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Abstract

Birth children of foster carers are active participants in the foster family unit,
and yet their contributions, outcomes, and potential have been consistently
neglected in research and policy. Research suggests that birth children within a
fostering family provide significant resources and can be hugely influential in the
success of a placement. This study explores, through story completion, how birth
children of foster carers make sense of being in a foster family. An inductive
thematic analysis was conducted on 34 story completion texts from 17 UK-based
birth children of foster carers, aged 8-49 years. Three themes were identified:
costs, family identity, and empathy. These themes refine the key markers of
birth children's experience identified in existing literature and highlight the
strategies employed to make sense of their experience. These findings further
the discussion that birth children of foster carers should be more widely
recognised for their role in the foster family unit, better supported through it,
and more officially involved in the decisions and processes of fostering. Existing
research and the current study suggest that doing so may help prevent
placement breakdown as well as aiding in the recruitment of potential foster
carers.
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Making sense of family: A story completion study of birth children of foster
carers

Introduction

Fostering is the main form of care for children being cared for away from home
in the UK, with over 70,000 children living with foster families (The Fostering
Network, 2023). The narrative on UK foster care has been clear for years: the
supply of foster carers is outstripped by demand. The number of children
entering the care system is increasing year on year and the number of foster
carers is not increasing proportionately, resulting in children being left waiting
for homes (Home for Good, 2023). This disparity was exacerbated throughout
and in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. Following the UK lockdown, the
children’s charity Barnardo’s declared a ‘state of emergency’ for children in, and
waiting to enter, care (Barnardo’s, 2020). During the initial national restrictions
(implemented on 16th March 2020), Barnardo’s received 44% more referrals of
children being abused or neglected at home than in the same period in 2019.
Meanwhile, people contacting the charity with an interest in fostering fell by 47%
(Barnardo’s, 2020). The Fostering Network (2021) has called this a retention
and recruitment crisis. It is therefore vital that there is recent research
supporting and improving the outcomes for all those involved in the lives of

children and young people with experience of foster care.

Understanding birth children’s experiences may prevent placement breakdown,
which could support the retention of current foster carers. Difficulties arising
between foster and birth children have been reported as a prevalent factor in
foster placement breakdown worldwide (Kalland & Sinkkonen, 2001; Oosterman
et al., 2007; Thompson et al., 2014; Tonheim & Iversen, 2018). The likelihood
of birth children influencing placement breakdown varies depending on the ages
and closeness of the birth children and foster children (Rock et al., 2015).
However, since there is little research understanding birth children’s experiences
prior to the point of placement breakdown there is no possibility of evidence-

based support to prevent this outcome.

Better understanding birth children of foster carers’ experiences may not only
support the retention of current foster carers, it may aid in the recruitment of

future foster carers. Research is needed to enable prospective foster carers to
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make better informed decisions about how fostering might impact all members

of their family.

The majority of existing literature on families who foster focuses on the
outcomes for children and young people with care experience. Unsurprisingly,
positive family relationships increase the chances of better behavioural outcomes
for young people with experience of foster care (Cooley et al., 2015). Positive
peer relationships have also been seen to offer benefits with respect to care
experienced young people’s school engagement, self-esteem, and social skills
(Farineau et al., 2013; Farruggia & Germo, 2015; Thompson et al., 2016).
Young people in foster care with more close friends were also found to be more
resilient (Jones, 2012). The benefits of peer relationships for young people with
experience of foster care are clear, however the experiences, challenges and

outcomes of these peers remain unreported.

Located as a subset of foster children’s peers (in a sibling-like relationship), birth
children of foster carers also influence the foster child’s psychosocial outcomes
(Wojciak et al., 2013). Internationally, siblings and foster siblings were expected
by the foster parents to be role models, and they were found to be so, showing
care for their biological as well as foster siblings (Nordenfors, 2016; Sutton &
Stack, 2013; Thompson et al., 2014; Twigg & Swan, 2007). When taking on a
caring role, including babysitting their foster sibling, birth children felt they were
on the same team as their parents, working towards the shared goal of caring
for the foster child (Sutton & Stack, 2013). These increased responsibilities had
a largely positive impact on self-worth and prevented feelings of rivalry between
birth and foster children (Stoneman & Dallos, 2019; Watson & Jones, 2002).
However, for some birth children, particularly those who were not close to their
foster sibling, these responsibilities were ‘unwanted’ (Stoneman & Dallos, 2019).
Some birth children also experienced a sense of displacement with this shift or
sharing of a familial role (Mainpin et al., 2016). What remains unknown is
whether there is any overarching, theoretical framework which could be useful in
anticipating this shift, preparing birth children for it and supporting them

through it (cf. Thompson et al., 2014). There is little consistent and systematic
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research conducted on birth children of foster carers’ experience of fostering as

its own distinct entity (Twigg & Swan, 2007).

Despite this research being sparse, there are some internationally recurrent
markers of birth children’s experiences. Common across countries, including the
UK, are themes of changes to family life and placement endings (Fox, 2001;
Njgs & Seim, 2019; Sutton & Stack, 2013; Watson & Jones, 2002). International
research also evidences that many birth children felt they were unaware of the
realities of fostering (Nordenfors, 2016; Pugh, 1996; Raineri et al., 2018;
Younes & Harp, 2007) and wished they had been better informed before
embarking on a foster placement (Watson & Jones, 2002).

When it comes to placement endings, it is consistent throughout the literature
that birth children experience grief when a foster child leaves (Sutton & Stack,
2013). Positive bonds between foster and birth children make the end of a
placement more emotionally challenging (Stoneman & Dallos, 2019; Sutton &
Stack, 2013). As a means of coping with the loss of a child from their home,
some birth children dismiss their own sadness to focus on the positives for the
child leaving, such as them going to a new family (Stoneman & Dallos, 2019).
Others experienced an emotional ambivalence when a foster child to whom they
had not been close or who had problematic behaviour left, ‘wanting them to
leave yet feeling that they had let them down’ (Stoneman & Dallos, 2019, p.
180). Particularly when foster children were moved on earlier than expected,
birth children of foster carers often felt excluded from and powerless in the
decision-making (Njgs & Seim, 2019), and unprepared for the move (Watson &
Jones, 2002). Whilst research is aware of loss being a key aspect of birth
children’s experience of fostering, little has been done to study this grief and its
lasting impact on birth children. Increased knowledge and research-informed
support could help birth children adjust to their responsibilities, anticipate the
changes in their family, and support them to feel more confidently part of the
care giving team with their parent(s). The wider impact of this research is

unknown but, as indicated, may help solve the retention and recruitment crisis.
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The current study

As an understudied area of interest and as the nature of this topic is subjective,
qualitative exploratory methods of enquiry have been employed. This qualitative
approach does not seek to remove bias from the data, but to explore the
meanings participants give to a subject through the stories they tell, and to
understand the data in context (Sutton & Stack, 2013).

