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Abstract

A growing body of research focus on subjective well-being (SWB) in adolescence;
however there are few studies focus specifically on the residential care population
and even fewer on differences by type of residential facility separately for males and
females. This study aims to analyze SWB in therapeutic residential care (a residen-
tial program created to address youths with severe emotional and behavioral prob-
lems) in relation to young people in other kinds of residential child care (RCC).
567 adolescents aged 14-18 from Therapeutic Residential Care (TRC) (n=256)
and RCC (n=311) participated in the study. Results showed few significant differ-
ences concerning the residential program factor. Satisfaction with their own family
was greater for young people in TRC and satisfaction, both with the groups they
belong to and with their own residential facility, rated higher among the RCC group.
Regarding differences by sex, females reported less SWB in all the domains includ-
ing overall life satisfaction. The effect of the interaction between sex and type of
residential program showed that females in TRC reported SWB, particularly low.
The main implications for research and intervention will be discussed.

Keywords Subjective well-being - Residential child care - Adolescents - Gender
differences

1 Introduction

1.1 Subjective Well-Being in Adolescence

Since the beginning of the 21st century, an ever-growing number of publica-
tions have reported on studies of children’s satisfaction with life. As Casas
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(2017) has noted, these data have also been included as indicators of well-
being in international reports, such as HBSC 2009/10 (Currie et al., 2012) or
UNICEF (for instance, Report Card 13, 2016). The latter report includes data
from EU and OECD countries concludes that in recent years of economic cri-
sis children’s life satisfaction has deteriorated, thereby increasing the distance
between those in the highest and lowest ranges, a trend similarly observed in
terms of economics (UNICEF, 2016).

There is a fair degree of agreement regarding how subjective well-being
(SWB) evolves with age, since recent studies indicate that satisfaction with
life and most of its domains decreases steadily during adolescence (Casas &
Gonzalez-Carrasco, 2019). Likewise, consensus is emerging about which sub-
groups of the child population on average display less SWB than their peers. In
this respect, the study by Casas, Bello, et al. (2013) identified some such sub-
groups, like children whose parents are unemployed, who suffer economic and
material deprivation, family instability, are migrating, feel unsafe at home or at
school, and who exhibit low social participation. Especially relevant to SWB
is the perception of feeling poorer than other children at school (Montserrat,
Casas & Moura, 2015). The relationship between low levels of SWB and diffi-
culties in accessing material resources has also been highlighted in an interna-
tional comparison by Main et al. (2019).

1.2 Subjective Well-Being and Residential Care

Residential child care (RCC) involves a large network of residential resources
for out-of-home care, usually for the most damaged children and adolescents
requiring attention that cannot be provided in a family context, such as kinship
care or family foster care. Spanish national statistics indicate that 49,985 chil-
dren and adolescents were in out-of-home care in 2018; just over a half (52%)
were in residential child care (Observatorio de la Infancia [Childhood Observa-
tory], 2019). The Spanish residential care network consists of different types
of facilities; excluding homes for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, the
most important given the proportion of children and young people are chil-
dren’s homes, autonomy programs for adolescents in transition to adulthood,
and Therapeutic Residential Care (TRC). TRC is defined as those specialized
resources that address cases with severe emotional and behavioral problems as
described by Whittaker et al. (2015):

Therapeutic Residential Care involves the planful use of a purposefully con-
structed, multi-dimensional living environment designed to enhance or pro-
vide treatment, education, socialization, support, and protection to children
and youth with identified mental health or behavioural needs in partnership
with their families and in collaboration with a full spectrum of community
based formal and informal helping resources (p. 24).
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International research has shown that adolescents in RCC represent a vulner-
able population, evincing high rates of victimization and mental health prob-
lems (Fernandez-Artamendi et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Garcia et al., 2017), as well
as high percentages of delinquent behavior, running away, substance abuse, and
suicidality, among other problematic behaviors (Attar-Schartz, 2013; Bonet
et al., 2020; Katz et al., 2020; Traube et al., 2016). These figures are particu-
larly high in adolescents placed in TRC, describing a more complex social,
educational, and behavioral profile. According to recent studies in Spain, this
profile is more complex in females, revealing significantly more experiences
of victimization (Fernandez-Artamendi et al., 2020) and more risk factors
(Aguila-Otero et al., 2020).

