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The habilitation thesis titled "Children and Youth in Risk Situations" summarizes the 

main research directions developed during the postdoctoral period, focusing on the various 

dimensions of childhood vulnerability, especially within the context of Romania’s child 

protection system. The thesis is structured in two sections. The first summarizes scientific 

contributions based on empirical and theoretical research conducted after the completion of 

doctoral studies, while the second documents relevant professional, institutional, and 

educational activities in the field of social work. 

The main focus of the habilitation thesis is the experiences of children and youth at 

social risk, examined through a framework grounded in social constructivism, the child rights 

paradigm, and resilience theories. The approach is predominantly qualitative, employing 

methods such as narrative interviews, case studies, and social document analysis. The research 

was conducted within national and international projects, as well as interdisciplinary research 

networks. 

A key contribution of this thesis is the historical and institutional analysis of Romania’s 

child protection system, tracing its evolution from traditional philanthropic support to post-

1989 reforms influenced by the process of EU accession. It highlights the transition from 

residential institutionalization to modern alternatives, such as foster care, adoption, and 

community services. The thesis underscores persistent gaps between legislation and practice, 

challenges in professionalizing the field, and the impact of international pressure on 

transforming the system. 

The thesis includes qualitative research conducted in placement centres, exploring 

children’s and youths’ perceptions regarding the care they received, safety, relationships with 

staff and peers, access to education and healthcare, and their participation in decisions affecting 

them. Significant differences were observed between traditional and family-type services, 

particularly concerning psycho-emotional support and the quality of interpersonal relationships. 

The analysis of children’s participation highlights important issues: although formal 

mechanisms (e.g., children’s councils) are in place, their voices are rarely incorporated into key 

decisions, such as changes in placement or educational orientation. Consequently, participation 

often remains symbolic, impacting their sense of autonomy and trust in adults. These findings 

support the need for child-centered intervention models and the development of a genuinely 

participatory institutional environment. 

Risks reported by youths in institutions include violence among beneficiaries, lack of 

privacy, absence of emotional support, and challenges in the transition to independent living. 

Youths adopt various coping strategies—such as emotional withdrawal, avoidance of 



attachments, or informal peer support—that, while functional in the short term, may have 

adverse effects on relational development and long-term autonomy. 

Another area of investigation concerns the relationship with the biological family and 

the prospects for reintegration. Youths describe these relationships as interrupted, ambivalent, 

or marked by failure. Sibling bonds have demonstrated greater resilience, although they too 

have been affected by institutional separations. Family reintegration is seldom considered 

realistic, particularly in the absence of material and emotional support or adequate preparation 

for reunification. 

The thesis also addresses adoption-related issues, including challenges arising from the 

pre-adoption process, lack of resources, post-adoption challenges, children’s adaptation 

strategies, and the phenomenon of adoption disruption. The latter is rarely acknowledged in 

public policies, yet it has significant implications for the child’s stability. The thesis advocates 

for post-adoption structural interventions tailored to the real needs of children and families, as 

well as for an ethical approach to their right to stability and belonging. 

My research also expanded to the impact of migration on the well-being of children who 

have transitioned into adulthood, as well as their move into parenthood and the difficulties in 

forming healthy parental relationships in multicultural contexts. Additionally, community 

initiatives supporting children and women victims of violence, exploitation, or trafficking were 

analysed, with a particular focus on adapting services in vulnerable contexts. 

The international integration of the research was supported by participation in 

prestigious scientific conferences, including the ISPCAN International Congress (Edinburgh, 

2023), the EuSARF Conference (Brighton, 2023), the European Conference of Social Work 

Education (Porto, 2023), or the 8th International Conference on Childhood and Adolescence 

(Portugal, 2024). The research results were published in Web of Science-indexed journals such 

as Children and Youth Services Review, Journal of Youth Studies, Sage Open, European 

Journal of Psychology Open, and Journal of Public Child Welfare, as well as in collective 

volumes from publishers such as Springer, SAGE, and Palgrave Macmillan. The work was 

supported through competitively funded research projects, in which I served as project director, 

allowing for the development of qualitative methodologies applied in complex institutional 

contexts. 

The second part of the thesis documents my professional trajectory, involvement in 

interdisciplinary research projects, editorial and peer-review activities for prestigious journals, 

leadership of research teams, and my teaching activity in higher education. The accumulated 

experience is coherently integrated with the research directions, reflecting a synthesis of 

academic and applied perspectives.  

In conclusion, this thesis analyzes childhood vulnerability in Romania using a clear 

conceptual and methodological framework. It provides a comprehensive overview of the child 

protection system and the experiences of children and youth at social risk. Drawing on 

theoretical and empirical insights from postdoctoral research, the thesis also documents relevant 

professional and educational activities, outlining research directions and their application across 

academic, institutional, and interdisciplinary settings. 