The current study makes use of story completion tasks to focus on participants’
meaning-making with respect to family. Originating from psychoanalytical
practice, story completion presents participants with a brief and ambiguous story
beginning (a story stem), from which they continue the story (Braun et al.,
2020). Within qualitative psychological and psychosocial research, story
completion is considered to reflect something of the writer’s ‘essential
psychological truths’, whilst also evidencing their world constructions and ‘the
meaning-making worlds they operate within’ (Kitzinger & Powell, 1995, p. 48).
Story completion has been used in a humber of research areas, such as
subjective wellbeing (Lam & Comay, 2020), sense-making of particular
phenomena such as the 2020 pandemic restrictions (Braun et al., 2020), and

constructions of gender (Jennings et al., 2019).

Being a traditionally projective technique, story completion enables participants
to indirectly deal with a phenomenon. This gives participants creativity, control
and ownership of their responses while also facilitating access into participants’
psychological and psychosocial worlds, their assumptions, and constructions
(Braun & Clarke, 2013; Braun et al., 2019). Therefore, this study explores
participants’ conceptualisations of family using story completion tasks to ask:

how do birth children of foster carers make sense of their experience of family?
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Method
Research design

Respecting participants as experts of their own experiences, the current project
conducts a qualitative, exploratory study into how birth children of foster carers
make sense of being part of a foster family. Following the theoretical frameworks
used previously within story completion literature (e.g., Clarke & Braun, 2019;
Clarke et al., 2019; Frith, 2013; Jennings et al., 2019), this study employs a
social constructionist perspective informed by Foucault’s (1969) post-
structuralism. This understands the individual as being in constant reciprocal
relationship with external ideas from other people, the environment, and the
existing social structure (Joranger, 2016). With respect to story completion, this
enables the exploration of the data as psychological discourse of constructed
ideas, such as family, and appreciates the interaction of social factors affecting

the sense-making processes of individuals.

The discussion of one’s own family is often a sensitive subject, particularly for
children who may worry about casting judgement on their parents’ choices,
including the choice to foster. In light of these concerns, story completion
enables participants to reflect indirectly on these concepts and their experiences.
Due to persisting COVID-19 restrictions during data collection, this study was
designed and conducted remotely. Story completion is well suited to remote
working (Braun et al., 2020), further supporting it as being an appropriate

choice for this study.

All interactions between the researcher and participants were via email. Each
participant was provided with an age-appropriate information and debrief
document, which included signposts to further support. Consent (or parental
consent and participant assent where appropriate) was collected from each
participant. The researcher maintained online correspondence with participants

throughout the research process.

In line with Gravett’s work (2019), participants were encouraged to spend

around 10 minutes on each story stem and to write around 10 lines, but were
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free to complete the task in their own time, and could return to it as many times
as they wished before submitting to the researcher. Following the examples in
Gravett’s (2019) study, the two story stems below were written by the

researcher:

I. Alex’s parents are foster carers. One day, one of Alex’s friends

asks Alex what it’s like to be part of a foster family.

II. Robin’s parents are foster carers. At school, Robin’s class are
given a homework task to describe their family. At dinner that
evening, Robin asks each family member how they would

describe their family.

Being inductive, exploratory and constructionist in nature, thematic analysis (TA)
was chosen as the appropriate means of analysis. The researcher followed Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model of TA to identify precise and exhaustive
latent and manifest themes present throughout the data (Clarke & Braun, 2017;
Nowell et al., 2017).

Ethical approval was granted by the University of Glasgow’s School of

Psychology Ethics Committee.

Participants

In line with guidelines from previous story completion research (cf. Braun &
Clarke, 2013; Braun et al., 2019; Gravett, 2019; Lam & Comay, 2020), 17
participants (male N = 5, female N = 12) were recruited, with a mean age of 19
years (range 8-49 years old, median age 15 years). Participants had an average
of five years’ experience of being a child in a family who foster (range 1-14
years, median experience five years). Fifteen participants identified themselves

as white, white British or British, and two participants identified as white other.



Making sense of family: A story completion study of birth children of foster
carers

Reflexivity

Aware of her alignment with participants as a birth child of foster carers, the
researcher took measures to mitigate the potential for personal bias to influence
the study. These measures included taking an inductive approach to data
analysis, and checking the codes with an external researcher to ensure they
were generated from the data. No integral changes were recommended through

this peer-review process.

Analysis and interpretation

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six stages of thematic analysis, three core

latent themes were identified: costs, family identity, and empathy.

Figure 1: Thematic analysis map
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1. Costs

All participants reflect on some aspects of fostering negatively, perceiving them
as costs directly associated with adjusting to the needs of a child in their home.
The most overarching and frequently explored narrative presents these costs as
worthwhile in order to help someone in need. Throughout the data there is an
indication that birth children of foster carers suppress some of their emotions for

the sake of appearing cooperative in the goal of fostering.

1.1. Redistribution of family resources

The changes to family life experienced when a foster child joins the family
ranged from physical things, such as loss of a bedroom, broken toys, and
change of food, to changes in routine and social dynamics within the family.
These changes were associated with a loss of something valuable to the birth
children, such as privacy, parental attention, and fun things such as holidays and

favourite foods:

The food changes. The foster child can be allergic to some things
you really like - like Pizza! (Not many people are allergic to

pizza!). So we have to change what we eat. (Joy, Il. 4-6)

You say farewell to being the focus of attention, give up the idea
of being just another family on holiday, and often give up the
idea of going abroad for holidays - not for a lack of money, but
for a lack of respite carers that means your holidaying is
England... again. (Ben, Il. 26-29)

Alex doesn’t like it when the foster children play with his things

or break his x-box. (Freya, Il. 6-7)

Many participants expressed a sense of frustration at the loss of these valued

resources. For some, this surmounted to a feeling of rivalry:

I used to feel upset, having to share my parents’ attention with
foster children. (Tara, Il. 9-10)
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Despite this competition, participants do not blame the foster child for the
frustration they experience. This indicates emotional maturity in participants, as
they recognise that the needs of others may require the reprioritisation of family

resources. That being said, some participants did not feel this shift so intensely:

Since I was quite a bit older than my new sisters, I didn't feel we
were in competition with each other I felt more like a fun older
brother figure. (Martin, Il. 3-5)

Martin was 15 when his parents started fostering and identifies the age
difference between him and the foster children as a mitigating factor preventing

that sense of competition.

