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A theoretical approach 

� “There is nothing so practical as a 
good theory” (Kurt Lewin, 1951). 

� At times of challenge a good theory 
helps us understand the process, 
and provides a secure base to 
explore what is happening. 
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Rationale for using attachment theory in 
the context of leaving care 

� Leaving home is a time of uncertainty for 
many young people. 

� Young people leaving care face additional 
challenges: 
❑ A time of stress and distress;  
❑ “A care leaver has a greater chance at 

18 of being in prison than attending a 
university” (Creating Chances Trust); 

� Professional caregivers, parents and young 
people are often frustrated by the lack of 
suitable services and a failure of services to 
work together in a meaningful way. 



Rationale for using attachment theory in 
the context of leaving care 

� Attachment Theory suggests that 
interpersonal attachment has evolved to 
deal with threats, stress and distress. 

� How a young person experiences 
attachment is likely to be important when 
they begin to separate from carers, 
especially if separation feels unsafe, 
stressful or distressing. 



Attachment is an issue for children in care 

� NICE(2013) - Attachment in children and young people 
who are adopted from care, in care or at high risk of 
going into care: 

� Abuse and neglect [maltreatment] are directly 
responsible for 62% of children going into care, 

� “Around 80% of children who suffer maltreatment are 
classified as having disorganised attachment. A 
disorganised classification is strongly predictive of later 
social and cognitive problems, and psychopathology.” (p. 
4). 

� [Disorganized pattern of attachment - a response to the 
dilemma of having the source of fear and comfort 
residing in the same parental figure]. 



Recreating Trauma 

� Young people leaving care, already 
traumatised by maltreatment, can be 
left with a feeling that: 
❑ There is nothing they can do, 
❑ Nobody will care, 
❑ Nobody will help, 

� These are feelings that echo the 
traumatic states many have experienced 
before. 



Reform? 

� The system could undoubtedly be 
reformed further: 
❑ Care Leavers Charter,  
❑ Staying Put, 

� It would be helpful to acknowledge that 
residential homes and foster care have a 
considerable amount to offer in helping 
young people be prepared for this 
transition, and that this too needs 
support. 



Caregivers deserve support 

� Bowlby spent his career trying to influence the way 
society supported parents in caring for their 
children.  

� He said, ‘If we value our children, we must cherish 
their parents.’ 

� For LAYP, those working with them day-to-day are 
the most important resource available to them, but 
many feel side-lined when “Leaving Care” decisions 
are made. 

� To paraphrase Bolwby: 
❑ If we cherish our LACYP, we must cherish their 

caregivers.  



Attachments can change in care 

� Although there is little research with 
young people in residential care, we 
know that foster children are able to form 
enduring, secure attachments with 
carers.  
❑ Jacobsen et al., 2014, Stovall-McClough and Dozier, 

2004) 

� Most young people in care say that their 
experiences are good and that it was the 
right choice for them. 
❑ Beihal et al., 2014 



� Attachment-informed practice is not 
an “archeological dig” into the past. 

� It is a way of thinking about and 
meeting present day problems with 
here and now solutions that takes 
account of the relationships histories 
of individuals. 

� The goal of A-IP is for young people to 
be able to live a life worth living. 

How can thinking about Attachment help? 



Attachment-informed practice 

� Relatively simple, 
� Applicable in all types of care settings, 
� Mirrors the ingredients of an early secure 

child-parent relationship, 
� Caregiver as: 

□ Safe Haven - provides feeling of security 
(regulation of emotional distress) 

□ Secure Base - fosters exploration of the 
outer and the inner worlds, including 
exploring the mind. 



A brief recap of Attachment Theory 

Multi-level explanation:  
1. At an evolutionary and biological level: the 

powerful drive to form relationships, and how 
this equips us to deal with stress and distress. 

2. At a behavioural level: how and why we 
behave in relationships as we do. 

3. At an emotional level: why it feels as it does 
to be in a relationship. 

4. At a cognitive level: the nature of our models 
and predictions about relationships.   
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Attachment 

Birds and mammals 
have few offspring 
Life depends on 
adults. 

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

to develop autonomy. 

Fish, reptiles and insects have lots of 
offspring. 
Their offspring are born ready to function 
on their own. 



