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Sometimes, children cannot live at home because their parents

YOUNG REVIEWERS: . .
cannot care for them or someone at home is not treating them well.

‘ GRACE When this happens, they may move to a children’'s home—a place
(el where they live with other children and are cared for by adults. But
AL how do children feel living in these places? In the HERO study, we

@ AGE: 11 asked 264 kids living in children’'s homes about their feelings and
their lives. Many said they often feel sad or worried, but not all were

SHIVASAI unhappy. Many show resilience, the strength to cope and still find
L) AGE: 14 joy when things are hard. We found that children feel better when

adults listen and take their thoughts seriously. Stress from school
also affects feelings, so extra support like tutoring or caring teachers
might help. Our study helps us understand children’s mental health
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CHILDREN’S HOME

A children’s home is a
place where children
live when they cannot
stay with their parents.
Children live with other
kids and adults who
take care of them.

MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health is how
people feel
inside—whether they

are happy, sad, worried,

or something
in between.

and find better ways to help kids feel safe and happy wherever they
grow up.

WHY DO KIDS LIVE IN A CHILDREN'S HOME?

Have you ever stayed at a friend’s house for a night? Now imagine
having to live in a new place for a long time, away from your parents.
Some kids cannot live with their parents because something at home
is not safe or right. Maybe their parents are having big problems and
cannot care for them, or someone at home might hurt them. When this
happens, special adults, like judges for example, step in to help. These
adults might decide that the child needs to stay somewhere safer for
a while, such as a children’s home.

In a children’s home, kids live with other children who also had to leave
their families. They are cared for by adults, who in some countries are
called residential care workers. These adults help keep children safe,
care for their needs, and support them while their families work on
making things better at home. The goal is to help families improve so
children can go back home.

Even though children’s homes are meant to help, living away from
family can be hard. Kids in children’s homes often face challenges that
can affect how they feel. These challenges can make it harder to be
happy and manage emotions [1, 2]. This is part of mental health, which
is about how we feel inside—whether we are happy, sad, worried, or
something in between. Sometimes, people have big feelings, and that
is okay! What matters is having ways to understand those feelings and
people who support us. Our study looked at how kids in children’s
homes feel, so we can better understand their mental health and help
them feel safe, supported, and happy.

WHAT DO CHILDREN SAY ABOUT LIVING AWAY FROM
HOME?

Other researchers have studied how children feel when they live away
from home [3, 4]. They found that many children feel sad. Moving away
from your family and living in a new place can be really tough. When
kids arrive at a children’s home, they do not know the other children or
the adults caring for them. Sometimes, they also need to go to a new
school. The children’s home might not be in the same village, town, or
city where they lived before. The adults try their best to help, but it is
not the same as having your own parents around all the time. Different
adults help at different times of the day, but they do not live there. They
go home after work.

kids Volume 13 | Article 1563751 | 2


https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751

THE HERO STUDY

Most studies ask the adults how children are doing, but we wanted to
hear directly from the kids. So, we visited children’s homes and asked
children how they feel and what helps them.

We asked 264 children between 11 and 18 years old, living in children’s
homes in Luxembourg, how they were feeling and what they thought
about their lives. We called our study HERO because children who go
through tough times often need special strengths—like superheroes
have—to get through hard situations.

We did our study in Luxembourg (a small country in Europe, between
Germany, France, and Belgium) because there is not much research
about children in care there. A lot of studies about children who live
away from their families are done in big countries like the United States
or Australia. But children’s homes are not the same everywhere.
Countries have different rules and ways of caring for children. We
wanted to see if what researchers found in other countries is also true
in Luxembourg. What works in one place might not work the same
elsewhere. By doing research in Luxembourg, we can learn what life
is really like for children there, not just guess based on studies from
other countries.

In our study, there were about the same number of girls and boys.
Most of the children (around 70%) were born in Luxembourg. Many had
to leave their families because their parents could not care for them,
because someone at home was not treating them kindly, or because
it was not safe there.

