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Abstract

Repression in residential youth care institutions threatens youth’s positive development. When youth experience arbitrary
use of power, structure, or coercion, this may cause demotivation, reactance or aggression, and diminished chances of reha-
bilitation in youth. Because institutional repression may be hard to recognize, a valid and reliable measurement instrument
is necessary to signal repression in residential institutions. This article outlines the conceptualization, development and
validation of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire in a sample of 180 youth (aged 12-24, 32% female) staying in open,
secure, and forensic residential youth care institutions. The Institutional Repression Questionnaire is a self-report question-
naire, designed to measure five dimensions of repression: abuse of power, injustice, lack of autonomy, lack of meaning, and
dehumanization. The multicomponent structure was confirmed in a confirmatory factor analysis, resulting in 24 items in five
subscales: Abuse of Power, Justice, Lack of Autonomy, Meaning, and Humanization. One open-ended question is part of the
questionnaire to invite youth to disclose more extreme cases of repression. Convergent validity was established via correla-
tions between the Institutional Repression Questionnaire and the Prison Group Climate Inventory—as a measure of living
group climate in residential institutions—and the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale-Intellectual
Disability—as a measure of self-determination. The five Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscales demonstrated good
internal consistency. The study provides preliminary evidence to support validity and reliability of an adolescent self-report
questionnaire of perceived institutional repression as a multidimensional construct. Residential youth care institutions can
use outcomes of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire to improve their living group climate.

Keywords Residential institutions - Youth care - Repression - Questionnaire development - Psychometric properties
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yourself) to facilitate adaptive social development and per-
sonal well-being (Ryan and Deci 2017; Van der Helm et al.
in press).

Repression in residential institutions threatens the basic
psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and auton-
omy (De Valk et al. 2017). A recent scoping review defines
repression as authorities intentionally acting in a way that
harms the youth, or unlawfully or arbitrarily depriving the
youth of liberty or autonomy (De Valk et al. 2016). These
aspects become repressive when used harmfully, unlawfully,
or arbitrarily. For example, staft’s acting may—consciously
or unconsciously—worsen the youth’s problems or violate
children’s rights (Hofte et al. 2012). The scoping review of
De Valk et al. (2016) showed that arbitrary use of power,
structure, and coercion may result in youth viewing staff’s
behavior as unpredictable, unfair and unsafe, which may
cause demotivation, reactance or aggression (De Valk et al.
2016; Eltink et al. 2018; Heynen et al. 2016) and diminished
chances of rehabilitation (Lipsey 2009; Parhar et al. 2008)
in youth.

Institutional repression may be hard to recognize. It may
become engrained in institutional routines, policy, and cli-
mate (De Valk et al. 2016). Therefore, a valid and reliable
measurement instrument is necessary to signal repression
in residential institutions. Although aspects of repression—
such as the unlawful use of coercive measures or the limited
influence of youth in their treatment programs—have been
described in literature (Busch and Shore 2000; Paterson
et al. 2013; Ten Brummelaar et al. 2017), relevant measures
capturing the multiple dimensions of repression do not exist.
The goal of this study is to develop a questionnaire that reli-
ably and validly measures institutional repression.

Measures Related to Institutional Repression

The Prison Group Climate Instrument (PGCI; Van der Helm
et al. 2011) is the only instrument that aims to measure
institutional repression (Boone et al. 2015; Tonkin 2015).
The PGCI consists of four subscales (Support of Staff,
Growth, Group Atmosphere and Repression), which together
form Overall Group Climate. Van der Helm et al. (2011)
described features of repression, such as harsh and unfair
control, a weak organizational structure, lack of flexibility,
incremental rules, little privacy, extreme boredom and (fre-
quent) humiliation of inmates. The repression subscale of
the PGCI is composed of seven items that differ widely in
content, assessing compliance, (lack of) trust, understanding,
and (lack of) stimulation or deprivation. Examples of items
in this subscale are “You have to ask permission for every-
thing” and “These surroundings make me depressive”. The
reliability of the repression scale is only moderate, ranging
from x=0.61 to a=0.80, showing great variability among
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studies (De Decker et al. 2018; Eltink et al. 2018; Heynen
et al. 2014; Ros et al. 2013; Van den Tillaart et al. 2018;
Van der Helm et al. 2011). This can be explained by the
small number of seven highly heterogeneous items (Streiner
2003). As the repression subscale of the PGCI does not
measure multiple dimensions of institutional repression—
as described by De Valk et al. (2016, 2017)—there is also a
lack of content validity given the underrepresentation of the
construct under study.

