coherent and systematically organized framework.

The purpose of this work is to provide a broad, evidence-based understanding of
foster care by integrating scientific research with practical tools that facilitate both
comprehension and application. It aims to offer readers a conceptual framework
that enables them to understand the factors influencing foster care, interpret the
diverse situations that may arise throughout the process, and apply strategies that
promote child-centered practice grounded in the best interests of the child.



This book is intended for students, researchers, academics, social scientists,
psychologists, social workers, educators, attorneys, healthcare professionals,
policymakers, foster families, and anyone interested in understanding foster care
from both a scientific and applied perspective.

One of the book's principal contributions is its integration of two dimensions that
are often treated separately in the specialized literature. The first provides an
interdisciplinary analysis of foster care through the lenses of the social sciences,
psychology, education, law, healthcare, economics, public policy, ethics, and
scientific research. The second translates this knowledge into everyday practice by
examining each stage of the foster care process—from family preparation to case
closure—through real-world scenarios, frequently asked questions, and practical
decision-making tools.

The book is organized into two major sections. The opening chapters present the
conceptual and interdisciplinary foundations necessary to understand foster care
from multiple academic perspectives. The subsequent chapters follow the practical
progression of the foster care process, addressing the child protection system, the
preparation of foster families, a child's arrival in the home, relationship building,
managing challenges, maintaining connections with the family of origin, concluding
foster placements, and future directions for strengthening foster care as a child
protection measure.

Although each chapter can be read independently, a sequential reading provides a
progressively deeper understanding of the concepts and helps readers connect the
theoretical foundations with their practical application. The content has been
carefully structured to move from a broad understanding of the phenomenon
toward the specific situations encountered by those involved in foster care.

By the end of this book, readers will have developed a comprehensive
understanding of foster care, become familiar with the principal scientific
perspectives that explain its functioning, recognize the most common challenges
faced by the various stakeholders involved, and acquire the analytical tools
necessary to evaluate, design, and strengthen interventions aimed at safeguarding
the protection and well-being of children and adolescents within this form of care.



PART I

Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Foster Care






Chapter 1. Analysis from the Social Sciences

Interdisciplinary Foundations for Understanding Foster
Families through Sociology and Social Work

Protecting children and adolescents who are temporarily or permanently unable
to remain with their families of origin is one of the most complex challenges facing
contemporary societies. Although the immediate need for protection often emerges
at the individual or family level, scientific evidence consistently demonstrates that
the circumstances leading to foster care are the result of much broader social
processes in which economic, cultural, institutional, historical, legal, and
community factors converge. From this perspective, understanding foster families
requires moving beyond exclusively psychological or welfare-oriented
interpretations to embrace a comprehensive analysis that recognizes how social
structures, public policies, family relationships, and welfare systems shape both the
emergence of child vulnerability and society's capacity to provide effective
protective responses.

The social sciences provide the conceptual framework necessary to understand
this complexity. Unlike approaches that focus solely on the individual
characteristics of children or foster families, these disciplines examine the collective
processes that shape child protection, analyze the relationships between institutions
and citizens, explore changes in family structures, investigate social inequalities, and
study the cultural dynamics that influence child development. Consequently, foster
care is no longer understood merely as an administrative or judicial measure but
rather as a social intervention embedded within a broader welfare system, whose
effectiveness depends on the coordinated efforts of multiple actors operating
across different institutional levels.

This perspective is particularly relevant in the Swedish context. For decades,
Sweden has developed a universal welfare model characterized by extensive public
responsibility for child protection, a highly professionalized social services system,
and substantial investment in prevention and early intervention. Within this
framework, municipal social services (Socialtjdnsten) play a central role in risk
assessment, intervention planning, and the ongoing supervision of children
requiring protective measures. At the same time, foster families (familjehem)
represent one of the primary mechanisms for ensuring a child's right to grow up in
a family environment when remaining temporarily with their family of origin is not
possible. In cases where a child's support needs exceed what foster family care can
provide, specialized residential care facilities (HVB — Hem f6r vird eller boende)
may also be involved, always guided by the principle of the best interests of the
child and with the aim of ensuring that institutional care remains proportionate,
individualized, and limited to the shortest duration necessary.