1.2. Emotional cost of endings

The majority of participants identified a child leaving their home as a prominent
marker of the foster family experience. The vast majority of descriptions of

placement endings carried a sense of grief at the loss of a sibling:

I don’t think I've done anything harder than saying goodbye to a
sibling. (Dale, Il. 2-3)

In the end the hardest bit is that those children that come into
your house become your family, they shape your childhood and
star in all your memories, and then one day the social worker
brings the news that always comes, they have to leave. (Immy,
Il. 29-32)

Even though placement endings are to be anticipated as an inevitable part of
fostering, these quotes present a feeling of helplessness. Participants also

mentioned factors that influence the emotional intensity of placement endings:

...it is also very sad when they leave especially when you have
been with them a long time so you have a really nice connection
with them. (Chloe, Il. 1-3)

10
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I formed a stronger attachment with them, which meant when

they moved on it was quite hard. (Steph, Il. 4-6)

The longer the foster child had lived with the foster family and the closer the

children had become the more emotional the endings.

I can personally say it wasn’t the best experience but it was good
to have a try. (Gail, Il. 4-5)

Gail’s quote is one of many demonstrating an ability to positively resolve
negative emotions and experiences. Phil’'s completed stories show a stronger
distinction than most that the foster family was performing a care role and the

foster children are the recipients of this care:

Do I miss the individual children when they leave, not really as
they are not part of our family for long and soon we will have
someone else to help. (Phil, II. 30-31)

Similarly to Gail’s, Phil’s story shows a birth child resolving the experience of
placement endings by thinking practically about the function of the foster family.

This appears to prevent such intense upset when a child leaves.

1.3. Assessment of values

Many participants’ stories present fostering as costly but worthwhile since it is
the right thing to do:

It can be challenging and will put a strain on your family but it is
definitely worth it. You really come to care for the children in
your family and although it is difficult when they have to leave
that never makes you regret taking on that child in the first place

and it does get a little easier over time. (Lily, Il. 1-5)
The justification of these costs is found in the purpose of being a foster family:

You know it's a good thing to be doing, you know you are helping

children to grow up in a healthy household that keeps them safe

11
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and watches out for their best interests. It just often feels like it

is at your expense. (Ben, Il. 30-33)

Throughout the data, birth children conclude that providing for a child serves a
higher purpose, which overrides any more trivial issues encountered when doing

SO.

2. Family identity

While participants reflect that family ‘changes with each placement’ (Lily, I. 6),
many demonstrate particular boundaries around their concept of family. These
boundaries are often fluid, consistent with the idea that the members of the

family change regularly:

We have a small family and we have our big family. (Phil, Il. 32-
33)

There is an underlying sense that family is defined by something beyond biology,

and the boundaries of family are inclusive rather than exclusive ones.

2.1. Foster families as providers

Central to participants’ descriptions of family were ideas around being caring,
loving, and providing homes to those who need them. These attributes are

resources that the foster children benefit from when living with the foster family:

But overall, Alex was happy that he lived in a foster family since
it was an opportunity to help those that needed, and provide a
safe and loving home to those who hadn’t experienced one
before. (Eva, Il. 14-17)

Robin’s mum says "I would describe our family as caring,
because we take in children who may be having a hard time at

home or need some support.” (Kelly, Il. 12-13)

Participants often displayed pride in being a foster family, rooted in their sense

of purpose:

12
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It’s nice, most of the time. It's nice to know that you’'ve given
someone a home and a loving family that they wouldn’t have had

otherwise. (Tara, Il. 1-3)

This concept of being a loving, caring family, and welcoming to others develops

in Martin’s story:

It is important for my sisters to see their birth family but
sometimes I just want to say to them “you are much better off
with us!” (Martin, Il. 16-18)

This not only shows the birth child’s fondness for their foster sisters and an
awareness of their needs, but they identify the foster family as the appropriate
place for the foster children to have their needs met. This supports other quotes
demonstrating a definitive sense of the foster family being well-resourced and

therefore qualified and capable in caring for foster children.

2.2. Inclusivity of the family

Participants showed varying levels of distinction between siblings and foster
siblings. Frequently, foster siblings were regarded as siblings, again showing a
construction of family with permeable boundaries. The most common indication
of this inclusivity was dropping the qualifier ‘foster’ from preceding ‘sibling’.
Amy'’s stories consistently refer to the protagonist Alex’s foster siblings, as just

‘siblings’:

Alex pauses because she is unsure what to say because she
doesn’t really know what it’s like not to be part of a foster family.
“Just like any other family I think, except you get siblings in a

different way to normal”, she says. (Amy, Il. 1-3)

She explains that she considers all her siblings to be siblings,
regardless of whether they are related to her biologically or not.
They annoy her just like any siblings and they have fun together
just like any siblings. (Amy, Il. 5-8)

13
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Whether a deliberate or subconscious linguistic choice to present the foster
siblings in this way, Amy’s internal construction of family is clearly inclusive to
the extent that whether her siblings were gained through birth or fostering is

irrelevant to their relationship.

However, other participants maintained a level of distinction between siblings

and foster siblings:

It’s always fun to have someone else to hang out with, too, and

my foster sibling just feels like another sister. (Tara, Il. 3-4)

The foster child might talk about Robin’s family and their real
family... (Joy, Il. 11-13)

Robin’s Dad said: “I treasure you all and love you
equally”.’(Steph, 1. 17)

Despite this differentiation between the children, they are all viewed to be equal.
This being voiced through multiple characters within the family suggests
participants perceive there to be an agreement among family members that

foster children are in some way different, but are treated the same.