HOW DID WE DO THE STUDY?

First, we explained the study to the children and asked if they wanted
to take part. It is really important that every child was able to choose
for themselves whether to participate. The children who said “yes”
filled out a questionnaire to tell us about their lives and how they feel.
It was a small booklet with questions, and they answered by ticking
boxes. In Luxembourg, children learn to read in German and French
at school. That is why we made the questionnaire in both languages,
so each child could choose the one they felt most comfortable with.
If something was not clear, they could ask for help. The questionnaire
was anonymous. We did not ask for names, and we did not know who
gave which answers.
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MENTAL ILLNESS

Mental illness is when
the mind, like the body,
can get sick. It affects
thoughts, feelings, or
behaviors, making daily
life harder, but people
can get help to

feel better.

DEPRESSION

Depression is when
someone feels very sad
or tired for a long time.
They may not enjoy
things they usually like.

ANXIETY

Anxiety is when
someone feels very
worried, nervous, or
scared a lot, even if
nothing dangerous is
happening. It can make
simple things feel hard.

RESILIENCE

Resilience is the ability
to stay strong and find
joy even when things
are tough. Itis like
being able to bounce
back after a hard time.

Figure 1

This picture shows two
“sliders” for how we
can feel—our mental
health. One slider
shows strong feelings,
like sadness, fear or
worry, which people
sometimes call mental
illness. The other slider
shows how happy we
feel with life—our
wellbeing. This means
we can feel sad or
worried but still enjoy
life, or we might have
no strong negative
feelings but still not feel
happy. This idea comes
from research by Keyes
[5] and shows that
mental health is more
than not being sad or
having a mental
illness—it's also about
how happy we are with
life overall.

WHAT DID WE LEARN FROM KIDS IN CHILDREN'S
HOMES?

Have you ever felt sad or worried? Many kids in our HERO study felt
this way too. More than half—about 56%—told us they often feel sad.
Almost as many said they worry a lot and often feel scared. We also
found that feeling stressed about school or feeling like adults do not
listen can really affect how children feel.

Here is something interesting we discovered: even though many
children felt sad or scared, not all were unhappy with their lives. In fact,
about 23% of the children who often felt sad or scared still said they
were happy with their lives overall. This shows that even when things
are tough, there can still be good things in life. This finding helps us
understand mental health better. Sometimes, when people feel very
sad or worried for a long time, itis called a mentalillness. For example,
if someone is sad for a long time, it might be called depression, or if
someone feels scared a lot, it might be called anxiety.

What HERO and other studies have shown is that it is possible to often
feel sad or scared but still feel happy about life overall [5]. Scientists call
this resilience—the ability to handle tough feelings and still find joy.
Think of it like having two sliders: one for strong feelings like sadness
or fear, and another for how happy you feel about life overall (Figure
1). These sliders can move separately. You might feel worried or sad
but still feel good about your life and enjoy it.

HAPPY ABOUT LIFE OVERALL

Happy and Calm
Feeling happy and not sad
or scared.

NO STRONG
NEGATIVE FEELINGS

Unhappy and Upset Unhappy but Calm

Feeling unhappy and also sad Feeling unhappy but not sad
or scared. or scared.

Happy but Upset

Feeling happy but also
sad or scared.

STRONG MENTAL
NEGATIVE FEELINGS HEALTH

0,0
(Yx3
‘4 “

UNHAPPY ABOUT LIFE OVERALL
Figure 1
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FOSTER PARENTS

Foster parents are
adults who take care of
children who cannot
live with their parents.
They live with them in
their home all the time
and look after them.

WHAT HELPS CHILDREN FEEL BETTER?

In our research, we wanted to learn how to help children in children’s
homes feel as happy and safe as possible, and how to support them
with problems that make them feel sad or afraid.