Other questionnaires only measure elements of repres-
sion as part of questionnaires assessing social climate. For
example, the Correctional Institutions Environment Scale
(CIES) by Moos (1975) and the Environmental Quality
Scale (EQS) by Gibbs (1991) contain a subscale Autonomy
and the Prison Environment Inventory (PEI) by Wright
(1985) contain subscales assessing Privacy, Freedom and
Structure. Also the questionnaire Measuring the Quality
of Prison Life for Prisoners (MQPL; Liebling and Arnold
2002) encompass aspects that relate to repression, such as
staff professionalism, fairness, personal autonomy and per-
sonal development. Although some of the questionnaires
are extensive—containing over 100 items—none of them
seems to acknowledge repression as a unique subdimen-
sion of social climate (see Tonkin 2015). Also in the newly
developed Dutch Living Environment Questionnaire for
Penitentiary Institutions (in Dutch: Leefklimaat Vragenli-
jst Penitentiaire Inrichtingen; Beijersbergen 2017) only few
aspects of repression in prisons receive attention, such as
(lack of) autonomy and complaint procedures. Furthermore,
these questionnaires have only been validated in samples
of (youth or adult) prisoners (Boone et al. 2015; Tonkin
2015), and not in samples of youth staying in (non-forensic)
residential youth care institutions.

Conceptualizing Institutional Repression

A review of the literature (De Valk et al. 2015, 2016) and
interviews with youth (De Valk et al. 2017) showed that
youth may experience different dimensions of institutional
repression in residential youth care institutions. First, youth
may experience that staff members abuse the power they
possess. Power differences between staff and youth are an
inevitable element of residential youth care, which staff can
use to make and apply rules, to provide structure, to impose
sanctions, and to use coercive measures (Goffman 1961). In
general, youth seem to accept the exercise of power if they
view it as necessary, and many adolescents think they benefit
from strict rules or that it would be chaotic if there were no
structure (De Valk et al. 2017). However, youth experience
repression when staff members use their power arbitrarily or
excessively, for example, when rules are suddenly changed
or made up, or when staff members use coercive measures
when there is no crisis situation. Excessive use of power also
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knows extreme forms, such as group punishments or verbal
aggression (De Valk et al. 2015).

The second dimension of institutional repression—
injustice—comprises the unpredictability of staff’s acting
and unfairness of rules. The feeling of injustice relates to
whether youth find the staff trustworthy and reliable (De
Valk et al. 2017). For example, youth may experience that
staff members do not comply with the rules themselves, or
that they do not deal with the youth’s complaints seriously.
Also the enforcement of punishment may feel unjust, when
youth are punished for the actions of others or for something
that was out of their control.

Youth may feel that their autonomy is restricted without
justification when they are not given the freedom to make
decisions they are able and willing to make for themselves.
This autonomy dimension is highly dependent on person
and context (De Valk et al. 2017; Ten Brummelaar et al.
2017). For example, girls did experience more frustration
when they were not granted the opportunity to choose rel-
evant (self-concordant) treatment goals, whereas boys felt
restricted in more practical ways, such as set bedtimes and
closed doors. Lack of autonomy also involves deprivation of
privacy and feelings of being watched constantly (Foucault
1977).

Lack of autonomy could result in lack of meaning dur-
ing the youth’s stay in the institution. Youth in residential
institutions often think the treatment they receive is not ori-
ented toward their individual needs or feel that they are not
receiving treatment at all. Youth may experience little influ-
ence on their treatment, and may feel highly dependent on
staff members or external parties, such as child protection
services (Ten Brummelaar et al. 2014). Lack of meaning
hinders feelings of competence and thereby full resociali-
zation, which should be the goal of residential youth care
institutions (European Convention on Human Rights 1950,
art. 5; United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
1989, art. 37).

Lastly, youth may feel that staff members ‘forget’ that
they are human beings (i.e., dehumanization). Dehumaniza-
tion is mainly caused by power differences (Lammers and
Stapel 2011), whereas empathy is proposed as a requirement
for overcoming dehumanization (Haslam 2006). Therefore,
youth may experience dehumanization mainly when they
feel that staff members do not care for their feelings or do not
respond to their arguments (De Valk et al. 2017).

Rationalization was a sixth dimension that arose from the
interviews explaining the amount of repression youth experi-
ence in the residential institution (De Valk et al. 2017). How-
ever, rationalization is a cognitive defense mechanism that
helps youth to accept a certain amount of repression they
experience, and may be caused by habituation or by empa-
thizing with staff members. Youth may for example think
that the amount of repression they experience is compatible

with the environment they are living in. Therefore, rationali-
zation causes youth to feel less frustration when experienc-
ing repression inside the residential institution.

