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Significance & Literature Review

• Well-being is fundamental to human existence
• Critical to human development
• Foundational within child welfare system (along with safety and permanence)
• The concept is not clearly defined in child welfare

• When youth leave foster care, they really struggle (in US, racism and 
individualism exacerbate this)

• Others have suggested ways to understand, define and 
measure    well-being, however those studies are largely:
• Outside US
• Not in child welfare and/or
• Don't center youth involvement in the process

(Children’s Bureau, 2013; Bill of Rights for Foster Children, 1973; DHHS, 2012; United Nations General Assembly, 1989; Bowlby, 1969; Arnett, 
2000; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004; Gypen, et al, 2017; Smith, 1987; Hartsock, 1983; Harding, 1986, 1991)



Research Question

How do youth in US foster care
understand, describe, and make meaning 
of  their lived experience of well-being?

--> Participatory action, arts-based, phenomenological study



5 Young Adult co-Researchers (YARs)

• Current or former foster youth

• 3:2 (male: female)

• 4:1 (African-American: Latina)

• 21-24 years old

• 5 planning meetings

• Insights and suggestions informed all parts of design

Co-Researchers



Participant Sample

15 total individuals who grew up in foster care around the US

Status in system

Emancipated (8)

Youth in care (3)

Returned home (2)

Adopted (2)

Age

18-32 years old

Total Placements

1-20+ total 
placements

Gender Identity

Male (8)

Female (7)

Racial Identity

African-American (9)

Latina/o (2)

White (3)

White/Latina (1)



Data Collection & Analysis

1. Collection method: Open-ended Interviews via Zoom with art sharing

2. Data sources:

oInterview transcripts

oCreative artifacts

oMember-checking feedback

3. Analysis

oAdaptation of Groenewald's 

phenomenological analysis 

oExtensive member-checking *Systematic, color-coded 
phenomenological sorting of 

units of meaning



Findings

• Youth know what well-being is, whether they have experienced it or not

• Beyond a definition of well-being: There is a process to move from 
trauma – through relationships – to well-being, yet there are many 
detours away from it. That process is:

"The Way to Well-being"
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Trauma Context

"It represents the feeling about 
being swallowed alive. It's really 
hard to be in an abusive home and 
think that this stuff is normal....we 
thought getting hurt, abused, was 
normal." - Marie
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(Lack of) Relational Safety

"[Foster kids are] not really getting 
emotionally embraced, I feel like. They [are] 
humans. With emotions. Like, they still a human. 
You still a human at the end of the day." - Turbo



Relational Safety

"You can't have well-being if you're in a 
position where you don't even have any 
healthy bonds with the people that you 
live with...If you're in a position where you 
don't like who you live with, you don't 
want to be in that foster home, you can't 
have any type of well-being I would say." -
William



Detours

"[When we were being abused,] DCFS never stood up. 
They never did anything. That group home people never 
did anything... It was like, “Nobody wants you guys, so 
where are you going to go? This is your only option.'" -
Jaimie

I ain't have a choice to do nothing...Like, I had shackles on 
my hands, on my wrists and I was just going along with 
the flow...I have to go with the flow because what the 
fuck else do I have? They took me away from my family" -
Turbo

"Because it was foster care, 
I felt like I was really 
disposable. -Marie
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(Lack of) Youth Trust

"[Some foster parents act like it's so easy to just give a kid a bed 
and food and send him to school.] "But it's just a different type of 
fucking abuse. You not getting beaten no more, but your emotions 

getting beat the fuck up because you not getting a family love…

Sometimes [new caregivers] seemed ok at first. But you don't 
know. What the fuck, that could be a façade! That could be a 

motha'fuckin' costume right there. They could just be givin’ me 
anything. That's distrust. My trust be messed up. You're moving 

me away from my family and putting me [with strangers] and 
expecting a kid to trust?..." -Turbo



