Appendix 9

ATTACHMENT ISSUES 

OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE

GUIDELINES FOR FOSTER CAREGIVERS
ATTACHMENT

An attachment may be described as an “affectional tie” that one individual develops to another particular individual who is perceived as stronger and/or wiser. In children, it may be observed as an emotional connection to a specific person who is most often preferred by the child when feeling the need for comfort, safety or security. The attachment figure is generally the child’s parent and/or primary caregiver. An attachment is developed over time through a gradual process. Its purpose is for survival, protection and reproduction. Even children who are exposed to maltreatment and/or poor parenting will develop an attachment to their primary caregiver. Once formed, an attachment relationship is lasting and able to withstand adversities. It is possible for children to form multiple attachments, especially in situations where their primary caregiver is not always available. An attachment relationship is not the same as a bond, which may refer to any relationship between two individuals.

* Please refer to Parent/Child Access Manual for overview of Attachment Theory

The principles of attachment theory are fundamental to child welfare practice and may help foster caregivers understand the many challenges often confronted by children placed in their care. A positive foster care experience for these children can increase their potential for success and promote their development of new attachments. The likelihood of a successful placement may ultimately result in fewer moves while they remain in the foster care system. Therefore, it is critical that foster caregivers be prepared for the many obstacles that they will inevitably experience while caring for children either on a short term or long term basis. The attachment-related issues experienced by children in foster care may negatively impact their placement if not clearly understood by foster caregivers.  These challenges appear to be threefold:

· The Process of Mourning; Separation and Loss Issues
· The Continuation of Existing Attachment Relationships
· The Formation of New Attachment Relationships with Foster Caregivers
The following guidelines may provide some useful information and strategies for foster caregivers and those who work directly with them supporting their efforts. 
1. THE  PROCESS OF MOURNING;  SEPARATION AND LOSS ISSUES

Children in foster care experience trauma as a result of the separation from their parents (attachment figures). The pain of separation and loss is an underlying characteristic associated with children in foster care. Significant separations or threats of separations may be devastating and potentially harmful to their emotional and psychological well-being. For children in foster care, the process of mourning (grief) is a necessary reaction to this significant separation and loss.
KEY PRINCIPLES:
· There are 3 major stages of the mourning process: protest, despair and detachment
· Children who experience unhealthy attachment relationships may demonstrate more intense reactions and resistance to separation from their parents which may interfere with successful resolution of the mourning process
· New attachments cannot occur until successful mourning has occurred
· Unresolved mourning may compromise children’s existing attachments with their parents and the ability to form new attachments with their foster caregivers
· A secure attachment experience may result in a greater ability to successfully mourn loss and form a new attachment
· Denial, anger, guilt, and aggression are feelings and behaviours often associated with unresolved mourning
· As part of the mourning process, it is important that children express their intense feelings
· Repression of these negative feelings can interfere with children’s ability to function in a healthy manner
· The tendency to “idealize” images of absent or distant parents is often a coping strategy for children who are experiencing the separation and loss of their parents
· Access visits may trigger children’s repressed feelings of anger, sadness and despair associated with the separation and loss of their parents
· Undesirable and disruptive behaviours of children placed in foster care are often ways of coping with or resolving these painful feelings
THE ROLE OF FOSTER CAREGIVERS

Adult support is necessary in order for children to mourn the separation and loss of their parents successfully when they are placed in foster care. Foster caregivers play a critical role in the lives of these children and are often the most ideal adults to assist children in achieving healthy resolution of the mourning process.  

HOW FOSTER CAREGIVERS MAY HELP:

· Expect that the process of mourning will be unpredictable and will fluctuate between periods of active grieving accompanied with acting out behavioural responses such as sadness, crying, anger and aggression AND passive behavioural responses such as denial, avoidance, repression and withdrawal.
· Expect that access visits with parents and/or other activities within the context of daily living may trigger negative behaviour and emotions, reactivating the mourning process; look for opportune moments like these to intervene in a meaningful way:
· Allow children to process their feelings associated with the separation and loss of their parents 
· Try not to distract children or cheer them up when they are expressing intense negative emotions associated with their loss
· Assist children in dealing with feelings of rejection, mistrust, low self-esteem, and anger, often associated with the separation and new living arrangement
· Provide sensitivity, honesty, validation and reassurance during periods of observed grieving behaviours
· Engage in discussions and information sharing with children about their parents and family members
· All of these may actually help to stabilize these disruptive behaviours and assist children in managing their grief while they remain in foster care 
2. THE CONTINUATION OF EXISTING ATTACHMENT RELATIONSHIPS