Institutional Repression and Self-Determination

The first five dimensions of the Institutional Repression
Questionnaire can theoretically be related to the three basic
psychological needs of SDT (autonomy, competence and
relatedness). First the abuse of power clearly limits the
youth’s autonomy in the residential institution, but it also
hinders relatedness. In the institution, power abuse hinders
the development of positive working relationships between
staff and youth. Staff may also use their power to hinder
youths from relating to significant others. Also when youth
experience injustice in the acting of staff members, their
autonomy and competence becomes limited. For example,
youth may think they are sent to their room for no clear
reason. When youth experience lack of autonomy or lack
of meaning during their treatment, they are unable to make
decisions for themselves or to develop competences that are
relevant to them. Lastly, dehumanization hinders the need
for relatedness, as youth may feel they are not treated as
unique individuals or that their feelings do not matter.

The Current Study

In order to be able to signal institutional repression, this
study aims to develop a valid and reliable assessment instru-
ment in a Dutch cohort: the Institutional Repression Ques-
tionnaire. In order to claim construct validity of the Institu-
tional Repression Questionnaire, one must confirm the five
dimensions (abuse of power, injustice, lack of autonomy,
lack of meaning, and dehumanization) in a confirmatory
factory analysis. The sixth dimension of repression men-
tioned in the theoretical framework—rationalization—is not
included in the Institutional Repression Questionnaire, as
it is a cognitive defense mechanism (Barriga and Landau
2000; Festinger 1957). Notably, several instruments have
been developed already to validly and reliably assess cog-
nitive defense mechanisms (e.g., cognitive distortions) in
youth (Gini and Pozzoli 2013; Hoogsteder et al. 2014).

Cronbach’s a is used as a measure of internal consist-
ency reliability. Convergent validity is supported when the
five dimensions of the Institutional Repression Question-
naire are significantly associated (in the expected direction)
with the subscales of the PGCI and with the subscales of
the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration
Scale-Intellectual Disability (BPNSFS-ID; Frielink et al.
2016). The BPNSFS-ID operationalizes whether youth
experience fulfillment of the three basic self-determination
needs: autonomy, relatedness, and competence.
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It is expected that all Institutional Repression Question-
naire subscales correlate with the PGCI subscale Support of
Staff, because both repression and support by staff directly
involve interactions between youth and staff. Furthermore, it
is expected that all subscales of the Institutional Repression
Questionnaire correlate with the PGCI subscale Repression,
because of the related contents. The Institutional Repres-
sion Questionnaire subscales Lack of Autonomy and Lack
of Meaning are expected to correlate with the PGCI sub-
scale Growth on the one hand, and the BPNSDS-ID sub-
scales Autonomy Satisfaction, Autonomy Frustration,
Competence Satisfaction and Competence Frustration on
the other hand. The Institutional Repression Questionnaire
subscale Dehumanization is expected to correlate with the
BPNSDS-ID subscales Relatedness Satisfaction and Relat-
edness Frustration. However, the correlations between the
Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscales and the
BPNSDS-ID subscales are expected to be lower than the
correlations between the Institutional Repression Question-
naire subscales and the PGCI subscales. This is because the
Institutional Repression Questionnaire and the PGCI both
measure dimensions of residential group climate, whereas
the BPNSFS-ID measures experiences considering the three
self-determination needs in general. These lower correla-
tions would support discriminant validity of the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire.

Methods
Participants

The sample included 213 youth (mean age =16.7; SD =2.28)
consisting of 70 girls (mean age=15.8, SD=1.42) and
141 boys (mean age=17.2; SD=2.50). Two youth did
not answer the gender question. Of this sample, 48 youth
were staying in an open youth care (OYC) institution (mean
age=15.6, SD=1.44, 33.3% female), 89 in a secure youth
care (SYC) institution (mean age=15.7, SD=1.21, 56%
female) and 71 in a forensic youth care (FYC) institution
(mean age=18.7; SD =2.39, 4% female). Seventy-eight per-
cent of these youths were born in the Netherlands. Of the
other youth, 6% were born in other Western countries, 6%
in Middle America, South America, or the Dutch Antilles,
4% were born in Africa, 2% were born in Asia or the Mid-
dle East, and of 5% the ethical background was unknown.
A total of 42 and 56% of the adolescents’ fathers and moth-
ers, respectively, were Dutch. Of the other fathers, 17%
were born in Middle America, South America, or the Dutch
Antilles, 13% were born in Africa, 8% in other Western
countries, 8% in Asia or the Middle East, and of 11% of the
fathers the place of birth was unknown. Of the mothers who
were not born in the Netherlands, 12% were born in Middle
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America, South America, or the Dutch Antilles, 11% were
born in Africa, 7% were born in other Western countries,
7% were born in Asia or the Middle East, and of 8% of the
mothers the place of birth was unknown. These numbers
are comparable with Dutch averages: in 2017, 54% of the
youth in SYC institutions were female, 57% were born in the
Netherlands, and 64% of the youth were 15 years or older
(Jeugdzorg Nederland 2017); in FYC institutions 2.5% of the
youths were female, 49% was 16 or 17 years old and 35%
was 18 years or older in 2015 (Dienst Justiti€le Inrichtingen
2016). No population information was found on the charac-
teristics of youth in OYC or on the ethnical background of
the youth in FYC.

