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Abstract

Quality of attachment relationships developed within an institutional environment may be a risk or protective factor for the
creation of life aspirations and for emotion regulation abilities among adolescents in residential care contexts. The present
study aims to analyze the predictive role of attachment on life aspirations for adolescents in a residential care context, as well
as to test the mediating effect of emotion regulation difficulties in this association. The sample included 296 adolescents living
in Residential Care facilities in Portugal, with ages raging between 12 and 18 (M =15.30, SD=1.76), being 71.6% female.
Self-report measures included the Experiences in Close Relationships, the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale, the Aspi-
ration Index, and a sociodemographic questionnaire. Attachment figure negatively predicts the importance of life aspirations,
while difficulties in emotional regulation mediate the association between attachment and life aspirations. Associations of
length of institutionalization and age of entrance on residential care were tested and discussed. Practical implications were
considered highlighting the importance of intervention with young people, the family, and caregivers in residential care.
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Residential Care Framework in Portugal

Residential care (RC) is a non-family-based group setting,
that together with foster care is one of the most used forms
of alternative care for at risk children (Li et al., 2017). Por-
tugal has nowadays one of the highest rates of children and
youth under this type of measure in Europe (Delgado &
Gersao, 2018). Although we assist in the last decade to a
decreasing trend on the number of children and youth on
RC settings in Portugal, currently, 86,3% of children and
adolescents (6706) with non-naturalistic measures, are living
in residential generalist care facilities (Morais et. al, 2022;
National Institute Social Security [ISS], 2021).
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Attachment Theory and RC

Attachment theory stresses the crucial role of the emotional
connection between child and the “caregiver”, in guiding the
child’s affective, cognitive, and social development (Ains-
worth, 1969; Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby (1969) argues that the
presence of stable affectional bonds with primary caregivers,
commonly parental figures, promotes the development of
confidence and safety in the child. Thus, attachment theory
attributes an important role to the ability of parental fig-
ures to provide a secure base, favoring the adaptive emo-
tional development of the child and, later, of the adolescent
(Bowlby, 1969). The concept of attachment has growing
importance for adolescents who live in RC contexts, where
their transition into a new environment can, in many cases,
constitute situations of risk and vulnerability (Gorrese &
Ruggieri, 2012; Laible, 2007; Mota et al., 2016). The tran-
sition to institutional context is a process that can enhance
feelings of loss, abandonment and loneliness (Lemos, 2017;
Lino & Nobre-Lima, 2017; Shaw, 2014; Yunes et al., 2004).
Additionally, the negative impacts of RC on youth devel-
opment, have been associated to unstable staffing patterns,
deficits in physical resources and inadequate caregiver-child
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interactions (e.g., Thoburn & Featherstone, 2019; van
Ijzendoorn et al., 2011). Nevertheless, there seems to be
an important variability in the quality of care and protec-
tion provided by RC and consequent outcomes (e.g., Costa
et al., 2019). In this sense, caregiver’s role in RC could be
extremely important for creating relational dimensions for
inspiring adolescents psychosocial adaption processes (Car-
valho et al., in press; Gaspar et al.,. 2015; Mota & Matos,
2015; Siqueira et al., 2006).

