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Abstract: Background: The transition to adulthood is especially critical for young people who have
been in the child protection system, as they face significant challenges in areas such as education,
mental health, employment, and economics. Methods: This qualitative study examines the percep-
tions of 20 young adults from Spain who have exited the child protection system regarding their
transition to adulthood. Structured interviews were conducted, transcribed, and analyzed using
IRAMuTeQ software to identify thematic patterns. Results: The young adults reported inadequate
preparation and a need for ongoing support, and they faced challenges in areas such as housing,
employment, financial education, and mental health. They emphasized the importance of social
and emotional support networks for successful adaptation. The results reveal a deficit in training
programs and structural support, suggesting the need for a review of existing Spanish policies.
Conclusions: Social educators play a crucial role in facilitating the transition to adulthood for young
people who have been in protective systems in Spain, providing emotional support and resources
to aid in their integration and autonomy. Effective coordination between institutional actors and
Spanish society is vital to ensure a successful transition to adulthood.

Keywords: transition to adulthood; child protection system; social education; social representations;
foster care

1. Introduction

The transition to adulthood is a complex and crucial process for all young people,
marked by profound societal changes and transformations in recent decades [1]. Initially
understood through education and followed by entry into the labor market, this transition
facilitates a successful passage into adulthood [2,3]. However, it poses particularly chal-
lenging hurdles for youth leaving the child welfare system, who often face this transition
without the necessary ongoing support, quickly assuming multiple responsibilities with-
out adequate preparation for this new phase [4,5]. Residential care often fails to provide
adequate opportunities to acquire essential skills for transitioning into adulthood [6], with
significant deficiencies in this preparation [7].

This study aims to investigate the specific challenges faced by young adults who have
exited the child protection system in Spain and to explore their perceptions of the transition
to adulthood. By focusing on this population, we address the gap in understanding
the unique obstacles encountered by these individuals as they navigate the transition to
independence. The research problem centers on identifying the key areas of difficulty and
support needs during this period. The central research question guiding this study is as
follows: “What are the main challenges and support needs experienced by young adults
from Spain who have exited the child protection system as they transition to adulthood?”.

To address this question, the study employs a qualitative approach using structured
interviews with a sample of 20 young Spanish adults who have recently exited the child
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protection system. The methodological framework includes thematic analysis using IRA-
MuTeQ software (version 0.7 alpha 2) to identify and interpret key patterns in the data.
This study aims to provide insights into the areas where these individuals face signifi-
cant challenges and to suggest improvements in support systems from the perspective of
social education.

2. Literature and Context
2.1. Implications of the Transition to Adulthood for Formerly Fostered Youth

From a broader perspective, youth who have been in child protection systems face
significant challenges as they transition to adulthood, characterized by the sudden assump-
tion of roles and responsibilities related to autonomy, often without significant support
figures [8,9]. This group shares the common traits of having been minors at social risk;
residing in foster care centers under administrative guardianship; and having experienced
psychological or physical abuse, which leaves them more vulnerable than their peers [10].
The transition to emancipation involves drastic changes in various aspects of their lives.
Upon reaching legal adulthood, these young people find themselves in a situation of social
vulnerability, lacking sufficient guarantees to live independently [11]. Consequently, they
must navigate financial management, decision making, emotional control, and adapting to
new homes and legal support networks within a very limited timeframe. This process can
be overwhelming, exacerbated by their lack of prior experience in autonomous decision
making and assumption of adult responsibilities [12,13].

In addition to practical challenges, emancipated youth often experience significant
emotional vulnerability [13]. Fear, uncertainty, and confusion are common emotions due
to the lack of stable support networks and the absence of adult role models to guide
them during this critical stage of their lives [14]. This situation can contribute to the
development of mental health issues such as anxiety and depression, compounded by the
emotional burden and stress inherent in the transition [10]. The lack of support during
the transition of emancipated youth to adulthood represents a crucial factor negatively
impacting their mental health and well-being. These young people face considerable
difficulties, including housing instability, unemployment, and limitations in accessing
basic services such as health care and education [15–17]. An alarming proportion of
emancipated youth experience psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress [10,18]. These disorders are exacerbated by chronic stress stemming
from the lack of emotional and structural support during the transition to adulthood.
Uncertainty about housing, economic insecurity, and the absence of consistent support
figures contribute to an emotionally unstable environment, increasing the vulnerability of
these youth to mental health problems [19]. Moreover, adverse childhood and adolescent
experiences such as abandonment, abuse, or neglect can leave profound psychological scars
that persist into adulthood, especially in the absence of adequate psychosocial support
interventions [13,14]. Psychosocial interventions play a crucial role in mitigating these
adverse effects. By addressing both the psychological and social dimensions of their
experiences, these interventions can enhance coping mechanisms, increase self-esteem,
and foster resilience among youth exiting the care system [13,14,20]. Resilience is closely
linked to the psychological well-being of these youth [21–23]. Moreover, greater resilience
correlates with lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, as these indicators decrease
in the face of resilience processes, thereby promoting well-being [24,25]. Therefore, it is
crucial to implement specific interventions that adequately support these youth during
their emancipation process.