To get an indication of the youth’s cognitive develop-
ment, they were asked about their level of education. Only
135 youth replied to this question and these answers showed
that 14 youth (7.8%) attended special preparatory secondary
vocational education schools (in Dutch: Praktijkonderwijs),
97 youth (53.9%) attended preparatory secondary vocational
education (in Dutch: VMBO or V-ROC) or vocational educa-
tion (in Dutch: MBO), 16 youth (8.9%) attended senior gen-
eral secondary schools (in Dutch: HAVO) or pre-university
education (in Dutch: VWO) and 8 youth (4.4%) replied with
“Something else”, such as working or not attending school
at all.

The average duration of stay in the residential institution
was nine months (Min. =1 week; Max. =35 years), based on
the answers of 167 youth. The other 46 youth did not answer
this question. There were differences in average duration of
stay between the three types of institution: youth in the OYC
were staying on average five to six months in the institution
(Min. =1 week; Max. =3 years), youth in SYC 8 months
(Min. =1 week; Max. =four and a half year), and youth in
FYC 12 months (Min. =1 week; Max. =35 years). If a youth
mentioned that he or she had previously stayed in a resi-
dential youth care institution, only the current period was
counted in the average duration of stay.

Procedure

Residential youth care institutions participating in the living
group climate research of the University of Applied Sci-
ences Leiden were asked whether they were willing to par-
ticipate in this validation study. Seven residential youth care
institutions (one OYC, three SYC, and three FYC) agreed
to participate. All youth in these institutions were free to
fill in the questionnaire, and received a reward (voucher or
shower gel) for completing it. The participants received the
questionnaire on paper, after receiving information about the
study and instructions of the researcher. While filling in the
questionnaire, youth could ask questions to the researcher
or to staff members. All participants gave informed consent
for participating anonymously and voluntarily by signing
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the informed consent form. This study met all criteria (law,
informed consent, data storage, anonymity) as written down
in the participating institutions’ ethical conducts and the
research code of conduct of the University of Applied Sci-
ences Leiden (Andriessen et al. 2010).

Measures
Institutional Repression Questionnaire

Initial questionnaire development involved consideration of
the aims and purpose of the questionnaire, the theoretical
and clinical constructs to be covered, the format and read-
ability of the items, and the response format to be used.
A pool of 47 items was constructed from a review of the
literature and theory (De Valk et al. 2015, 2016), clini-
cal experience of the authors, and interviews with youth
(De Valk et al. 2017). These 47 items related to the five
described dimensions that have been linked to the repres-
sion youth experience (abuse of power, injustice, lack of
autonomy, lack of meaning, and dehumanization), and were
framed positively and negatively. As such, the items relat-
ing to injustice, lack of meaning, and dehumanization were
formulated to capture the opposite: justice, meaningfulness
and humanization. None of the items contained a denial in
order to enhance the comprehension of the items. The items
were originally formulated in English based on literature,
but subsequently translated into Dutch. Professionals with
expertise in youth care and youth with mild intellectual dis-
abilities in open and secure youth care provided feedback on
the draft items via email. After review, items with high cog-
nitive complexity were removed, because they were assumed
to be incomprehensible for youth with a mild intellectual
disability (MID), which are overrepresented in residential
institutions for at risk adolescents (Van Nieuwenhuijzen and
Vriens 2012). Furthermore, items were reframed to ensure
that items wording were simple, accessible to youth, and to
avoid complex structuring. One open-ended item was added
to invite youth to disclose more extreme cases of repression
(i.e. “Are things happening on your ward that you think is
not right?”).

