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Abstract 

 

The impact of early attachment relationships and child-adult attachment relationships to children’s 

social and emotional development has been recognised for a long time. Since the pioneering 

attachment theories of John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth highlighting the importance of secure 

child-adult attachments, many other theories from various perspectives have risen to fill in the gaps. 

These theories are examined with the framework of foster care in mind.  

 

In Finland, the primary solution for children in insufficient care is family-based foster care. In 

practice, a child is placed in a new family, while maintaining contact with their biological family. 

Previous studies have shown that young children tend to form new attachment relationships in the 

foster family (Cole, 2005). The formation of new attachment relationships in foster care settings can 

be affected by many external factors, such as foster parent behaviour (Schofield & Beek, 2008; 

Dozier et al., 2006), foster parents’ attitude towards biological parents (Andersson, 2008) and age 

of the child at the time of placement (Smyke, Zeanah, Fox, Nelson & Guthrie, 2010). Some studies 

also suggest that keeping contact with biological parents may in fact increase the foster child’s 

chances of forming secure attachments in the foster family and identifying with the foster family 

(Haight et al., 2003). 

 

In addition to existing theories and foster care studies and interventions, this thesis utilises the 

narratives of three Finnish foster mothers in answering the research question: “How do foster 

mother-child attachment relationships develop in foster families?” The foster mothers were 

instructed to write about their relationship with their foster child(ren), with reference to the 

development of their relationship, the nature of the current relationship, and what they think their 

relationship will be in the future. The three narratives are analysed from a phenomenological 

perspective, with the help of Giorgi’s Psychological Phenomenological Method.  

 

All of the three narratives give accounts of attachment formation between the foster mother and 

foster children, and include reference to themes such as age at time of placement, the process of 

forming an attachment, and keeping contact with the biological family. They also bring out the 

paradoxical nature of fostering a child, of not being the real parent but having to behave as one, and 

how this affects the foster mother emotionally. All three foster mothers highlight the impact of the 

foster child’s previous attachment relationships to the formation of their relationship with the child. 

Furthermore, the foster mothers’ experiences give reason to believe that the younger the child is at 

the time of placement, the easier it is for them to form an attachment to the foster mother.  
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Varhaisten lapsi-aikuinen kiintymyssuhteiden vaikutus lapsen sosiaaliseen- ja tunnekehitykseen on 

jo pitkään tunnistettu. John Bowlbyn ja Mary Ainsworthin uraauurtavat kiintymyssuhdeteoriat 

painottavat etenkin turvallisen kiintymyksen tärkeyttä lapsen tulevan kehityksen kannalta. Näiden 

tunnettujen kiintymyssuhdeteorioiden jälkeen muita, eri näkökulmista kiintymystä tarkastelevia 

teorioita on kehitetty lisäämään ymmärrystämme kiintymyssuhdeilmiöstä. Tässä tutkimuksessa 

kiintymyssuhdeteorioita tarkastellaan ennen kaikkea sijaisperhetoiminnan näkökulmasta. 
 

Jos lapsi joudutaan sijoittamaan muualle kuin biologisen perheensä luo syystä tai toisesta, on 

Suomessa ensisijainen ratkaisu sijaisperhehoito. Käytännössä tämä tarkoittaa, että lapsi siirretään 

uuteen perheeseen, mutta hän silti säilyttää yhteyden biologiseen perheeseensä. Aikaisemmat 

tutkimuksen osoittavat, että pienet lapset useimmiten muodostavat uusia kiintymyssuhteita 

sijaisperheessään (Cole, 2005). Uusien kiintymyssuhteiden muodostumiseen voivat vaikuttaa monet 

ulkoiset tekijät, kuten sijasvanhemman käytös (Schofield & Beek, 2008; Dozier et al., 2006), 

sijaisperheen asenne lapsen biologisia vanhempia kohtaan (Andersson, 2008) ja lapsen ikä 

sijoituksen alkaessa (Smyke, Zeanah, Fox, Nelson & Guthrie, 2010). On myös tutkittu, että 

sijaislapsen kiintymystä sijaisperheeseensä voi vahvistaa jatkuva yhteydenpito biologisiin 

vanhempiin, sen sijaan että se toimisi kiintymystä heikentävänä tekijänä (Haight et al., 2003).  

 

Olemassaolevien teorioiden ja sijaisperhetutkimusten lisäksi, kolmen suomalaisen sijaisäidin 

narratiiveja käytetään apuna vastaamaan tutkimuskysymykseen: ”Miten sijaisäidin ja sijaislapsen 

välinen kiintymyssuhde kehittyy?” Sijaisäitejä pyydettiin kirjoittamaan heidän suhteestaan 

sijaislapseen sekä sijoituksen alussa, että tällä hetkellä. Lisäksi heitä pyydettiin arvioimaan 

millainen suhteensa sijaislapseen olisi tulevaisuudessa. Narratiivit analysoitiin fenomenologisesta 

näkökulmasta, käyttäen avuksi Giorgin psykologista fenomenologista metodia.  

 

Kaikki kolme narratiivia sisältävät tietoa yhteisistä teemoista, kuten lapsen iästä sijoituksen alussa, 

kiintymyssuhteen muodostumisesta, sekä yhteydenpidosta biologiseen perheeseen. Ne tuovat myös 

esiin sijaishoidon paradoksaalisen luonteen, sen kuinka sijaisvanhemman tulisi käyttäytyä kuin 

lapsen oma vanhempi sitä kuitenkaan olematta, ja kuinka tämä vaikuttaa sijaisäitiin henkisesti. 

Kaikki sijaisäidit myös korostavat lapsen olemassaolevien kiintymyssuhteiden vaikutusta 

suhteeseensa sijaislapsen kanssa. Sijaisäitien kertomukset antavat jopa viitteitä siihen, että mitä 

nuorempana lapsi sijoitetaan sijaiskotiin, sitä helpompaa hänelle on muodostaa uusi kiintymyssuhde 

sijaisäitiin. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The topic 

The overall topic of this Master’s Thesis is child-adult attachment relationships in foster 

care. In order to narrow down the research interest, focus is mainly on the phenomenon in 

the Finnish context, and more specifically on the attachment relationship between a foster 

mother and a foster child. However, researches from other countries are included, when 

deemed relevant. All cases of institutionalized foster care have been excluded, 

institutionalized care having been the focus of my Bachelor’s Thesis, in which child-adult 

attachment relationships in institutionalized care were examined on the basis of former 

research. This thesis will therefore only take into account family-based foster care 

excluding foster homes with employees, because I personally regard family foster care as 

the best option for children with incapable birth parents. It also makes more sense in terms 

of attachment formation to place a child in a family, instead of a foster home with 

employees.  

The topic of foster care is very relevant and current in the Finnish context, where in-home 

care is preferred to institutionalized care. In full-time foster care the child lives in a family 

as they would in their own, while still maintaining a relationship with their biological 

parent(s), and possibly even with other biological relatives. In some cases the foster child 

is merely waiting to be returned to the biological parent(s) and is in short-term foster care. 

These types of family situations are always complicated, affecting the identities and the 

emotional well-being of everyone involved. Needless to say, more research should be 

conducted on foster care family arrangements in order to be able to provide optimal 

support to those involved, and to provide the best solutions for families in need of help.  

The organization of this thesis is such that after defining the research questions and central 

concepts, theory on attachment will be explored, following with existing research in the 

field of attachment and foster care. The theory section is followed by a description of the 

methodological frameworks utilised in this thesis, and finally, the three narratives will be 

discussed and analysed. 
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1.2 Research questions 

The research questions of this Master’s Thesis include: “What is early child-adult 

attachment?”, “How do attachment relationships appear in foster care settings?” and 

“How do foster mother-child attachment relationships develop in foster families?” To 

answer the first question, theories concerning early attachment are examined 

comprehensively from the earlier, pioneering theories to the newly-formed theories and 

research. The second research question is answered mainly with the help of foster care 

studies conducted worldwide. All three questions, but more specifically the third and final 

one, will be explored through the experiences of three Finnish foster mothers, whose 

stories are heard in written narratives. In fact, the latter research problem could be 

specified as: “How do foster mothers experience and describe the development process of 

their attachment relationship with the foster child/ children?”  

Before going any further, it should be noted that this thesis does not exclude foster fathers 

intentionally, but rather due to the necessity of narrowing down the research topic. It is not 

to be taken as an assumption, that all foster mothers somehow essentially differ from foster 

fathers, or that it is more important to examine the experiences of female foster parents. As 

it turned out, it was simply easier to find female respondents for this particular study, and 

while denying the assumption that men and women differ in a pre-defined, essential way in 

relation to parenting, it seemed desirable to eliminate the external variable of physical 

gender in a narrow research such as this.   

1.3 Central concepts 

Foster care 

Foster care refers to the situation where a child is placed in an out-of-home, round-the-

clock care when it is evident that appropriate care cannot be organized in the child’s home 

environment (Finlex, Sosiaalihuoltolaki, 25 §). Furthermore, it is stated in the Finnish law 

for foster care that only when sufficient foster care cannot be organized in a foster family 

will the child be placed in a care-giving institution (Finlex, Sijaishuolto, 50 §). Last year 

around 17 400 children in Finland were living in foster care, and approximately half of 

them have been placed in foster families, while the other half currently live in institutions 

(Tikkanen, 2013, 18).  
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In a survey conducted in the 90s the reported reasons for foster care included mainly child 

neglect and maltreatment resulting from parental alcohol abuse and mental health 

problems, as well as the chaotic lifestyles and lack of support of single mothers, 

criminality, drug abuse and domestic violence. Only a half a century before, the reasons for 

foster care would have consisted merely of either parental death or the abandonment of a 

child. (Kalland & Sinkkonen, 2001, 514-517.) 