We found that children feel better when adults listen to them and take
their thoughts seriously, even if they still feel sad or scared sometimes.
That is why it is important to support children’s participation in
decisions and to teach adults how to really listen. We also found
that stress from school affects how children feel. This shows that
things like extra school support, tutoring, or caring teachers might
help improve their wellbeing. We also wanted to learn more about
what helps build resilience in kids who face tough emotions. Things
like friends, expressing feelings, or learning new skills might help. So
can special programs where kids feel supported and safe.

One limitation of our study is that we only asked children how they
felt at one moment in time. But feelings can change! We also only
spoke with children who live in children’s homes. Sometimes, when
children cannot live with their own parents, they live instead with other
parents, called foster parents. It is important to also listen to those
children, to learn how they feel and what they want to share. To do this,
we have started a new study called CHAMP. Research is like building
steps, one after another. We are happy to keep learning, with the help
of many people who care about children who cannot live with their
own parents.

EVERY VOICE MATTERS

Our research shows that it is important to listen to children who live
away from their parents, understand their worries, and support them.
This can mean making sure their voices are heard, helping with school
stress, or helping them feel strong and confident. Every child deserves
to feel safe, loved, and happy, no matter where they live. With more
research, we hope to find new ways to help all children feel good
and thrive.
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GRACE, AGE: 15

Grace enjoys reading books, exercising, and playing sports. She likes cake,
sandwiches, cheese, and mushrooms. She is good at studying, drawing, doing
presentations, and P.E. She is naturally curious and likes to experience different
activities, cultures, and whatnot.

LIKHIL, AGE: 11
My name is Likhil and | love the color red. | also like gaming, learning about science,
social studies, and new topics; reading books, and etc.

SHIVASAI, AGE: 14
I am an eighth grader with a big passion in science. | love to play soccer and table
tennis. In my free time, | also like to read and draw.

kids Volume 13 | Article 1563751 | 7


https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/450108
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/562101
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/722077
https://doi.org/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751

AUTHORS

PASCALE M. J. ENGEL DE ABREU

[ am a development psychologist, which means | study how people grow and
change. | try to understand why we act the way we do and how that changes as we
get older. | am a professor at the University of Luxembourg, where | lead a team that
looks at how children feel and think, and how things around them can affect that.
Before that, | worked as a psychologist with children in places like Bolivia and Africa.
When | am not researching, | love spending time with children, playing, and learning
from them. Kids know some cool things if we just listen! *pascale.engel@uni.lu

ROBERT KUMSTA

| am a stress researcher—not because | am super stressed (well, sometimes...) but |
study how stress affects our minds and bodies. | am a professor of biopsychology
at the University of Luxembourg, where | explore how biology and psychology work
together. | am also super interested in epigenetics—how our environment influences
how our genes work without actually changing the DNA itself! When | am not at Uni,
I like to ride on my Ferrrari-red racing bike, to read, and to cook.

CYRIL WEALER

| am a postdoctoral researcher in psychology at the University of Luxembourg. A
postdoctoral researcher is someone who has finished their doctoral degree and
wants to discover even more. | do a lot of research where | work with kids in different
situations—like those in children’s homes or children who struggle with learning. |
also work at a center for young people who need special support in school. Outside
of work, | have been playing basketball for many years. | love the sport, and | have
had a lot of fun training kids and helping them learn how to play!

kids Volume 13 | Article 1563751 | 8


mailto:pascale.engel@uni.lu
https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2025.1563751

	A Home Away From Home: How Children Feel When They Cannot Live at Home
	Why do kids Live in a Children's Home?
	What do Children say about Living away from Home?
	The hero Study
	How did we do the Study?
	What did we Learn from kids in Children's Homes?
	What Helps Children Feel Better?
	Every Voice Matters
	Acknowledgments
	AI Tool Statement
	Original Source Article
	References
	Young Reviewers
	Authors


	Button1: 
	Button2: 