Foster Families: A Practical Understanding

The specialized literature published over recent decades consistently indicates that

the success of foster care programs depends not only on the goodwill of foster
families or the technical competence of professionals, but also on the ongoing
interaction among individual, family, community, and institutional factors. Studies
conducted across the Nordic countries, Western Europe, North America, and
Oceania demonstrate that the most positive outcomes in child well-being are
generally achieved when interventions combine adequate financial support,
continuous training for foster families, effective interagency collaboration,
meaningful participation of children in decisions affecting their lives, and rigorous
systems of monitoring and evaluation. These findings are consistent with
recommendations issued by international organizations such as UNICEF, the
World Health Organization (WHO), the Council of Europe, and the United
Nations, all of which advocate child protection models grounded in children's
rights, the prevention of family separation whenever possible, and the
strengthening of community-based support systems.

This chapter inaugurates the book's interdisciplinary analysis by examining the
contribution of the social sciences to the study of foster families. The first section
explores the perspectives of Sociology and Social Work—two disciplines that
provide essential insight into both the structural factors that generate the need for
child protection and the institutional mechanisms through which societies organize
protective responses aimed at safeguarding the well-being of children and
adolescents. These disciplines establish the foundation upon which subsequent
chapters will integrate perspectives drawn from anthropology, childhood studies,
family studies, cultural diversity, social inclusion, and public policy.

1.1 The Social Sciences Perspective on Foster Families

The social sciences are founded on the premise that human behavior cannot be
understood solely through the analysis of individual characteristics. People develop
within interconnected systems of relationships that include the family, the
community, educational institutions, healthcare services, labor markets, civil society
organizations, and the state. Each of these systems shapes the opportunities,
constraints, and life experiences of children, adolescents, and adults. Consequently,
the difficulties a family may experience in providing a safe and nurturing
environment rarely stem from a single cause; rather, they are typically the result of
multiple interacting factors that accumulate over time.

Within the context of foster care, this systemic perspective makes it possible to
understand that the temporary separation of a child from their biological family
should not be viewed simply as a parental failure. Instead, it represents a complex
situation in which mental health conditions, problematic substance use, domestic
violence, persistent poverty, social isolation, illness, disability, migration-related
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challenges, structural discrimination, long-term unemployment, inadequate
housing, and the absence of supportive community networks may all play a role.
The intensity and combination of these factors vary considerably from one case to
another, underscoring the need for individualized assessments and interventions
tailored to the specific circumstances of each child and family.

This approach also reshapes the understanding of the role of foster families. Foster
families are not necessatily intended to become permanent substitutes for the
family of origin. Rather, they function as part of a broader child protection system
whose primary objective is to ensure the child's healthy development while,
whenever possible and consistent with the child's best interests, supporting the
restoration of the biological family's caregiving capacity or identifying other
permanent care arrangements. From this perspective, foster care is understood as
a shared responsibility among families, professionals, public institutions, and the
wider community rather than as a solely private undertaking.

International research has likewise demonstrated that foster care outcomes are
significantly influenced by broader social factors, including the financial stability of
foster families, the availability of specialized services, the quality of interagency
coordination, educational continuity, timely access to healthcare and psychological
services, and the meaningful participation of children in decisions affecting their
daily lives. For this reason, the social sciences emphasize that child protection
should be understood as a comprehensive process of promoting well-being rather
than merely as a response to situations of crisis.

In Sweden, this understanding is reflected in a welfare model in which child
protection is recognized as a highly institutionalized public responsibility. Through
Socialtjinsten, municipalities conduct comprehensive social —assessments,
coordinate community resources, oversee foster care placements, and implement
preventive interventions aimed at reducing risk factors before the separation of a
child from their family becomes necessary. This approach is grounded in the
principle of early intervention, which is strongly supported by scientific literature
demonstrating that preventive actions taken during the initial stages of vulnerability
generally produce better developmental outcomes than interventions introduced
only after adverse circumstances have become chronic..