2.2. Implications of the Transition to Adulthood in Europe: The Case of Spain

The transition to adulthood has evolved significantly in recent decades. Today, this
transition is characterized by its diversity and a divergence from a uniform process of
emancipation [26,27]. In Western societies, there is a general trend towards a prolonged
transition to adulthood, resulting in extended dependence on family support [28]. Young
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people in Spain, along with those in Italy, are more likely to spend most of their youth living
with their families [29], in contrast to countries such as Sweden, France, the Netherlands,
and Germany, where the average age of leaving the parental home is earlier [30]. All
these countries have protective systems that include residential placements for the care of
minors [31,32]. In recent years, there has been a shift in mindset with the primary goal of
supporting and guiding youth in care towards achieving autonomy [33].

In Spain, most young people experience the transition to adulthood within the family
context, making it a slow, gradual process with supportive structures [34]. However, those
in residential care are often required to undergo this process much more quickly [35].
Spain has one of the lowest rates of emancipation in Europe, at 16.75%, meaning that
approximately 17 out of every 100 young people aged 16 to 29 live outside their family
home [36]. This situation is particularly problematic because, while some youth can rely
on family support and remain in the family home until nearly 30 years old [37], others
must face society independently as soon as they turn 18 [38]. Migrant youth, mainly from
Morocco, face additional challenges such as schooling, language barriers, and difficulties
accessing the labor market [39,40]. It is during residential care that factors promoting social
inclusion must be developed. Law 26/2015 (art. 22bis) [41] stipulates that public entities
must offer independent living preparation programs in the two years preceding adulthood.
This is a significant issue for these youth, who must leave the care system upon reaching
adulthood (18 years old in Spain) [42]. The crucial transition to adulthood occurs in a rapid
and forced manner. Therefore, the exit from residential care should be conducted through
a planned intervention that includes the participation of the youth themselves [43].

2.3. Social–Educational Work with Formerly Fostered Youth: Implications for Social Education

Social education, alongside other social disciplines, plays an essential role in support-
ing youth transitioning from foster care to emancipation. From the age of 15, professionals
in this field focus on preparing these youth for independent living, teaching autonomy
skills, and providing necessary tools for successful integration outside the protection sys-
tem [14,44]. Additionally, educators offer emotional support [8]. During this preparation,
the Individual Educational Project (IEP) is used to establish specific goals, such as decision
making, social skills development, and fostering responsibility [8,14]. In addition to teach-
ing practical skills, it is crucial to address the emotional aspects of these youth during the
transition. Many of them experience significant emotional vulnerabilities due to the lack of
ongoing support and the disruption of stable reference figures [13,14]. The IEP should in-
clude a comprehensive emancipation plan that incorporates support relationship planning,
community connections, education, and life skills development [45]. These processes must
be flexible and tailored to the needs of each at-risk youth [46,47]. Regarding programs and
policies designed to support these youth, there is a need to implement effective strategies
addressing both their practical and emotional needs. Emphasis is placed on integrated
programs that combine vocational training, psychological support, and community support
networks to improve emancipation outcomes [13].

2.4. Social Representations for Enhancing Social Reality

According to the theory of social representations, communication enables members of
a society to understand, create, and transform a dynamic reality, to which they attempt to
assign certain regularities [48]. This theory posits that a social representation allows indi-
viduals to prioritize, select, and retain significant aspects of ideological discourse based on
their interactions with the environment. These representations have a distinctive structure
and contribute to the construction of a compact explanatory and evaluative model of the
environment, which influences the individual. This process of reconstructing and reproduc-
ing reality provides meaning and operational guidance for social life, including behavioral
scripts, attitudes, and ideologies [49]. Through cognitive frameworks shaped by social
interactions, individuals form their own unique mental representations. Consequently, they
create social representations that function as structured systems of knowledge, each with
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its own logic and language, reflecting not just subjective opinions but the actual reality of a
phenomenon [50].