Youth Trust

"If I ever feel bummed and I feel like I 
don't have anybody in my life, I just 
go to the wall and look at it, and like 
all these people here on this wall, love 
you and care about you...(Pointing) 
That's my friend who took me in to 
her family. We have a very loving 
relationship. We're always there for 
each other, whether it's just like a 
happy day or a sad day." -Erika



Distress Signals

"Overall the worst parts of being in foster care were the 
times where I felt like I couldn't be myself. It's very 
draining when you have to constantly sit there and figure 
out, 'Well, how would someone that would actually fit in 
here act?'"  -William

"It's the idea of someone washing away your colors...it 
was just becoming someone I wasn't, to fit someone 
else's image. So, I would just be trying to be someone 
that could fit the placement where they wanted me to 
be." -Marie



Distress Signals

"I mean, most of my life, I felt hopeless. There was just no 
hope in the world, like the most defeated. I would just pray 
as a child to just, like, not wake up in the morning. Like, 
God, just please, do not [wake me up], I can't deal with 
this. Like, it was just so awful...it was just the most 
hopeless feeling. There's just no joy in the world. There's 
no happiness, there's no nothing. There's just like 
misery."  -Jaimie

"I didn't even get to have a childhood...It just made me 
grow up faster than I should." -Quincy
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Youth Trust: Open to healing

“I want to battle the triggers and I want to be 
okay with them and just be okay with just sitting 
in trauma...Not reliving it to a point where I'm in 
pain, but where I'm healing from it.” –Erika

“My One Life tattoo represents a time in my life 
when I really felt low and needed to look deep 
within... After a near death experience, I noticed 
God spared my life. I understood this to be a 
time in which I had one time to make a change 
in my life… and one life to make a change in the 
world around me.” – Dark Knight
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Well-being
Hopeful outlook, Loving support system

"A lot of the pictures I take remind me that there's always 
something to look forward to. You can always look forward 
to that next plane coming in to land. You can always look 
forward to catching that next flash of lightning...that next full 
moon...and you can remember too when you weren't in a 
position to look at all that." -William

"It's because [I had] that feeling of not being loved or not 
being wanted, and I think that's why I fight so hard to be a 
father. Because, like, my daughter, she's sassy and all of that. 
But I feel genuine love with her." -Dark Knight



Well-being
Self-love, Worthiness, Freedom

"As an adult now, throughout all of these years, I see 
how nobody loved that child that I was. But I learned 
to love her. I've learned to love this little girl that 
nobody else loved...I had to learn to love myself as a 
child because nobody gave a damn about her. And I 
just feel like acceptance is a big part of that. 
Accepting that nobody loved you, but you can love 
you still." -Jaimie

"I just didn't feel judged. And I feel like that's when I 
feel the most happiest. I feel free. I don't feel judged 
and I feel supported. ...It's just in those moments 
when I was feeling good and free, as in relaxed, calm, 
at ease." -Jasmine

"I feel like you can 
still have value and 
be beautiful, even if 
you still have work to 
do in your life." -
Kalhan



Implications (So what?)

• Trauma is always there, but there is hope: through relationships

• Safe, attuned, loving relationships are key for youth well-being
• Avoid detours: Make the 1st placement the best placement

• Training for professionals & caregivers

• Shift policies to focus on relationships

• Opportunity: Open to healing after safety and trust are established
• Physiological/emotional regulation first

• Art for knowing, sharing and healing

• Well-being = worthiness and freedom



Next Steps for this Research

• Sharing findings with participants, DCFS, caregivers, caseworkers

• Exploring resonance with definition among different populations, in and 
out of child welfare (e.g. Casework staff; BIPOC faculty/staff at university)

• Utilize youth-driven definition to create a tool to measure the well-being 
of youth in care



Contact

• To collaborate on future research or discuss how the Way to Well-
being framework can be useful in your work, please find me on 
LinkedIn, ResearchGate or contact me directly:

Bridget Colacchio, PhD, LCSW

bcolacchio@luc.edu

mailto:bcolacchio@luc.edu
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