1.2 Sociology and Foster Families

Sociology examines the ways in which societies organize human coexistence, the
relationships between individuals and institutions, processes of social change, and
the production of social inequalities. Its focus extends beyond individual behavior
to explore how social structures shape people's opportunities, expectations, and life
trajectories. Within the field of foster care, this perspective helps explain why
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certain forms of child vulnerability occur more frequently in particular social
contexts and how public institutions respond to these situations.

One of Sociology's most significant contributions is its demonstration that family
difficulties cannot be understood solely as the result of individual decisions. Factors
such as precatious employment, economic inequality, residential segregation,
unequal access to education, discrimination, social exclusion, and the availability of
public services all have a substantial influence on a family's ability to fulfill its
protective role. Consequently, child protection policies should not be limited to
intervening only when a child faces serious risk; they must also address the
structural conditions that contribute to the emergence of such circumstances.

From this perspective, the Swedish welfare system provides an important example
of how universal social policies can reduce many of the risk factors associated with
child vulnerability. Broad access to healthcare, public education, family financial
support, parental leave, child health programs, and municipal social services
represents a preventive strategy designed to strengthen families before
circumstances arise that require more intensive child protection measures.
Comparative evidence indicates that universal policies of this nature can reduce
certain risk factors, although they cannot entirely eliminate the need for specialized
interventions in situations involving violence, severe neglect, or other
circumstances incompatible with the child's best interests.

Another central issue examined by Sociology is the contemporary transformation
of family structures. Today's families display considerable diversity in their
composition, organization, and patterns of daily life. Single-parent, blended,
adoptive, foster, extended, multicultural, and transnational families all form part of
contemporary social reality. This diversity requires moving beyond rigid normative
models based exclusively on the traditional nuclear family and instead focusing on
a family's actual capacity to provide cate, emotional stability, and protection.

In the context of foster families, this shift means recognizing that the quality of a
protective environment depends less on the formal structure of the household than
on factors such as emotional stability, sensitivity to the child's needs, the ability to
collaborate with social services, a willingness to maintain appropriate relationships
with the family of origin when beneficial to the child, and the capacity to manage
the complex situations arising from trauma or adverse early experiences. Sociology
therefore shifts the focus from idealized models of family to an examination of the
social functions that effectively promote child well-being.

The discipline also examines the role of institutions in fostering social trust.
Numerous studies conducted in the Nordic countries have shown that public
confidence in government institutions facilitates collaboration between families
and social services, promotes the early identification of children at risk, and
increases acceptance of child protection interventions. At the same time, the
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literature indicates that certain groups—particularly migrant families and
historically marginalized minority communities—may experience higher levels of
mistrust toward public authorities. These circumstances require culturally
responsive strategies that strengthen dialogue, participation, and mutual
understanding.

1.3 Social Work and Foster Families

While Sociology provides an understanding of the social structures that shape
people's lives, Social Work is the discipline that transforms this knowledge into
systematic intervention processes designed to promote well-being, protect human
rights, and strengthen the capacities of individuals, families, and communities.
Within foster care, Social Work is one of the professions bearing the greatest
technical and ethical responsibility, as it is involved in virtually every stage of the
child protection process: identifying situations of risk, assessing children's needs,
evaluating prospective foster families, planning protective interventions,
supporting placements, coordinating interagency collaboration, and evaluating
outcomes.

From a contemporary perspective, Social Work extends far beyond resource
management or crisis intervention. Its conceptual framework incorporates a human
rights approach, the ecological model of human development, systems theory,
evidence-based practice, and the active participation of individuals in decisions
affecting their lives. These perspectives recognize that children are not merely
recipients of protection but rights holders with an evolving capacity to express their
views, patticipate in decisions that concern them, and contribute to the
development of solutions appropriate to their age, maturity, and personal
circumstances. This principle is fully alighed with the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child and constitutes one of the cornerstones of the Swedish
child protection system.

1.3.1 Scope of Practice and Professional Responsibility

The primary focus of Social Work is the interaction between individuals and their

social environment, with particular attention to the factors that generate
vulnerability, exclusion, or inequality, as well as to the strategies that promote
inclusion and well-being. Within the context of foster families, the discipline
examines how family, community, and institutional conditions influence child
development and designs interventions aimed at reducing risk factors while
strengthening protective factors.