The remaining 41 items were piloted with five youth
residing at an open residential youth care living group. One
of the researchers read the items to the youth, and they were
asked to rate the item on a five-point Likert-type scale, rang-
ing from Totally disagree to Totally agree. The respondents
could also answer “I don’t know”. Furthermore, they were
asked to provide feedback on item relevance, clarity, and
difficulty, and they were asked to give their opinion about
the questionnaire in general. The youth could not answer two
items because they were overly complex. These items were
removed. One item was removed due to irrelevance for OYC
institutions (“Staff members call for alarm too quickly”).

The youth were only able to reply to five other items after
additional explanation, and these were subsequently adjusted
to make the item expectantly more fitting with the youth’s
perceptions. This resulted in a 38-item draft measure, plus
one open-ended question (Table 1). In total, eight items
remained representing abuse of power, eight items represent-
ing justice, nine items representing lack of autonomy, ten
items associated with meaning, and three items represented
humanization. The possibility to answer “I don’t know” was
maintained, to prevent youth from choosing one of the five
answer options of the Likert-type scale while they actually
do not understand the question or do not have an opinion.

Prison Group Climate Instrument (PGCI; Van der Helm et al.
2011)

The PGCI is a self-report instrument originally used to
measure how prisoners experience residential group cli-
mate. Since its development it has been widely used in all
types of residential institutions, including open, secure,
and forensic youth care (Van der Helm 2016). It contains
36 items, and comprises four dimensions showing high
levels of internal consistency in the current study: Support
of Staff (a=0.92), Growth («=0.90), Group Atmosphere
(x=0.87), and Repression (a«=0.75). Together, the 36
items measure Overall Group Climate (ax=0.95). Youth
rated the PGCI on five-point Likert scales, ranging from 1
(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree).

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration
Scale-Intellectual Disability (BPNSFS-ID; Frielink et al. 2016)

The BPNSFS-ID operationalizes satisfaction and frustra-
tion with the three basic psychological needs according to
the SDT: autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Frielink
et al. (2016) found support for convergent and discriminant
validity of this questionnaire among 186 adults with mild
to borderline intellectual disabilities. This version was
chosen—instead of the BPNSFS—because the BPNSFS-
ID is easier to comprehend for youth in residential youth
care, who regularly have a low level of education or a mild
intellectual disability (Van Nieuwenhuijzen and Vriens
2012).

The BPNSFS-ID contains six subscales, showing high
levels of internal consistency based on the current study:
Autonomy Satisfaction («=0.71), Autonomy Frustration
(x=0.82), Relatedness Satisfaction (x=0.90), Relatedness
Frustration (¢ =0.69), Competence Satisfaction (ax=0.80),
and Competence Frustration (a=0.86). Youth rated the 24
items on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (totally not
applicable) to 5 (totally applicable).
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Table 1 Original items of
the Institutional Repression

Items

Questionnaire

J2. The rules on our group are fair

J1. I know what staff members expect of me

A3. The rules on our group suddenly change

A4. Staff members make up rules for themselves

J5. Staff members follow the rules on our group themselves

J6. Staff members are willing to make an exception (when things are going well)

J7. When staff members do not follow the rules they explain why

J8. I know what will happen if I do not follow the rules

J9. Staff members treat me fairly if I do not follow the rules

A10. The whole group gets punished if one person does something wrong

All. Discussing with staff members is pointless

A12. Staff members always do what they want

A13. Staff members send me to my room for no reason

J14. 1 think staff members deal with our complaints seriously

AL15. Staff members yell at us

A16. Staff members call us names

L17.1 am allowed to make decisions for myself

L18. If I need help from the group leaders I can let them know

L19. I see why my treatment goals are relevant for me

L20. I have to ask permission for everything

L21. 1 feel like everything I do or say gets reported

L22.1 am being watched constantly

L23. Staff members never leave me alone

L24. 1 have enough privacy in my room

L25. I can go to my room whenever I want to

M26. My stay here makes sense
M27. 1 learn useful things here

M28. Staff members tell me when I am doing it right

M29. The support I receive suits me
M30. I receive the treatment I want

M31. The things I learn here are useful for when I leave

M32. The things I learn on the group are useful for my treatment

M33. The things I learn on the group are important to me

M34. I am following the required steps to get out as soon as possible

M35. I am bored here

H36. Staff members know me well

H37. I feel like the staff members care for my opinion

H38. Staff members keep to the agreements I make with them

Open-ended item. Are things happening on your ward that you think is not right?

