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Introduction

 We are going to present a part of the
results from the research on the question of
“The links in foster family in France”

 A qualitative research with more than one
hundred children and families.

 Team: sociologists and lawyers of the
university of Aix-Marseille and Toulouse.

 “What is a family for the children in foster
care”?

 The research provide a new perspective,
of the coexistence at various levels of links
between foster children and foster family
and parents, discover new possibilities
filial connections and attachments.
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The foster parenthood

In France the foster family is a family, “assistant family”
which is given the responsibility to exercise an important
part of the parental functions and allow the child to
establish new family links, and to hold a professional
position in the child protection services.
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What does it mean to be parent? Is it enough to be 

indicated as such by the right? 

Being a parent is established legally or 

biologically, but is it enough to become a parent?



The research concerns two departmental councils in

France: Bouches du Rhône and Vaucluse

We analysed the file of foster children

Methodology
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71 Foster 

children

25 Foster 

family
10 Parents

15 Sisters 

and brothers

15 children

of foster

family



Who are the foster children? 

A diversity of situations

The sample covered an age range from 5 to 25 years

old

Average age = 15 years

Some of children having been few months old when they

were fostered, while others were adolescents.

(few months for certain teenagers, and all the childhood

in foster care for others).
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The average duration of the foster care is 

9,5 years 



Multiple placements and breakdowns    

In the report to the right of the child (on 2011, 32,

2109), the defender of children rights highlights that

the child is brought to live repeatedly separations and

breakdowns in connection with people important

affectively for him, separations causing traumas.

On average, both girls and boys experience 3

different placements while in care. The longer they

stay in foster care, the more they are likely to

experience different types of placements.
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Way of  foster children most of the time 

multiple 
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When the time of foster care exceeds 

6 years, the child knew in 50%, 4 

placements

For 3/4 of the children, the foster family is

not the first measure.



What is a family for the child in care? 

Results from the interviews
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A family, it is first of all to live together, to 
share time together, to support each other in 
difficult times, and to love together.

Almost all of the children express strong 
feelings for their foster family. 

We notice an emotional gap between both 
families, foster family and biological family. 



The foster family, the family reference

The decrease of the emotional relations with one of the parents, or

both parents lead the child slowly to reconstruct itself outside his

biological family, and to consider foster family like his own family.

111



Four family perceptions
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"My parents 
only"

1

"My two 
families" 

9

"My family 
where I live"

10

"Neither my 
parents, nor my 

foster family" 
4 The family

positioning of 
children between

the four perceptions 
is very clear and not 

confusing. 
2/3 of children

make a family choice
1/3 consider having

two families.



Four family perceptions

“My family, the one where I live", they consider as secondary their biological family
and give to their foster family. 

Education received, the care provided, attachment to the foster family (10/24)

- "My two families", they compare the two families by referring in one 
case to their birth, and in the other to their daily education (9/24)

- "My parents only", children consider their biological family as their only
family (1/24)

- "Neither my parents nor my foster family", they consider that they do not 
really have families and do not refer to either one or the other, (4/24)
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1. "My family, the one where I live"

Considering as a rebirth the fact of having been
placed in their foster family and experiencing the
placement event as a chance.

They feel they are making family with their foster
family, while occasionaly keeping in touch with
their parents.

The foster family becomes the family of reference
by the exercise of its functions, of take care,
education, solidarity and love.

"Nathalia is like a mother, I came in I was 14 
months old, she taught me everything, like 
making shoelaces, it's like a mother, she did the 
work a mother does. ”
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In the majority of cases, children are 

placed in the category "My family, the one 

I live"

Foster children and children of foster 

family together on the picture in the 

living-room



1. "My family, the one where I live"
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Diagram showing the most important people for the child on a scale from 0 to 10. 

10 most important foster family, 1 less important mother



2. "My two families »

In this position, the child can’t make a choice between the two

families.

Julie is a 7-year-old child, placed since the age of 4 in her foster

family with two half-sisters Adeline (9 years old) and Mathilde (13

years old), her other half-brothers aged 3 years old in the

parental home.

"I know what a family is - it's all together! - but I do not know how to

answer your question ... because I do not know with which family?

Mum or auntie? Because I have two families! Ah-ah-ah mom and

auntie! But I feel good here, but I would like that - once a week -

sometimes finally - Sunday for example.... I'm going to see my mom

and until Sunday I'll see Auntie! Here ! I would like that to happen like

this! "

116



2. "My two families »

Diagram showing the most important people for the child on a 

scale from 0 to 10. 10 most important, foster family and parents
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2. "My two families »

The child describes here a family perception that we find during

marital separation and the establishment equal time each parent, a

time with mother, an other time with father.

That which is desired by foster child is also spend equal time with

each family, one time with biological family, one time with foster

family.
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3. "My parents only »

Only example of this position, Eric has been placed more than 10

years in the foster family, today in “major young contract” he lives

in a room right next to the foster family. Still in school, he spends

part of his time with the foster family, especially for meals. He sees

his father once a month, and his mother calls him every week. He

considers that only his parents are part of his family.
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3. "My parents only » 
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Diagram showing the most important people for the child on a scale from 0

to 10.

The parents have been placed at 5, the foster family does not appear



4. "Neither my parents nor my foster

family »

Some children stand out from the previous positions, finding their

families elsewhere, apart from the biological and foster family

references.

Some young people consider that they can’t rely on their biological

family or their foster family. These young people are often older,

on the sidelines of the child protection service, either because they

will leave it soon or because they have come out and look back on

their history.

They turn to a third family figure related to a possible alliance,

family figure of the future spouse.

"My boyfriend's family is like my family, it's my family at heart, when

I go home they look like I'm going home .... There I feel better than

here. "
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4. "Neither my parents nor my foster

family »
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Neither the parents nor the foster family appear, only a friend is 

noted



A foster solidarity

Solidarity and support function

For the children, the family is present for better and for worse, and in

hard time we can always count on his family.

We notice that many parents are not mentioned by children when a

problem arises, but it is the foster family who exercise this function of

solidarity and support, during childhood and the entrance to

adulthood.

The children refer to the relationship with the parent, they are

referring most often to their difficulties, providing a reason for the

lack of parental support. The foster family is therefore most often the

one on which the child relies.

"Family is more about how you feel good, and how you can count on!"

123



Conclusion…

An openness to plural links
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Gradually we are rethinking foster family links in France,
recognizing foster parenting(Chapon, 2014, 2018),
foster co-parenting between biological family and foster
family by putting the child at the heart of this project.

It is important to allow the child o leave the links he
experiences during his childhood.

It allows a recognition of the story of the child in its
entirety, both taking into account his past and his present
to enable him to build his future.
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