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•There are half a m
illion children in the foster care system

 in the 
U

nited States 
•The m

ajority of research on foster youth exam
ines psychopathology 

and m
aladaptive behaviors and rarely exam

ines strengths; m
any 

available studies use data from
 archival sources, such as juvenile 

justice and educational records
•The m

ajority of research defines strengths as the absence of disorders 
or negative outcom

es 
•The voices of foster youth in research have not yet been w

ell captured
•U

sing a com
m

unity based participatory research fram
ew

ork, this 
study aim

s to understand the strengths of foster youth as they describe 
them

 and present the resilient and strong aspects of youth

•
Youth described them

selves and their strengths in positive term
s 

•
O

nly one participant listed a controlled substance as a w
ay to 

overcom
e challenges

•W
hen foster youth are asked to list their strengths, they show

 that they see 
them

selves as possessing m
any strengths and skills to deal w

ith life
•D

espite entry into the foster care system
 during elem

entary school, an 
average of over six years in and out of care, and frequent placem

ent changes, 
foster youth describe them

selves as possessing m
any strengths

•Results suggest that m
any foster youth look inside them

selves for strength in 
difficult tim

es
•W

hen asked, foster youth are able to clearly identify a num
ber of personal 

strengths w
hich show

s they view
 them

selves as strong and resilient, even 
w

hile m
uch research on their population projects negative outcom

es
•Since sam

ple population w
as com

posed of current and form
er foster youth in 

the Bay A
rea, sam

ple is lim
ited in its generalizability 

•A lim
itation of this research is the lack of analysis on differences in gender, 

age, and ethnicity 
•Participants w

ere asked w
hat strengths they had that helped them

 during 
difficult tim

es in their lives; in future research it w
ould be helpful to know

 
w

hat strengths they can self-identify in respect to other areas such as 
education, relationships, w

ork, and fam
ily

•Longitudinal studies exam
ining self-described strengths of these youth are 

needed to understand how
 those w

ho experience foster care see them
selves 

and their strengths as tim
e progresses

•Further research is needed that focuses on the strengths of these youth so they 
are presented accurately and fully in research 

Foster Youth Perspectives: Self-R
eported Strengths and R

esilience 
Julia N

elson, Rosana A
guilar, &

 Saralyn Ruff, PhD
U

niversity of San Francisco

•
85 current and form

er foster youth ages 16 to 24 years (m
ean age = 

21.06, SD
 = 2.12)

•
51.2%

 ( n = 43) identified as fem
inine/fem

ale
•

Participants identified as A
frican-A

m
erican/Black (40.5%

, n = 34), 
H

ispanic/Latinx (25%
, n = 21) and M

ulti-Ethnic (15.5%
, n = 14)

•
M

 at entry into care = 10.7 years (SD
 = 5.3)

•
Average duration in out of hom

e care = 6.7 years (SD
 = 5.8)

•M
ean num

ber of out-of-hom
e placem

ents = 5.48 (SD
 = 5.66), (n = 75) 

M
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R
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•
The research team

, including foster youth consultants, created a 35-
item

 m
easure to assess youth's strengths, em

otional self-efficacy, 
and resilience

•
O

pen-ended questions focused on youth’s strengths and w
hat 

helped them
 overcom

e challenges
•

Closed-ended questions m
easured dem

ographics, w
here youth 

receive support, and history of m
ental health treatm

ent

M
ETH

O
D

S
•

Trained research assistants contacted and visited non profit 
organizations in the Bay A

rea serving foster youth
•

Foster youth ages 16-24 w
ere recruited and asked to com

plete a 20-
m

inute paper-pencil survey; they w
ere provided a $20 gift-card as 

incentive to participate
•

In order to ensure internal validity, responses to open ended questions 
w

ere coded and recoded by researchers and by form
er foster youth

•
A

nsw
ers to open-ended questions w

ere coded for type of strengths as 
w

ell as by internal vs. external strengths
•A foster youth consultant review

ed the m
ethods and data coding to 

increase reliability and generalizability 
•In com

pliance w
ith a com

m
unity based participatory fram

ew
ork, a 

foster youth participated in data analysis and presentation and w
as 

com
pensated for this w

ork

C
ategory of Self-D

escribed Strengths
R

esponses to “w
hat strengths do you 

have that have helped you overcom
e 

challenging tim
es in your life?”

D
eterm

ination/M
otivation/Future 

O
riented

•
“M

y straightforw
ard attitude to com

plete 
a goal”

•
“I don’t give up”

•
“Surviving is part of life and it has m

ade 
m

e strong”
R

elationships/Interpersonal
•

 “U
tilizing resources around m

e, 
w

illingness to seek help from
 others, 

openness to receiving suggestions from
 

others.”
•

“I am
 an aw

esom
e m

other and I put m
y 

kids first no m
atter w

hat”
•

“U
tilizing resources around m

e, 
w

illingness to seek help from
 others, 

openness to receiving suggestions from
 

others” 
Strength/R

esilience/Bounce Back
•

“I have a strong heart.”
•

“Resilience, being able to put one foot in 
front of the other regardless of how

 hard it 
feels”

•
“I have a lot of resilience so I am

 able to 
overcom

e a lot” 
Positivity

•
“O

ptim
istic. M

otivated to be better. See 
the bigger picture to things.”

•
“I try to alw

ays see the positive in things”
•

“Thinking about all the good tim
es”

Self-Sufficiency/Self-Love/
Independence/C

onfidence
•

“K
now

ing w
ho I am

 and that m
y past 

doesn't define m
e.”

•
“Belief in m

yself, never stop dream
ing”

•
“I am

 true to m
yself”

O
ther

•
“Patience.”

•
“Poetry and w

riting”
•

“M
y diplom

a and college” 
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Em

ergency Foster C
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K
inship Foster C
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Foster C
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Foster to A

dopted
R

elative Placem
ent

G
roup H

om
e

R
esidental Treatm

ent
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Types Placem
ents 

Experienced 

•
70%

 of participants listed internal strengths rather than external 
strengths

R
esponses to “w

hat strengths do you 
challenging tim

es have that have helped you overcom
e

in your life?"
Internal Strengths

External Strengths

“I am
 very com

passionate”
“M

any supportive people around m
e”

“M
y religions faith”

“Really good w
ith people”

“Insight, w
isdom

, keeping calm
”

“M
y fam

ily and friends”

“Seeing things in a real w
ay”

“M
editation, exercise, eating”
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U
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