This responsibility requires a holistic view of the child. Social workers do not

evaluate only the presence of immediate danger but also the conditions that may
either support or hinder a child's physical, emotional, educational, social, and
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relational development over the medium and long term. Consequently,
intervention shifts from responding solely to crises toward promoting more stable
and protective life trajectories.

In Sweden, this role is carried out primarily by Socialtjansten, whose professionals
conduct social investigations whenever there are indications that a child may be
experiencing vulnerability. These assessments seek to understand the family's
circumstances from multiple perspectives, avoiding simplistic interpretations while
identifying both existing challenges and family strengths. Their purpose is not
merely to determine whether protective measures are required but also to identify
the forms of support most appropriate for each individual situation.

1.3.2 Comprehensive Assessment as the Foundation of Intervention

One of the most significant contributions of contemporary Social Work is the
development of comprehensive assessment models. Scientific evidence has
demonstrated that decisions based solely on a single event or an isolated interview
may lead to inaccurate conclusions. Consequently, current methodologies advocate
integrating multiple sources of information, conducting longitudinal observations,
and involving professionals from different disciplines in the assessment process.

In the context of foster care, comprehensive assessments typically encompass
factors related to the child's development, family dynamics, parenting capacity,
support networks, educational environment, health status, financial stability,
cultural influences, and the characteristics of the community in which the family
resides. None of these elements, considered independently, determines whether
foster care is necessary; rather, what matters is understanding how they interact and
the extent to which they affect the child's safety, well-being, and overall
development.

The specialized literature consistently emphasizes that assessments should identity
both risk factors and protective factors. A family may experience significant
financial hardship while maintaining strong emotional bonds, effective caregiving
abilities, and a supportive community network that promotes the child's well-being.
Conversely, a financially stable family may exhibit patterns of violence, neglect, or
abuse that require protective intervention. This perspective avoids the erroneous
assumption that poverty alone is synonymous with inadequate parenting—a
misconception that has been extensively challenged in international research.

1.3.3 Early Intervention and Prevention

One of the most firmly established principles of contemporary Social Work is eatly
intervention. Numerous longitudinal studies have demonstrated that addressing
vulnerability during its initial stages generally produces more favorable outcomes
than intervening after problems have become chronic. This body of evidence has
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profoundly influenced the design of Nordic welfare systems, where preventive
policies occupy a central position.

Within the Swedish context, early intervention involves providing support to
families before difficulties escalate to the point where separating a child from the
family environment becomes necessary. Such support may include parenting
guidance, family strengthening programs, psychological services, mediation,
financial assistance, coordination with educational and healthcare providers, and
referrals to specialized resources. The overarching objective is to preserve parental
caregiving whenever doing so is consistent with the child's best interests.

When these interventions prove insufficient and a significant risk to the child's
development persists, foster care may become necessary. Even under these
circumstances, however, Social Work continues to support the family of origin
whenever there is a realistic possibility of reunification and when reunification
serves the child's best interests. This approach avoids viewing foster care as a
permanent rupture and instead understands it as one stage within a broader process
of protection, recovery, and family restoration.

1.3.4 The Selection and Preparation of Foster Families

Another essential area of Social Work concerns the assessment of families seeking
to become familjehem (foster families). International research consistently
demonstrates that placement stability depends to a large extent on the preparation
of foster families, the clarity of mutual expectations, and the quality of professional
support provided before and throughout the placement.

Assessing prospective foster families extends far beyond evaluating material
conditions. Although financial stability and suitable housing are important
considerations, research indicates that other characteristics are equally influential,
including the capacity to establish secure emotional relationships, emotional self-
regulation, flexibility in responding to unforeseen challenges, willingness to
collaborate with social services, understanding of the effects of trauma, and
recognition that foster cate is fundamentally centered on the child's needs rather
than the expectations of adults.

Pre-service training is another component strongly supported by empirical
evidence. Training programs enable foster families to understand the potential
consequences of adverse childhood experiences, become familiar with the
operation of the child protection system, develop effective communication skills,
and acquire practical strategies for addressing the challenges inherent in foster care.
Scientific literature indicates that thorough preparation reduces the likelihood of
placement disruption and contributes to greater stability and well-being for
children.
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