To help minimize the harmful effects of separation from their parents while they remain in foster care, it is essential that children continue to be connected to their parents (attachment figures) and feel supported in maintaining this significant attachment relationship.  
i.) Acceptance of Parents by Foster Caregivers

KEY PRINCIPLES:

· The relationship between parents and foster caregivers greatly influences the emotional well-being of children in foster care
· A harmonious connection between foster caregivers and parents may greatly influence the emotional well-being and overall functioning of children in foster care 

· Negativity between foster caregivers and parents such as criticism, hostility and undermining each other’s efforts often results in distress and confusion for children by creating loyalty issues for them and may also be detrimental in their ability to form new attachment relationships with their foster caregivers
· Children in long term foster care function better overall when they have positive feelings about their parents
· Children may experience guilt and ambivalence, as a result of their positive feelings towards their foster caregivers which may become more pronounced when there is a negative relationship between their foster caregivers and their parents
· Family reunification may occur more quickly and more successfully when parents are involved in the foster care placement
· Children who are in temporary foster care placements should not be encouraged to refer to foster caregivers as “mom” or  “dad” as it may result in further distress and confusion for children and interfere with their ability to form new attachment relationships with foster caregivers
· Children will feel less conflicted about their attachment to their foster caregivers, less defensive of their parents and more open to developing a realistic view of their parents’ problems when foster caregivers are supportive and positive about children’s relationships with their parents  

THE ROLE OF FOSTER CAREGIVERS

When foster caregivers maintain a positive attitude about parents and/or engage in a positive working relationship with them, children are more likely to experience reduced levels of stress and the likelihood of a successful foster care placement is increased. 

HOW FOSTER CAREGIVERS MAY HELP:

· Attempt to support parents in their efforts by acting as a role model and involving them in decision-making when possible (allow children to observe this)
· Give parents the message that they continue to play a valuable role in their child’s life
· Work closely with parents when possible
· Share information about children with their parents through a communication journal 
· Acknowledge and clarify the different parenting roles between the children’s parents and foster caregivers
· Make every effort to maintain a positive attitude about parents even when their actions or circumstances may not be desirable   
· Ensure that any discussions about negative parenting behaviour or actions   do not occur in the presence of their children; it is important that children are not exposed to criticism or negativity about their parents
· Give children permission to have positive feelings about both sets of caregivers
· Provide children with a sense of approval in terms of their love for their parents by supporting ongoing contact with their parents and potential plans for reunification  
· Demonstrate acceptance of parents through gestures such as placing their photographs in the home or children’s bedrooms, posting their telephone numbers, cooking favourite family foods and/or participating in activities that were enjoyed by children in their family home
· Initiate supportive discussions with children about their parents and family
· Work cooperatively with parents which may facilitate an ongoing connection to children even after they’ve been discharged from care
· Do not compete with the role of children’s parents 
· Be prepared that parents may attempt to disrupt their child’s foster care placement when it is evident that a new attachment to the foster caregiver has developed which may present as a threat to them and a fear that their child will forget them; don’t take this personally
ii.) Maintaining Family Ties

KEY PRINCIPLES:

· The role of maintaining family ties may be difficult and stressful for foster caregivers
· Access visits and other forms of contact between children and their parents may be disruptive to children’s routines and may be physically exhausting for them which may contribute to negative behaviours in the foster home afterwards but these are not necessarily indications that they are harmful to children  
· Access visits and other forms of interaction between children and parents are critical to case planning, ongoing assessment of parenting capacity and decision making regarding permanency planning and possible family reunification
· Regular access between children and their parents can help to minimize their attachment-related problems and the amount of challenging behaviour demonstrated by children in their foster homes
· Meaningful connections between children and their parents are also important for Crown Wards as parents are likely to continue being part of their lives long after they are discharged from care as adults
· There is a positive correlation between foster caregivers who encourage access visits and the frequency of access visits
· Family reunification is generally viewed as the most desirable permanency plan for children and reunification rates are higher for children who have regular access visits with their parents
· Negative behaviours  demonstrated by children following access visits may be very difficult for foster caregivers to manage but they may actually indicate healthy attachment behaviour and appropriate distress due to the separation from parents

· Foster caregivers may require additional support when faced with children’s behavioural challenges associated with access

· Disruptive behaviours are more likely to decrease over the long term as a result of regular access visits

· Any significant changes in access should be child-focused and directly related to changes within the family functioning and/or risk assessment  
· Access should sometimes be discontinued temporarily in order to gather further information and reassess the situation, particularly when a child exhibits extreme distress, resistance or tension as a result of access

· When access visits are traumatizing or harmful to a child’s well-being, a court ordered change may be necessary but only after it has been accurately assessed that there is a clear association between the parent’s behaviours and the child’s reactions that is unlikely to change

THE ROLE OF FOSTER CAREGIVERS

Keeping children connected with their parents is one of the most important and challenging responsibilities of foster caregivers. Foster caregivers who encourage and facilitate regular parental access in addition to other forms of family contact may have a positive influence on children’s emotional well-being. 