To understand social reality and how individuals experience it, it is essential to inquire
about their personal experiences. Therefore, this study is grounded in exploring the
perceptions and reflections of young people who have been in residential care centers
in Spain, aiming to gain firsthand insight into their transition to adulthood. It seeks to
understand how they have faced this reality, what they have lacked, what resources and
strategies they need to improve their situation, and how socio-educational interventions
can be developed and implemented to enhance their integration into society.

3. Materials and Methods

A qualitative and exploratory research study was conducted; this methodology is
suitable for delving into the details of a new, specific, or open reality, highlighting its
defining elements and providing crucial information for social improvement [51]. In this
study, individual interviews were employed as the primary method for data collection. The
interviews were conducted with young individuals who had been in the care of the child
protection system during their minor years. This methodology was chosen to explore in
depth the personal experiences and perceptions of these youths regarding their transition
to adulthood and the challenges they faced.

The theory of social representations was employed, which explores how groups con-
struct and share knowledge and meanings about a shared topic of interest. This theory is
based on the notion that social representations emerge from collective practices of generat-
ing and disseminating information within a social group [52]. Social representations play
a crucial role in the perception and experience of reality among emancipated youth, both
during their time under protection and after leaving the care center. Lacroix [53] and Boutan-
quoi [54] have investigated the transition to adulthood of these young individuals who have
exited child welfare. These studies have relied on qualitative approaches to explore social
representations among youth in specific foster-care and transition-to-adulthood contexts.

For the analysis of the data obtained from the interviews, lexical analysis using the
Reinert method was employed. This approach focuses on organizing discourses through
logically structured words, promoting coherence in the collected testimonies [55,56]. Bry-
man [57] suggests that lexical analysis is a powerful tool for unraveling hidden thematic
patterns in qualitative data, enabling a deeper and more nuanced interpretation. Thus, a
detailed and qualified interpretation of testimonies was achieved, allowing for a compre-
hensive observation of the complete experiences and perspectives of emancipated youth.

This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and ap-
proved by the Research Ethics Committee of the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
with reference number CEIH-2024-09.

3.1. Measure

A structured questionnaire was designed for data collection, comprising sociodemo-
graphic questions (age, gender, employment status, educational level) and open-ended
textual questions related to the research objectives. These questions included the follow-
ing: “What has been your experience upon leaving the center?” “What have been the
biggest challenges you have faced?” “What have you done to overcome the challenges
you encountered?”

3.2. Participants

In the present study, the sample consisted of 20 emancipated youth from Las Palmas de
Gran Canaria, Spain. The sample selection was intentional, utilizing the snowball sampling
technique, which facilitated the identification and recruitment of relevant participants and
ensured a diversity of experiences and perspectives in the data collection process. The
socio-demographic characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1. The gender
distribution showed that 45% of the participants were male and 55% were female, with
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an average age of 20.75 years. Regarding educational background, 15% of the youth had
completed basic vocational training, 65% had completed Compulsory Secondary Education
or vocational training at a medium level, and 20% had completed high school or university
studies. Concerning their employment status, 55% of the participants were currently
employed, while the remaining 45% were not working.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the study sample.

Variables Categories %/[M, SD]

Age (years) [20.75, 2.6]

Sex
Men 45% (n = 9)

Women 55% (n = 11)

Educational Level

Basic vocational training 15% (n = 3)

Compulsory Secondary Education or
Intermediate Vocational

Training Program
65% (n = 13)

High school diploma or university
education 20% (n = 4)

Employment status
Is employed 55% (n = 11)

Is not employed 45% (n = 9)
Source: Own elaboration (%) for categorical variables or mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) for
continuous variables.

3.3. Procedure

The interviews were conducted in person. Before participation, the research objectives
were thoroughly explained to the young individuals, and assurances of confidentiality
and anonymity regarding their responses were provided. Informed consent was obtained
for recording the interviews, which were subsequently transcribed. Each interview lasted
approximately 40 min and took place in a calm and confidential environment, with the
locations chosen by the interviewees, between 10 April and 15 May 2024.

Subsequently, the textual (open-ended) variables were refined for the analysis of social
representations. The final corpus comprised 20 texts, consisting of 351 text segments and
totaling 7166 occurrences of 1275 different forms, including 688 hapaxes (words appearing
only once). A specific subcorpus was created according to the research objective: to explore
the experiences of youth who have been through the protection system, the challenges they
faced, and how they addressed these challenges during their transition to adulthood. This
subcorpus consisted of 169 text segments with 3431 occurrences of 815 forms.

