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Introduction

Social trauma among orphaned and inadequately supervised adolescents in semi-family (foster care) centers poses a significant
challenge to social security, with potential long-term repercussions including mental health disorders, delinquency, identity crises,
and erosion of social cohesion. In Iran, family disintegration—stemming from parental addiction, divorce, domestic violence, and
structural poverty—often leads to the placement of adolescents aged 12 to 17 years in welfare-operated semi-family centers
designed to replicate family environments. However, abrupt separation from their families, weak caregiver attachments, and
institutional limitations frequently exacerbate rather than alleviating their trauma. While quantitative studies have documented the
prevalence of these issues, there remains a notable gap in qualitative, process-oriented insights into how trauma emerges and
intensifies from the perspectives of the adolescents themselves, particularly in urban contexts, such as Karaj, Alborz Province. This
grounded theory study aimed to explore the dynamic process of trauma formation, focusing on familial precursors and institutional
interactions that transformed individual suffering into broader social vulnerability.

Materials & Methods

This study utilized a qualitative design based on Strauss and
Corbin’s (1990) grounded theory methodology. The research
population included orphaned and inadequately supervised
adolescents living in three semi-family centers managed by
the Alborz Province Welfare Organization in Karaj.
Purposive sampling was followed by theoretical sampling
and continued until theoretical saturation was attained. A
total of 17 in-depth semi-structured interviews (9 boys and 8
girls) were conducted, ensuring diverse representation in

terms of age, gender, length of stay, and referral pathways.
Each interview lasted between 45 to 70 minutes, was audio-
recorded with informed consent, fully transcribed, and
analyzed by using MAXQDA 2022, following sequential
stages of open, axial, and selective coding. To enhance
credibility, the study employed developmentally adapted
member-checking (using simplified verbal and visual
summaries), independent dual coding, a detailed audit trail,
prolonged engagement, and reflexive memo writing.
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Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The analysis identified the "process of trauma formation™ as
the core category emerging from an interconnected paradigm
of conditions, interactions, and consequences. The resulting
paradigmatic model is illustrated below:

This model revealed trauma as a cyclical, self-reinforcing
process: familial collapse prior to referral initiated the cycle
and institutional experiences—such as abrupt separation,
weak caregiver bonds, and frequent transfers—tended to
amplify, rather than disrupting this cycle. The untreated
consequences posed threats to long-term individual
functioning and societal security. Semi-family centers
designed to be protective environments paradoxically became
sites of secondary traumatization when attachment needs
were unmet. These findings not only align with international
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evidence regarding the institutional reinforcement of
developmental trauma, but also provide locally relevant
insights into Iranian urban contexts. To break this cycle,
trauma-informed systemic reform is essential. This includes
attachment-focused caregiver training, life skills, and mental
health programs within the centers, preventive family support
for at-risk households, and inter-institutional coordination
between welfare, education, and law enforcement agencies.
Only through such integrated, experience-sensitive
interventions can semi-family centers evolve from
perpetuating trauma to becoming genuine platforms for
healing and resilience.
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