2.3. Fostering is not normal

Many participants experience fostering as a point of difference from what they

consider to be ‘normal’:

Being part of a foster family means giving up your assumed

rights to having a normal family. (Ben, Il. 25-26)

Whilst some perceive a substantial difference between their family lives and the
family lives of others, Amy and Immy’s stories share the idea that their families
are not so different to other people’s, but perhaps some aspects are hyper-

polarised:

It's just like being part of any family only lots more fun and lots

more difficult, and busy too. (Immy, Il. 1-2)

14
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Alex reflects that being part of a foster family has ups and downs
just like being part of any other family but perhaps with more

extreme highs and more extreme lows. (Amy, Il. 14-16)

Many participants demonstrate an acceptance (although, begrudgingly for some)

of this displacement from the norm being their new normal:

Alex describes how every day can be different. Arriving home
from a day at school to find that there is an additional child at
home. No it's not surprising, it just happens that way in our

family and has done for as long as I can remember. (Phil, Il. 1-4)

This shows the extent to which birth children have become accustomed to their

different way of living.

3. Empathy

The empathy birth children learn through fostering is displayed not only in
relation to the foster child but also other members of the family, understanding
that each individual may think differently about fostering. Even some of the
youngest participants, Chloe and Kelly, both aged 10, demonstrated this

empathetic awareness.

3.1. Awareness of the foster child’s needs

Many participants recognised that foster children’s behaviour did not always
correspond to the feelings they were experiencing. Often, participants appear
tolerant of these ‘volatile’ (Martin, I. 43) behaviours and explicitly associate them

with the impact of trauma on the foster child’s life:

She explains that children in foster care have often experienced
trauma and this can affect the way they behave even after the
trauma has stopped which can sometimes be difficult, emotional,

or frustrating to live with. (Amy, Il. 9-12)

15
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The kids that come to stay with you have experienced various
levels of trauma in their life, but one thing is for sure - they have
experienced trauma at some point or other and how that plays
out affects your everyday. (Ben, Il. 8-11)

Being trauma informed in this way not only explains but often excuses the foster

child’s behaviour for birth children, and thus participants demonstrate empathy:

Alex says “Sometimes foster kids are nervous, but it can come
across as them being angry, bossy or shouting a lot, this can

scare other people...” (Kelly, Il. 1-2)

My adopted sisters feel at home with us. But don’t really know
how to surface their true feelings. As a result, no one seems to

know what is going on in their heads. (Martin, Il. 39-41)

In Ben’s story, he introduces the idea that there is a limit to this empathy, which

gets worn down over time:

Robin recognises yet another foster kid navigating the serious
effects of trauma on their life. He feels sorry for them, but
equally his “sorry for them” has been applied to so many
situations that he is somewhat numb to feeling it genuinely.
(Ben, Il. 44-47)

This shows the accumulative emotional impact of fostering and possible empathy

fatigue experienced by birth children.

3.2. Understanding that individuals experience fostering differently

Participants were aware that each member of the family and the team around

the child (namely social workers) experiences fostering differently:

But the often overworked social workers tend to stress the

parents out. (Dale, Il. 4-5)

16
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When prompted by the second story stem to reflect on what other members of
the family think about fostering, some participants present fostering as having a
greater negative impact on the lives of Robin’s birth siblings than on Robin

themself:

Robin’s older brother says it's chaos, you can’t even hear
yourself think most of the time and as for privacy you can forget

it, but we have a good laugh I suppose. (Immy, Il. 35-36)

Robin’s sister explained their family as different and weird, she
would often go to her friends’ houses and they didn’t have
children interrupting things. She sometimes felt like she couldn’t
invite friends over because the foster kids that lived with them

could be embarrassing or rude. (Eva, Il. 27-30)

This may directly represent participants’ perception that their own birth siblings
experience fostering more negatively. Alternatively, participants may be sharing
their own negative experiences through the voice of a character further removed

from themselves.

As I was writing this up in my book, I saw how different my view

was from everyone in the family. (Gail, Il. 17-18)

Gail presents the idea that birth children of foster carers do not get many

opportunities to be heard, which may be an isolating experience.

3.3. Future application of empathy

Many participants reflect on the value of this empathy development and the

potential for it to be useful in their future lives:

I believe that it was a great thing that my parents did and
believe that it has had an influence on me for the good. Not only
in terms of the skills and preparation for my future life that it
developed, but also for the beliefs and attitudes that it developed

in me for my outlook on life. (Phil, Il. 50-54)

17
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Often, the future application of empathy was communicated through the voice of
a parent explaining the reasons for fostering and its benefits. This may indicate
participants’ perception that this is a central part of their parents’ motivation for

fostering and therefore a justification for the personal sacrifices:

He [Robin’s Dad] says, “yes we have an unusual family you guys
will hear stories that may not be pleasant however this
experience will help you in the future with understanding,
knowing how to help and being respectful to those in difficult

circumstances”. (Hope, Il. 17-20)

Some participants review the experience of fostering as informative for their own

family and parenthood:

Now I look back it was also a bit of practice for my own
fatherhood skills but with none of the actual responsibility - I

could leave the telling off to mum and dad. (Martin, Il. 6-8)

All in all, T thoroughly enjoyed being part of a foster family, so
much that I am desperate to be a foster carer myself. (Steph, II.
10-11)

This suggests there’s a lasting impact of fostering for birth children. Steph’s
story shows a potential for fostering recruitment to be cyclical; experiencing her

parents foster has established her own desire to become a foster carer.

Discussion

The stories shared provide great insight into how birth children of foster carers
across a range of ages (8-49 years) make sense of their experience of being in a
foster family. Costs of fostering, family identity, and empathy are identified
through a post-structuralist thematic analysis as superordinate themes present
in the data. The completed stories presented an overarching positivity towards
fostering, as being a good and worthwhile experience, in spite of the negative

elements.

18
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Previous literature had found birth children of foster carers to experience
changes and disruptions to family life (for example, Stoneman & Dallos, 2019;
Sutton & Stack, 2013). Developing this, the current study shows that these UK-
based participants not only experience changes to their family life, but that
these changes come at a cost to themselves, evidenced in a prioritisation of the
foster child’s needs above their own. Accepting this shift and behaving
cooperatively within the family, despite their own feelings, appears to be a key
marker of birth children’s perception of their contribution to the foster family.
Contrary to previous literature, the current study shows negative experiences
occur throughout and beyond a placement, not simply during the adjustment
period when a child joins or leaves the household (cf. Kaplan, 1988; Swan,
2002). The long-term outcomes for birth children of foster carers remain

unknown.