Foster family 

The aim for foster care in a foster family is to give the child an opportunity to take part in 

and experience family-like care and close, familiar relationships as well as to improve their 

sense of security and social development (Finlex, Sosiaalihuoltolaki, 25 §). A foster family 

is supposed to be family-like in size, and the general limitation for the quantity of under 

school-aged children and special needs children in one family (including biological 

children, excluding the case of siblings) is four, and in all cases the maximum amount of 

children is seven (Finlex, Sosiaalihuoltolaki, 26 §). 

Foster parent 

In Finland, a foster care parent is someone who either for their education, experience or 

personal qualities appears suitable for providing foster care. All foster parents participate 

in a training programme. (Finlex, Perhehoitajalaki, 1 §) The foster parent is entitled to a 

monetary reward as well as remuneration to cover the costs of raising the child (Finlex, 

Perhehoitajalaki, 2-3 §). This thesis, however, supports the view that foster parents are 

primarily parents, not employees. 

Attachment 

Attachment, according to Mary Ainsworth, refers to close, enduring affective bonds that 

develop throughout life (Haight et al., 2003, 196). The focus in this thesis is on the early 

attachment relationships formed between a child and a mother (or a primary caregiver). 

Attachment theory, a biologically based framework, is the theoretical approach used to 

describe the importance of stable and secure relationships of all infants. This theoretical 

approach reasons that infants and children have a need to belong and to experience secure 

relationships with a small number of consistent “preferred” primary caregivers in order to 

successfully develop into healthy adults, who can actively and emotionally participate in 

social life. (Bruskas, 2010, 234) Furthermore, according to attachment theory, close 
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relationships in adulthood can be viewed as originating from childhood relationships with 

parents or caregivers (Caltabiano & Thorpe, 2007, 137).  

1.4 Methodology briefly 

Because my thesis examines attachment as a sociological and psychological phenomenon 

in a certain setting, it is logical for it to utilize the phenomenological paradigm. Moreover, 

the phenomenological approach enables the researcher to study the experiences and 

thoughts of the respondents in order to generate understanding of the phenomenon and its 

multifaceted versatility. This approach will be further discussed in the Methodology -

section. 

This thesis discusses the phenomenon of attachment relationships in foster care from the 

general to the more specific, combining theory and empirical knowledge in a deductive 

manner. Therefore the theory section is very broad and encompasses as many of the 

theories involved as possible, while an attempt is made to remain within the core topic and 

to include only the most central theories and research. The theory –part includes both the 

main attachment theories inevitably affecting also the analysis of the narratives, as well as 

a review of current world-wide research in the field of attachment and healthy 

development of fostered children. 

Regarding the data collection technique, a narrative data collection is chosen here, because 

it allows the respondent to take their time in reflecting upon their own experience while 

writing it down. They can also edit and modify their response, which is more difficult in 

direct speech. It is extremely important with a topic as intimate as child-adult relationships 

in foster care to allow the participant to deliberate and decide which bits of information 

they are comfortable with sharing, and how they want to present the information, not the 

least because most of the information they provide concerns not only themselves. What 

also impacted the decision to use narratives in this thesis was the observation that narrative 

techniques have been used a lot in current research in answering sensitive and personal 

research questions, and the studies with this setting do come across as successful in finding 

the best data collection method for both the research interest and the participant. 
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In analyzing the narratives, a model initially designed by Amedeo Giorgi (1985) is used for 

its systematic nature. In addition to being easy to approach and systematic, it enables many 

different methods of analysis to be utilized for the same text, thus hopefully resulting in a 

rich, deep analysis of the participants’ experiences and reflections. Giorgi’s model also 

allows the researcher to modify its steps to suit their purposes and to take an active role in 

analysing the narratives. Details about this particular analysis method and my 

interpretation of it will be discussed in the methodology section. 
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2. Theoretical approaches to attachment development in childhood 

“It is now more than half a century since Bowlby, in his report to the World Health 

Organization, called attention to the importance of young children’s caregiving 

relationships for their mental health. It took another 30 years for him to elaborate and 

refine a theory of attachment which is now accepted as a vital component of social and 

emotional development in the early years. The theory he proposed has been so useful 

because it has inspired considerable research that has increased our understanding of the 

central tenets of the theory.” (Zeanah &Smyke, 2008, 220) 

2.1 John Bowlby 

Bowlby’s theory on child attachment was first given its preliminary statement in 1958, in 

his paper entitled “The Nature of a Child’s Tie to His Mother.” However, the theory as we 

know it was first fully launched in 1969, in Bowlby’s trilogy of books called “Attachment 

and Loss.” Since then, there has been an increasing volume of research relevant to infant-

mother attachment. (Ainsworth et al., 1978, 3) In his work, Bowlby attempted to explain 

the formation of the earliest attachment bonds between an infant and a mother. He was 

mainly concerned with the relationship of maladjustment during childhood, and the parent-

child relationships the person has had. Therefore, his aim was to explain the consequences 

for personality development that derive from severe disruption of the attachment bond 

between mother and child. Furthermore, Bowlby argued that insecure patterns of 

attachment contribute to the formation of a neurotic personality, because of the lack of 

healthy development pathways later on. He also used the terms ‘personality problems’ and 

‘ill mental health’. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 31-33) 

John Bowlby lived in the years 1907-1990. He was a child psychoanalyst, and his theories 

on children’s socio-emotional development are ultimately based on the psychoanalytic 

tradition. Demonstrating the psychoanalytic nature of his approach, Bowlby states in one 

of his early works on mother-child relationships that: “Theories which place the origins of 

mental disturbances in these intimate domestic events have their origin in the work of 

Sigmund Freud and that of other members of the psycho-analytic school which he 

founded” (Bowlby, 1955, 13-14). However, although strongly viewed as a supporter of 

psychoanalytic theories, Bowlby himself was critical of the ‘unscientific nature’ of 
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psychoanalytic theory. Perhaps it was the unempirical side of psychoanalytic studies that 

prompted Bowlby to take more influence from biological studies. (Harris & Butterworth, 

2002, 30-33, 131) 

For instance, Bowlby was much affected by the theories of Harlow, who tested his theory 

that all infants become attached to their mother due to the fact that the mother satisfies the 

basic needs of the infant, such as hunger and thirst (primary drives in psychoanalytic 

theory). He tested this theory by observing rhesus monkeys in an open-field situation. 

(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Wall, 1978, ix) While Bowlby was interested in these 

studies, he also argued against Harlow’s hypothesis, stressing that the basis for caregiver-

child relationship is the security and sense of safety provided by the caregiver, not merely 

the satisfaction of basic biological needs. Furthermore, Bowlby saw security in the parent-

infant relationship as being the basic root for all emotional attachment, which became a 

central idea in his own theory. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 30-33, 131) 

Bowlby was always inclined to use ethological terms when describing human 

development. He was greatly affected by the ethological theory on imprinting, as exhibited 

by baby chicks. His main justification for applying the idea of imprinting to human 

attachment was that infants get used to their mother’s voice already in uterus, which in turn 

has been verified by studies concerning voice recognition in new-born children. Thus he 

provided evolutionary grounds for the main ideas of his theory on attachment. One of the 

backbones of his theory is, that the safety and security a mother provides functions as a 

secure base for the child from which to explore the world and to which periodically return 

to safety. The evolutionary function of this kind of a secure base, as pointed out by 

Bowlby, is to protect the infant from predators, and later on to provide a model for all 

relationships. Bowlby also argued that the biological basis for attachment signifies not only 

protection from predators, but also an innate need for companionship, which is the infant’s 

only way of self-preservation. Indeed, it could be argued that there is an evolutionary basis 

for the need of human attachment apparent in humans even today. (Harris & Butterworth, 

2002, p. 31, 132, 134) 

It should be noted, that while a psychoanalyst, and a supporter of evolutionary and 

biological theories on human attachment, Bowlby has also utilized other scientific 

paradigms in his works, for example behaviorism. The dimension of behavioral systems is, 

naturally, interrelated with the principles of etiologists. Bowlby’s term ‘attachment 
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behavior’ is referring to a behavioral system. For example, the crying infant, being picked 

up by the mother will be soothed, and the activated behavior system of crying to obtain the 

closeness of the mother will then be effectively terminated. (Ainsworth et al., 1978, 8) 

Bowlby explored the cognitive field of psychological research as well, as he points out in 

one of his works: “In this volume, moreover, I draw on recent work in cognitive 

psychology and human information processing in an attempt to clarify problems of 

defense” (Bowlby, 1980, 1). It seems as though Bowlby was attempting to utilize all 

relevant frameworks in his theory, not to be limited by only one dimension of human 

behavior. 

The three key features of attachment in Bowlby’s theory on child-adult attachment are: 

proximity seeking to a preferred figure, the secure base, and separation protest. Because 

human motor development is slower than in other primates, the infant uses crying, smiling 

and cooing to signal the mother to keep proximity. Bowlby’s account of attachment is 

essentially a theory in which the attachment bond is mediated by looking, listening and 

holding the infant. “To feel attached, on Bowlby’s theory, is to feel safe and secure in the 

particular relationship. Insecure attachment involves mixed feelings- feelings of 

dependency and a fear of rejection” (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 134). According to 

Bowlby, attachment behaviour is “any action that results in a person attaining or retaining 

proximity to the preferred individual”. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 134) 

Bowlby’s attachment theory also suggests that the working model acquired later in life that 

represents the self in relation to others, is based on the primary relationship with the 

mother (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 134). This notion supports the necessity of secure 

attachment in infancy. However, it cannot be concluded that humans are never able to 

overcome the absence of early safe attachment and develop normally, even though there 

might be a connection between the relationship of maladjustment during childhood, and 

the parent-child relationships the person has had, as Bowlby has claimed. 