Little is known about the SWB of adolescence in out-of-home care. Previ-
ous studies indicate that they report significantly inferior well-being than their
peers in kinship and non-kinship foster care in Spain (Llosada-Gistau et al.,
2017), young people leaving care in Israel (Dinisman et al., 2013), or than
those in family foster care in England (Selwyn et al., 2016; Wood & Selwyn,
2017). Wood & Selwyn explain how the paths of abuse, care placements, hav-
ing to be continuously in contact with professionals, along with the uncertainty
surrounding leaving care, are all factors that impact the well-being of children
in care (Wood & Selwyn, 2017). Similarly, some studies that highlight how
important interpersonal relationships are for life satisfaction, as well as feeling
listened to by the adult decision-makers (Tonon et al., 2016). Moreover, the rel-
evance of the social support from key persons should be highlighted as one of
the single most relevant external factors in maintaining homeostasis in the face
of adversity (Cummins & Wooden, 2014).

In a study by Llosada-Gistau et al. (2019) comparing SWB among adoles-
cents in RCC, kinship care, and their peers in the general population, those in
residential care revealed significantly lower SWB than the other two groups.
The aspects that contributed the most to SWB for all three groups were feel-
ing safe, their use of time, and the opportunities they have in life, although the
weight of these three variables together accounted for a greater percentage of
the subjective well-being of children in RCC. Most notably for the purposes of
this article, females scored lower than males in RCC on the overall life satis-
faction scale; albeit the same was not observed in the other two groups. Nev-
ertheless, there is no further evidence of this finding, except Martin (2015),
who observed how young women in residential care present greater difficul-
ties in the processes of social and labor inclusion, with much higher unemploy-
ment rates compared to their males’ counterparts. This points to the possible
influence of the traditional gender roles that persist in our society, according to
which women perform care roles towards others more often than males, quit-
ting the studies and jobs that could promote their autonomy.
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1.3 The Current Study

Despite the fact that there is a growing body of literature on SWB in the child
population, few studies focus specifically on the RCC population and even
fewer, on therapeutic residential care samples. One significant gap in particular
is the analysis of differences by type of residential program (RCC or TRC) by
sex.

Consequently, the general aim of this research is to examine SWB among
adolescents in residential child care. This aim is divided in two more specific
objectives: first, to carry out a comparative analysis of SWB among adolescents
in TRC in relation to young people in other kinds of RCC. Second, to probe the
differences in SWB separately for males and females paying special attention to
females in TRC in light of the results of earlier studies.

2 Method
2.1 Participants

The sample consisted of 567 adolescents (53.8% male; 46.2% female), aged
14-18 years (M = 15.65; SD = 1.03). We divided the sample in two types of
residential child care programs: therapeutic residential care (TRC), defined as
specific services for young people with severe emotional and behavioral prob-
lems (n = 256), and other types of residential child care (RCC) including regu-
lar children’s homes without a specific purpose, that generally place children
and adolescents of different ages, sibling groups, etc., and some residential care
programs for older adolescents in preparation for their transition to independent
adulthood (n = 311).

There were no significant age differences between both groups (TRC: M =
15.59, SD = 1.03; RCC: M = 15.72, SD = 1.04), although significant differ-
ences did exist with respect to sex (TRC = 65.2% males and 34% females; RCC
= 44.4% males and 55.6% females) [y° (1.567) = 24.59; p< .001]. As shown
by previous research, TRC programs in Spain include more males than females
(Aguila-Otero et al., 2020).

Participants were adolescents from several regions of Spain in order for it to
be more representative of different regional authorities and cultural contexts:
Asturias, Basque Country, Cantabria, Galicia, Madrid, Extremadura, Murcia,
Catalonia, Tenerife, and seven SOS Children’s Villages. Adolescents with seri-
ous comprehension and reading difficulties were previously identified by their
social educators and were not included in the study.
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2.2 Instrument

We used the Spanish adaptation of the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI; Cum-
mins & Lau, 2005), designed as part of the Australian Unit Wellbeing Index, a
multi-item tool that originally included seven items of satisfaction with differ-
ent life domains. The PWI scored from O (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (com-
pletely satisfied) and includes: your health; your standard of living; your life
achievements; your safety; groups of people you belong to; your future security,
and your interpersonal relationships. The psychometric properties of PWI have
been reported in several studies (Lau et al., 2005). The scale was designed to
be used with adults; nevertheless, it has also been utilized with adolescents and
continued to display good psychometric properties (Casas, Bello et al., 2013).
Due to the special situation of the young people in our sample (placed in resi-
dential child care), we have added three more items that refer to satisfaction
with their own family, how they have fun, and their body (these items were
included in the PWI-SC version for children), as well as another item about sat-
isfaction with their residential care facility (in an attempt to probe this special
context of their lives).