3.4. Data Analysis

Initially, the samples were characterized through a frequency analysis and distribution
of sociodemographic variables using SPSS software (version 25) [58]. This initial step
was crucial for understanding the participants’ specific characteristics and accurately
contextualizing subsequent findings [59].

To deepen our understanding of the transition experiences of young people leaving
the protection system, a series of interrelated analyses were conducted. Firstly, a similarity
analysis was performed to identify the most recurrent words and how these words clus-
ter together. This method, guided by Benzécri’s [60] recommendations on multivariate
analysis of textual data, provides insight into recurring terms and their organization into
meaningful clusters.

Following this, a lexical analysis of the subcorpus was carried out using the Reinert
method, which focuses on uncovering social representations. This approach posits that
reality is verbally constructed through “lexical worlds”—sets of words that form coherent
segments of discourse, reflecting shared social representations on specific topics [61]. The
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analysis was facilitated using IRAMuTeQ software (Interface de R pour les Analyses
Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires), version 0.7 Alpha 2, which allowed
a detailed exploration of the structure and organization of these lexical worlds [62].

In this comprehensive analysis, both lemmas and full words—including nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs—were examined. Descending Hierarchical Analysis (DHA) and
Correspondence Factor Analysis (CFA) were employed to provide a nuanced representation
of the data. The CFA accurately mapped the words and the positioning of classes on a
Cartesian plane, based on the frequencies and correspondence values of each word in the
corpus. This mapping visualized the vocabulary of each class within its semantic context,
highlighting the relationships between different classes or social representations [63,64].

The DHA further classified and grouped text segments into classes, identifying the
most significant words using the chi-square criterion, with a margin of error below 0.05.
The results were visualized through a dendrogram, which illustrated the total percentage of
segments included in each class and the richness of lexical relationships within them [64]. A
qualitative assessment of each class was then conducted, based on the main words, related
text segments, and their corresponding semantic context [65].

These analytical methods—similarity analysis, lexical analysis, and Descending Hier-
archical Analysis (DHA)—are interrelated and complementary, collectively contributing to
a comprehensive understanding of the complex lexical and semantic patterns in the dis-
courses of youth transitioning out of the protection system. This integrated approach offers
a cohesive framework for examining the social representations underlying their experiences.

4. Results
4.1. Similarity Analysis

The similarity analysis (Figure 1) reveals a central core composed of the words “leave”,
“know”, “person”, and “thing”. These words are connected to a series of subthemes
reflecting the most significant experiences and challenges mentioned by the youth. The
centrality of these words suggests that they are key concepts in the participants’ narratives.
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The word “leave” is strongly associated with the experience of exiting the protection
system. Young individuals frequently mention their “young” age as a significant factor,
possibly indicating a lack of preparation due to their youth. Additionally, terms such as
“big” and “paper” may refer to the magnitude of change and the bureaucracy involved
in the departure process. This association underscores the importance of the moment of
departure and the administrative challenges that the youths encounter.

Conversely, the word “know” emphasizes the importance of knowledge and informa-
tion for these youth. Its connections with “tell” and “study” suggest that education and
communication are crucial for understanding and managing their transition.

The word “person” relates to the need for support, both emotional and practical.
Associations with “support”, “family”, and “figure” highlight the significance of having
supportive figures and family networks for a successful transition.

The word “thing” pertains to concrete and everyday challenges, such as work (“work”)
and paperwork (“paperwork”). Its connection with “feel” underscores the emotional
impact of these challenges, indicating that practical concerns are intrinsically linked to the
emotional well-being of young individuals. Issues related to housing and the role of family,
especially the mother, also emerge as significant challenges. Additionally, feelings of “fear”
and experiences of “life” emphasize the need for support in mental and emotional health.

The importance of support networks, including family and home, is critical for the
adaptation and resilience of these young individuals. Key terms such as “support”, “fam-
ily”, and “home” indicate that a strong support system can significantly impact the transi-
tion to adulthood.

The similarity analysis highlights several critical aspects of the transition process
for emancipated youth. Recurring themes include a lack of preparation and ongoing
support, with significant challenges in housing, employment, and mental health. Social
and emotional support networks are crucial for their successful adaptation.

4.2. Factorial Analysis

The factorial analysis (Figure 2) facilitates the visualization of word co-occurrence
patterns within the corpus. Each cluster of words depicted in the figure is distinguished by
different colors, each representing specific themes. The proximity between words illustrates
thematic relationships, aiding in the comprehension and organization of ideas.