Bowlby only studied the relationship of a mother and her child, instead of using a wider, 

more generally applicable view of caregiver-child interactions and attachment. However, 

this does not mean that his ideas are not relevant to the setting of institutionalized care or 

foster care. The reason behind Bowlby’s focus on mother-child relations is not necessarily 

an informed judgment that a mother is the only suitable caregiver for a child; perhaps the 

theory merely represents the societal and cultural values and structures of his time. It is 
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only more recently in the Western society that also fathers have been prompted to take part 

in the caregiving of an infant, there are more alternative ways of becoming a parent, same-

sex male parents have been allowed to adopt, and the definition of a family has ultimately 

changed with broader attitudes. Therefore, while Bowlby may be criticized for the 

narrowness of his approach to early attachment, his ideas can still be, to a great extent, 

applied to match today’s requirements for attachment theories and can also justifiably be 

present in this thesis. 

The pathological consequences of insecure attachment patters being the basis for Bowlby’s 

theoretical work can be criticized as insufficient and one-sided, because the theory itself is 

attempting to explain the need for early attachment relationships for healthy development. 

Similarly, for example Sigmund Freud has been widely criticized for only acknowledging 

the consequences of unhealthy development in his work. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002) 

There are obvious problems with providing proof to a psychological development theory 

only through unhealthy development, negative consequences and pathological conditions, 

and then applying the ideas to all humans. Thus, Bowlby’s theory, while pioneering 

(succeeding only Harlow’s similar pioneering ideas on attachment), is not sufficient on its 

own, and the ideas of another important theorist from the same time period, Mary 

Ainsworth will be discussed next. 

2.2 Mary Ainsworth 

The three components of Bowlby’s attachment theory are apparent in the Strange Situation 

test devised by Mary Ainsworth in the 1970s, which measured early child-adult attachment 

in babies. In the traditional strange situation test, a mother and her one-year-old infant are 

put into a room with the experimenter, with three-minute cycles of separation and reunion 

and the entering of an unfamiliar person. The child’s behavior is then observed. The test 

focuses on three variables: seeking to a preferred figure, in this case the mother, the secure 

base, in other words whether or not the child can play independently without fear when the 

mother is present, and separation protest when the mother leaves the room.  This, and 

other multiple connections between Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s work is acknowledged and 

regarded as highly valuable by Mary Ainsworth in the preface of her own work: “Our debt 

to John Bowlby is great and many faceted. Not only is his formulation of attachment 
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theory focal to the interpretation of our findings, but also his advice and encouragement 

have been vital throughout the several stages of this long project.” (Ainsworth et al, 1978) 

In the Strange Situation test, children are categorized according to the quality of their 

apparent attachment. The babies who are distressed by the separation from their mothers, 

but greet their mother on reunion, receive comfort and then return to play are classified as 

secure (type B). The babies classified as insecure, anxious and resistant (type C) are 

highly distressed by the separation, but unlike the securely attached babies, they are not 

easily soothed on reunion. They seem to seek comfort, but then resist and show anger. 

Type A, insecure- anxious/avoidant children on the other hand may not cry when the 

mother leaves, might allow the stranger to comfort them, and are indifferent to the return 

of the mother. There is also a fourth classification of insecure and disorganized attachment 

(type D), in which the babies show confused behavior such as freezing, or stereotyped 

movements on reunion with the mother, but fortunately this has not been very common in 

Ainsworth’s experiments. A relationship between the behaviour of the mothers, for 

example the consistency of their reactions, and the attachment classification of the child 

was evident. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 135-136) 

Ainsworth’s experiments immediately gained publicity in the field of human development 

and further interest was raised. Klaus Grossman for instance later pointed out that the 

children who were classified as secure in the earlier strange situation experiments, showed 

greater concentration and played for longer at six years, than the other non-secure-

classified children. The children who were characterized as anxious-avoidant in infancy 

were considered by their teachers as over-controlled, and the ambivalent children as under-

controlled. The securely attached children were also popular within their peer group both at 

preschool and primary school and had more secure friendships. Thus, there might indeed 

be a connection between early attachment and later social behavior. (Harris & Butterworth, 

2002, 135-136) 

It is however important to note that children may fall into different categories depending 

on which parent is accompanying them, or whether the test is conducted in the home of the 

child or in a laboratory setting. The results have not always been consistent when the test 

has been retaken. Therefore it is vital to remember here that what is being measured in fact, 

is not the personality traits of the child, but merely the attachment relationship to the parent 

as it stands at that time. (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 137) 
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Although the experiments by Mary Ainsworth and other similar experiments after hers 

have provided more insight into the phenomenon of parent-child attachment and provoked 

more research on the topic today, the setting of the experiments can be considered highly 

unethical in hindsight. It is a setting where the child is intentionally exposed to what for 

some children is an extremely stressful situation. There are also severe problems with 

socio-cultural contexts, as babies in Germany might portray very different kinds of 

attachment behaviors than for example Japanese babies. The experimental setting is hence 

not interculturally relevant. In addition, there is always the question of ecological validity 

when using a laboratory setting instead of a natural setting. The infant may react 

differently in familiar surroundings, or in a situation which more resembles real life.   

Nevertheless, the theory of attachment classification by Mary Ainsworth is still broadly 

used and applied, in other words widely accepted. 

2.3 Donald Woods Winnicott 

D. W. Winnicott was a psychoanalyst and a doctor from London in the early 20
th

 century. 

He specialized in pediatrics, and the core interest of his psychoanalytic research was what 

he called the mystery of the mother-child relationship and the miracle of the development 

of an infant. (Davis & Wallbridge, 1981, 9) In his works Winnicott describes the 

relationship between a mother and a child in a very concrete manner, from the implications 

of breastfeeding and the digestive system of an infant to the different phases of weaning. 

He highlights the exceptional dependence of the infant to the mother to the extension that 

he claims the concept of “baby” actually inexistent, it being something that always has to 

be described as having an interaction with someone else. Due to the true physical 

helplessness of the infant, Winnicott addresses motherly care and a stimulating 

environment as the imperative necessities of the child’s healthy physical and emotional 

development. (Davis & Wallbridge, 46) While Winnicott does not use the term attachment, 

it is unavoidably present in his theorizing, in the closeness of the mother-child relationship 

and the implications of this to the emotional development of the child. 

What is worth mentioning, is that Winnicott noted the huge impacts of early care to the 

individual as well as the society. He wanted the society to acknowledge the total 

dependence of each individual to their mother and the exceptional nature of this 

relationship as something in everyone’s personal history. According to Winnicott, when 
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this dependent relationship is left unacknowledged, a vague fear of dependence is left 

haunting. He says that this could result in a fear of women, or a specific woman, or as the 

fear of being oppressed. (Winnicott, 1957, 10-11) 

Winnicott divides the stages of dependence into three: perfect dependence, relative 

dependence and the way to independence. The first phase he describes as something the 

infant is not aware of. Be the mother’s care good or bad, the baby merely suffers or enjoys 

the consequences. The second phase is marked by the child’s ability to acknowledge that 

he/ she needs the various elements of their mother’s care, and to correlate them with his/ 

her own needs. During the third phase the child develops ways to survive without the 

immediate care by learning to trust the environment, gaining memories and insight of 

motherly care and directing his/ her needs to the outer world, while still lacking the 

intellectual understanding of an adult. (Davis & Wallbridge, 47) When it comes to 

insufficient early care and the placement to foster care, it is necessary to question whether 

these stages actually take place in the child’s development. They may well be altered, 

skipped, prolonged or delayed. Since Winnicott preferred to describe what he called 

“normal parenthood” and “good-enough mothering”, he does not explain the implications 

of these sorts of disruptions alongside with the implications of normal development. 

According to Winnicott, good-enough mothering includes healthy devotion. While a 

mother may be sufficient in every other way, they may lack the devotion that enables them 

to adapt delicately and sensitively to their child’s needs or they may achieve this with some 

of their children but not all. These women, Winnicott says, have ‘missed the boat’ at the 

earlier stages and later have to make up for what has been missed to mend the early 

distortion. (Winnicott, 1975, 302-303) While Winnicott only talks about the biological 

mother and father, it could be concluded from his words that a foster parent too has the 

opportunity to “mend” what has been distorted. A foster mother might have the right kind 

of healthy devotion to their foster child, as is required from a mother.  

However, what a foster parent can never experience with a foster child is what Winnicott 

calls the ‘primary maternal preoccupation’, which is something the biological mother is 

supposedly drawn into during the weeks before and after the birth of their child. This 

period, according to Winnicott corresponds to a temporary break of one’s psyche, and 

would be called an illness were it not for the pregnancy. This period helps the mother to 

orient to their new task of devoting to their child, but Winnicott does indicate that the 
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necessary devotion can be achieved without the initial “sick” period.  (Davis & 

Wallbridge, 106-107) 

In addition to devotion, Winnicott includes things like holding and handling as part of 

sufficient mothering, holding referring to the physical and psychological care the mother 

provides by using their ability to identify with the child. The physical holding of a child 

Winnicott describes as a way to demonstrate love towards the child. Psychological care 

and support on the other hand, is something that may be needed even in adolescence or 

adulthood, when one is confused about the tensions of what essentially belong to the 

complicated phenomenon of a relationship between two people, and of what the mother-

child relationship is the first experience. Behind the term ‘handling’, is the acceptance of 

the child that his/ her body is a part of him-/herself, and that it creates boarders between 

“me” and “not-me”. Winnicott called this process “personalization”. What is essential in 

this process is that the mother recognizes that the child is already inherently carrying the 

model for healthy development, which mainly follows the child’s body’s form and 

function. (Davis & Wallbridge, 109-113) 

While Winnicott states that the ‘normal’, devoted, biological mother is the best option for a 

child’s caregiver, he does talk about the possibility of an adoptive mother. He admits 

having encountered several cases in his work in which it is necessary to separate the child 

from its parents. In essence, Winnicott thinks that: “an adoptive mother, or any other 

woman who can be deranged in the sense of what the term ‘primary maternal 

preoccupation’ signifies, can adapt to the child’s needs well enough”. (Davis & 

Wallbridge, 109) Therefore there is hope for the foster mother too in the eyes of Donald 

Winnicott, can they be deranged enough to tackle the task of fostering a child with the 

same devotion and sensitivity of a ‘normal’ biological mother.  