HOW FOSTER CAREGIVERS MAY HELP:

· Understand that access visits should not necessarily be terminated immediately when problems arise  
· If children directly or indirectly make a request for decreased or termination of access visits; it is important to thoroughly explore such a request before changing access visits in order to accurately determine the reason for it
· Encourage access visits between children and their parents which may actually reduce their fears and irrational idealizations of their parents
· Continually assess children’s responses to access visits to determine whether the access plan is meeting their needs
· Provide support to children who may experience negative thoughts and feelings associated with access visits
· Recognize that parents will continue to be a significant influence on children long after they have been separated and a relationship will continue to be psychologically meaningful regardless of the actual level of contact between them
· Encourage children to talk about their parents and their family history in between access visits
· Help prepare children for access visits by allowing and encouraging them to talk about approaching access visits and any negative feelings associated with them
· Establish comforting rituals prior to access visits that may assist children in preparing for access visits, alleviate distress and help to create a positive perception of access visits (ie. fixing a child’s hair, dressing a child in good clothes, sending a special snack etc.)
· Remember to provide emotional support after access visits

· Participate in case planning and ensure that you have all of the necessary details regarding access arrangements and case planning in order to better prepare children; your input is highly valued 
· Ensure that you follow the details of the access plan and provide feedback about its impact on children 
3. THE FORMATION OF NEW ATTACHMENT RELATIONSHIPS

The formation of new attachment relationships between children and their foster caregivers is one of the major goals of foster care. Foster caregivers not only provide physical protection to children but also emotional protection by facilitating the formation of new attachment relationships. 
KEY PRINCIPLES:

· Knowledge of attachment theory may help foster caregivers to anticipate, interpret and understand children’s behaviour
· The quality of children’s attachment relationships with their parents will influence their behaviour and response to foster caregivers
· Stable, consistent and nurturing caregiving may actually help “repair” the damage of previous maltreatment or poor quality caregiving AND is essential in order for children to develop new attachments to foster caregivers 
· Most children in foster care have been exposed to unsafe living conditions, maltreatment, threatening and frightening caregiving behaviour, which will have an impact on their interaction with others
and may result in a reduced likelihood of forming new healthy attachments and trusting relationships 

· Foster caregivers’ own attachment style will also influence children’s behaviour and interaction within the foster home placement 
· Generally, the longer children remain in foster care, the weaker their attachment relationships with their parents become and the stronger their attachments to their primary foster caregivers become
· Children who succeed in forming attachments to their foster caregivers are subsequently faced with further challenges when these newly formed attachments are threatened by access visits and possible reunification

· Children may experience crisis when there are threats to their attachment relationships with their parents as well as their foster caregivers

· Children who experience multiple foster care placements are less likely to form attachment relationships with their foster caregivers than those who experience a stable foster home placement

· An impending reunification plan may create anxiety in children who have adjusted well to their foster care placement, despite an apparent eagerness to return to their parents’ care   
THE ROLE OF FOSTER CAREGIVERS
The provision of consistent, nurturing care by foster caregivers can actually help to repair the “damage” previously experienced by children who have been exposed to maltreatment and abusive parenting behaviour. It is one of the greatest contributions that foster caregivers can provide to children placed in their care.

HOW FOSTER CAREGIVERS MAY HELP:

· Be aware of your own attachment/childhood experiences and parenting behaviour that may have an impact on children placed in your care
· Understand that children in foster care may experience intense anxiety at the thought of losing their foster caregiver with whom they have developed a secure attachment  
· Be aware that children will likely experience intense grief as a result of another separation and loss of an attachment figure
· Be prepared for negative behaviours that may be associated with children’s anxiety and fear about family reunification (for example, children may overcompensate by verbally expressing their desire to return to their parents’ care or say/do hurtful things directed towards foster caregivers; be careful not to take this personally) 
· Encourage children to explore their feelings about returning to their parents’ care
· Help prepare children for family reunification while allowing them to mourn the impending loss of their foster caregiver/family 
· While children remain in your care, help them prepare for the possibility of family reunification and another potential loss by collecting memorabilia representative of their foster care experience
· It is extremely meaningful to keep photographs of the foster family/pets/house, report cards, drawings, medical records etc. and where possible organize these in a lifebook with anecdotes
· When family reunification has been determined, encourage children to talk about it and plan for the separation by counting down the days and allowing time for children to say goodbye to foster family members, classmates, neighbours etc.
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