Although life aspirations are little addressed in RC
research (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Kasser et al., 2014), some
studies point to the importance of controlling for variables
inherent to the sex and age of the entrance in the institution
(Mota et al., 2016; Nurmi, 1991), as well as length of insti-
tutionalization (Mota & Matos, 2015; Mota et al., 2016).
Thus, although few gender related differences have been
found (e.g., Concei¢do & Carvalho, 2014; Derks & Krab-
bendam, 2014; Rose & Rudolph, 2006; Sulimani-Aidan &
Benbenishty, 2011), some studies have found that boys seem
to privilege external personal goals such as power, strength
and fame (Zeira & Dekel, 2005), while girls show greater
aptitude for aspirations linked to self-fulfillment (Seginer,
2009). Less explored has been the implication of age, and
length of institutionalization in life aspirations of adoles-
cents living in RC. Research regarding the effect that length
of residential care has on youth, have been producing contra-
dictory results (Baker et al., 2005; Dell'Aglio & Hutz, 2004;
Ringle et al., 2010). While it is found that a long period in
residential care can have a negative effect on youth devel-
opment (Dell'Aglio & Hutz, 2004), some studies stress this
dimension as a protective factor (Costa et al., 2019; Ringle
et al., 2010) since length of stay could promote increasing
opportunities for building closer relationships (Baker et al.,
2005; Fernandes & Oliveira-Monteiro, 2016). Thus, creat-
ing closer emotional bonds could affect how youth project
themselves in the future and shape their life aspirations.

Emotional Regulation on RC

The presence of significant, responsive figures can meet
the needs of adolescents, promoting the development of ER
mechanisms and feelings of personal competence, and rein-
forcing a positive representation of themselves and others
(Benavente et al., 2009; Costa, et al, 2019; Mota & Matos,
2008; O’Connor et al., 2000). For adolescents in RC, this
reality can become increasingly important, given that sig-
nificant figures could become active figures in the ER pro-
cess (Cassidy, 1994; Dalbem & Dell” Aglio, 2005; Mota &
Matos, 2008). According to Thompson (1994), ER involves
intrinsic and extrinsic processes, responsible for monitoring,
evaluating and modifying emotional reactions, particularly
their intensity and temporality. Adolescents in RC contexts
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tend to exhibit difficulties in terms of their ER abilities
(Baker et al., 2005; Pinhel et al., 2009). The development
of ER abilities occurs within the relational context, start-
ing with attachment relationships with primary caregivers
(Franco et. al., 2015; Hughes et. al., 2005; Kim & Cicchetti,
2010).

The concept of ER becomes particularly relevant in the
case of adolescents in RC, as they may have experienced
episodes of abuse, lack of affection and emotional instabil-
ity (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000; Robinson et al., 2009).
Negative childhood experiences may lead to the develop-
ment of insecure attachment with primary caregivers, which
will enhance greater reactivity, emotional detachment and
difficulty in expressing emotions (Morris et al., 2007; Oriol
et al., 2014). Therefore, the possibility for these adolescents
to develop safe affectional bonds within the institution’s
caregivers and peers becomes fundamental for the process
of ER and psychosocial integration (Mota & Matos, 2010;
Oriol et al., 2014). The quality of previous relationships can
also be relevant in life trajectories, specifically concerning
future aspirations (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Mota & Matos,
2010). The discontinuity of care from significant figures may
contribute to reduce stimulation regarding the construction
of life aspirations (Cuevas et al., 2017; Gross & John, 2003).
Life aspiration is associated with the idealized expression of
objectives and the establishment of goals for the future. This
construct includes an intrinsic domain, associated with aspi-
ration which are likely to satisfy psychological needs (Kasser
& Ryan, 1996; Kasser et al., 2014); and extrinsic domain,
which is focused on external issues as positive evaluations
by others and on the acquisition of rewards (Kasser & Ryan,
1996; Kasser et al., 2014). Adolescents tend to outline their
life aspirations according to their personal characteristics,
previous experiences, and the opportunities or difficulties
felt in their environment (Cuevas et al., 2017; Massey et al.,
2008; Nurmi et. al., 2009).