Similarly, we included the single-item Overall Life Satisfaction Scale (OLS).
Authors like Campbell et al. (1976) have spoken to the importance of includ-
ing this overall satisfaction item. Both scales have been administered to resi-
dential care samples and have yielded interesting results as a measure of SWB
in young people in RCC (Llosada-Gistau et al., 2015, 2017). Cronbach’s alpha
was calculated to quantify the scale’s internal consistency (0.89).

2.3 Procedure

The study obtained the ethical approval from the the Ethics Committee of La
Laguna University (Tenerife) and it was also guaranteed the requirements of
the Spanish Law regarding Personal Data Protection. Data were collected after
obtaining legal permission from tutors and regional authorities of child welfare
services in each region. Once the research project received ethical approval and
permissions, the researchers contacted all the residential facilities to explain
the objectives and procedures. Likewise, they visited each residential home
to explain the project to the young people, obtain their informed consent, and
supervise the completion of the questionnaires.

2.4 Data Analysis

Statistical analysis consisted of a two-way ANOVA with sex (male-female) and
program (TRC-RCC) as the main factors; we also examined the interaction fac-
tor. Effect size was estimated using partial eta squared (n?) and we performed
all analysis with SPSS 24 statistics program.
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Table1 SWB descriptive data

(means and standard deviations) NONTRC TRC

by group M SD M SD
Family 6.64 3.35 7.93 2.851
Health 7.57 2.48 7.76 2.46
Standard of living 6.96 2.70 6.76 3.05
Life achievements 6.88 2.87 6.96 4.61
Your safety 6.98 2.81 6.90 2.93
Groups you belong to 8.11 223 7.70 2.57
Future security 6.25 2.99 6.49 3.07
Relationships 7.90 2.14 7.74 2.54
The way you have fun 8.37 225 8.11 2.46
Your body 6.92 3.08 7.34 3.19
Residential facility 6.75 3.19 5.28 3.67
Life as a whole (OLS) 6.91 2.71 6.76 3.00

3 Results

Descriptive data (means and standard deviations) of each group can be found
in Table 1. The ANOVA results (Table 2) revealed few significant differences
with respect to the program factor. Satisfaction with their own family was
greater for young people in TRC and satisfaction, both with the groups they
belong to and with their own residential facility, rated higher among the RCC
group.

However, the sex factor exhibited significant differences on all items except
family and residential facility; females revealed lower satisfaction in all
cases. These differences were particularly high with respect to their feeling of
safety and satisfaction with their body, generating moderate effect sizes (h* =
.07-.09).

Interaction effects demonstrated significant differences only on the items
having to do with satisfaction with their standard of living, safety, and on
the OLS that also presented significant effects for sex. As Figs 1, 2, and 3
illustrate, the pattern of interaction between program and sex is quite simi-
lar: females in TRC have a clearly different and worse perception of their
satisfaction on those three domains, with their low satisfaction with their
lives as a whole particularly relevant. Consequently, adding the two signifi-
cant effects (sex and interaction) results reveal that females are less satis-
fied with those three domains than males, but females in TRC have a par-
ticularly poor senses of wellbeing.
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Table2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Two-Way ANOVA Statistics for Study Variables

