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Prevalence and Factors Associated with
Depressive Mood of Adolescents in
Residential Group Care

Yu-WEN CHEN

Purpose: Children and youth are growing up in a variety of family constellations
today. Foster care provides a substitution for children and youth whose parents are unable
to adequately care for them. For youth in Taiwan, those who need foster care are not just
maltreated by their parents, but often have behavioral problems. As a result, they usually are
not welcomed by foster families; institutional care becomes a major form of their placement.
Growing up in dysfunctional families tends to have negative impact for the child, while the
placement experiences may devastate the situation. Therefore, it is important to examine
their mental health and factors associated with their mental health problems. This study
attempts to examine the prevalence of depressive mood among adolescents in residential
care, and to study institutional related factors associated with their depressive mood. The
study hypothesized that after controlling for gender, age, and self-esteem, meetings with
family members while in care, feelings toward such meetings, support received from workers
and peers, and feelings toward institutional regulations were associated with their depressive
mood. Also, worker and peer support could moderate the effect of negative feelings toward
agency regulations on depressive mood. Methods: Adolescents aged 12 to 18 who were
placed in residential institutions for at least one month were eligible to participate in the
study. Consents were first sent to administrators to obtain institutional approval, 21 out
of 76 institutions gave the research team permission to approach the adolescents, and 548
adolescents (out of 641 eligible ones, with an 85.5% participation rate) agreed to participate
in the study. There were 67.1% females and 32.9% males, with an average age of 15.7.
Their length of stay ranged from one month to 18 years, with an average of 2 years and four
months. Data were collected via questionnaires administered in group settings. Research
hypotheses were tested by multiple regression models. Results: According to assessment
using the Beck Depression Inventory, 54.6% participants did not suffer from depression,
12.9% were considered to be minor, 16.8% were moderate, and 15.7% were considered to be
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serious. Gender and age differences were found, female and older adolescents were suffered
more depressive mood. Those who had lower self-esteem were also had more depressive
mood. Multiple regression analyses indicated that after controlling for gender, age, and self-
esteem, received less support from workers and peers, perceived more negatively toward
family contact and institutional regulations were associated with higher levels of depressive
mood. The moderating effects of worker and peer support on perception of institutional
regulations were not supported by the data. Conclusions: The results indicated that about
one third of adolescents in residential group care were suffered from median or high levels
of depressive mood. After controlling for age, gender, and self-esteem, support received
from workers and peers, feelings toward family contact while in care, and feelings toward
institutional regulations were important factors associated with their depressive mood. The
study suggests that related professionals should assess these adolescents’ psychological
health, and respond to their mental health needs promptly. Also, we need to develop
strategies to increase their self-esteem, especially females. Since peer support plays an
important role, we have to reconsider the role of peers in influencing adolescents’ mental
health. Most importantly, workers should provide supportive institutional environments
and reconsider the reasonableness of institutional regulations, so the well-beings of these
vulnerable youths are warranted.

Key words: adolescents, residential group care, depressive mood
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