Experienced risk and vulnerability during childhood may
impose additional challenges to goal setting and commit-
ment, restraining life aspirations, promoting a loss of inter-
est in life and existential emptiness (Cuevas et al., 2017,
Diener, 2000; Gongalves et al., 2013). Social support is an
integral part of the context for the development of plans for
the future, objectives and guidelines for adolescents (Batki,
2018; Creed et al., 2011; Mota & Oliveira, 2017; Silva et al.,
2016). In addition to attachment relationships, other factors
have also been identified as relevant for goal setting, among
adolescents in RC contexts, namely ER abilities (D Aroz
& Stoltz, 2012; Neves et al., 2016; Silva et al., 2016). ER
involves intrinsic and extrinsic processes, responsible for
regulating emotions towards the achievement of goals
(Freire & Tavares, 2011; Neves et al., 2016). The presence of
significant figures in the lives of these adolescents, capable
of offering them guidance, counseling, as well as support,
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could promote development of adolescent’s life aspirations
(Ahrens et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2007; Galinha, 2010).
These relational contexts could be responsive to youth
needs, inspiring positive model of adolescent’s self-value
and enhancing future life aspirations (Sulimani- Aidan &
Benbenishty, 2011).

Purpose of the Present Study

As noted above, the literature in RC field tends to be more
focused on negative outcomes and less in adaptive function-
ing, and emotional issues. Furthermore, to the best of our
knowledge, no study within a RC context has analyzed life
aspirations and emotional regulation, controlling the age of
entrance in the institution and length of institutionalization.

To address this gap, the present study aims to analyze the
role of attachment in the life aspirations of adolescents in RC
contexts. It also intends to test the mediating role of ER dif-
ficulties in the previous association. Sex, age of entrance in
the first institution, age of entrance in the current institution
and the length in the institution were controlled on youth’s
life aspirations.

Method
Participants

The present study includes 296 adolescents living in 21
generalist RC facilities in Porto district (Portugal), ran-
domly recruited between the institution that accept to par-
ticipate being 212 (71.6%) females and 84 (28.4%) males,
with ages raging from 12 and 18 M =15.30; SD=1.761).
Some young people change between institutions through-
out adolescence for several reasons as transference from
temporary care institutions to close geographic zone, dis-
ruptive behavior, or even undesired pregnancy. Regarding
age of the first institutionalization (ranging from 1 and
18 years, M=11.90; SD=3.89), 25 (8.4%) entered when
they were between 1 and 6 years, 82 (27.7%), between 7
and 12 years, and 123 (41.6%) between 13 and 18 years
of age. The length of institutionalization range from 0 to
17 years M =2.70; SD =3.28), and the age of entrance on
the current institution ranged between 1 and 18 years old
(M=12.62; SD=3.31). Reasons for institutionalization
ranged between parental neglect or abonnement, education
right and risk behaviors. The institutions and RC included
in this study do not refer to children and adolescents who
were institutionalized because of mental disabilities/disor-
ders, or additional motives of deviant behaviors (conduct
disorders or substance abuse). Thus, we did not include
RC related to corrective situations, rehabilitation and

therapeutic care, kinship care, emergency shelter, residen-
tial schools, psychiatric hospitals or other mental-health
facilities, to avoid RC settings and adolescents with spe-
cific conditions.

Measures

Self-report measures included: a sociodemographic ques-
tionnaire (gender, age and the first institution entry age),
Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR), Difficul-
ties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS) and the Aspira-
tion Index Scale (Al).

The Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR)
brief version (Fraley et al., 2011, Portuguese version
by Moreira et al., 2015) aims to evaluate attachment
dimensions using a 7-point Likert scale: anxiety (3
items, a =0.83) and avoidance (6 items, a=0.77). A con-
firmatory factor analysis of the instrument revealed ade-
quate model fit indices: )(f (24)=179.352, Xi2/df= 3.30;
p=0.000; GFI=0.95; AGFI=0.90; NFI=0.94;
CFI=0.96; RMSEA =0.09 and SRMR =0.01.

The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS)
was originally developed by Gratz and Roemer (2004), and
adapted to the Portuguese population by Coutinho et al.
(2010). This instrument aims to assess clinically signifi-
cant difficulties in ER using a 5 point Likert scale. In the
present study, 14 items will be used, being the dimen-
sions under study: (limited access to emotion regulation)
Strategies (8 items, a =0.86) and (lack of emotional)
Consciouseness (6 items, a =0.82). The confirmatory
factor analysis showed adequate values for the model:
xi* (62)=190.262, y;*/df=3.06; p=0.000; GFI=0.91;
AGFI=0.87; NFI=0.88; CFI=0.91; RMSEA =0.08 and
SRMR =0.09.