The role of a male parent in Winnicott’s work is described merely as someone who is 

supportive and patient, and acknowledges the strong relationship between a mother and an 

infant. He should be helpful, but give space to the mother. (Winnicott, 1975) The 

conception that a woman is always the primary caregiver to any child is undeniably old-

fashioned and questionable, but it was the dominant view of the time, which explains the 

lack of any critical notion on the part of Winnicott. 
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2.4 Tiffany Field 

“The contemporary view of attachment has moved away somewhat from Bowlby’s original 

characterization and there is now emphasis on the multiple and dynamic nature of 

attachments.” (Harris & Butterworth, 2002, 140) 

A lot has happened in the field of early attachment since Bowlby’s original attachment 

theory was launched. For instance, some currently active researchers have recently been 

focused on the psychobiological side of attachment. In the 1980s Tiffany Field formulated 

a well-rounded theory on the issue of attachment as psychobiological attunement. These 

newer ideas are more dynamic and seemingly separate from Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s 

initial theories, but have all derived from the same root problem of finding out how 

attachment actually works. 

Tiffany Field starts her work on psychobiological attunement with the thesis that Bowlby’s 

and Ainsworth’s view on attachment as a “process seen as evolutionarily and biologically 

adaptive in that it ensures proximity between mother and child” is limited (Field, 1985, 

415). In Field’s opinion, attachments should be studied at different life stages, and they 

may include both overt and physiological behaviors that occur when attached individuals 

are both together and apart. Accordingly, the research setting where only separation is 

studied is deemed insufficient by her. (Field, 1985, 415) 

As suggested in her title, Attachment as Psychobiological Attunement: Being on the Same 

Wavelength, Field sees attachment as something more like being on the same wavelengths: 

“Attachment may be viewed as a kind of psychobiological attunement that occurs in 

multiple relationships across the life span. Individuals may become attuned or find 

themselves on the same wavelength, each experiencing a synchrony of behavioral and 

biological rhythms as they strive to meet each other’s stimulation and arousal modulation 

needs (Field, 1985, 450).” What strikes as most conflicting to the pioneering theories is 

that Field regards all attachment relationships as similar by nature, and does not highlight 

the special nature of the first, primary attachment relationship of a caregiver and an infant. 

Furthermore, she parallels all attachment relationships, whether between spouses, friends, 

children or other (Field, 1985). This leads to the assumption that according to Field, 

attachments formed in foster care can be paralleled with attachments formed with 

biological family members. 



15 

 

 

 

While Field’s assumption can be seen as giving the foster mother-child relationship as 

much importance as any mother-child relationship, it in itself denies the need to study early 

attachment relationships over other attachment relationships acquired later in life. 

Moreover, it signifies that any other important relationships can be as beneficial or as 

harmful for a person’s development and well-being than the attachment relationships of 

childhood. While this thesis does not support her view entirely, Field’s theory does add an 

important dimension to the study of attachment relationships, highlighting the role of all 

attachment relationships in a person’s life, and the individual life paths of people. In other 

words, while early attachment relationships are as important as the pioneering theories 

imply, they cannot be said to define a person, and while early attachments may affect 

succeeding attachment relationships, they do not rule out any, possibly counteractive 

effects of attachment relationships acquired later in life.   

2.5 Attachment as a culture-sensitive phenomenon 

Heidi Keller, a current researcher of attachment formation, recently published work on 

attachment in relation to culture. In her work she claims that the theories of Bowlby and 

Ainsworth fail to comply with the current developments in evolutionary sciences, and 

more importantly, with any cultural and anthropological approaches of parenting and child 

development. Moreover, she defines the conception of stranger anxiety, as well as the 

mainstream definition of attachment, as being in line with the conception of psychological 

autonomy adaptive only for Western middle-class. This implies that the mainstream ideas 

on attachment are in fact invalid when it comes to the cultural values of many non-Western 

environments. (Keller, 2012, 175) 

While Ainsworth’s Strange Situation test has been carried out in many different cultures 

world-wide, and reasons for differences in the distribution of attachment classifications 

between countries have been speculated, these cultural explanations are not based on any 

systematic assessments of parental beliefs or culturally guided practices (Bretherton, 1992, 

in Keller, 2012, 181). In addition, meta-analyses of cross-cultural studies have shown that 

intracultural variation is far greater than intercultural variation (van IJzendoom & 

Kroonenberg, 1988, in Keller, 2012, 181).  

When it comes to Bowlby, he saw independence from others as a requisite of healthy 

human development. Due to his popular, pioneering theories, it is now widely recognized 
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that independence from others and personal autonomy are the ideological foundations of 

attachment theory. In fact, security of attachment is not simply a behavioural category, but 

also a moral ideal that provides a pathway to the development of culturally valued 

qualities, such as self-confidence, curiosity and psychological independence. (Keller, 2012, 

181) 

Furthermore, maternal sensitivity can be seen as a judgement on maternal adequacy, a way 

of distinguishing good from bad mothers (see for example Winnicott’s ideas on good-

enough mothering). In accordance with Western ideologies of autonomy and 

individualism, it is assumed that it is good for a baby to gain some feeling of efficacy and 

eventually a sense of controlling the social environment. Thus, promptness in responding 

to the baby’s signals, recognition of the baby’s own will, and respect for the baby’s 

negative feelings are considered good mothering. The highly interfering or intrusive 

mother is regarded as one who has no respect for her baby as a separate person whose 

wishes have a validity of their own. However, directing and controlling an infant’s 

behaviour is the ideal of good parenting in many non-Western societies. (Keller, 181-182) 

In the Strange Situation procedure, attachment to the caregiver is defined in relation to how 

a child responds to a stranger. Supposedly, there should be a difference in the child’s 

behaviour when in the company of a strange adult, and not the caregiver. However, the 

Beng people of Cote d’Ivoire in West Africa serve as an example of the non-Western 

cultural contexts that offer a different perspective to stranger anxiety. Beng parents teach 

their children to behave friendly toward strangers, and infants are socialised into 

welcoming strangers from early on. In fact, newborns are immediately introduced to many 

people on their first day of life. Consequently, none of the Beng infants show stranger 

anxiety, not even toward an unfamiliar white anthropologist. Similar findings have been 

reported with other non-Western communities. (Keller, 184) 

The definition of attachment has been studied to find out how universal they are. Posada et 

al. (1995) compared the definitions of secure attachment of childcare specialists and 

mothers from China, Colombia, Germany, Israel, Japan, and the United States, and found 

that across cultures mothers’ and experts’ conceptions of secure attachment converged. 

Nevertheless, there were variations between the samples, and the authors concluded that “it 

becomes relevant to identify the ecologies in which such clusters [homogenous groups] 

emerge” (Vaughn & Waters, 1990, 45).  
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Also the number of caregivers can be culturally determined. Keller concludes her 

discussion on attachment and culture by stating that differences in the sense of security can 

be regarded as consequences of early socialization experiences:  

“Infants who experience an early distal socialization environment of child-centeredness, 

with exclusive dyadic interactions that are mainly channelled through face-to-face contact, 

contingent responsiveness toward positive infant signals, and elaborated conversations co-

construct individualized psychological bonds. Conversely, infants who experience bodily 

proximity with several caregivers and contingent responsiveness to negative signals co-

construct communal, hierarchically organised relational patterns.” (Keller, 2007, in 

Keller, 2012, 186).” 

It should be noted here in relation to foster care, that Keller does not imply that the number 

of caregivers determines attachment as either secure or insecure, but as individualized or 

communal. However, Western foster children experience multiple caregivers in an 

individualized society, promoting individualized attachment, which is an entirely different 

setting. 

2.6 Other attachment theories 

Attachment learning has been studied in more detail in relation to cultural and biological 

evolution by Petrovich and Gewirtz. Their framework is mainly behavioral, as learning is 

defined simply as a behavior change, and imprinting and attachment are seen as 

demonstrating the role of learning from an evolutionary point of view. According to 

Petrovich and Gewirtz, attachment behaviors increase the inclusive fitness (the survival 

value of genes stemming from reproductive success) of the individuals of a species whose 

mode of reproduction is characterized by intricate patterns of parental investment 

(Petrovich & Gewirtz, 1985, 279-283). In other words, in terms of Darwinism, having the 

need to become attached to a caregiver improves the inclusive fitness of humans. 

Regardless of their own focus on all species, Petrovich and Gewirtz have no problem 

suggesting that it is quite possible that a variety of modes of phenotypic adaptation, such as 

attachment behavior, may be the outcome as much of genetically programmed ultimate 

processes as of epigenetic or experientially based proximate processes (Reite & Field, 

1985, 456). Thus, attachment in human may vary hugely from other mammals, and there 
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might even exist some differences between groups or individuals of the same species. 

Understandably, when it comes to childcare in orphanages however, the genetic, 

evolutionary approach is not very helpful in practice. 

With regards to the more dynamic approach to attachment, also the scale of factors 

affecting attachment recognized is broader today. It has been noted, for example, that 

environmental factors such as the organization of the (foster) home environment and 

different learning materials can predict secure attachment, whereas caregiver trauma can 

predict insecure attachment in their child. Also the amount of support for caregivers, 

whether parental or employed, can have an impact on how the caregiver-child relationship 

will form. (Cole, 2005, 52, 58) Thus, it could well be that the support a foster mother 

receives during the period of fostering, can have an impact on the development of her 

relationship with the foster child. 