NON-TRC TRC ANOVA
M SD M SD Effect F Ratio h?
Family p 19.05" 03
Boys 6.87 3.23 8.10 2.88 G 2.72 01
Girls 6.46 3.45 7.93 3.28 P*G 0.02 .00
Health p 0.21 .00
Boys 7.87 2.40 7.89 2.42 G 450" 01
Girls 7.33 2.53 7.51 2.54 P*G 0.15 .00
Standard of living P 3.34 .00
Boys 7.13 2.79 7.28 2.88 G 13.47° 02
Girls 6.82 2.63 6.76 3.05 P*G 6.04" 01
Life achievements P 0.15 .00
Boys 6.99 2.73 7.42 5.25 G 531" 01
Girls 6.79 2.99 6.96 4.61 P*G 2.84 .00
Your Safety P 3.63 .01
Boys 7.37 2.61 7.70 2.40 G 38.42™ 07
Girls 6.66 2.94 5.40 3.25 P*G 10.75™ .02
Groups you belong to P 6.68" .01
Boys 8.31 222 7.95 2.44 G 6.81"" 01
Girls 7.95 223 7.24 2.75 P*G 0.71 .00
Future security P 0.07 .00
Boys 6.33 2.92 6.86 2.84 G 517" 01
Girls 6.20 3.05 5.80 3.39 P*G 3.17 01
Relationships P 1.76 .00
Boys 8.07 2.02 7.96 243 G 5.30" 01
Girls 7.76 2.24 733 2.71 P*G 0.58 .00
The way you have fun P 3.22 .01
Boys 8.76 1.96 8.26 232 G 7.89™ 01
Girls 8.05 243 7.82 2.72 P*G 0.43 .00
Your body P 0.01 .00
Boys 7.71 2.67 8.18 2.53 G 53.84™ .09
Girls 6.29 3.24 6.12 3.37 P*G 3.58 01
Residential facility P 25.65" .04
Boys 6.57 3.40 5.42 3.74 G 0.03 .00
Girls 6.89 3.03 4.99 3.54 P*G 1.60 .00
Life as a whole (OLS) P 2.89 .00
Boys 7.02 275 7.34 2.76 G 14.93™ .03
Girls 6.82 2.69 5.66 3.16 P*G 9.10" 02

N=567. df=1. ANOVA=analysis of variance; TRC: therapeutic residential care; NON-TRC: Non thera-

peutic residential care; P: Program; G: Gender

#p<0.05 **p<0.01
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Fig.3 Interaction effect of Two-Way ANOVA for OLS (Overall life satisfaction)

4 Discussion

The main objective of this study was to examine the subjective wellbeing of adoles-
cents in residential care, factoring in the influence of the type of program (TRC and
ordinary RCC network) and paying special attention to differences between males
and females.

It is important to begin by highlighting the low degree of overall life satisfac-
tion (OLS) in the sample as a whole, consistent with the results of earlier works
(Llosada-Gistau et al., 2015, 2017, 2019). In a study of Spanish adolescents from
the general population, Casas, Fernandez-Artamendi et al. (2013) detected a mean
of 8.01 for overall satisfaction versus the mean 6.84 for our entire sample. As Wood
and Selwyn (2017) pointed out, the consequences of the situations experienced in
their families, together with the uncertainty surrounding the end of the protection
measure or dependence on professional help in their daily lives are all factors that
negatively impact the wellbeing of children and young people in care.

Inasmuch as the results of our comparative analyses are concerned, very few
differences have been found in the wellbeing of adolescents when both types of
programs are compared, since significant differences were only observed with
respect to their satisfaction with their residential home and with their family. On
the one hand, the TRC group displayed less satisfaction with their residential
facility. In line with this, other research revealed adolescents in these types of
programs tend to be highly critical of certain aspects of these specialized pro-
grams, such as control and very intense security measures (in fact, many of them
are locked spaces), with security personnel and a very controlled atmosphere
(Pérez-Garcia et al., 2019). Similarly, other authors have emphasized serious
social, educational, and behavioral issues among adolescents in TRC and greater
resistance to the intervention they can be offered, possibly linked to previous
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therapeutic failure (Aventin et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2018). On the other hand,
the group in TRC exhibits greater satisfaction with their family, something that is
likely accounted for by the profiles of referrals to TRC are severe problems with
inability to control their children’s behavior (Aguila—Otero et al., 2020) and, in
these cases, there may not be any serious experiences of mistreatment or abuse
that typically characterize the profiles of child care in other instances.