The Aspiration Index Scale (Al) was originally devel-
oped by Kasser et al. (2014) and adapted to the Portuguese
population by Costa et al. (2020). This scale was developed
with the aim of evaluating extrinsic and intrinsic aspira-
tions using a 9 point Likert scale. In the present study, 27
items will be used, with the dimensions under study being
Intrinsic Aspirations: Self-Acceptance (8 items, a =0.86),
Health (5 items, ¢ =0.78) and Affiliation (6 items, a=0.79);
and Extrinsic Aspirations: Image (5 items, a=0.79), Finan-
cial Success (4 items, a=0.73) and Popularity (4 items,
a=0.73). The confirmatory factor analysis showed adequate
values for the model: x;*(306)=713.890, y;*/df=2.33;
p=0.000, GFI=0.91; AGFI=0.87; NFI=0.83; CF1=0.89;
RMSEA =0.07 and SRMR =0.06.
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Procedure

The study protocol was submitted to the authors Faculties
Ethics Committees. Subsequently, authorizations from the
RC institutions were also requested. Moreover, an informed
consent form was developed for the adolescents, with infor-
mation regarding the voluntary nature of participation, as
well as the confidentiality and anonymity of the data. Data
was collected face to face in RC settings, between October
2019 and January 2020 by two experienced researchers in
the field.

Data Analysis Strategies

The present study uses quantitative and cross-sectional
methodological strategies. Data was analyzed using sta-
tistical program SPSS—Statistical Package for Social Sci-
ences—in its 25.0 version for the Windows system. Pre-anal-
ysis included data screening, identification and exclusion of
missing values and outliers. A minimum of 10% of missing
values per instrument was ensured and analyses of outli-
ers were conducted. Statistical analysis included structural
equation model. Measurements were made through Boot-
strapping method, using the AMOS program (version 23.0).
For the final model, composited variables to intrinsic (self-
acceptance, health, and affiliation dimensions), and extrinsic
aspirations (image, financial success and popularity dimen-
sions) were constructed through the importation of each
dimension, considering the respective saturation on latent
variable (Bollen, 1989).

Results

The Role of Attachment on Life Aspirations
and the Mediating Effect of ER Difficulties

A first model testing attachment and the importance on life
aspirations, evidence a significant effect in which avoidance
(B=- 0.250) negatively predicts intrinsic life aspirations.

The mediating role of ER difficulties was tested on the
next step, using the two dimensions of the measure: limited
access to ER Strategies and lack of emotional Conscious-
ness. The dependent variable, importance of life aspirations,
was constructed through composited variables focused on
intrinsic aspirations (self-acceptance, health and affiliation
dimensions) and extrinsic aspirations (image, financial suc-
cess and popularity dimensions).

After introducing the mediator variable ER difficulties
(strategies and consciousness), and using the bootstrap-
ping procedure, the initial connection between the attach-
ment dimension avoidance and intrinsic life aspirations
lose magnitude (Binitial = — 0.290; Bfinal = — 0.250). Thus,
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there was a negative partial mediation (f=— 0.062, 90%
CI [- 0.026, — 0.105]) from dimension lack of emotional
consciousness, with negative effect, on the association
between the attachment dimension avoidance and intrin-
sic life aspirations (Fig. 1). There was also a negative total
mediation of lack of emotional consciousness (p=— 0.069;
90% CI [— 0.032, — 0.122]) on the association between the
attachment dimension avoidance (f=0.18) and extrinsic life
aspirations (p=— 0.38). Finally, we can observe a nega-
tive total mediation effect of limited access to ER strategies
(B=-0.021; 90% CI [— 0.012, — 0.80]) on the associa-
tion between anxiety (f=0.22) and intrinsic life aspirations
(p=-0.10) (Fig. 1).