The blue cluster, positioned in the upper right quadrant, encompasses the words
“stay”, “good”, “tough”, and “experience”. This cluster reflects experiences of persistence
and resilience. The words “stay” and “good” suggest positivity and stability, while “tough”
and “experience” indicate that, despite challenges, young individuals manage to endure.
This cluster highlights their capacity to face and overcome adversities, emphasizing the
significance of resilience during their transition.

The green cluster, located centrally, includes the words “youth”, “center”, “live”,
“time”, “fear”, and “island”. This cluster focuses on the daily life and emotions of youth
both within and outside protection centers. “Youth” and “center” refer to their time in
the system, whereas “live” and “time” reflect their adjustment to life post-exit. The terms
“fear” and “island” suggest feelings of isolation and concerns they experience. This cluster
underscores the emotional and temporal aspects of transitioning from institutional care to
independent living.

The purple cluster, situated to the right of center, comprises the words “home”, “tell”,
“foster”, “child”, and “know”. This cluster highlights family interactions and the requisite
knowledge for transition. “Home” and “foster” denote the family and foster care environ-
ment, while “tell” and “know” emphasize the importance of communication and informa-
tion. The word “child” reflects a focus on youth and the need for guidance. This cluster
underscores the importance of continuity and family support in achieving autonomy.
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The red cluster, located in the lower right quadrant, includes the words “person”,
“support”, “family”, “figure”, and “talk”. This cluster emphasizes the significance of
personal relationships and social support. “Person”, “support”, and “family” highlight
the role of support figures and familial networks, while “figure” and “talk” point to the
necessity of communication and the presence of mentors or significant individuals. This
cluster demonstrates that emotional and social support are crucial for a successful transition
to adulthood.

The light blue cluster, found in the lower left quadrant, contains the words “prob-
lem”, “paper”, and “paperwork”. This cluster underscores the bureaucratic and practical
challenges faced by young individuals. The terms “problem”, “paper”, and “paperwork”
indicate that administrative hurdles are significant obstacles in their transition. This group
highlights the need to streamline bureaucratic processes and provide administrative sup-
port to aid the integration of young people into society.

Factor 1 can be interpreted as an axis of positive versus negative experiences. Clusters
on the right side (blue and red) reflect more positive and supportive aspects, while clus-
ters on the left side (light blue and some words from the green) indicate challenges and
negative experiences.

Factor 2 represents the continuity versus discontinuity of experiences. Clusters in the
upper part (blue and some words from the green) suggest greater continuity and stability,
whereas clusters in the lower part (light blue and purple) reflect abrupt transitions and
challenges in adaptation.

This factor can also be interpreted in terms of support versus autonomy. Clusters on
the right (red and purple) signify greater reliance on social and familial support, while
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clusters on the left (light blue and some words from the green) reflect a greater need for
autonomy and facing challenges independently.

The factorial analysis reveals that the transition from care to adulthood involves
a series of practical, emotional, and bureaucratic challenges. Themes of resilience and
the capacity to endure adversity are prevalent, alongside the critical role of social and
familial support networks. Administrative difficulties and the necessity for guidance and
knowledge are significant obstacles that need addressing to facilitate a successful transition.

4.3. Descending Hierarchical Classification on the Subcorpus of Experiences, Challenges, and
Coping Strategies of Young People Who Have Gone through the Protection System

The Descending Hierarchical Analysis (DHA) of the experiences of young people
leaving the protection system has identified four distinct classes. These classes reflect their
experiences both within the center and the challenges and coping strategies encountered
after leaving it. The dendrogram (Figure 3) provides a structured overview of how these
themes are grouped based on their similarity.
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The first dimension encompasses Class 1, which addresses historical aspects related
to the time spent in the protection center. The second dimension includes Classes 2, 3,
and 4, focusing on experiences after leaving the center. Specifically, Classes 3 and 4 reflect
emotional and personal aspects, while Class 2 deals with operational issues, and Class 1
pertains to the consequences of life in the center.

Class 1, titled “Effects of the center’s life” (20.9% of text segments), centers on the
immediate challenges and direct repercussions faced by young people after exiting the
center. This class highlights difficulties in securing housing and employment, which are
exacerbated by factors such as racism and a lack of resources. A representative quote from
this class is as follows: “The biggest problems I had were related to housing when I left the
youth center. I was looking for a place to live, but because of racism, I had a lot of trouble
finding a rental” (112.35%). Another illustrative quote is as follows: “Mainly it was finding
a house because when I left the center, I found myself on the street. So, I had to also find
a job to make money, besides finding a place to sleep” (67.84%). Additionally, economic
issues are mentioned, as in the following quote: “Of my seven siblings, six of us were in
the youth center and we were all promised a stipend” (69.71%).