Attachment develops between two minds 

1
4 

Attachment operates 
through the interaction of 
two behavioural systems 

Care-eliciting Caregiving 



Attachment develops between two minds 

1
5 

Attachment operates 
through the interaction of 
two behavioural systems 

Care-eliciting Caregiving 
I’m learning who 
you are and what 

you need 

I need care and 
protection…I’m 

learning how you will 
provide 
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Attachment system is triggered by 
threat 

Separation 
(Exploration)  

Proximity  
(Safe Haven) 

Threat 
beyond own 

resources 

Secure Base 
When soothed, 
exploration is 

needed for 
development 

Attuned 
response “I 
get how you 

feel” Contained 
response “I can 

manage how 
you feel” 



Attachment style 

• Attachment is a lifelong inter-personal 
strategy to respond to threat/danger  

• The pattern of attachment reflects a personal 
strategy for processing information based on 
experiences of primary attachment figures 

• Patterns of attachment can be updated by 
prolonged experiences with other caregivers 

• Maltreatment in the context of this 
relationship can lead to profound and 
enduring trauma 
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Basic principles of A-I P 

� Caregiver’s calm presence turns off young person’s 
attachment system 

� This activates their exploration system, enabling 
them to: 

□ Play and be playful 
□ Explore the world 
□ Be curious 
□ Make contact with other people 
□ Experiment and learn 
□ Make mistakes 
□ Be resilient 
□ Mentalizing processes increase 

□ All of which are needed for major transitions to be successful 



Why existing relationships matter 

□ We must take account of how difficult it is for 
children who are internally disorganized to 
generalize gains made in the a therapeutic 
relationship to others 

□ At a time of storm and stress they need the 
life raft they know, not another they don’t 



Transition planning 

� Most likely to be successful when there is a 
(a set of) reliable and enduring 
relationship(s) available for support 

� Relationships are developed over time; this 
begins with admission (or even before 
that) 

� This is not the time for new people to be 
the main source of psychosocial support 
(as is often implied when new workers are 
appointed) 



This is not the answer! 

� But it is a helpful ingredient 
❑ System reform or not 

� An Attachment-informed Four Phases of Placement 
model can help: 
❑ Ensure interventions are purposeful and attuned 
❑ Sustain placements and allow stability 
❑ Develop the healthy capacity to depend on others 
❑ Build planning and preparation for the future into daily 

practice from the beginning 
� So providing opportunities to improve the outcomes of 

this transition, without merely waiting for the system to 
change 



Earning Security through a Placement 
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Four Phase model - Processes 

 



Four Phase Model 

� Although the phases represent a 
progression, elements of phases co-occur, 
e.g.: 

□ Stabilization required in integration phase 
□ Some integration required to achieve 

stabilization 
� So, not separate stages, but a way of 

thinking about the purpose of practice at 
this time, focussing and defining 
outcomes.  



Leaving Care 

� Independence skills need to be learned, 
but an attachment-informed approach 
emphasizes the role of safe haven / 
secure base to facilitate exploration and 
separation, rather than teaching a range 
of skills and achieving a set of tasks. 

� This is longer-term development of 
autonomy (in contrast to independence 
as a set of skills - necessary though that 
is too). 



Recommendations 

� Many foster carers continue to provide support for 
their children long after placements have officially 
ended.   

� Residential services often struggle with this idea, 
unsure how to juggle competing needs of regulators, 
safeguarding and their primary task (looking after 
children). 

� The need for relationships to endure beyond 
placements must be recognized and systems need to 
be developed to promote this practice. 

� Secure-base relationships developed in placement 
need to be protected by commissioning decisions. 



Putting it simply… 

� A Secure Base (Bowlby) 
❑ A “trusted companion to provide 

support, encouragement, 
sympathy, and, on occasion, 
guidance.”  

� Jon Allen (Menninger Clinic): “The 
mind can be a scary place.”  Patient: 
“Yes, and you wouldn’t want to go in 
there alone!” 



Some references 

• Biehal, N. et al. (2014) Keeping children safe: allegations concerning the 
abuse or neglect of children in care: final report. London: NSPCC. 

• Cairns, K. (2002).  Attachment, Trauma and Resilience: Therapeutic caring 
for children. London: BAAF. 

• Jacobsen, et al. (2014) Attachment security in young foster children: 
continuity from 2 to 3 years of age. Attachment andHuman Development, 
16(1), 42-57. 

• NICE (2013) Children’s attachment: attachment in children and young 
people who are adopted from care, in care or at high risk of going into care. 
Final scope. 
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-
attachment-final-scope2 

• Stovall-McClough and Dozier (20004) Forming attachments in foster care: 
infant behaviours during the first two months of placement. Development 
and Psychopathology 16, 253-271. 

• Taylor, C. (2010) A Practical Guide to Caring for Children and Teenagers 
with Attachment Difficulties. London and Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers. 

https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/2014/keeping-children-safe-allegations-of-abuse/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/2014/keeping-children-safe-allegations-of-abuse/
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2
scopehttps://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/NG26/documents/childrens-attachment-final-scope2


ChrisTaylorSolutions.org.uk 

Visit my website for 
• Practice Papers 
• Conference Presentations 
• Links to blogsite 
• To leave a comment 
• More… 

 