Sex, age of entrance in the first institution, age of entrance
in the current institution and placement length in the insti-
tution were controlled in the model. Life aspirations were
predicted by sex (male) (f=— 0.18). Age of entrance in
the current institution (= — 0.26), and the length of the
institutionalization (f=— 0.12) presented a negative effect
on extrinsic life aspirations, whereas the age of entrance in
the first institution (B =0.19) presented a positive effect on
extrinsic life aspirations.

The model of the present study exhibits adequate fit indi-
ces: (x;% (29)=43.513, p=0.040, x;%/df=1.5; CFI=0.981,
TLI=0.964, RMSEA =0.041) (Fig. 1).

Discussion

The main objectives of the present study were to analyze the
role of attachment in life aspirations and the mediating effect
of ER difficulties in the previous association in a sample of
adolescents living in RC facilities.

The first main result addresses the predictive nature of
attachment, namely the avoidance dimension on intrinsic
life aspirations. The presence of attachment relationships
based on high levels of avoidance seem to reduce the attribu-
tion of importance to intrinsic life aspirations. Adolescents
in RC who maintain quality affectional bonds, associated
with secure attachment, more easily develop positive inter-
nal models, which lead to the construction of intrinsic life
aspirations (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Mota & Oliveira, 2017).
The literature has suggested that relationships established
with significant figures in RC could be particularly relevant
to respond to psychological needs, namely definition of life
goals, plans and future guidelines (Cuevas et al., 2017; Mota
& Matos, 2015). On the other hand, the RC process tends
to trigger feelings of loss and difficulties in establishing sig-
nificant affectional relationships (with avoidance organiza-
tion), resulting in a weaker definition of future goals (Mota
& Oliveira, 2017).

The second main result concerns the mediating role of ER
processes between attachment and life aspirations. Lack of
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Fig. 1 Representative model of the mediating effect of emotion regulation difficulties on the association between attachment and life aspirations

emotional consciousness has a negative partial mediation on
the association between avoidance and intrinsic life aspira-
tions. Also, limited access to ER strategies has a negative
total mediation on the association between anxiety attach-
ment dimension and intrinsic life aspirations. Furthermore,
it was found that the dimension lack of emotional conscious-
ness has a negative total mediation effect on the association
between the attachment dimension avoidance and extrinsic
life aspirations. Thus, the presence of avoidance behaviors
towards the attachment figure constitutes a process that may
promote a negative self-assessment in adolescents, difficul-
ties in regulating their emotional states, as well as lack of
motivation in their competencies. Therefore, the presence of
stability in the RC context, namely the consistency of care
and the development of secure relationships, may constitute
protective factors towards adaptive ER (e.g., Caspi, 2000;
Lopes et al., 2005). Consequently, as expected, adolescents
with ER difficulties have less motivation and expectations
to achieve their life goals.

There is a scarcity of studies that address the relevance
of attachment and ER difficulties in establishing goals or
aspirations for the future, among adolescents in RC con-
texts. However, studies on this topic among the general
population, have shown that the presence of affectional