In addition, a cognitive-constructivist approach to the formation of attachment 

relationships was presented a few years ago by two Finnish researchers, Toskala and 

Hartikainen (2005), where the idea of reflectivity of the caregiver was deemed important. 

Reflectivity refers to the awareness of oneself, which is present for example in a situation 

where one is truly connected to their experiences while at the same time feeling in control 

of them. According to Toskala and Hartikainen, the extent to which a caregiver is able to 

understand their own mental states in a coherent manner, is directly related to the quality of 

their attachment relationship with the child. The caregiver is acting as a social mirror to 

the child, reflecting the child’s mental experience in a more organized way. Therefore, the 

incapability of the caregiver to recognize and portray mental experiences hinders the safe 

attachment of the child, and causes low reflectivity in the child as well. Furthermore, low 

level of reflectivity is closely related to mental distortions later in life. (Toskala & 

Hartikainen, 2005, 75-79) 

2.7 Non-permanent attachment relationships 

As can be deduced from the past and current research, the significance of early childhood 

attachments to a person’s socio-emotional development has been notified for a long time, 

and the harmful effects of the lack of ‘normal’ attachments have been duly recognized. The 

effects of the lack of healthy attachment relationships have been studied and some even 

diagnosed. RAD, The Reactive Attachment Disorder, was first described in DSM-III 
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(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders), where it was characterized by the 

absence of organized attachment behaviors. RAD includes symptoms such as impaired 

social engagement, reciprocity and emotion regulation difficulties. Studies on the condition 

have concluded that children with the disorder pattern do not seek comfort consistently or 

at all, and are not easily soothed when distressed. (Zeanah & Smyke, 2008, 222)  

In practice, RAD has been strongly linked to problems with early attachment, and is most 

commonly observed in institutionalized children. Similar behaviors may also be a part of 

the emotional difficulties displayed by some fostered and adopted children (the latter 

includes those once institutionalized), and these may demonstrate not so much a discrete 

attachment disorder as the need to fend for oneself either following the loss of a dedicated 

caregiver or a lack of opportunities to build specific intimate relationships with dedicated 

caregivers. (Balbernie, 2010, research abstract) 

Interestingly, RAD has recently been theorized to be an evolutionary adaptation rather 

than a disorder in the light of a mental health problem. It has been portrayed as an 

unfortunate situation in which indiscriminate affection becomes another strategy for 

(genetic) survival in harsh conditions, one that once afforded eventual reproductive success 

more often than not. It is normal in terms of functioning according to design, but becomes 

a disadvantage when the child finds it impossible to adapt to new committed parents, or a 

committed caregiver. The proximate causation of such a stratagem is the loss of parents, 

and it succeeds given the opportunity to gain (or steal) care from a quantity of adults, each 

of whom may be willing to offer temporary aid. The freedom to shop around for resources, 

with only a temporary emotional investment in others, is good practice for small children 

in an environment of shifting risks since it prepares them to live by their wits. (Balbernie, 

2010, 273)  

The lack of healthy attachment behaviors has been studied widely with institutionalized 

orphan children, because of the inconstancy of caregivers in most of orphanages, and less 

with children who have been raised in so called normal family conditions. Tizard and Rees 

(1975) reported that at the age of four years, the majority of children raised in residential 

nurseries in the United Kingdom exhibited aberrant attachment behavior. The children 

were described as emotionally withdrawn, unresponsive, indiscriminate, attention seeking 

or socially superficial. (Zeanah & Smyke, 2008, 222) It seems fair to assume that at least 

one factor causing this type of detection is the lack of safe attachment. 
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Researchers have found that deficiencies in early socio-emotional experience is sometimes 

associated with developmental delays and the increased frequency of longer term extreme 

behavior and problems, and that children’s development is likely to be improved by the 

stability of caregivers and a sufficient child-caregiver relationship (The St. Petersburg- 

USA Research Team, 2008). Hence, it seems justified to conclude that the consistency of 

caregivers promotes the mental health and emotional development of children, which 

speaks for the preference of long-term foster homes over larger, non-family-like caregiving 

institutions. 

According to DeWolff and Van Ijzendoor (1997) secure attachment is derived from 

socially-responsive and developmentally appropriate caregiving behaviors that are 

provided over a sustained period of time by a small number of caregivers. However, if 

disturbances in the attachment relationship do take place in the first two years of life, it is 

said that children may be associated with poor mental health and undesirable behavioral 

outcomes. Accordingly, adopted children have been detected to show higher rates of 

behavior problems (at least in the Western countries) than biological children of that 

particular family, which could be a result of disturbances in the attachment relationship in 

infancy. Similarly, the more marital or non-marital changes of partners take place in the 

child’s family, the greater the likelihood of behavioral problems for the children is. 

(Groark et al. 2005, 99)  

While a correlation between the parents’ partner changes and children’s behavioural 

problems has been detected, I want to note that this does not insinuate that all partner 

changes are simply harmful for children. Other factors, such as home atmosphere, the 

attitudes of involved adults, or the practical, physical arrangements for maintaining 

relationships to parents could have a huge impact on the experience of the child. With the 

number of divorces and newly formed families today it would indeed be alarming to 

conclude that these types of situations are always harmful for the development of the 

children. Quite the opposite, a stressful and tense atmosphere at home could be much 

worse than a peacefully conducted separation. 

What is greatly concerning in the discussion of unhealthy attachment is the note that 

deficiencies in attachment patterns in infancy can have long-term effects that may even 

affect in adulthood. Adopted children followed in longitudinal studies have not always 

been able to fully recover from the lack of safe attachment relationships of their past, even 
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after being placed in an ideal setting. To mention one such observation, O’Connor et al. 

(2003) and Marcovitch et al. (1997) have directly suggested, on the basis of their research, 

that children who suffered from lack of healthy attachment in infancy are at increased risk 

for unhealthy and atypical attachments after they are placed in enhanced caregiving 

environments (Zeanah & Smyke, 2008, 230). The urgency of the implementation of these 

findings in all primary caregiving institutions and foster homes should be notified. 
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3. Research on attachment in foster care 

“Neither foster-homes nor institutions can provide children with the security and affection 

which they need; for the child they will always have a makeshift quality.” (Bowlby, 

1955,133) 

The statement above by Bowlby has been contradicted by many researchers since the 

1950s. For instance, an intervention conducted in the years 2000-2001 by Cole, which 

measured infant attachment in foster care with forty-six infants, came up with quite 

optimistic results. The results, obtained by using the Strange Situation procedure, 

suggested that as many as 67% of the infants in the study were securely attached (Cole, 

2005, 54). This number could have been derived from a study with home-reared children 

just as well, if we look at Mary Ainsworth’s original experiment results. Although infants 

in Cole’s study entered care with multiple medical and physical problems comparable to 

other foster infants, the results show that in spite of these early problems infants developed 

secure relationships with foster caregivers (Cole, 2005, 56). This, of course, if it can be 

assumed that Ainsworth’s model of measuring and categorizing attachment holds any 

external validity.  

When it comes to the makeshift quality of attachment in a foster home, only foster children 

can tell us whether Bowlby’s statement holds true. While many foster homes may never 

provide as secure base as the biological parents may have, had they been capable, 

Ellingsen and co-workers (2011) showed in their research on Norwegian adolescents in 

long-term foster care that it is possible. In the study fifteen of the 22 adolescents had 

adjusted to their foster family and formed permanent attachment relationships to foster 

parents and siblings, while maintaining a sense of belonging also to their biological family. 

In addition, 13% of the adolescents showed strong attachment and sense of belonging to 

their foster home, but weak or no attachment to the biological family. Only four 

adolescents were associated with having weak or no attachment to their foster family and 

strong attachment and loyalty to the birth parents, which indicates that for those four 

fostered children the foster family has not provided a sense of ‘real’ family and belonging, 

in other words the family situation has had a makeshift quality. (Ellingsen et al., 2011, 

309-310) 
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The following chapters deal with the various aspects of foster care and attachment 

relationships as presented in current study, including keeping contact to the biological 

family, the importance of attachment relationships for fostered children, interventions 

aimed at developing the foster parents and factors that enhance secure attachments, as well 

as reported experiences of both foster parents and the fostered children.  

3.1 Keeping contact 

According to Bowlby, a child should not be totally separated from their parents, even when 

the parents provide insufficient care if this can in any way be prevented. He claims that for 

a child who has had the opportunity to form attachment relationships it is not so easy to 

change loyalties, and even with parents who are exceedingly bad and have given the child 

little affection, the child will have deep attachment to them, and will have built his or her 

identity as the child of those parents, in that particular environment. (Bowlby, 1955, 64-65)   

While Bowlby merely presented an opinion or a statement of his experience in the field of 

foster care, there might be something of the reality in it. However, being raised in a foster 

home does not necessarily mean the absolute absence of biological parents, or the necessity 

to transform one’s identity in accordance to a new set of parents. A Swedish researcher, 

Gunvor Andersson (2008) has conducted a longitudinal study on foster care placements 

beginning in the 1980s, which was finally ready for publication almost thirty years later. 

The study results promote an inclusive attitude from the foster family towards the child’s 

family, which also supports Bowlby’s view on the issue of child-parent separation.  

The children in Andersson’s study were 0-4 years of age as they were placed in foster care 

in Sweden, and are now adults. The categorization to secure and insecure attachments is 

based not on the Strange Situation test, but on interviews with the young adults with a 

retrospect of previous relationships. The results suggest that an inclusive attitude from the 

foster parents towards the biological parents was beneficial for all the individuals. All the 

young adults followed and interviewed had had to work through their disappointment with 

their parents’ shortcomings and failures, but this had been made much easier when the 

foster parents had an accepting, sensitive and supportive attitude towards the failed parents. 

