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WHAT AM I DOING?

• Exploring foster carers’ reasons for taking on the role of fostering from 
their unique perspectives

• To examine how they make sense of their role in the context of their lived 
experiences

• Interrogate how their lived experiences informs the care they provide for 
children placed with them



HOW AM I DOING IT?

• Philosophical foundations in phenomenology and hermeneutics (Smith et al, 
2009)

• An IPA study involves the ‘detailed examination of human lived experience’ 
(Smith et al, 2009:32)

• IPA privileges the subjective meaning that an individual makes of an 
experience 

• IPA involves a double hermeneutic and has an idiographic focus



GATHERING DATA

• Ethical approval

• Recruitment of participants

• Semi-structured, in-depth interviews

• Interview schedule – ‘can you describe what influenced you to become a foster 
carer?’  ‘What does that mean to you?’



GATHERING DATA

• Visual imagery technique

• Research participants provided an image, symbol or drawing that reflected the 
meaning of fostering for them

• Used to generate discussion, offer participants a different approach and give them 
a sense of ownership of the interview 

• Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim



ANALYSIS USING IPA

• The essence of IPA lies in its analytic focus which is the participants’ attempts to 
make sense of their experiences 

• Analysis involves a six step process

• Initial immersion in reading and re-reading the transcripts followed by line-by-line 
coding and noting

• The aim is to produce a comprehensive and detailed set of notes and comments



ANALYSIS USING IPA

• Descriptive Comments: ‘What is the participant saying?’ 

• Linguistic Comments: ‘How is the participant saying it?’

• Conceptual Comments: ‘What sense do I make of what the participant is saying?’



IDENTIFYING EMERGING THEMES

• Each interview is analysed individually before moving to the next one 

• This process respects the integrity of the idiographic commitment of IPA

• The idiographic commitment allows for the voice of each participant to be 
heard



IDENTIFYING EMERGENT THEMES

• Themes are identified by analysing exploratory comments with individual 
transcripts first

• The next stage involves identifying emerging themes by mapping the 
‘interrelationships, patterns and connections (Smith et al, 2009)

• Analysis of convergence and divergence of themes across all participants’ 
data leads to a final set of superordinate and subordinate themes for all 
participants

• These themes capture the commonalities, differences, nuances and 
complexities



BIOGRAPHICAL AND RELEVANT DETAILS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Pseudonym Status of Foster Carers Birth Children Children in Placement Type of Fostering

Rebecca Single carer Two grown up children living 
independently

Two children in placement Long-term foster care

Veronica and 
Conor

Couple fostering No children Three children in placement Long-term foster care

Laura and 
John

Couple fostering Four grown up children – three living 
at home

Two children in placement Long-term foster care 

Mia Fostering with her husband, 
but who was unavailable 
due to work   

One grown up child and one under 
18 years – both living at home

Two children in placement Long-term foster care

Colette Fostering with her husband, 
but who was unavailable 
due to work

One child under 18 years living at 
home

One child in placement Short-term foster care

Annie Single carer Three grown up children living at 
home

One child in placement Short-term foster care

Sarah and 
David

Couple fostering Five grown up children – two living 
at home

Two children in placement 
and one in respite care 

Long-term and respite foster care



SUPERORDINATE & SUBORDINATE THEMES

Superordinate Theme Subordinate Theme

Complex Family Dynamics
Fractured Families

Loss

Going Back to the Beginning

Conflicting Identities
Feeling Vulnerable

Lack of Engagement 

Past and Future Self

Developing Identities
Building Resilience

Emotional Investment

Challenging Core Beliefs

Interpretation of the Role Foster Carer Attributes 

On the Edge of Control

What about our Children?



FRACTURED FAMILIES

Ok …. so that’s a photograph of my mother and 
my first son when he was born … he was 
adopted … ok … my mother was very abusive 
… ok …. and although I looked after her in her 
life when she was older ….  em …. there was no 
love lost [Laura, lines 105-108]

Anyone looking at that would think that that’s an 
adoring mother looking at [pause] …. 
nonetheless she had pretty much forced me into 
having him adopted.  When I look at that I think 
… well you’re one child that escaped because I 
would have been living at home.  He escaped 
what could have been quite an abusive 
relationship [Laura, lines 118-123]

Having experienced it as well …. I guess at 
times I wished someone had come into my 
house and taken us all out …. but I think 
back then … you know …. people weren’t 
as aware and there weren’t the services 
there [Laura, lines 548-551]



FRACTURED FAMILIES

It was a home in [name of area] and…. em…. 
there was a lot of abuse going on in there.  It 
wasn’t a very nice place….so…. we started 
going into it [fostering] because we don’t think 
kids should be brought up there [in group 
homes].  It’s not personable, it is sort of….you 
got a number and that was it….you 
know….bed, lunch, dinner, breakfast and in 
those days we were made….from morning to 
evening….we were made sit and make [names 
product] all day [John, lines 248-255]



FINDINGS THAT ILLUMINATE MY RESEARCH

• Foster carers’ experiences are contextual and deeply personal and inform 
their construction of their role

• They bring to the role their unique perspective and understanding of care 
that should be provided

• Their priorities in the care they provide might be different to agency 
requirements or professional expectations  

• There is a need to access individual interpretations to understand their 
approach to care 



IPA AS AN APPROACH TO SOCIAL WORK 
RESEARCH

• As a methodology IPA captures lived experience in its own terms

• The hermeneutic cycle gives the researcher the opportunity to become fully 
immersed in the analysis

• IPA is meticulously idiographic

• There is not a single right way of collecting data in IPA

• The findings are presented as stand alone chapters in the write up 



WHAT WORKED AND WHAT WAS A STRUGGLE

• Bracketing my experience   

• Owning the research 

• Preparation

• Being open to learning  



TOP THREE MESSAGES

• Be kind to yourself

• View constructive criticism as an opportunity to learn

• Ask questions as often as you need



THANK YOU!


