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Abstract

Previous research in residential childcare institutions (RCI) has focused on youth under the age of eighteen. While
reaching the age of majority typically signals the end of compulsory childhood institutionalization, age qualifications may
deny ministration to young adults whose adolescence was marked by poverty, trauma, violence, or emotional deprivation.
To investigate the need for a seamless transition into young adulthood, we interviewed 12 female residents housed in two
“transitional centers” (TC) in Armenia. The respondents, while eager for emotional and fiscal autonomy, perceived their
previous RCI as integral to their emotional development and thus recognized the need for ancillary care to prepare them
for independent living. These findings suggest that Armenia’s TC offer a critical bridge between adolescence and
adulthood, providing an environment within which socially vulnerable young adults can prepare for emotional, financial,
and intellectual independence. Countries with significant orphan populations should consider integrating a TC component
into their continuum of care model to assure that their most vulnerable children populations receive support throughout
young adulthood.
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1. International Child Protection Law

The “best interests of the child” (BIC) standard, the guiding principle in international children’s rights law, is used to make
placement decisions when parental care is compromised. Article 3 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
(1989) provides that the BIC standard should consider the rights and duties of parents, legal guardians, or other legally
responsible persons. Under this principle, a decisionmaker must give the child’s interest primary consideration. Scholars
and practitioners who work in international child protection focus on those under the age of eighteen. Not surprisingly, the
major treaties that address international child protection all delineate age prerequisites. Article 1 of the CRC (1989:
Article 1) defines a child as, “every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the
child, majority is attained earlier.” Article 27 of the Guidelines for the Alternative Care for Children (2010) states that,
“the present Guidelines apply to the appropriate use and conditions of alternative formal care for all persons under the age
of 18 years, unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.”” While the Guidelines offer some
guidance on “aftercare” (2010: Section E), post-institutionalization care is only for those children who have not yet
reached the age of majority.
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While institutionalization cannot be compelled in Armenia after a child reaches the age of eighteen, achieving adulthood
does not necessarily mean that discharge from a residential childcare institution (RCI) is in a child’s best interest. If RCI
care requires adherence to norms that form the basis of child protection, research and practitioners should advocate for
care beyond the age of 18 to affirm that older orphan populations are educationally, emotionally, and fiscally equipped to
live independently. While the body of research related to the efficacy and effects of RCI is immense (see, for ex., Dozier et
al., 2012), we are aware of no studies that have explored older orphan populations and the transitional homes within which
they reside following discharge from an RCI. These “transitional centers” (TC), or institutions that serve as a bridge
between RCI and adulthood, are non-existent in orphan literature. To address this critical gap, we offer a preliminary
introduction to the efficacy of the international TC experience.

2. Research Methods and Findings

There are three types of RCI in Armenia: orphanages, special boarding schools, and transitional centers. The children
housed in these institutions are either natural orphans (i.e., children who have no living family or whose parents have had
their rights terminated) or social orphans (i.e., children with living biological parents who are unable and/or unwilling to
care for them but whose rights have not been terminated). Children housed in Armenia’s orphanages and special boarding
schools are under the age of 18, while TC residents have typically reached the age of majority.

In the current study, data were collected in collaboration with the Society for Qrphaned Armenian Relief (SOAR), which
opened its first TC in Gyumri, Armenia (hereafter TC-G) in December 2019. SOAR’s second TC, located in Yerevan,
Armenia (hereafter TC-Y), opened in August 2022. At both Centers, the residents are required to attend a college or
university; cultivate a business;3 are enriched by a variety of academic programs; appreciate volunteerism; learn essential
life skills, including home and money management; build self-nurturance and self-confidence; and prepare themselves for
emotional, fiscal, and professional independence. Capacity is eight for TC-G; four for TC-Y. In the current study, 12
residents were interviewed in November 2022. Data were collected confidentially after oral consent was obtained from
each respondent.

Instrumentation

Phenomenology focuses on understanding social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of the people
involved (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). In a phenomenological study, a combination of methods (e.g., interviews,
reading documents, or visiting places) are used to understand the meaning participants place on the phenomenon being
examined. Phenomenology is a philosophy of experience, where the ultimate source of meaning and value is the
experiences of humans. Phenomenology has three primary advantages: 1) it focuses on how people perceive an event
rather than how the phenomenon exists in a vacuum; 2) it can provide a detailed understanding of a single event; and 3)
the data collected through phenomenological research are rich and allow for a unique understanding of the
phenomenon.

A phenomenological approach was used in the current study to appreciate the significance of the RCI experience to the
respondents and to best assess their perceptions about the TC within which they currently reside. In addition to age and
length of time housed at the TC and at previous RCI, respondents were asked to explain their perceptions about
institutional life; the advantages and disadvantages of institutional living; access to education; preferences for familial
habitation; personal and professional ambitions; perceived obstacles to achievement of goals; and whether their TC can
facilitate the achievement of their personal and professional goals.

Descriptive statistics

Of the 12 residents approached for participation, all (100%) participated. While the sample size is small, these strong
response rates are consistent with previous research conducted in similar settings in Armenia (Yacoubian, 2022b, a;
Yacoubian and Bardakjian, 2022; Yacoubian, 2021) and confirm that “hidden populations” can be accessed successfully
when the relationship between researchers and respondents is based on trust. All the residents were female and, on
average, 18.75 years old. Again, we emphasize that these older TC residents are not children under the strictest
interpretation of international law. That said, we recognize and recommend that child protection, particularly for
marginalized populations, must continue beyond the age of majority to better facilitate socialization and independence.