The enduring sense of loss experienced by birth children is overlooked in extant
literature but is prominent in the current study. A distinct instance of this in the
data is the daily impact of the foster child’s trauma on the lives of the family
who foster. In both the data and extant literature, early childhood trauma is
associated with demanding behavioural needs (Juffer et al., 2011). However,
little research has been conducted into how the trauma of a foster child affects
other members of the foster family (cf. Hunsley et al., 2021). This study’s
exploratory findings demonstrate that family members, namely the birth children
of foster carers, are affected by the emotional needs of other members. This
aligns with Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory which finds families to be
complex, emotionally interconnected units. Future research should continue
examining the costly nature of fostering for birth children of foster carers, and
specifically the impact of foster children’s trauma, attachment styles, and related

behaviours on the outcomes for birth children.

Birth children’s ability to empathise is shown as a protective factor, helping them
to cope with the costs of fostering. Participants in this study demonstrate
empathy not only towards the needs of the foster child but also the demands of
their parents, siblings, and social workers. Consistently, throughout previous

literature and the current study, birth children appear proficient at adapting to
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the demands of fostering, often demonstrating emotional maturity beyond their
years (for example, Kaplan, 1988). This supports Sutton and Stack’s (2013) use
of attachment theory (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969) as a theoretical

explanation for birth children’s ability to empathise and positively resolve the

costs of fostering. Their secure attachment and psychological security give birth
children the confidence to develop coping strategies which allow for the positive
resolution of trauma (Sutton & Stack, 2013). Future research could explore this
relationship further, establishing whether an association exists between living in

a foster family, having a secure attachment, and a child’s capacity for empathy.

In extension of this, birth children’s secure attachment may also explain the
theme of family identity in the data. Many of the completed stories present
family as inclusive and accommodating. Secure attachment to the consistent
members of the family (in this data, the mother and father) may enable the
boundaries around this reliable core to be permeable. Both the permanent and
transient relationships are recognised as legitimate family ones. This presents
family through Burnham'’s (1992) framework of relationships being both-and.
Many participants demonstrate flexibility in their concept of family, allowing
them to consider themselves as being in both ‘a big and a little family’ (Phil, I.
32). The foster children living with them are understood as both strangers and
siblings; they are both different from the rest of the family and just the same as
anyone else. Establishing the identity of those in the family appears to be a
priority for the participants in this study. This supports group identity as being
one of the important ‘tools’ employed by birth children to help them adapt to the
reality of fostering (Sutton & Stack, 2013). However, the long-term outcomes
and therapeutic applications of birth children’s constructions of family remain

unknown.

While qualitative research does not strive to achieve generalisable findings
representative of the population, it does seek to adequately capture the
experience of a group of people (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Collier & Mahoney,
1996). For this study, the researcher sought to present the experiences and
sense-making processes of UK-based birth children of foster carers. However, it

is worth revising this to white birth children from heterosexual two-parent
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fostering households. All participants who made reference to parents identified
both a mother and a father which, of course, only represents one type of family
structure. Additionally, nearly all participants identified themselves as white.
Overrepresentation of sections of white societies is a persisting issue in
psychological research (Arnett, 2008; Thalmayer et al., 2021), as well as within
the foster carer population (see Ofsted, 2021). Whilst this may support the
sample being representative of the foster family population, future research
should continue striving to recruit participants from diverse racial and cultural
backgrounds. As highlighted in the rationale for this study, more research into
the experiences of birth children of foster carers will enable prospective foster
carers to make better informed decisions. Birth children from a diverse range of
families who foster must be participants in that research in order to engage all

current and prospective foster families.

It is also important to note that 12 of the 17 participants were recruited via a
post on a social media group for Christian foster carers. While neither religiosity
nor spirituality were found to be latent themes in the data, Ben shared an

explicit awareness of the family’s spiritual motivations for fostering:

Robin’s Dad says, “Our family is exciting, it’s different, it's
serving the purpose God called us to as a family.” (Ben, Il. 34-
35)

Religiosity is associated with more self-reported pro-social and socially
responsible behaviour in @ humber of contexts and higher empathetic behaviour
than that of the population at large (Batson et al., 1993; Koenig et al., 2007).
Knowing that many participants may come from Christian households and that
religiosity is reliably influential on the prioritisation of altruism and pro-social
behaviour, it seems reasonable that their religiosity may explain participants’
tolerance of the negative aspects of fostering and ability to positively resolve
them. Religiosity is a variable within fostering literature that would benefit from

further exploration and examination.
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Conclusions

Through the themes of costs, family identity, and empathy, this study finds that
birth children of foster carers understand the purpose of fostering, are resilient
in their role, and reflect positively on the experience of fostering. This supports
the idea that birth children of foster carers consider themselves active
participants in the foster family unit and should be treated as such (for example,
Njgs & Seim, 2019).

Reframing birth children as active members within the foster family makes it
appropriate to approach them as part of the fostering team. This should
encourage social services to incorporate birth children into the official processes
of fostering. Watson and Jones (2002) expound how UK and international
legislation provides scope for this to be achieved (see section 22.4 of Children
Act 1989; United Nations, 1989). Birth children of foster carers often reflect
positively on the experience of fostering and are open, even ‘desperate’ (Steph,
II. 11), to become foster carers themselves. However, the inadequate
relationship with social services is often reported as a deterrent (Watson &
Jones, 2002). Supporting, training, and respecting birth children in their caring
roles may improve both their experience of fostering and their relationship with
social work. These improvements may see birth children of foster carers flourish
in their role, supporting the retention of families who foster, and prove them to

be an untapped recruitment resource that UK foster care desperately needs.
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Appendix 1

Full quotes table

Themes and Supporting Quotes with Participant Pseudonym and line references

Subthemes

Theme 1: Costs

Subtheme 1: The food changes. The foster child can be allergic to some things you really like — like Pizza!
(Not many people are allergic to pizzal!). So we have to change what we eat. Joy, Il. 4-6