(Andersson, 2008, 13, 24) 
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Similar experiences were found in a study by McMurray and co-workers, when two young 

people, ‘Joseph’ and ‘Joe’, in foster care described how professionals talked about their 

parents in a negative light. Joseph, a 15-year-old living in residential care, described how 

staff talked negatively about his mother, which was in contrast to how much he cared for 

her: 

“They are always putting her down. Why do they have bad mouth her in front me? She’s 

my mum. I don’t even tell them when I go to visit her. I would cut myself for my mum. I 

would probably jump off a cliff for my mum. I know that sounds gay. I have so much 

respect for my mum. If I was to sit here and say to my mates, I would die for my mum like.” 

(McMurray et al., 2011, 214) 

For these two foster children it was very unpleasant to hear either foster parents or social 

workers express negative opinions about their biological parents. John also expresses a 

strong affection for her failed mother, and the need to keep in contact with her and visit 

her.  

Another common reason to arrange regular parent visitations for fostered children is the 

ultimate goal of many foster care situations to reunite the children with their biological 

parents. In fact, scheduled, face-to-face contact between parents and their children is 

considered the primary intervention for maintaining and enhancing the development of 

parent-child relationships necessary for successful family reunification (Haight et al., 

2003). 

While it is in most foster care cases desirable for the child to maintain a relationship to 

their parents, a study by Weinstein (1960) concludes that only 41 percent of foster children 

whose parents visit them regularly actually identify themselves predominantly with them 

and not their foster parents (Haight et al., 2003, 196). Recent findings, especially in the 

United States, suggest that youths who reunify with their biological families after 

placement in foster care have more negative outcomes than youths who do not reunify. In 

fact, when children return to their biological families, they often develop severe behaviour 

difficulties that result in a new displacement, which typically includes introduction into a 

new foster family. Multiple placements in turn increase the risk for attachment disorders. 

The end result is that children who have been initially exposed to toxic family situations 

are separated from those families, and subsequently placed in several different foster 
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families. Consequently, they often develop a deep incapacity to trust the adults who want 

to care for them. (Gauthier et al., 2004, 381) 

While there is controversy about the benefits of family reunification after successful foster 

care placements, no research indicates that keeping contact to biological parents is 

inherently harmful for a fostered child. A study by Elizabeth Fernandez (2007) concluded 

that while foster children in Australia generally form strong attachments with their foster 

parents, they still desire more contact with their family of origin. In other words, the 

children in Fernandez’s study reported a desire to belong emotionally to both foster and 

birth families in significant ways. Similarly, Sinclair and colleagues (2005) have found that 

foster children’s sense of permanence, even when in permanent foster family placements, 

incorporate the link with birth families. At the same time research shows that the contact 

between carers and birth parents remains a challenging and continuous issue, and Cleaver 

(2000) concludes that carers must be supported in their dual task of building strong 

attachments with their foster children while responding to the children’s need for 

continuing connection with birth families. (Fernandez, 2007, 357)  

In essence, what can be drawn from these researches is that for children it seems possible 

to remain attached to their birth parents while forming attachment relationships in their 

new family. Indeed, children do not necessarily experience it as a conflict in a similar way 

that foster parents do. In a sense, the same finding could be applicable to blended families 

where old attachments to parents and siblings remain while new ones are formed between 

new family members. The only significant difference of course is that in foster care 

situations the birth parents may have been and may still be harmful for the child, which is 

duly acknowledged by the new parents. 

3.2 The importance of attachment for fostered children 

The function of this chapter is to bring out some of the current research in relation to why 

the study of the issue of attachment is uniquely important for foster children in the first 

place. In addition, some research suggesting that foster care is in fact the best option for a 

child in an unsafe family environment is discussed.  

No doubt is the loss of family a traumatic experience for a child placed in foster care. 

Children who are placed in foster care experience a tremendous amount of loss at the 
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expense of safety. A child in such a situation requires not only a substitute family to 

provide them with safety, food and shelter, but the same kind of familiar relationships they 

had or should have had with their biological family members, to provide security and well-

being essential for developmental growth. Children have a need to belong and to 

experience secure attachment relationships to a small number of consistent caregivers in 

order to develop into normal healthy adults who can actively and emotionally participate in 

social life. (Bruskas, 2012, 234) While it is impossible to state that no individual without 

permanent attachments in childhood can ever become a healthy, balanced adult, in the light 

of all existing research and attachment theories it is not very likely.  

It is well known from clinical experience that fostered children frequently suffer from 

developmental delays and severe behaviour problems (Gauthier et al., 2004, 381). The 

literature pertaining to the mental health problems of foster children is concerning. Studies 

conducted in the 1970s and early 1980s in the USA and Canada yielded prevalence 

estimates of emotional and behavioural problems of 30% to 40% of the foster children. 

More recent studies have yielded even higher rates, with available evidence suggesting that 

35% to 85% of children entering foster care have significant mental health problems. 

These rates are higher than the 11% to 25% prevalence rates obtained from community 

samples. Children with disrupted attachment relationships also are at increased risk for 

developing cognitive and developmental problems. (Pearce & Pezzot-Pearce, 2001, 20-21) 

Multiple replacements of a child lead to an increase in externalizing problem behaviour. 

According to Strijker et al. there is a two-way relation. Replacements and the child’s 

growing sense of detachment resulting from these placements will trigger more acting out 

and externalizing behaviour in the youth. In turn, this type of behaviour will increase the 

chance of a breakdown to the point when caregivers can no longer cope with the situation. 

A possible consequence of the changing of placements is that the child is prevented from 

developing a loving relationship to make an attachment with his foster parents and that the 

child will develop a reactive attachment disorder. If the child experiences a breakdown, he/ 

she will feel rejected by his/ her foster parents and in the end he may lose all trust in adults. 

(Strijker et al., 2008, 111)  

What comes to the unpredictable variance between each foster child’s development in a 

foster home environment, an association has been made between an infant’s inherited 

genetic vulnerability and environmental influences on genetic expression (Shonkoff et al., 
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2000, see Bruskas, 2012, 235). According to research, children’s genetic endowment could 

influence how they cope with the stressful situations related to foster care, such as abuse 

and neglect, traumatic experiences, multiple placements and the risk of not forming secure 

attachment relationships. For some it may be possible with little permanent trauma, while 

for those genetically vulnerable it may become impossible to successfully overcome these 

obstacles with no matter how much support is provided. (Bruskas, 2012, 235)  

Other detected physical dimensions to attachment problems than genetic endowment 

should also be briefly discussed. In addition to healthy social and emotional behavior and 

the experience of one’s own identity, the development of secure attachments in the context 

of relational reciprocity and opportunities to explore one’s environment in close proximity 

of an attachment figure ensures optimal brain growth (Dalgleish, 2004, see Bruskas, 2012, 

235). Other researchers state that the consequences of not forming secure attachments can 

increase an infant’s risk for psychopathology, cognitive problems and compromised health 

outcomes (Bruskas, 2012, 235). Indeed, the attachment between an infant or child and their 

primary caregiver is one of the most influential determinants of health and illness (Zeanah 

et al., 2003, see Bruskas, 2012, 236).  

3.3 Foster home or institution? 

To be placed in foster care, a more family-like environment with foster parent(s), instead 

of an institution, is likely to be better for the child’s attachment relationship development, 

as suggested by a study conducted with 169 Romanian children. At a mean age of 21 

months, the children in institutional care were associated with severe disturbances of 

attachment. As many as 65% of the children were classified as disorganized, using 

Ainsworth’s Strange Situation procedure. Another 13% showed so little attachment 

behavior that they were not classified to any category. However, after being placed in in-

home foster care many of the children started showing secure attachment behaviors when 

the test was repeated. Also the age of being placed in foster homes can have an impact. 

The Romanian study concluded that the children placed in foster care before 24 months of 

age were more likely to have secure attachments. (Smyke, Zeanah, Fox, Nelson & Guthrie, 

2010, 212) 

While these results are significant in showing the difference in attachment relationships of 

children in out-of-home care to those placed in in-home care, the study is clearly unethical. 
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The hypothesis of the study, with all the current literature, must have been that children 

become better attached to caregivers in foster care than in an orphanage. Regardless, half 

of the children were kept in an institution for years in order to complete the study cycle, 

and to provide a comparison to the other more fortunate test group, and in the end these 

children showed very little attachment behaviour.  

To be fair, it should be noted that not all orphanages and institutions are as badly organized 

and taken care of as others. The quality of the caregiving institution must correlate with 

children’s development and well-being, and therefore universal conclusions cannot be 

drawn from the Romanian study. 

Another quite recent study has measured the attachment representation and psychological 

adjustment of all together 48 young adults, who either grew up in a foster family or an 

institution. The young adults were interviewed using the Adult Attachment Interview, a 

standardized semi-structured protocol of 20 questions developed by George, Kaplan and 

Main in the 80s and 90s, and their psychological adjustment was assessed using the Brief 

Symptom Inventory. (Nowacki & Shoelmerich, 2010) As a result, the research concluded 

that the former foster children had a higher percentage of secure attachment representations 

and a lower percentage of insecure representations than the former institutionalized 

children. In addition, the former institutionalized children showed a significantly higher 

and clinically relevant psychological stress levels in comparison to the former foster 

children. (Nowacki & Shoelmerich, 2010, 556-558)  

While these results are alarming, and are likely to be reliable in suggesting that foster care 

is indeed a better option for a child than institutional care and that new attachment 

relationships are beneficial for the development of the individual, it should be noted that in 

this particular study the foster children were placed in foster care on average earlier than 

the other children who were placed in an institution (Nowacki & Shoelmerich, 2010, 561). 