The second class, titled “Day-to-Day Uncertainty” (32.2% of text segments), reflects
the confusion and disorientation experienced by young people as they navigate daily tasks
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without the institutional support to which they were accustomed. Quotes from this class
reveal a lack of knowledge and practical skills. Examples include the following: “Doing this
is like this when you turn eighteen; I had to handle the registration and didn’t even know
how to visit the doctor” (64.02%). “Go to the bank and they should inform you when you
leave. I didn’t know what to do, what do I do?” (29.38%). “I had to deal with paperwork,
schedule appointments, and go to immigration to sort it out” (39.23%). They also speak of
fear in this new situation, as illustrated by quotes such as the following: “Overcoming fear
and feeling secure in doing things, being reliable at work, not missing” (38.83%).

The third class, labeled “Personal and Social Support” (26.1% of text segments), focuses
on the emotional responses and personal strategies employed by young individuals to
adapt to their new circumstances. This category includes statements such as the following:
“In this specific situation, I felt somewhat isolated, which I consider to be a significant
challenge” (81.46%); “I have faced difficulties in dealing with more adverse circumstances,
which has required me to be more resilient” (67.27%); “At that age, you have to mature a
bit more quickly, but yes, that’s the truth” (73.53%).

The fourth class, referred to as “Professional Support” (20.9% of text segments), encom-
passes contributions related to professional assistance and guidance. This class includes
observations such as the following: “At this stage, I did not have the opportunity to estab-
lish significant interpersonal relationships, which impacted my level of trust and comfort”
(63.33%); “I received notable support and guidance in making relevant decisions, which
alleviated the feeling of loneliness that I might have otherwise experienced” (22.91%);
“I experienced psychological problems and had a period of anxiety caused by a lack of
support” (62.96%); “I was lucky because if it hadn’t been for the help this man gave us, I
can’t say what might have happened to me” (32.76%).

5. Discussion

The objective of the present study was to explore the perceptions and reflections of
young Spanish individuals who have exited the child protection system, with the aim of
identifying the primary challenges they face in their transition to adulthood and gaining
a deeper understanding of the realities they encounter upon leaving the system. The
central research question was as follows: “What are the main challenges and support needs
experienced by young adults from Spain who have exited the child protection system as
they transition to adulthood?”.

5.1. Similarity Analysis

The similarity analysis of narratives from emancipated Spanish youths reveals several
critical aspects that shape their transition to adulthood. The core words “leave”, “know”,
“person”, and “thing” highlight key elements in the participants’ experiences, indicating
the significance of leaving the protection system, the need for knowledge, the importance
of personal support, and the challenges of everyday life. This analysis underscores the
complexity of the transition process, suggesting that while some youths are concerned
with the logistics and emotional impact of leaving the system, others focus on acquiring
the necessary knowledge and support to navigate their new realities. For this reason,
Villa [66] emphasizes the need for pre-transition preparation programs and structured
post-emancipation support to ensure a successful transition for Spanish youth who have
exited child protection centers.

The findings suggest that the transition from care is often accompanied by a sense
of unpreparedness, as indicated by the frequent mention of “young” in association with
“leave”. This aligns with existing literature that highlights the abrupt nature of transitions
for youths in care, who often lack the gradual preparation enjoyed by their peers in more
traditional family settings [35]. Bureaucratic challenges, evidenced by words such as
“big” and “paper”, further complicate this process, indicating the need for more efficient
administrative support. Although this preparation varies for everyone, most argue that, in
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general, they are not fully prepared [67], as it should be remembered that this population
has experienced significant deficits in their development [68].

Additionally, the analysis highlights the critical role of support networks. The empha-
sis on words such as “person”, “support”, “family”, and “figure” reflects the importance of
having stable and supportive relationships during this transition. This finding is consistent
with the broader literature, which emphasizes the role of social capital and emotional
support in mitigating the challenges faced by emancipated youths [34]. The emotional and
practical dimensions captured by the word “thing” underscore the intertwined nature of
practical challenges and emotional well-being, emphasizing the need for holistic support
systems that address both aspects simultaneously. Emotional support and personal coping
strategies emerge as crucial factors for adaptation. Resilience and the ability to face adver-
sity are strongly influenced by the quality of social and family support networks. Bravo
and Del Valle [69] emphasize that these youths exhibit high resilience and adaptability
in adverse situations. Consequently, programs aimed at this group should foster these
strengths, building self-confidence and coping skills to overcome obstacles and achieve
a successful transition to adulthood [70]. Other Spanish studies highlight a lack of social
support when these young people exit the child protection system [71,72], noting their
scarcity of adult role models outside the institution, with social support often provided
by other youths previously known within the protection system. Therefore, it is crucial to
prioritize the development of a supportive social network, including both adults and peers,
in programs designed to prepare these young Spaniards for adulthood [72,73].

