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ÁCurrent Tensions

ÁDifferent views

ÁImpactof trauma on children in care

ÁWhat makes a difference?

Á#ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ Views
ÁBest Practice: Findings from the research
ÁImplications for Practice in New Zealand



ÁCaregivers, birth parents, social workers, lawyers, 
and judges may have very different points of view

ÁEverybody claims to be an expert but power is not 
evenly distributed

Á!ÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ȬÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÓÅÎÓÅȭ
ÁConflict can become entrenched and when it does
ÁThe focus becomes the adults rather than the child
ÁDespite widespread belief in the importance of 

contact there has been little research
ÁNo robust evidence as to whether contact is, or is 

not, beneficial



ÁChildren in care have experienced significant 
trauma and disruption in their lives
ÁChildren come into care because their parents 

cannot keep them safe and in most cases have 
been the source of their trauma and/or neglect
ÁDecision-making is emotionally charged and can 

be highly subjective



ÁThe impact of trauma can be life-long

ÁBrain development 

ÁAttachment

ÁSense of self

ÁBut negative outcomes are not inevitable
ÁFrequent reference is, however, made to 
ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÌÉÅÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 
having a good understanding of what is 
needed for children to be resilient in the 
face of adversity



Á Resilience is not an isolated individual characteristic
Á Develops in the face of adversity

ÁPositive stress promotes development as children gain 
mastery over challenges

ÁTolerable stress ɀÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÍÁÎÇÅ ÂÕÔ ÃÁÎ 
do so with adult support

ÁToxic stress ɀÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÌÏÎÇÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÏÄÙȭÓ 
stress management system in the absence of parental 
support, damages the architecture of the brain, long-term 
impact

Á Key to resilience Is the balance between risk factors(stressors) 
and protective factors

Á The more risk factors a child is exposed to, the more protective 
factors are needed to ensure resilience



ÅIndividual Attributes

Á Family support:

Á Community support: person 
or agency

Á Cultural connection:

ÁCompetence

ÁSelf-esteem

ÁAutonomy

ÁResponsive parenting

ÁConsistency

ÁGuidance

ÁBelonging

ÁMentoring/role modeling

ÁAchievement

ÁBelonging

Á identity



ÁConsistency and stability
ÁOpportunities to rework internal 

working models of attachment 
through positive relationship 
experiences

ÁProviding a secure base to 
facilitate positive development

ÁNetworks of support based on a 
stable place of belonging

ÁPositive cultural identity and 
sense of belonging



ÁBirth family remain significant for children over time
ÁIrrespective of how they have been treated
ÁEven when they are securely attached in another family
ÁDoes not diminish over time

ÁWhat children want by way of contact varies 
considerably and children in the same family may 
have different views

ÁContact is a major source of conflict between 
children and their social workers

ÁChildren and young people in care want to be 
consulted about contact and have their views taken 
seriously



Á)Î ΨΦΧΦ ÔÈÅ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÒ 
produced a report on the quality of services for children 
in care

Á47 children and young people were interviewed
Á29 males, 18 females
Á0àËÅÈàΪΦϻȟ -àÏÒÉ Ϊήϻ
ÁLength of time in care ranged from less that six months 

to sixteen years
ÁLiving arrangements included kin and non-kin foster 

placement, home, cottage environment, boarding 
school, Family Home, and residential care.



	

ÁOf the children having contact:
Á18 were happy with the arrangements

Á13 were not 

Á1was unsure

ÁΨ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÃÁÒÅ
ÁOf the children having minimal or no 

c0ntact:
Á10 were happy

Á3 were not



ÁContact with social workers
ÁContact with birth family 

and consultation about this
ÁBeing informed 
ÁBeing listened to
ÁInvolvement in planning 

and decision-making
ÁStability



ÁThere was little evidence of children and young 
people having been consulted even among those 
children who were happy with the amount of 
contact

ÁChildren and young people in residential facilities 
accepted that geographic distance was a barrier to 
contact and valued phone contact with family

ÁChildren with parents in prison found this difficult 
because the visiting environment is not child-
friendly and they often had to travel considerable 
distance for a short visit 



ÁChildren who cannot live with their birth 
parents have to manage dual identities and 
conflicting loyalties 
ÁThey worry about their parents

ÁThey need to know their history

ÁThey need to come to a realistic appreciation of 
birth parents

ÁThey want to emotionally belong to both families
ÁSibling contact is important
ÁContact can assist but also carries significant 

risks



ÁDifferent patterns of belonging:

ÁExclusive with the foster family

ÁBoth foster family and birth family

ÁMainly birth family and partly foster family

ÁMainly foster family and partly birth family

ÁExclusive with birth family

ÁTransient, absence of belonging

(Goodyear, 2011)

Á#ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÂÏÕÔ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ 
be different for each group 



ÅContact involves difficult transitions that may 
arouse painful memories and can have a positive or 
negative effect on children and young people's 
sense of belonging

Å,ÏÙÁÌÔÙ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 
can deny them the secure base essential for their 
development

ÅContact works best when there are positive 
relationships between all of the significant adults in 
ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ
o At the very least the child needs to have permission to 

love all of these people



ÁChildren can be retraumatisedduring contact
ÁVery young children rely on the physical proximity of their 

primary caregiver to manage threatening situations

ÁThe physical presence of an abusing parent can be threatening 
even though they are behaving appropriately

ÁThe presence of a supervisor that the child does not know will 
not reduce the anxiety of very young children

ÁLocation of contact is important
ÁChildren should not be exposed to conflict in their primary 

living environment

ÁEnvironment needs to be conducive to positive child-focused 
interaction



ÁDecision making must be child centred
ÁGood decisions take account of:
ÁThe quality of the relationships and previous history

ÁThe age and developmental stage of the child

ÁThe purpose and planned duration of the placement

Á4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȾÙÏÕÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ view

ÁCultural factors
ÁFlexibility is needed:
ÁÒÉÇÉÄ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÃÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 

capacity to participate in other activities  

Á#ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ×ÉÓÈÅÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅ



ÁSocial Workers, lawyers, judges, birth families and 
caregivers need information about the impact of 
contact on children to ensure that decision-making 
is individualisedand child-centred

ÁDecision-making needs to be informed by sound 
knowledge of infant and child development, 
attachment, resilience and the impact of trauma

Á-ÏÒÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÏÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ 
they are too young to share these,

Átheir perspective should be taken into account 
through the use of specialist assessments



ÁVery young children are unlikely to have 
experienced secure attachment prior to coming 
into care and most will have very insecure or 
disorganisedattachment

ÁThey are easily overwhelmed in stressful 
situations and contact is likely to be stressful 
because:
ÁThey are in the company of an adult who at best has 

been inconsistent in their provision of care and at worst 
has been the source of trauma
ÁThey are separated from the person with whom they 

are likely to be developing a more positive relationship