Findings
All respondents expressed frustration with the lack of emphasis on higher education in their previous institutions and the

2 SOAR’s TC offer residential opportunities only to females, as healthy males have a compulsory two-year military
commitment in Armenia upon reaching the age of 18 (soar-us.org).
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challenges associated with community living, but relished the educational opportunities at their TC and the chance to
engage in “purposeful” activities. In addition to tuition and all related educational expenses being provided by their TC,
the residents took advantage of language programs, computer trainings, cultural activities, volunteerism, and a variety of
workshops that made them more “marketable.” Eighty-three percent of the respondents had aspirations of graduate school.
No respondents were comfortable discussing their biological family, but were residing at the TC because living alone
and/or returning to biological family were not feasible or desirable. All the respondents were committed to adapting to,
and immersing themselves in, the TC environment.

Perhaps most importantly, all respondents reported emotional attachment to their fellow residents, the TC staff, and the
benefactors whose financial contributions make the TC experience possible. Because the TC residents are at least 18 years
old, they were able to make an informed decision of to live in a TC or pursue independent living. This decision, to
transition to independent living via a TC, was welcomed because it gave the residents a choice, which they often never
had during adolescence.

3. Discussion

Human rights organizations, researchers, and policymakers that call for the repudiation of all RCI believe that biological
families provide a superior child-rearing environment to institutional living (Rosenthal, 2019, 2017; Zeanah et al., 2017).
This myopic approach to child protection does not reflect the real-world realities that exist anywhere children, particularly
in inconspicuous countries, are abandoned, abused, or forgotten. The fundamental flaw to the deinstitutionalization
argument is the assumption that living with biological family, because of a genetic relationship, affords children an
opportunity for more positive short- and long-term outcomes than a surrogate family. The practical reality is that no
biological families are immune to economic, environmental and situational factors, like poverty, substance abuse, and
domestic violence, that often contribute to the dissolution of the family unit. Moreover, our research (Yacoubian and
Bardakjian, 2022) suggests that RCI offer significant advantages within a surrogate familial environment.

While the child protection literature is abundant with studies addressing orphaned populations and the care received
within RCI (Dozier et al., 2012), we are aware of no studies that have explored institutionalization within the residential
centers that transition children to young adulthood. These TC offer a significant opportunity for child protection
stakeholders to provide a continuum of care for society’s most vulnerable populations. That is, the TC experience offers a
critical bridge between adolescence and adulthood, providing an environment within which socially vulnerable young
adults can prepare for emotional, financial, intellectual, and social independence. Most importantly, our respondents
recognize the need for transitional care, making them committed to the educational, cultural, and social activities afforded
by the TC experience in Armenia.

There are several major implications for the current study. First, populations that have historically been difficult to access
because of international boundaries or the sensitive nature of familial relinquishment can be accessed. Our research
continues to demonstrate that investigating human rights within residential centers is possible. Achieving entry may be
influenced by the entity seeking admission and the relationship that organizations have with child protection stakeholders
(i.e., institutional personnel and national authorities) in that host country. The trust and mutual respect that SOAR has
cultivated during the past 18 years unquestionably facilitated access for the current study. Other organizations, with
checkered relationships or questionable motives, may face significant hurdles in gaining admission to these facilities. This
suggests that, if the current study is to be replicated outside of Armenia, it should begin with a charitable organization
working with the institutions in that host country.

Second, for smaller populations whose histories may be marred by sociological trauma, qualitative data collection
methods offer the opportunity to investigate and understand complex phenomena more judiciously without imposing
pre-existing expectations upon the setting (Mouton and Marais, 1990). The qualitative approach rests upon the
assumption that one can obtain extensive in-depth data from ordinary conversations to obtain information that facilitates
the understanding of the meaning that the individuals have ascribed to their life-world circumstances (Gubrium and
Sankar, 1994).

Third, the TC experience offers opportunities for research that previously was challenging. In Armenia, healthy males
who reach the age of majority have two years of compulsory military service, which explains why the TC house only
females. That said, future research should compare outcomes to various child populations, such as those housed in RCI,
and those adopted, in foster care, reunified with biological family, and lastly, those benefitted from transitional care.
Exploring long-term outcomes across the body of residential opportunity allows for a more rigorous approach to the
testing of RCI hypotheses.

Fourth, decades of child protection research have illustrated that RCI are indispensable. The call for their cessation is
implausible because there will always be child populations that require removal from the familial home. Moreover, RCI
demonstrate to society which child populations are most vulnerable by offering institutions within which critical care can
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be provided. This concession among scholars and policymakers that RCI play a vital role in child protection is the first
step toward focusing on how institutionalization decisions are made and improving the conditions within those facilities.
Rather than continuing to debate the need for RCI, stakeholders should recognize the advantages they offer and address
the challenges that result from removing a child from the family home. Shielding a child population from the misery that
exists everywhere families struggle with abuse, neglect, poverty, trauma, and violence is an obligation of a civilized and
compassionate society. Requiring families to commit to parenthood when they are ill-equipped or ill-inclined to do so is
the antithesis of child protection.
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