A abuse of power, J justice, L lack of autonomy, M meaning, H humanization

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics for each of the 38 closed-ended items
in the draft Institutional Repression Questionnaire were
examined to identify items with little or no variability, which
are not suitable for factor analysis (Tabachnick and Fidell
2007). Given a theoretical basis for five particular dimen-
sions of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire, a con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed. The CFA
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tested adequate fit of a five-factor model, treating the items
as ordinal. Therefore the diagonally weighted least squares
(WLSMYV) estimator was used, which does not assume nor-
mality and is the best option for fitting CFA models with
ordinal data (Brown 2006; Li 2016). The goodness of fit was
evaluated using the root mean square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA) and its 90% confidence interval (90% CI), p
value smaller than 0.05 for test of close fit, Comparative Fit
Index (CFI), and Tucker—Lewis Fit Index (TLI). As Brown
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(2006) and Kline (2005) recommended, multiple indices
were selected in order to provide different information for
evaluating model fit. Mplus-software was used to perform
the CFA analyses.

Subscale scores were constructed by summing ratings of
factor items and dividing them by the number of items on
each subscale. Pearson’s correlations were used to assess
construct validity. Cronbach’s alpha score was used in deter-
mining internal consistency reliability. These analyses were
conducted in SPSS.

Results

Prior to conducting analyses, 31 cases with greater than 25%
missing data or careless response patterns were removed
from the data set. On the remaining 180 cases missing data
was imputed using the Expectation—-Maximization method.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The initial model did not fit the data well: RMSEA =0.109
[0.104-0.114]; CFI=0.865; TLI=0.855. Modification indi-
ces were used to improve model fit. First, items with stand-
ardized items loadings lower than 0.30 were deleted. Sub-
sequently, items that loaded substantially and significantly
(standardized coefficients, ranging between 0.30 and 0.70)
on two or more dimensions were deleted. A final model with
24 items provided reasonable fit to the data: RMSEA =0.077
[0.067-0.086]; CFI=0.969; TLI=0.965. The factor load-
ings for the 24-item solution are provided in Table 2.

Institutional Repression Questionnaire
Characteristics

Subscale scores were derived representing each of the factors
of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire by calculating

Table 2 Confirmatory factor analyses of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire

Items Abuse of power Justice Lack of Meaning Humanization
autonomy
Abuse of power
3. The rules on our group suddenly change 0.81
4. Staff members make up rules for themselves 0.99
10. The whole group gets punished if one person does something wrong  0.57
15. Staff members yell at us 0.66
16. Staff members call us names 0.78
Justice
2. The rules on our group are fair 0.80
5. Staff members follow the rules on our group themselves 0.81
7. When staff members do not follow the rules they explain why 0.80
9. Staff members treat me fairly if I do not follow the rules 0.84
14. 1 think staff members deal with our complaints seriously 0.73
Lack of autonomy
20. I have to ask permission for everything 0.45
21. I feel like everything I do or say gets reported 0.78
22. 1 am being watched constantly 0.83
23. Staff members never leave me alone 0.89
Meaning
26. My stay here makes sense 0.76
27.1learn useful things here 0.91
29. The support I receive suits me 0.85
30. I receive the treatment I want 0.89
31. The things I learn here are useful for when I leave 0.88
32. The things I learn on the group are useful for my treatment 0.91
33. The things I learn on the group are important to me 0.91
Humanization
36. Staff members know me well 0.84
37. 1 feel like the staff members care for my opinion 0.92
38. Staff members keep to the agreements I make with them 0.88
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an average score of the ratings on items comprising each
subscale. Higher scale scores represented higher levels of
the attribute being measured: Abuse of Power (M =2.81;
SD=0.97), Justice (M=3.23; SD=1.00), Lack of Autonomy
(M =3.38; SD=0.63), Meaning (M =3.47; SD=0.73) and
Humanization (M =3.44; SD=1.04). The five Institutional
Repression Questionnaire subscales demonstrated good
internal consistency: Abuse of Power (a=0.80), Justice
(x=0.87), Lack of Autonomy (a=0.80), Meaning (x=0.94)
and Humanization (x=0.88).

Construct Validity

Correlations among the subscales were all significant and in
the expected directions (Table 3). Further, the correlations
were in the moderate to large range, suggesting that the sub-
scales were measuring related constructs, supporting conver-
gent validity of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire.
Table 4 shows correlations between the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire subscales and the subscales of the
PGCI and BPNSFS-ID. Support for convergent validity of
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire was provided by
the pattern of significant correlations between the subscales
of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire and those on
the PGCI. The Institutional Repression Questionnaire sub-
scales were all moderately to strongly correlated with the
subscale Support by staff. However, the correlations between

the subscales of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire
were only weakly to moderately correlated with the subscale
Repression of the PGCI. The highest correlation was found
between the Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscale
Meaning and the PGCI subscale Growth.

