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Example of a Genogram for Families in Foster Care—Fernando Colon’s Family

We need to acknowledge the relevance of specific foster family history for children who have lived in foster care. Fernando Colon grew up in several foster homes after the loss of his mother. As an adult, he has put much effort into exploring his own genogram (1973, 1998) and helping others to think contextually about child placement and foster care as a valid and important aspect of a child’s history, which should be attended to as any other experience (Colon, 1978). He has made it clear how important the genogram of the foster family is for the child through the life cycle. He himself still has ongoing connections with the biological grandchildren of his third foster mother. They shared holidays and frequent other visits with their grandmother, his foster mother. They have much in common through this shared history, a history that is so often not acknowledged in our foster care system and in society at large, which underemphasizes family ties in its stress on individuality and self-determination. 


Colon grew up mostly in foster homes from earliest infancy. The map of all his living situations, including three foster homes, an orphanage, his family of origin, and his family of procreation is offered in Genogram 1. In order to better understand the sibling patterns with his brothers in the foster home where he spent most of his growing-up years, we might want to show the changing family constellations separately as in Genogram 2. This genogram makes evident the multiple losses that Fernando and his foster family had throughout his childhood, but also their resilience and resourcefulness in being able to deal with these losses, as well as with new relationships almost each year. As is evident, Colon had experience in virtually every sibling constellation during his childhood years, a factor that probably increased his flexibility in dealing with relationships. He was the youngest of three, the oldest of three, the middle of three, the older of two, the younger of two, but rarely an only child, although, as the one child who remained with the family for his entire childhood, his position there was a special one. At the same time, the three brothers who stayed for long periods of time (four years each) not surprisingly had more significance for him, especially as they were all close to Fernando in age. Less evident from the ages alone was the extremely special relationship that Fernando and his foster mother had with his brother Johnny, who lived in the family for only four months. Both Fernando and his foster mother became very attached to Johnny, through caring for this severely retarded brother, and Fernando remembers clearly how hard Johnny had tried to learn to say Fernando’s name and how he and his mother cried when they had to let Johnny go. 


Although the foster care system at that time operated on the principle that children were never to have contact with other family once they moved to a new home, his foster mother did not believe in that sort of cutting off of the past and made great efforts to reverse that process of cutoff. In the early days of placement, one of his foster brothers, Kenneth, was especially depressed. Kenneth was one of five brothers, and in spite of the regulations, their foster mother asked Kenneth where the brothers were and took him to see them, after which he began to adjust to his new situation. Fernando remains connected to his foster mother’s grandchildren, in addition to his close, ongoing connections with family members on both sides of his biological family. Whether the relationship was good or bad, beneficial or injurious, relationships are not to be dismissed. Organizing family data on genograms has enabled people to put many fragments of their lives back together into a meaningful whole. 
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Reprinted with permission from McGoldrick, Gerson, & Shellenberger (1999)
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Reprinted with permission from McGoldrick, Gerson, & Shellenberger (1999)
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Genogram No. 1


Map of all Colon’s living situations, including three foster homes, an orphanage, his family of origin, and his family of procreation.








Genogram No. 2


Changing constellation of Colon’s foster home, 1937–1953