bonds allows adolescents to have access to more adaptive
ER mechanisms and facilitates access to positive results,
namely regarding life goals (Mota & Oliveira, 2017; Silva
et al., 2016). As such, it seems that young people tend to
outline their life goals according to their ER mechanisms,
as well as the opportunities and limitations perceived in
their environment (Nurmi et al., 2009). Thus, adolescents
who have affective relationships based on high levels of
avoidance demonstrate greater lack of emotional con-
sciousness and, consequently, assign less personal value
to their intrinsic and extrinsic life aspirations (D Aroz
& Stoltz, 2012; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; Mota & Matos,
2015). At the same time, an anxious attachment can pro-
mote the development of limited access to ER strategies,
so that young people mainly in RC context see the world
as threatening and unreliable (Hughes et al., 2005; Kim
& Cicchetti, 2010. Limited access to emotional regula-
tion strategies hinders young people’s internal growth
(Oriol et al., 2014), life satisfaction and the expectation
of intrinsic life aspirations (e.g., Mota & Oliveira, 2017).
Therefore, the results seem to reflect the importance of
secure attachment relationships in the development of a
more adaptive ER, which gives the adolescent the oppor-
tunity to attach greater importance to their life aspirations.
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Lastly, sex, age of entrance in the first and the current
institution, and length in the institutionalization were also
controlled in the model. There has been a scarcity of empiri-
cal studies on the life aspirations of adolescents in RC con-
texts (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Kasser et al., 2014). However,
the literature suggests that life aspirations of adolescents
in RC contexts also vary according to sociodemographic
variables, such as sex and age of entrance in the institu-
tion (Nurmi, 1991). Beal and Crockett (2010) corrobo-
rate this perspective, as they found that, in early stages of
adolescence, life aspirations are vague and built based on
social norms and family expectations. Nonetheless, as age
advances, adolescents reveal a greater ability to define what
they want, as well as refine their aspirations and expecta-
tions (Beal & Crockett, 2010). However, this reality is not
always observed among adolescents in RC contexts, who,
due to adverse emotional experiences and lower perceived
support from others, seem to show deficiencies in the way
they assess their life aspirations (Creed et al., 2011; Neves
et al., 2016).

In the present study it was found that male adolescents
attribute greater importance to extrinsic life aspirations
related to image, financial success, and popularity. This
result comes in line with previous research that found gen-
der related differences concerning life aspirations, namely
that point to greater appreciation in male adolescents for
concrete and external goals, recognition from others and
power (Derks & Krabbendam, 2014; Seginer, 2009; Zeira &
Dekel, 2005). Nevertheless, this result should be interpreted
with caution, considering nonconsensual results on this issue
(e.g., Conceigdo & Carvalho, 2014; Rose & Rudolph, 2006;
Sulimani-Aidan & Benbenishty, 2011). Additionally, con-
sidering the role that supportive relationships and access
to opportunities within the adolescent environment have on
life aspirations (Gongalves et al., 2013; Massey et al., 2008;
Nurmi, 1991; Nurmi et al., 2009), these dimensions should
be addressed in RC.

Regarding the length of institutionalization, it was associ-
ated negatively with extrinsic life aspirations of young peo-
ple. Despite scarce research on the effects of length in the
context of RC, some studies point to an association between
the boys’ externalizing behaviors and length of institution-
alization (Mota et al., 2016). In the present study, the length
of institutionalization is not associated with intrinsic life
aspirations, however there is a negative association with
extrinsic aspirations. To this extent, length in institution-
alization may constitute a protective factor for the exclusive
development of extrinsic life aspirations as power, wealth,
fame and recognition from others. This result can be sup-
ported with negative association with the age of entrance
in current institution and positive association of the age of
entrance in the first institution with extrinsic life aspirations.
In Portugal, young people enter on RC increasingly later
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(ISS, 2020), so living in conditions of low affective support
and disorganized care could difficult the development of life
aspirations inspired in a self-value and self-worth dimen-
sion. If intrinsic motivation could be increasingly associated
with age (e.g., Beal & Crockett, 2010; Morgan & Robinson,
2013) lack of support could undermine the development
of life aspirations (Creed et al., 2011; Neves et al., 2016),
favoring greater appreciation of more material dimensions
of future aspirations. Considering the implications of intrin-
sic life aspirations for well-being (Yamasaki et al., 2021),
this result should be further explored. Future studies should
address the implication of adversity experiences and path-
ways on development of life aspirations.