5.2. Factorial Analysis

The factorial analysis provides a deeper understanding of the thematic clusters that
shape the experiences of these Spanish youths. The identified clusters, such as “resilience
and persistence”, “daily life and emotions”, “family and foster dynamics”, and “bureau-
cratic challenges”, offer a nuanced view of the various dimensions of the transition process.
The analysis suggests that positive and supportive experiences (as seen in the blue and red
clusters) are associated with greater resilience and emotional stability, while challenges and
negative experiences (light blue clusters and some words from the green) are linked with
difficulties in achieving autonomy and stability.

This analysis aligns with the conceptual framework of resilience, which posits that
supportive relationships and positive experiences can buffer the negative impacts of adver-
sity [33]. In the study by González et al. [74], it was found that social support networks
positively impacted participants’ resilience dispositions. Having significant individuals
across various contexts aids in overcoming risks and fosters a positive outlook on life,
including goal setting [75]. Furthermore, resilience has positive effects on behavior, as it
helps mitigate the impact of risk factors [74]. The clusters highlighting family interactions
and bureaucratic challenges underscore the importance of continuity and the need for
effective communication and information. The focus on bureaucratic obstacles suggests a
critical area for policy intervention, as simplifying these processes could significantly ease
the transition for these youths.

5.3. Descending Hierarchical Classification

The Descending Hierarchical Analysis (DHA) further categorizes the experiences of
emancipated youths into four distinct classes, providing a structured view of the challenges
and coping strategies they employ. The differentiation between experiences within the
protection system and those encountered post-exit reveals a clear division in the nature of
the challenges faced.

Class 1, “Effects of Life in the Center”, highlights the immediate challenges related to
housing and employment, exacerbated by factors such as racism and lack of resources. This
finding suggests that Spanish youths leaving care are often ill prepared for the realities of
independent living, facing significant barriers to securing stable housing and employment.
This aligns with the broader literature on youths in care, which frequently identifies housing
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stability as a critical challenge [42]. It is important to note that not living with family at age
18 can lead to stigma in Spanish society, which remains largely unaware of the realities
faced by these youths [68]. Therefore, labor market insertion represents a major concern
for this group due to insufficient training and work experience. Goig and Martínez [76]
highlight the importance of vocational training and supported employment policies to
increase job opportunities for these youths. Implementing training programs that provide
practical skills and technical knowledge, as well as promoting policies that incentivize
companies to hire young people leaving the care system, is crucial for facilitating their
integration and professional development [77]. Moreover, academic training is pivotal for
transitioning into active life and achieving stability and advancement in the job market [78].
Enhanced supervision and education can promote well-being, job security, and financial
stability among these youths [79].

Class 2, “Day-to-Day Uncertainty”, reflects the confusion and disorientation experi-
enced by these youths as they navigate daily tasks without the institutional support they
were accustomed to. This lack of practical knowledge and skills underscores the need for
comprehensive life skills training before youths leave care, as well as ongoing support
to aid in their adaptation to independent life. In the realm of social relationships and
adult support, these youths often lack a strong support network, which exacerbates their
situation. They emphasize the importance of forming bonds with mentors and commu-
nity networks that can offer guidance and emotional support [80]. These connections are
essential for young Spanish people to develop stable and trusting relationships, helping
them feel accompanied and supported on their path to autonomy [81]. Strengthening social
bonds and developing support networks are crucial to ensuring the success of these youths’
emancipation [82]. To expand this support network, it is essential to work on social and
emotional skills [69].