Redistribution of

“It does sound awesome, but sometimes it’s really hard. I used to feel upset, having to share my

family resources parents’ attention with foster children...." Tara, 11. 8-10

Alex describes the role of being a foster-sibling as challenging at times since many of them need
more attention than him and that can be difficult at times. Eva 11.3-5

The person who stays needs a nice room — so we had to reorganise our stuff in the house for
them to move in. Joy, Il. 7-8

Well, a lot of things change. You have to change the times things happen at home — they might
not like what you do. So, I like swimming but the foster child might like running and we have to
organise when we do our activities. Joy, Il. 1-3

From breakfast to dinner time, mealtimes with even an older foster kid can end up almost as
though you have a baby at the table, all the attention is poured over them to try and get them to
eat, to eat the right things, to make sure they’re not hoarding food away, to ensure they are eating
enough. Ben, II. 11-15

You say farewell to being the focus of attention, give up the idea of being just another family on
holiday, and often give up the idea of going abroad for holidays - not for a lack of money, but for
a lack of respite carers that means your holidaying is England... again. Ben, 1. 26-29
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Alex describes how every day can be different. Phil I. 1

Alex told his friend about how dinners were always difficult, sometimes the kids would throw
food, chew with their mouth open, try to take over the conversation or shout at people at the
table. Eva, II. 9-11

Playing with her sisters can be really fun but she feels a bit of burden looking after them
especially since her older brother left home. Martin, Il. 36-38

Yes | am expected to help out, usually its playing with the children whilst mum and dad sort out
the rooms or prepare the meals etc. Phil, Il. 14-15

It’s quite fun although you do have to help out around the house more. Dale, I. 1

Robin’s Dad said that we all work hard to make a child feel secure & part of the family. Lily, 11
7-8

Since [ was quite a bit older than my new sisters, I didn’t feel we were in competition with each
other | felt more like a fun older brother figure. Martin, Il. 3-5

My birth sister would say that she thinks the family has made the right decision to give these
children a home. But deep down she feels a little jealous as they stole her spot as the only
daughter and youngest in the family. Martin, 1. 33-35

It’s can be hard too that sometimes you need to talk to people about how hard your week has
been and all they say is “awk but wee Jonny has had such a hard time”, that drives you up the
walls cause not only do they not know what the kids have come through they don’t understand
what it’s like to live with that 24/7, with no break, because social services say they can’t get
respite. Immy, 1l. 14-19.

Alex doesn’t like it when the foster children play with his things or break his x-box. Freya, Il. 6-
7

My parents definitely turned their attention to my new sisters more but since | was a teenager at
the time it was ideal to get them off my back a bit and have some more independence. Martin, |l.
8-10

You get used to that though, sometimes they get really angry and violent, they kick you, bite
you, pull your hair, throw things at you and spit in your face. Some of them tip over tables, cut
the bristles off your hair brush and even put squirty soap in your shoes. Immy, 1. 5-8

Subtheme 2:
Emotional cost of

endings

Alex then proceeds “Its also hard when they leave because if they have been with them for a
long time you’ve probably bonded with them well and they may not stay in touch.” Kelly, 11. 6-8

It’s exciting because you get to meet loads of different children but it is also very sad when they
leave especially when you have been with them a long time so you have a really nice connection
with them. Chloe, II. 1-3

It is often very upsetting when the children leave your home to either go back to family or go to
adopters but you have to remind yourself you did the best that you could do and you have helped
improve that child’s life. Hope, 1. 6-9

I don’t think I’ve done anything harder than saying goodbye to a sibling. Dale, II. 2-3

You really come to care for the children in your family and although it is difficult when they
have to leave that never makes you regret taking on that child in the first place and it does get a
little easier over time. Lily, Il. 3-5
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In the end the hardest bit is that those children that come into your house become your family,
they shape your childhood and star in all your memories, and then one day the social worker
brings the news that always comes, they have to leave. Immy, Il. 29-32

| formed a stronger attachment with them, which meant when they moved on it was quite hard.
Steph, Il. 4-6

Those children that are regular coming back to our house we get to know more and it will be
difficult when they stop coming. Phil, Il. 38-39

Deep down she worries that her adopted children might go off the rails and decide they don’t
want anything to do with our family anymore. Martin, Il. 24-26

Do I miss the individual children when they leave, not really as they are not part of our family
for long and soon we will have someone else to help. Phil, 1l. 30-31

Subtheme 3:

Assessment of

values

Michelle is Robins Mum. She thinks that they are doing a good thing, that they are really caring.
Freya, Il. 9-10

It feels good knowing your family is making a difference. Dale, Il. 3-4

You really come to care for the children in your family and although it is difficult when they
have to leave that never makes you regret taking on that child in the first place and it does get a
little easier over time. Lily, Il. 3-5

However the majority of the time it is incredibly rewarding as you feel like you and your family
has done something to improve the world and watching the foster children improve is very heart
warming. Hope, Il. 3-6

It can be challenging and will put a strain on your family but it is definitely worth it. Lily, 1I. 1-3

You know it’s a good thing to be doing, you know you are helping children to grow up in a
healthy household that keeps them safe and watches out for their best interests. It just often feels
like it is at your expense. Ben, Il. 30-33

It makes me feel grown up to be able to help in these ways and proud that | am able to help
another family who is struggling. Phil, 1l. 17-18

But overall, Alex was happy that he lived in a foster family since it was an opportunity to help

those that needed, and provide a safe and loving home to those who hadn’t experienced one
before. Eva, Il. 14-17

He really appreciated that while he knew fostering was difficult in some way for each family
member, that they have opened up their house for others. Eva, Il. 22-24

But that’s enough about the bad bits, it’s the most wonderful thing at the same time. Immy, 11.
20-21

But sometimes, my foster sibling shouts and screams. It makes me upset that she doesn’t know
that we all love her, and it’s quite annoying when she blames me for everything. Still, she’s part
of our family and I’d never want her to go.”

