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How Many!? - Attachment and Belonging in 
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IV Congress: Foster child is the most 
important 

 



First annual conference 2012: Also 
the Year of Janusz Korczak 

"You do not leave a sick child in the night, and 
you do not leave children at a time like this.”  



Belonging 

� Belonging comes from connection to: 
❑ A particular individual (attachment) 
❑ Family 
❑ Friends 
❑ Place 
❑ Community 
❑ Work/education 
❑ Wider society 

 



Some statistics 

UK Poland 

n children in care per 10,000 population 60 75 

% in foster care 74% 67% 

% in institutions 26% 33% 

Recent legislative changes in Poland have meant a move away from childcare institutions 
being places of punishment and reform, but they are many years from the “family style” 
homes we now expect as a norm in UK 



Fostering in Poland 

� Children come into foster care for very similar 
reasons as in UK 
□ Additionally, a  large problem with FASD  
❑ Some estimates - 90% of children in 

institutions (20,000) associated with parental 
alcohol problems  

� So - complex and multiple needs 
� Talking to foster-parents, many have eight foster 

children 
� With an ageing population, Government 

payments incentivise large families 
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Attachment is dyadic 
� Fish, reptiles and insects have 

lots of offspring 
� Their offspring are born ready 

to function on their own 

Birds and mammals 
have few offspring 
Life depends on adults 

Attachment  is the mechanism for keeping 
parent and offspring close enough for 
offspring to develop to autonomy 



Groups in our shared history 
From an evolutionary perspective, closeness to a group is as 
fundamental to survival as closeness to individual caregivers 



Experience of group work 

� Children can feel more secure in a 
caregiver relationship when they 
observe their caregiver responding 
securely to other children 

� This has always been well 
understood in Therapeutic 
Communities 

� Primary classrooms are often 
another good example of this 



Observations from other provisions 

� UK - Short stay services for CYP with disabilities  
❑ (multiple and complex difficulties) 

� CYP constantly tell me that they value the 
opportunity to be with friends 

� Parents confirm this as a great benefit for CYP 
who are often isolated at home 

� Staff recognise this and promote group 
activities and shared living 

� (As a result?) Secure-Base / Safe-Haven 
behaviours are common in the setting 



Cześć, spotkać rodzinę 

� Hi, meet the family 



Individual attachment style 

High 
Low 

High 

Low 

Secure 

Insecure - 
anxious 

Insecure -
avoidant 

Disorganized 

Anxiety 

Avoidance 



Attachment style influences several 
aspects of social functioning 

� Dimensions of anxiety and avoidance 
describe unique aspects of people in 
groups (Boccato and Capozza, 2011) 

� Smith et al (1999) - Group related 
anxiety positively correlated with the 
respective dimension of interpersonal 
attachment 

� Anxious attachment is more likely to be 
ameliorated by group responses than 
avoidant (Brisch, 2009) 



Back to belonging 

� Without a sense of belonging, 
children feel anxious, lonely and 
angry (Leith and Baumeister, 1996) 

� Ties to peers can be a source of 
either pro-social or anti-social 
influences (Matsueda, 1982) 



Social referencing 

 



Secure-caregiving style 

� What does a “good enough” carer look 
like? 
❑ From observation and discussion with E 

and J (the parents), it was apparent 
that their foster care manifested as a 
secure caregiving style  

❑ Relationships are the important things 
❑ But secure-caregiving also takes “grit” 



True Grit 

� Is this about caregiver qualities (talent) 
or skill?   

� Grit theory suggests  
□ Talent x Effort = Skill 
□ Skill x Effort = Achievement 

� Grit is a noncognitive trait, defined as 
perseverance and passion for long-
term goals  

• Duckworth, et al. (2007) 
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Collaboration, Compassion, Kindness, Patience, Understanding 

Belonging  Co-regulation Attunement  

Meaningful and worthwhile experiences: Finding things the child enjoys and 
supporting them to do them  

Child flourishes 

Secure Caregiving Style 

Safety 



Group dynamics 

Forming 
• Clear process to enter the family and explicit “claiming” by caregivers, who hold each child in 

mind 

Storming 
• Explicit, child-centred expectation, explanation and warmth, and Safe Haven parental 

responses provide enough psychological and emotional containment (Stabilization) 

Re-norming 
• Family group establishes norms that relate directly to the new family constituents  

Performing 
• Support, safety, enjoyment and encouragement from parents and siblings 

Adjourning / Mourning 
• Children move on to adulthood, but memories are kept alive in the home.  Physical 

transition arrangements (a separate bungalow next door) provide important stepping stones  
and a continuing Safe Haven 

19 
Adapted from Tuckmam, 1977 



I’m sure it’s not a bed of roses, but 

Belong 

Foster children belong in 
a family with other foster 

children and birth 
children 

The Coalition works hard to 
promote foster children’s 

place in society. 
Children take part in wider 

society 

Foster children stay in 
one place, and move 

next door before 
leaving 

Foster children find 
friends in their wider 

group and later 
develop friendships at 

school 

Living with E and J 

Foster children feel they 
belong to their foster 

parents 

Support for 
carers from 

the Fostering 
Coalition 



Key Assessment Issues 
Historical factors that have affected the way a child relates to other children 

• Position in family 
• Gender 
• Security of attachment to parents 
• Parental conflict 
• Neglect/absence of carer/parent 
• Abuse. 

 
What does the child's behaviour suggest about their relationship with other children in respect of: 

• Warmth 
• Conflicts 
• Rivalry 
• Dominance/subordination 
• Sharing and caring 

 
Particularly significant behaviour: 

• Sharing in boisterous play 
• Resolving conflict through age-appropriate reasoning 
• Reciprocal attempts to alleviate distress 
• Reciprocal attempts to alleviate distress 
• Can work be done to improve the relationship between the siblings? 
• What dysfunctional patterns of interactions exist and need to be taken into account in 

placement decisions? 
Adapted from Lord and Borthwick, 2001 



Growing up alone or in groups 

� Humans grow up and live in groups 
� If children’s behaviour is so difficult 

to manage that we judge they 
cannot grow up in a group, before 
deciding they should grow up alone, 
we should ask ourselves 

� Will they thrive in seclusion? 
� How will they develop to be able to 

live in a group? 
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