Furthermore, convergent validity of the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire was supported by weak but sig-
nificant correlations between some subscales of the Insti-
tutional Repression Questionnaire and some subscales of
the BPNSDS-ID. Considering the Autonomy Satisfaction
and Autonomy Frustration subscales, all of the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire subscales correlated significantly
with one of the two in the expected direction. Furthermore,
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscale Abuse
of Power correlated significantly with both Relatedness Sat-
isfaction and Relatedness Frustration in the expected direc-
tion. Furthermore, the Institutional Repression Question-
naire subscale Humanization correlated significantly with all
three BPNSFS-ID satisfaction scales, and the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire subscales Justice and Mean-
ing correlated significantly with the BPNSFS-ID subscale
Competence Satisfaction. The higher correlations between
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscales and the
PGCI subscales than the correlations between the Institu-
tional Repression Questionnaire subscales and BPNSFSD-
ID subscales confirm discriminant validity of the Institu-
tional Repression Questionnaire.

Table 3 Correlations among

o . Abuse of power  Justice Lack of autonomy  Meaning Humanization
the Institutional Repression
Questionnaire subscales Abuse of power 1 —0.67%%* 0.66%#* —0.36%EE ()57
Justice 1 —0.59%%* 0.72%%* 0.927%%*
Lack of autonomy 1 —045%%*  —(.64%%%*
Meaning 1 0.78%%*
Humanization 1
**%p <.001
Table 4 Correlations among the Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscales and the PGCI and BPNSFS-ID
PGCI BPNSFS-ID
Repression Ques- S G R A AS AF RS RF CS CF
tionnaire subscales:
Abuse of power —0.43%%  —(.28%* 0.34%*  —037*¥* —042%* —-0.01 0.22%% —0.18%  0.25%* —-0.01 0.10
Justice 0.63%* 0.48*%*  —0.40%* 0.46%* 0.60%* 0.24** —0.03 0.14 0.06 0.27*%* 0.01
Lack of autonomy  —0.40%*%  —0.28%* 0.43*%*  —036%* —-043*%* —0.06 0.22*%* —0.00 0.09 0.05  0.09
Meaning 0.57%%* 0.74*%%  —0.39%%* 0.42%* 0.64** 0.26%* —0.02 0.05 0.13 0.25*%* 0.04
Humanization 0.66** 0.55%%  —0.39%* 0.47%* 0.63%* 0.25*%* —0.09 0.15*  0.01 0.27*%* 0.04

S support by staff (N=143), G growth (N=143), R repression (N=143), A group atmosphere (N=143), T total group climate (N=143), AS
Autonomy Satisfaction (N=133), AF autonomy frustration (N=133), RS relatedness satisfaction (N=133), RF relatedness frustration (N=132),
CS competence satisfaction (N=134), CF competence frustration (N=135)

* p<.05, ¥* p<.01 (one-tailed)
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Open-Ended Question

The open-ended question that was added to invite youth to
disclose more extreme cases of repression (i.e. “Are things
happening on your ward that you think are not right?”’) was
answered 47 times. Four youth answered this question with
illustrations of repression: “Because of something or some-
one else I am not allowed to go where I want”, “We are strip
searched for nothing and dumped in the isolation cell and we
are being beaten by staff members”, “[Staff member’s name]
treats some youth unfair. And he also sleeps during his shift
and talks with youth about other youth” and “Staff members
go too far in their acting and comments.” Twelve times the
question was answered with something that concerned the
interaction between youth, such as “Stealing” or “Guys used
to fight”. In all the other cases the question was answered
with “No” or “Not relevant™.

Discussion

Repression in residential youth care institutions threatens
youth’s positive development, because it hinders the ful-
fillment of the basic psychological needs of competence,
relatedness, and autonomy according to SDT (Ryan and
Deci 2017). Repression may worsen the youth’s problems
or violate children’s rights (De Valk et al. 2016; Hofte et al.
2012). Because institutionalized repression may be hard to
recognize, a self-report measure—the Institutional Repres-
sion Questionnaire—was developed to measure the multiple
dimensions of repression in residential institutions.

This study focused on the reliability and validity of the
Institutional Repression Questionnaire in a Dutch sample
of youth in OYC, SYC and FYC institutions. CFA con-
firmed a five-factor structure of the Institutional Repression
Questionnaire, comprising the subscales Abuse of Power,
Justice, Lack of Autonomy, Meaning, and Humanization.
The Institutional Repression Questionnaire showed good
to excellent internal consistency for the five subscales, and
strong correlations were found between the five dimensions
of repression.