The permanence in the same institution can provide the
expectation of permanence, regularity, and consistence of
care, creating conditions for an affective reorganization of
young people and greater willingness to work on internal
issues. Indeed, significant figures are extremely relevant in
the context of RC, this issue being particularly significant
when children enter at very early ages. Overall, it is impor-
tant to foster, from an early age, the construction of secure
attachment relationships with other significant figures,
among children, since these relationships offer an opportu-
nity for appropriate emotional development (Cavalgante &
Magalhdes, 2017; Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000).

Anyway, it is common knowledge that the effect of length
in institutionalization and the age of entry into the institution
are factors which influence may depend on several aspects,
namely the previous history of the young people, the adver-
sity of the conditions of withdrawal, and the context of the
RC institutions, and therefore more research is needed in
this field.

Practical Implications

The present study has an innovative nature, given the lack of
national and international studies that address the associa-
tion between the variables under study. This research helps
to understand the relevance of attachment relationships in
life aspirations and highlights the mediating role of ER dif-
ficulties in the previous association. We believe the results
obtained and conclusions drawn will contribute to a greater
consciousness of the various agents who develop their prac-
tice in the context of RC, highlighting their role in emotional
experiences and in the development of future life projects.
From a practical point of view, the results of this study
highlight the relevance of the age of entry and length into RC
on life aspiration of young people. A significant proportion
enter to RC at a late age, and most young people maintain
relationships with their biological family or primary caregiv-
ers. Early intervention becomes essential, either within pri-
mary caregivers, or with young people. Protecting youth also
implies to invest in the family and to develop comprehensive
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interventions for enhancing and restoring bonds, responsive-
ness and secure parenting/caregiving (namely, understanding
the developmental history to assess the family/parents' role
in attachment development). Thus, articulation between RC
institutions and intervention with families is fundamental.
It would also be interesting programming intervention with
young people to strengthen aspirations such as vocational/
educational planning and future independent living. Finally,
caregiver’s training and supervision in the intervention with
the family may be relevant for the positive adaptation of
young people, and the development of future life projects,
in which the family may be involved.

Limitations and Future Avenues

It is worth noting the presence of some limitations in this
research, namely that this study has a cross-sectional nature,
preventing the cause-effect analysis among the variables
under study. In addition to the above, there is a discrepancy
in the number of male and female adolescents in the sample
that should be controlled. The small sample size and limited
location of data collected can also be a limitation of the
study. Although family dimensions werent included in the
study design, similar to other expectations studies on ER
processes and attachment conducted in youth in RC, future
studies should include information regarding primary con-
texts and relations (Melkman et al., 2016). In terms of future
directions, it would be also important to analyze other rela-
tional variables, such as the quality of attachment to a sibling
or romantic partner in defining the life aspirations among
adolescents in RC contexts. In accordance with the law for
the protection of at-risk children and adolescents, it would be
relevant to include young people as active agents, develop-
ing qualitative analyses, to produce intervention guidelines
in the context of RC. Finally, future studies should inform
and monitor the design and implementation of intervention
with caregivers in RC settings in order to prevent emotional
difficulties and promote young adaptative future life projects.

Conclusion

According to the literature secure attachment relationship
is a relevant indicator of adolescent ‘s emotional regulation
development (Franco et al., 2015; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010).
In adolescents living in RC, insecure attachment, due to
the experience of several stressors and/or adversity in their
lives, can compromise emotional regulation and life aspira-
tions. Despite the growing investment on RC research, little
is known about what factors can contribute to the increase
of this knowledge. The current research showed the cen-
trality of relational dimensions, as attachment status, and
the deleterious effect of institutionalization length on life

aspirations in adolescents living in RC. Implications of the
age of entrance in the institution reinforce the importance of
prevention and early intervention within primary caregivers.

The role of the caregivers, including social workers,
becomes fundamental, integrating a multidisciplinary team
on RC context, able to identify the difficulties in the young
people's experiences, and working with the families on the
young’s future life project.
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