Therefore the former institutionalized children had spent more time in insufficient care, 

and were older when placed in a new environment, both which might affect the end result. 
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3.4 The Growing up in foster care-study 

Researchers Gillian Schofield and Mary Beek conducted a longitudinal foster care study 

between the years 1997-2006 in the UK, in which all related parties (birth parents, foster 

carers, social workers) were interviewed. As many as 52 children were followed, and 

twenty of them were interviewed in adulthood. The aim of the research was to understand 

the transformational power of foster family relationships over time, using the secure base 

parenting model with concepts from attachment and resilience theories. (Schofield & Beek, 

2008) The children ranged from 4 to 11 years of age, with a mean age of 10 when the study 

was initiated. For these children, going back home was not an option, and it was planned 

that they stay in foster care until adulthood. (Schofield & Beek, 2005, 6)  

The first phase of the study included social worker and foster carer questionnaires, 

interviews with the children, foster carers, social workers and the birth parents, and a 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire by Goodman (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 258). In 

phase two (2001-2003) focus was on making sense of the children’s progress, including 

different strategies for adapting to their family, peer and school environments. The children 

were assessed in three key areas: behaviour and relationships in the foster family (secure 

base), social functioning outside the foster family and sense of permanence. (Schofield & 

Beek, 2005, 7) 

Phase three (2005-2006) took place when the children were aged 13-20, with a mean age 

of 17. At this point 30 of the 52 children were stable in their original placements or had 

moved to independence in a planned manner. Another 10 of the 52 children were stable 

and thriving in other, new placements they had moved to during the earlier phases or since 

phase two. These 40 children were like any sample derived from any community; a few 

had learning difficulties, not all family relationships were harmonious, but all were stable 

in their placements and in education or had completed at least secondary education. 

Information was limited on the remaining 12 young people, most of whom had gone back 

home at some stage. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 258) 

The final phase was conducted with the twenty young people who responded positively to 

the proposals sent out by the researchers. Interviews, structured around five dimensions of 

parenting and the three areas of child development used in the first two stages, were 

undertaken by the young people and their foster carers. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 258-259)  
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Altogether five steps were included in the secure base parenting model utilized in the 

study: availability, sensitivity, acceptance, co-operation and family membership. The first 

four dimensions were identified by Mary Ainsworth in 1971 as promoting secure 

attachment, and the fifth was added as relevant for permanence in long-term foster care. 

Availability refers to the caregiver’s emotional and physical availability, and is vital in 

building the child’s trust. In adulthood, availability meant promoting appropriate autonomy 

while simultaneously providing a safe haven and an ongoing sense of relatedness. 

Sensitivity on the other hand relates to concepts such as affect regulation by Fonagy and 

co-researchers, and mind-mindedness by Miens and his co-workers, in essence to helping 

the children/ young people to manage their feelings and behaviour. It is based on the 

assumption that when feelings can be named, understood and managed with the help of the 

caregiver, they will not overwhelm the child. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) 

Acceptance in the secure base model links closely to building the foster children’s self-

esteem. Many foster parents mentioned that accepting the young people for who they were 

and building their self-esteem and acceptance of themselves was central to their parenting. 

In a particular case of a boy called Leroy, the carer’s acceptance meant believing in his 

essential goodness in spite of his threatening behaviour, thus maintaining a normalising 

stance to reduce his anxiety. Co-operation in the study simply signified working together 

to solve problems. In the process the caregiver promotes the kind of competence and 

confidence that are required to become resilient and capable of adapting to new challenges. 

Finally, the last dimension of parenting, family membership, is to help the child to belong, 

and to build their identity in relation to their past, present and future. Foster carers who had 

nurtured the children’s sense of permanence and belonging were showing explicit 

commitment to them up to and beyond the age of 18. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) 

The study shows in several individual cases how the five dimensions of parenting can 

benefit a fostered child. While the individual cases are not discussed here, some collective 

conclusions can be suggested on the basis of the interviews and questionnaires during the 

three phases of the above research. First of all, carers rated as highly sensitive were more 

likely to have children making good progress as described in the five dimensions than less 

sensitive carers (Schofield & Beek, 2005, 7). With sensitive parents children were able to 

reduce anxiety and to talk about their difficulties, rather than to explode or withdraw, 

which suggests an increased ability to reflect on and manage feelings and behaviour. 

Children’s self-awareness and increasing ability to think about and articulate ideas and 
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feelings in an appropriate way were further significant developments across time in these 

placements. When it comes to acceptance and self-esteem, even children with a degree of 

learning difficulty were able to think about what they liked about themselves. Also the 

growing sense for the children of belonging to and being part of the family appeared also 

to be having a stabilizing and reassuring effect that went beyond the quality of individual 

attachment relationships. (Schofield & Beek, 2005, 14, 19) 

The Growing up in foster care -study concludes that the critical importance of increasing 

the provision of good quality foster care, which can offer sensitive responsiveness, 

stability, security, and family membership, is undeniable. From the study it is possible to 

concretely see ways in which foster carers can offer a secure base of this kind. The secure 

base parenting model was formed on the basis of developmental attachment theory, and 

draws on established developmental research into aspects of parenting which are likely to 

promote security and resilience in children and so its theoretical foundations are evidence 

based. (Schofield & Beek, 2005, 21) This particular study is included here to show that 

while attachment theories have been criticised as the sole basis for successful foster care 

(Barth et al., 2005), the principles of these theories can also be shown to have a positive 

impact on foster children and the whole foster family once applied properly. However, the 

Growing up in foster care –study does not provide any clear instructions on how to 

develop foster care or to train the foster parents. In the process of the study the foster 

parents’ qualities, behaviours and attitudes were observed and analysed, but not altered. 

Therefore the study cannot be called an intervention, but an inspiration to further 

interventions and development programmes. 

3.5 Interventions: Developing foster parents 

Several interventions have been conducted to find out what exactly affects the attachment 

relationships in foster care, and more importantly, how foster parents can better provide 

opportunities for the children to become securely attached. In addition to caregiver 

behaviour and state of mind, the physical environment of the child and the reasons behind 

becoming a foster parent have also been taken into consideration.  

In Cole’s foster care-study, it was found that the organization of the foster home 

environment, as well as appropriate learning materials actually predict secure attachment 

(Cole, Infants in foster care, 2005). Also motivation of the foster parent has been noted to 
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have consequences on the attachment of the child. More specifically, the foster parent’s 

desire to increase family size, and their social concern for the community as motivators are 

predictors of secure attachment, whereas reasons for fostering such as spiritual expression 

or replacement of a grown child predict insecure attachment as Cole concludes in one of 

her studies (Cole, 2005, 441).  

In contrast, Cole found that parents who fostered a child with the ultimate motivation of 

adopting the child were less likely to have securely attached foster children. She speculates 

that this controversy relates to the uncertainty of getting to keep the child, which may 

prevent some caregivers to emotionally invest in the child (Cole, 2005, 453). However, it 

could be a mere coincidence too, that these parents in particular were interested in 

adopting, and thus Cole’s conclusions may well be unreliable. 

Mary Dozier and her colleagues have performed several interventions and related research 

in the field of foster care and attachment in the United States. In 2006, they had finished a 

randomized clinical trial with fostered infants and toddlers. The trial tested the 

effectiveness of an intervention called Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up, with 

targets relationship formation in young children in the foster care system. Altogether 60 

foster children were randomly assigned to either the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-

up –intervention, or an educational intervention that targets cognitive development (control 

group). The results provide evidence that an intervention which targets children’s 

regulatory capabilities can be effective for children in foster care. (Dozier et al., 2006, 767-

772)  

There are several severe risks associated with reduced biobehavioral regulation in research, 

including externalizing behaviour, substance abuse and criminal behaviour. Dysregulation 

may occur when early relationships are disrupted or when caregivers fail to provide 

responsive care. The term responsive care here refers to the parent’s provision of a 

responsive, interpersonal world that helps the child develop a sense of being able to 

regulate themselves and of being able to affect their world. At first regulatory capabilities 

are dyadic, with the parent taking a co-regulating role. Gradually the infant can come to 

take over regulatory functions and perform them independently. (Dozier et al., 2006, 768-

770) 

According to Dozier and several other researchers, infants and young children who 

experience early maltreatment show dysregulation at behavioural and biobehavioural 
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levels. Such children commonly show atypical patterns of cortisol production (stress 

hormone) across the day. In particular, infants who have been maltreated show both low 

and high levels of cortisol production relative to non-fostered, non-maltreated children. 

Low levels of cortisol production are associated with conduct disorder, antisocial 

personality disorder and substance abuse among other related problems, whereas high 

evening levels of cortisol are associated with depression. Therefore foster children’s 

atypical production of cortisol may reflect a neurobiology that predisposes to later 

disorder. (Dozier et al., 2006, 770-771) 

The Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up –intervention includes three components. The 

first component aims to help caregivers follow the child’s lead, which has been associated 

with children’s ability to regulate behaviour and emotions. The second component helps 

caregivers appreciate the value of touching, cuddling, and hugging their child, which has 

been associated with behavioural and biobehavioural regulation. The third component in 

turn helps caregivers to create conditions that allow their children to express emotions, and 

to learn to recognise and understand emotions. Again, emotion expression and 

understanding have been associated with better behavioural regulation. In addition, the 

intervention targets regulatory capabilities by helping foster parents better provide 

nurturing care for their children, which in turn enables the children to develop organized 

attachments to them. (Dozier et al., 2006, 771) 

One month following the in-home training of 10 weekly sessions, post-intervention 

measures were collected. The measures show that children in the Attachment and 

Biobehavioral Catch-up –group had lower cortisol levels than children in the control 

group. In addition, the parents in the experimental intervention group reported fewer 

behaviour problems for older foster children than younger. Many of the foster parents also 

reported relief to have behavioural strategies to help them interact with their foster children 

more effectively. (Dozier et al., 2006, 767-768, 779-780) 