Theme 2: Family Identity

Subtheme 1: Foster family
are providers

Dad feels angry at the world because his adopted children never sees their birth father and
therefore takes his fathering duties very seriously. Martin, 1l. 29-10

They all said that as a foster family that fostering is something that everyone is involved in
decision making and care provision. Lily, Il. 11-12
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Robin’s mum says “I would describe our family as caring, because we take in children who
may be having a hard time at home or need some support.” Kelly, II. 12-13

Michelle is Robins Mum. She thinks that they are doing a good thing, that they are really
caring. Freya, Il. 9-10

Robin’s mother says ‘we are a loving family, that’s how I’d describe us, that’s the most
important thing. Amy, 1. 22-23

The dad describes the family as: Caring and kind. Chloe, I. 5

Robin’s dad says “I think we are considerate, because we look after anyone who needs us.”
Robin’s sister says “I would say that we are loving, because we show that we care about
others through fostering children and babies. We also offer a lot of hospitality for the
children that need it and for those who don’t.” Kelly, 11. 15-19

It is important for my sisters to see their birth family but sometimes I just want to say to
them “you are much better off with us!” Martin, 11. 16-18

But Alex understands that some kids need a home, so he accepts that they are part of the
family. Freya, II. 7-8

"...We have the amazing opportunity to care for others, and while it is often difficult, it’s
better than not doing it." Ben, Il. 34-36

My birth sister would say that she thinks the family has made the right decision to give these
children a home. Martin, Il. 33-34

It’s nice to know that you’ve given someone a home and a loving family that they wouldn’t
have had otherwise. Tara, II. 1-3

Alex goes on to explain that they have different children living with them, that children come
to live with them when their parents are not able to look after them anymore. Eva, Il. 1-3

She can get angry at their birth mother for what she sees as not taking her mothering duty
seriously. Martin, 1. 21-22

But overall, Alex was happy that he lived in a foster family since it was an opportunity to
help those that needed, and provide and safe and loving home to those who hadn’t
experienced one before. Eva, Il. 14-17

Robins dad says their family is great he just wishes they could help more children and fill the
house. Immy;, II. 36-37

Subtheme 2: Inclusivity of
the family

Robin’s Mum said that our family changes with each placement. Lily, 1. 6

Robin’s Mum adds, ‘Our family changes regularly, sometimes we have a foster kid,
sometimes we have two, sometimes we don’t have any. It’s a constant change. Ben, 11. 37-39

It is just what it says... a family, it just means some of your brothers and sisters come and go
quickly while others hang around a bit longer. Immy, 1. 2-4

Mum would say that she feels a deep love and connection for her adopted children as she
does her birth children. Martin, Il. 20-21

He also loves the adopted children just as much as his birth children. Martin, I. 28

Robin’s Dad said: I treasure you all and love you equally. Steph, 1. 17
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They say to me that they love my brother and I in a special way as we are their natural
children and they love the other children we have as some of them don’t have love at their
homes. Phil, II. 35-38

The foster child might talk about Robin’s family and their real family if they felt they could
talk about it, or maybe not want to answer. Joy, Il. 11-13

Am | ever frustrated or cross about having other children join our family, sometimes as |
don’t get to have my own room I have to share this with my ‘real’ brother and we don’t get
on so easy as we are always in each other way. Phil, Il. 23-25

Alex told his friends that it can be a range of emotions. Hope, I. 1

We have a small family and we have our big family. The big family are those foster children
that come to our house. Phil, Il. 32-33

This showed that even those who were born with a bad beak, have capabilities to sing a
wonderful song, they just needed an invite. Ryan, Il. 19-20

But Alex understands that some kids need a home, so he accepts that they are part of the
family. Freya, II. 7-8

But I love my siblings despite and through their struggle because that’s what family is. We
stick by each other.” Amy, 11. 12-14

They become one of your family, they stick up for you, and dear help anyone that says a bad
word about them. Immy, Il. 25-26

You just don’t expect it to be any certain way, when you wake up in the morning you just
never know who could come and join your family and change your life and theirs forever.
Immy, 1l. 48-50

“Well I'm not in this family, am I?” she replies. “And none of you love me as much as you
love each other. You’ll probably get rid of me soon anyway.”

“That’s not true!” shouts Robin. “You’re my sister, and we all love you so much! And you
are in our family. We never want you to go.” The rest of the family agrees. Tara, 1I. 27-31

“... The next day at school, Robin writes about her family, including her wonderful older
sister who she loves so much.” Tara 1l. 33-34

Robin’s foster sibling: I love having such a caring family to live with. Steph, 1. 18

For me becoming a foster family was somewhat unexpected and the prospect of gaining
additional younger sisters was really cool. Martin, Il. 1-3

Alex pauses because she is unsure what to say because she doesn’t really know what it’s like
not to be part of a foster family. ‘Just like any other family | think, except you get siblings in
a different way to normal.” she says. Amy, Il. 1-3

She explains that she considers all her siblings to be siblings, regardless of whether they are
related to her biologically or not. They annoy her just like her just like any siblings and they
have fun together just like any siblings. Amy, II. 5-8

Robin describes her family as the best family she could imagine they have an open door
policy to help lots of people, there’s always plenty of people coming and going and
networking with other foster families, her extra brothers and sisters are just as special to her
as her own. Immy, 1l. 44-48

‘Because your part of our flock, even if you have a different colour coat of feathers.” Ryan,
1. 32-33
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I don’t think I’ve done anything harder than saying goodbye to a sibling. Dale, 1l. 2-3

Robin’s older sister said: crazy but loving. I love having so many brothers and sisters. Steph,
1. 13-14

As for me, | think | like having this bigger family, most of the time. Phil, 1. 46

"...It’s always fun to have someone else to hang out with, too, and my foster sibling just feels
like another sister.” Tara, 11. 3-4

Robin’s mum said: I love my family, everyone of you, you are all my children. Steph, I. 16

Now as an adult | look back on my childhood times and appreciate the privilege it was to be
able to have this extended family, however fleeting it was with some of the foster children.
Phil, 1I. 48-50

“Well, I"d say that there are five of us in the family: me, your dad, and both your sister."
Tara, Il. 17-18

Subtheme 3: Fostering is
not normal

Alex reflects that being part of a foster family has ups and downs just like being part of any
other family but perhaps with more extreme highs and more extreme lows. Amy, Il. 14-16

They end up agreeing with Mum that we do spend lots of time together, much more than
their friends families do, ‘which is sometimes nice’ they exclaim with a cheeky grin. Amy,
1. 29-30

It’s just like being part of any family only lots more fun and lots more difficult, and busy too.
Immy, II. 1-2