By contrast, the effect of sex was significant for all the domains assessed, with
the exception of the previous two (family and residential facility) that have been
shown to be determined by the program factor. Overall, females perceived less sub-
jective wellbeing in all the other aspects, including on the OSL. These results are
highly relevant, in light of the paucity of research in the field of residential child
care that reflect the gender perspective. Although some earlier studies in the general
population yield contradictory outcomes, from finding no significant gender-linked
differences with respect to life satisfaction (Huebner, 2004; Proctor et al., 2009;
Rees et al., 2010) to revealing less satisfaction among females in general (Burke
and Minton, 2019) and particularly in adolescence, highlighting the role of gender
as an important factor in explaining differences in subjective wellbeing (Esteban-
Gonzalo et al., 2020). The scant, recent research in children and young people in
care are consistent with the results found in this work and point to females in resi-
dential facilities score lower on overall satisfaction with their life (Llosada-Gistau
et al., 2019). Montserrat, Dinisman et al. (2015) points toward female adolescents
may feel especially influenced by critical changes in their lives, including the change
in where they life or in their caregivers, with a negative impact on their wellbe-
ing. To strengthen the gender analysis and discuss the results with a more thorough
understanding of the mechanisms creating gender inequalities is SWB, two domains
are especially salient in which the difference reach moderate effect sizes: feeling of
safety and satisfaction with their own body. With respect to the latter, this result is
in line with that of the general adolescent population, attributed to the pressure of
the body esthetic model found on social media (Maganto et al., 2016). Goldbeck
et al. (2007) allege a more critical self-perception in female adolescents in the face
of the physical changes that occur in puberty, in an atmosphere in which the stand-
ards of beauty exert great pressure. In contrast, the feeling of being less safe is a par-
ticularly relevant domain, given the significance that it has on everyday emotional
wellbeing and probably has to do with the climate of vulnerability that women have
been condemning in the face of gender violence, sexual relations, or even insecurity
on the streets. Our sample comprises young people who do not have the protection
normally provided by the family, which can augment this feeling of vulnerability.
Another domain on which the females were less satisfied is that of interpersonal
relationships, on which females in the general population express less satisfaction
(Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017). The effect of the interaction between males and females
and type of residential program clearly reveals that among females in TRC, their
subjective wellbeing is especially low in such key areas as overall life satisfaction,
feeling of safety, and standard of living. This result must be underscored, as it ena-
bles us to conclude that, although adolescents in TRC are referred to this program
because of their severe emotional and behavioral problems, this personal situation
does not appear to affect males’ perception of personal wellbeing compared to the
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males in another kind of residential care. On the other hand, these emotional and
behavioral issues do seem to significantly impair females’ perception of wellbe-
ing; this is probably due to these problems being much more severe. Indeed, earlier
research conducted with samples of young people in TRC has determined that the
severity of the problems in females is much greater than in males, and this aspect can
contribute also to explain the gender differences as girls are less frequently referred
to TRC unless they have highly severe emotional problems. In a large sample of
TRC, Aguila—Otero et al. (2020) found twice as many cases within the clinical range
on the Youth Self-Report (YSR) in the females on the anxious/ depressed and social
scales, as well as double the suicide attempts and need for psychiatric hospitaliza-
tion. Likewise, clear differences were detected with respect to experiences related to
sexuality, such as unwanted pregnancy or beginning prostitution. Likewise, and also
in a TRC sample, Ferndndez-Artamendi et al. (2020) conclude that females experi-
enced more victimization and in other areas, specifically, poly-victimization associ-
ated with greater alcohol consumption. Perhaps all these aspects are related to the
result shown by Esteban-Gonzalo et al. (2020) found out in relation to the existence
of significant gender differences with lower scores in purpose in life among girls.

5 Conclusions

It can be concluded that, despite the fact that most adolescents referred to TRC are
male (two thirds), the profile of female referrals is highly specific, with more severe
emotional issues and more negative experiences of victimization than males. This
may account for the lower level of subjective wellbeing perceived by the females
in TRC, which adds to the overall tendency of females toward a lower perception
of subjective wellbeing in residential care in general. All of this points to the need
to bear in mind the gender perspective for both the research into and intervention in
child care, but very particularly in TRC, where the level of wellbeing is extremely
low, even in comparison to the male young people who must also be referred to
these specific programs. This gender perspective should be complemented with the
intersectionality approach as a theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 1991) that relates
differential attributes that enhance inequality such as social class, ethnic group, gen-
der identity, sexual orientation, or disability. From this theory, all these categories
are analyzed, not separately, but as combinations or constellations that multiply the
risks of inequality and social exclusion. Few social groups reveal this diversity of
concurring factors so manifestly as that of young women in residential care.
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