Class 3, “Personal and Social Support”, emphasizes the emotional responses and
coping strategies employed by the youths, highlighting the importance of resilience and
emotional support networks. This class suggests that while some youths are able to develop
adaptive strategies, others may struggle without adequate emotional and social support,
underscoring the need for targeted interventions to enhance these capabilities. Youths
exiting the care system face numerous mental health challenges stemming from abandon-
ment or abuse experienced throughout their lives. These difficulties significantly impact
their successful transition into adulthood. The Federation of Entities with Assisted Projects
and Housing (FEPA) [9] emphasizes the need for mental health programs that provide
continuous emotional support after these young individuals leave the protection system. It
is essential that these programs are accessible and designed to address specific traumas
and emotional needs of young people leaving foster care, helping them develop emotional
stability to cope with the challenges of adulthood [83]. The study by Campos et al. [84]
found that for these Spanish youths, having someone who is genuinely interested in them
significantly improves their well-being, regardless of the nature of the relationship, as the
quality of the relationship is more important. It is known that Spanish youths who have
exited the child protection system seek individuals who show a genuine interest in their
lives, listen to them, and provide support [68].

Class 4, “Professional Support”, highlights the role of professional guidance in fa-
cilitating a smoother transition. This class underscores the variability in the quality and
availability of professional support, suggesting that more consistent and accessible support
services could significantly improve outcomes for these youths. From the perspective of
social education, understanding these challenges is crucial for designing strategies and pro-
grams that facilitate their integration and autonomy [3]. These professionals play a crucial
role in creating recreational spaces and intergenerational environments that contribute to
the establishment of a supportive social network for these Spanish youths [72].

Economics is another critical area for the independence of Spanish youths leaving the
foster care system. The lack of resources and financial management training places them
in a vulnerable position. Ballester and Oliver [82] highlight the importance of providing
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economic support and financial management training to promote the autonomy of these
youths through scholarship programs or emergency funds designated for this purpose. It
is essential to teach them to effectively manage their finances, thereby equipping them with
the skills necessary to handle their money and plan their economic future independently of
their families [82].

From the standpoint of social education, continuous support and necessary resources
provided by social educators are essential for facilitating the integration and autonomy of
this group during their transition process. These professionals play a fundamental role in
creating secure environments for these young people, developing social skills, and fostering
resilience to face adult life [85]. As noted by Ochotorena [85], the support provided by
social educators not only facilitates access to various services and resources but also offers
crucial emotional and motivational support, making these youths feel valued and confident
in their abilities to build a better future. Lemon et al. [86] emphasize that the emancipation
of these youths can be more successful when a strong supportive relationship is established
between professionals and the youths. However, these relationships must be based on
effective support, including mentoring programs [45].

It is important to monitor youths leaving the protection system and provide long-
term follow-up, coordinated with other institutions and agents [14,82]. Nevertheless,
one must consider the risk factors associated with institutionalization, such as the in-
stability and turnover of adult references due to staff changes, lack of training, or pre-
carious contracts [87,88]. This should be taken into account when working with these
young people.

Finally, it is pertinent to highlight perspectives and contributions from other studies
that reinforce these conclusions, such as the research by Courtney et al. [89] and Stein [10],
who have extensively analyzed the transitions of youths leaving foster care into adulthood
and emphasized the importance of comprehensive policies to support them through this
process. More importantly, it is crucial to consider the particular context of Spain, where
emancipation increasingly occurs at later ages, yet these youths begin their adulthood at
18 years old outside the protection system [42,90].

Based on the above, the following are highlighted as the primary challenges and
support needs experienced by Spanish youths who have been in child protection centers:
lack of preparation for independent living; insufficient social and emotional support both
within and outside the center; access to housing, education, and employment; economic
sustenance; and interpersonal relationship difficulties. Given this context, it is essential to
design socio-educational policies that facilitate a smoother transition to adulthood for these
Spanish youths.

6. Conclusions

This study underscores the critical need for a comprehensive approach that includes
pre-transition preparation, post-transition support, and targeted policy interventions to
enhance the well-being of Spanish youth exiting the child protection system. The findings
highlight the importance of developing robust social and emotional support networks and
strengthening resilience to ensure a successful transition to adulthood. Specifically, there is
an urgent need for policies and programs that facilitate access to housing, employment, and
mental health services, tailored to the unique challenges faced by these young individuals
in Spain.

The role of social education specifically and socio-educational intervention in general
is fundamental in this context, as it helps create supportive environments, fosters essential
social skills, and promotes resilience. These strategies ensure that young adults feel valued
and empowered to navigate their adult lives with confidence and autonomy.

However, this study has certain limitations. The sample size of interviewed individuals
was relatively small, and the research was conducted in only one autonomous community
in Spain. These factors may limit the generalizability of the findings. Future research
should expand the sample size and explore experiences across multiple regions to provide
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a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges and support needs of young people
transitioning from the protection system throughout Spain.
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