Robin’s younger sister says she like their family it’s a bit different to her friends and
sometime she doesn’t want to ask people round incase it all kicks off Immy, 1l. 37-39

Alex pauses because she is unsure what to say because she doesn’t really know what it’s like
not to be part of a foster family. Amy, Il. 1-2

Robin notes that the description of family is based all around fostering. While he’s proud of
it, the persistency of it is tiring and wearing thin. Ben, Il. 40-41

Alex describes how every day can be different. Arriving home from a day at school to find
that there is an additional child at home. No its not surprising, it just happens that way in our
family and has done for as long as | can remember. Phil, II. 1-4

When we have had foster kids we have done things that we wouldn’t usually do. Kelly, 11.
10-11

‘There are so many fun bits that just wouldn’t happen if we weren’t a foster family, but
there’s also difficult stuff that probably wouldn’t be there either.” Amy, 11. 16-18

Well, a lot of things change. Joy, I. 1

Being part of a foster family means giving up your assumed rights to having a normal
family. Ben, Il. 25-26

Robin’s Dad says, ‘Our family is exciting, it’s different, it’s serving the purpose God called
us to as a family. Ben, Il. 34-35

She can remember the first day she realised she was different. Her white hands holding the
hands of her black mother, sure that something was wrong but not sure if it could be right
any other way. Ryan, Il. 22-25

Theme 2: Empathy
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Subtheme 1: Awareness
of the foster child's needs

Robin’s family is fostering two year old triplets. They can’t speak properly and they have
disabilities. Freya, 1. 17-18

I know now that it’s a lot harder for them, and that they just need more attention and love;
they never had it before. Tara, Il. 10-12

Alex says, “Sometimes foster kids are nervous, but it can come across as them being angry,
bossy or shouting a lot, this can scare other people. Foster kids also find it hard to adapt to
new surroundings and say if they are uncomfortable or miss something from their old home.”
Kelly, 1. 1-4

My adopted sisters feel at home with us. But don’t really know how to surface their true
feelings. As a result, no one seems to know what is going on in their heads. Knowing that
they are going to see their birth mum soon can bring back a lot of mixed emotions that can
make them feel a bit emotionally volatile Martin, Il. 39-43

he explains that children in foster care have often experienced trauma and this can affect they
way they behave even after the trauma has stopped which can sometimes be difficult,
emotional, or frustrating to live with. Amy, Il. 9-12

They often find it difficult to engage in conversations like this that require contemplating and
articulating emotions. Amy, Il. 26-28

Alex says ‘It is often quite hard because the foster child doesn’t know how to express his
emotions in the same way we do. Often their family has gone through hard times. Gail, Il. 1-
3

Being part of a foster family can be quite destabilising. The kids that come to stay with you
have experienced various levels of trauma in their life, but one thing is for sure - they have
experienced trauma at some point or other and how that plays out affects your everyday.
Ben, Il. 8-11

The foster kid strikes up, ‘I don’t have a family. I just move from house to house. | hate
families, I hate Mums, I hate Dads, I never want a family again.” Robin recognises yet
another foster kid navigating the serious effects of trauma on their life. He feels sorry for
them, but equally his ‘sorry for them” has been applied to so many situations that he is
somewhat numb to feeling it genuinely. Ben, Il. 42-47

Sometimes the foster kids have come from backgrounds of trauma and neglect so they can
have meltdowns, or be aggressive towards your parents and that can be difficult to watch or
deal with. Eva, Il. 12-14

Subtheme 2:
Understanding other
individuals experience
fostering differently

As | was writing this up in my book, | saw how different my view was from everyone in the
family. Gail, II. 17-18

Max thinks that the family is completely chaotic, so most of the time he does stay in his
room. Freya, Il. 13-14

The brother would probably say ‘Different, but that’s OK’ Gail, 1. 12

Robin’s older brother says it’s chaos, you can’t even hear yourself think most of the time and
as for privacy you can forget it, but we have a good laugh I suppose. Immy, Il. 34-36
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Robin's younger sister says she like their family it’s a bit different to her friends and
sometime she doesn’t want to ask people round incase it all kicks off, she says she doesn’t
like that her mum and dad are so busy with talking to social workers and all those other
people and she hates when they fight because of the foster children but she likes that there’s
always someone to play with. Immy, Il. 37-42

My brother | think finds it difficult sometimes to have other children in the family. He
doesn’t like it when the foster children arrive as he thinks that mum and Dad don’t spend
time with him. I am not sure if he thinks the foster children are part of our family or not.
Phil, 1I. 42-45

Robin’s sister explained their family as different and weird, she would often go to her friends
houses and they didn’t have children interrupting things. She sometimes felt like she couldn’t
invite friends over because the foster kids that lived with them could be embarrassing or
rude. Eva, Il. 27-30

But the often overworked social workers tend to stress the parents out. Dale, Il. 4-5

My birth sister would say that she thinks the family has made the right decision to give these
children a home. But deep down she feels a little jealous as they stole her spot as the only
daughter and youngest in the family. Martin, 1l. 33-35

Subtheme 3: Future
application of empathy

Now | look back it was also a bit of practice for my own fatherhood skills but with none of
the actual responsibility — I could leave the telling off to mum and dad. Martin, I1. 6-8

He says, yes we have an unusual family you guys will hear stories that may not be pleasant
however this experience will help you in the future with understanding, knowing how to help
and being respectful to those in difficult circumstances. Hope, Il. 17-20

I believe that it was a great thing that my parents did and believe that it has had an influence
on me for the good. Not only in terms of the skills and preparation for my future life that it
developed, but also for the beliefs and attitudes that it developed in me for my outlook on
life. Overall | believe that | gained a great benefit from the care my parents showed to the
families they were able to help. Phil, II. 50-55

Together they all agree that we have a an unusual family however fostering has really helped
us come together as a family and helped us become better people. Hope, IlI. 25-27

He explains that it was more difficult when he was younger as he didn’t really understand
why these children were coming to live in his house and getting lots of new toys but now
he’s older and understands background to these children, it’s opened up his perspective to
how some people live outside of his house. Eva, II. 5-9

All in all, I thoroughly enjoyed being part of a foster family, so much that | am desperate to
be a foster carer myself. Steph, Il. 10-11
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