Convergent validity was found in associations between
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire and PGCI
subscales (Support of Staff, Growth, Group Atmos-
phere, Repression, and Total Group Climate) and weak
to moderate associations between relevant (i.e., theoreti-
cally related) Institutional Repression Questionnaire and
BPNSFS-ID subscales. The strong correlations between
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire subscales and
the PGCI subscale Support of Staff are conceptually rel-
evant, as both repression and support directly involve
the interactions between youth and staff. The correlation
between the Institutional Repression Questionnaire and

the PGCI subscale Repression were, however, lower than
expected. This might be explained by the fact that the sub-
scale Repression of the PGCI contains no specific items
measuring abuse of power, lack of meaning and dehumani-
zation. This stresses the added value of the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire, which takes into account the
multi-dimensionality of repression.

The open-ended question offered youth the opportunity to
reveal more extreme experiences of repression. This study
showed that some youth use this opportunity and, as such,
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire can be an impor-
tant source of information to detect repression.

The present results should be interpreted in light of the
limitations of the study. First, no other sources than self-
report measures were included in the current study. There-
fore, it was not possible to compare perceived repression
with other indications of repression, such as the amount of
rules or coercive measures. This information would be use-
ful, as it was not possible to get an indication of the potential
influence of context on the youth’s answers in this study.
Second, as measurement invariance across gender, type of
institution, or age was not considered due to lack of statisti-
cal power, this study could not confirm whether the same
latent constructs are measured across these different groups.
Nor was it possible to test for cross-national measurement
invariance of the Institutional Repression Questionnaire,
because the study was conducted solely in the Netherlands.
Third, it is possible that the reported alpha’s were inflated
because they were based on the construction sample and
items of the original questionnaire were deleted in order to
get a good fit. However, because the reported alpha’s were
rather high in the current study, it is to be expected that they
remain sufficiently in a new sample. In the light of these
limitations, further research should therefore first validate
the Institutional Repression Questionnaire in a new (prefer-
ably non-Dutch) sample. Furthermore, to be able to use the
Institutional Repression Questionnaire as a measure of group
climate, future research should also establish the degree of
test—retest reliability.

Nevertheless, this study showed first indications that
institutional repression could be reliably and validly meas-
ured in a clinical population as a multidimensional construct.
This is important because—although special committees
have been introduced to disclose and study the prevalence
of (sexual) abuse of youth in youth care institutions since
World War II in the Netherlands (Commissie Geweld Jeug-
dzorg 2018; Commissie Samson 2012)—institutional repres-
sion remains an understudied and underestimated problem in
residential institutions. Dahl (2017) stated, for example, that
in the Netherlands hundreds of children a year were sepa-
rated in secure residential youth care institutions without
supervision. Sometimes this happened for trivial reasons,
such as not participating in a group activity. It is unknown
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how often this really happens because it is poorly registered
(Dahl 2017; Van den; Heuvel 2018).

Furthermore, the negative consequences of the more hid-
den elements of repression—such as lack of autonomy and
meaning—are easily underestimated. As repression frus-
trates basic self-determination needs it has the potential to
harm youths’ development at a cognitive, social-emotional
and personality level (Van der Helm and Vandevelde 2018;
Vansteenkiste and Soenens 2013). Therefore, repression
warrants more attention to institutional practice than given
in the last decades.

By signaling elements of repression to staff and institu-
tions by means of the newly developed Institutional Repres-
sion Questionnaire climate quality could be improved,
because it enhances staff’s reflection on their professional
acting (Stams and Van der Helm 2017). A positive climate
may provide necessary conditions for an effective strength-
based and therapeutic residential treatment, which is respon-
sive to the developmental needs of (justice-involved) juve-
niles in residential institutions (Barton and Mackin 2012;
Lipsey 2009; Whittaker et al. 2016). Training staff and team
coaching in combination with routine outcome monitoring,
in particular with respect to repression, could help staff rec-
ognize and correct their own professional behavior. When
this leads to youth experiencing less repression, they receive
more opportunities for satisfying basic self-determination
needs, which are important for full rehabilitation of youth
placed in residential institutions.

Conclusion

To date, it has not been possible to reliably and validly
measure the multiple dimensions of repression in residential
youth care institutions. This study describes the conceptu-
alization, development, and validation of the Institutional
Repression Questionnaire, capturing the five dimensions of
repression youth may experience: power abuse, injustice,
lack of autonomy, lack of meaning, and dehumanization.
Despite the limitations of this study, the questionnaire is a
useful tool for youth care organizations and staff members
to recognize repression, offering insights into what steps
could be taken to diminish repression. Further research is
necessary into evidence based efforts to minimize repres-
sion in residential youth care in order to provide a positive
upbringing and treatment environment.
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