Three years later Dozier and co-workers published a report on the Attachment and 

Biobehavioral Catch-up –intervention specifically in relation to young children’s 

attachment behaviours. The aim was to help caregivers provide nurturance even when 

children do not elicit it, and even when it does not come naturally to them, as the 

researchers had noticed that many caregivers do not respond in nurturing ways when their 

children are distressed. The attachment behaviours of 46 children who had been randomly 
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assigned to either the experimental group or the control group (educational intervention) 

were measured with attachment diaries written by the parents. The results show that 

children whose parents had received the experimental intervention showed significantly 

less avoidance than children whose parents had received the educational intervention, 

which indicates that the experimental intervention was successful in promoting healthy 

attachment behaviours. (Dozier et al., 2009) 

In the United States also the biological parent can enter a foster care programme in order to 

become better attached to their child and to regain custody of them. It seems that in these 

cases the biological parent functions in many ways like a foster parent: being monitored, 

not having the custody of the child, and knowing that the child can be taken away from 

them any time. In the case of Anna, as reported in a case study by Kretchmar and co-

workers, the young mother participated in an attachment-based foster care programme in a 

supervised home environment with her infant, receiving residential support, intensive 

therapy and education for two years, after which she regained the custody of her daughter, 

Kindra (Kretchmar et al., 2005). In the process Anna moved from a profoundly insecure 

state of mind to a secure one while at the same time Kindra moved from showing resistant 

attachment behaviours to a secure attachment (Kretchmar et al., 2005, 31). Anna’s story is 

another example of how interventions derived from attachment theory can succeed in 

eliciting better caregiver-child relationships. It also shows that it is possible to form a 

secure attachment relationship to an adult with whom it has failed before, another 

noteworthy aspect of the study.  

According to several interventions in foster families, one greatly affecting factor on 

attachment of foster children is the caregiver’s state of mind. Indeed, it has been said to be 

the strongest predictor of attachment among children in intact dyads. Parents of securely 

attached children tend to be coherent in their presentation of attachment related events, 

whereas parents of avoidant children tend to be dismissive of attachment related issues. 

What is most concerning is that parents who have unresolved issues regarding loss or 

trauma are most likely to have children with disorganised attachment, which is highly 

related with later psychopathology. (Dozier et al., 2009, 324) 

In order to test whether there is a link between mother’s state of mind and the infant’s 

attachment organization, Dozier and colleagues conducted a study with fifty foster infant-

mother dyads. The children’s mean age at placement was 7.7 months. First, the foster 
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mothers completed the Adult Attachment Interview, a semi-structured interview designed 

to assess caregiver’s state of mind with regards to attachment. The time it took for them to 

participate in the interview after the child was placed in their care varied, but this was 

deemed unimportant by the researchers since the state of mind –classifications are high in 

stability. (Dozier et al., 2001, 1470-1471) 

The interview included questions about early relationships to parents, specific memories, 

incidences of distress and relationship influences. The interviews were audiotaped, and the 

interrater agreement on classifications is over 80%. More than half of the mothers were 

classified as having autonomous state of mind (coherent in their descriptions, valuing 

attachment), while 22% were classified as dismissing (devaluing the importance of 

attachment) and 24% as unresolved (loss or trauma, lapses in reasoning). (Dozier et al., 

2001, 1471-1472) 

Secondly, the foster mothers and children participated in the Strange Situation test. The 

children were then aged between 12 and 24 months, and they had stayed in their 

placements for at least 3 months. About half of the children were classified as secure, with 

most others classified as disorganised (34%). Another 14% were classified as either 

avoidant or resistant. (Dozier et al., 2001, 1470-1472) 

The study results indicate that there is a significant concordance between maternal state of 

mind and infant attachment, both for relatively late-placed babies, as well as early placed 

babies. In fact, foster infants’ attachment security was concordant with foster mothers’ 

state of mind at levels similar to that seen among biologically intact dyads. In contrast, for 

example the age at placement was not related to attachment quality. The study concludes 

that when placed with autonomous caregivers, children often form secure attachments. 

(Dozier et al., 2001, 1467, 1474) 

In another similar study conducted by Bates and Dozier with 48 foster mother-infant dyads 

concluded that the foster mother –state of mind and also the time of placement of the foster 

child affect the relationship between them. The This is My Baby Interview, a semi-

structured interview to assess foster mothers’ conceptualization of their infant’s 

personality, future and her relationship to the infant, was used in addition to the Adult 

Attachment Interview. Results indicate that foster mothers with an autonomous state of 

mind and a foster child who was placed in their care before the age of 12 months were 
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more accepting and more likely to believe they could influence their infant’s development. 

This pattern was not seen for non-autonomous parents. (Bates & Dozier, 2002, 417, 422) 

An interesting aspect of this particular study is that all non-autonomous foster mothers 

were coded as dismissing in terms of their attachment state of mind. The researchers 

suggest that this is because the dismissing strategy serves as a protective function for these 

foster mothers. It could be that since they tend not to value attachment relationships, they 

are more prepared to deal with the inevitable loss associated with fostering a child. Many 

foster children do return to their biological parents or are placed elsewhere, which would 

be more difficult for the foster mother had she formed a strong attachment to the child. 

(Bates & Dozier, 2002, 428-429) This notion brings out a dilemma between the child’s 

need to form secure relationships and the foster parent’s realisation that the child can be 

taken away from them any time. This dilemma is discussed in the following chapter from 

the foster mother’s point of view. 

3.6 Experiences of foster parents 

As this study focuses on the experiences of some foster mothers, it is relevant and useful to 

look into research done on the topic of foster parents’ experiences. In 2010, twelve 

Australian foster parents took part in a qualitative research which included either focus 

group discussions or individual interviews, both aimed at finding out the perceptions of 

foster parents. The reason why some of them were interviewed individually was the 

researchers’ wish to more deeply explore the foster parents’ experiences of providing care. 

Both the focus groups discussions and the individual interviews consisted of four central 

themes: factors that motivated the person to undertake the role of a foster parent, the 

availability of a nurturing environment for the child, the availability of a safe environment 

for the child, and the foster parent’s ability to work as part of a team. (Broady et al., 2010, 

562) 

While the researchers’s prediction that foster parents in individual interviews reveal a more 

open and personal approach from the participants than those in the focus group discussions 

turned out to be correct, the setting did not affect the content or descriptions of the five 

global domains considered in the research: birth family, motivation, agency influences, 

relationship impacts and attachment. Regarding the domain of birth family the foster 

parents reported struggles between understanding the bond between the child and birth 
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parents and protecting the child from the hurt and maltreatment caused by the birth parents. 

On one hand, it was understood that it must be a terrible experience to have a son or a 

daughter taken from one’s care, but at the same time, it was suggested that such an 

experience was a just ramification for the inability to adequately care for the child (Broady 

et al., 2010, 563-566). 

The underlying message in the motivation domain was that the practical experiences of 

providing care impacted the foster parents’ motivations either by further encouraging them 

to provide care, or by leading them to consider ending the placement, for example due to 

little progression with the child. In relation to the agency influences foster parents 

expressed both benefits of receiving support, and the frustration that comes with lack of 

stability within the team members. Communication breakdowns within foster parents’ 

marital relationships were reported within the relationship impact –domain, as well as the 

positive impacts of allowing their biological children the opportunity to grow in maturity 

and empathy by providing care. (Broady et al., 2010, 565) 

Issues of attachment were particularly important within the focus group discussion, as the 

parents reported growing feelings of attachment towards their foster children. Also in 

individual interviews the topic yielded the most evidence of an internal struggle. While 

acknowledging the birth parents’ primary right to their children, the foster parents tended 

to regard the foster children as their own. The foster parents felt that while birth parents 

ultimately have a right to care for their own child, some rights should be extended to them 

for the amount of care and effort put into caring for the child.  Here lies the greatest 

dilemma of foster care, which the researchers named as the struggle between the “head” 

and the “heart”. (Broady et al., 2010, 565-567) 

There is a bipolar tension between, on the other hand, living with the theoretical, 

organisational, and even non-emotive expectations of the foster care role, and yet on the 

other hand realising that the bond between the child is strengthening and therefore taking 

the foster parent beyond objectivity. Indeed, foster parents have found themselves in a 

situation whereby they must treat their foster children as their own, while at the same time 

fearing that the child might be taken away and knowing that the child has parents of their 

own. (Broady et al., 2010, 567)  

The significance of attachment in the foster parent-child relationship can be viewed as a 

threat. The term “threat” is used by Kelly to refer to the “awareness of imminent 
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comprehensive change in one’s core constructs of self-identity (Kelly, 1955, 361).” When 

the role of a foster parent is perceived in reality as the role of the biological parent, then it 

is likely that this role is aligned with the core constructs of identity. In Kelly’s study, 

attaching oneself to a child affected not only the participants’ self-identities as foster 

parents, but also their identities as nurturing parent-figures in the lives of the dependent 

children, due to which negative attachment experiences had the effect of placing them into 

a mind-set of confusion and rejection. (Broady et al., 2010, 568-570) 

The foster parents’ question remains: do they encourage the development of a close bond 

with a child while also remaining prepared for this bond to be broken? Denying the 

development of a bond of attachment would hinder the potential benefits that a relationship 

of secure attachment has to offer for a child, in which light the foster parent should, 

regardless of the biological parents and the situation encourage secure attachment. This 

dilemma has no simple answer, but it is clear that the identification of the role of a foster 

parent as professional or parental should be addressed also from the foster parent’s point of 

view due to the profound impact this issue has on a foster parent’s self-esteem, identity and 

emotional well-being. (Broady et al., 2010, 568-570) 

The study also points out that the struggle between theoretical knowledge and heartfelt 

emotional experience reported by the participants suggests that the predictions and 

expectations of the foster parents did not often match the reality of fostering a child. 

Kellian theory suggests that people test out their predictive beliefs within the context of 

everyday living. Hence, foster parents tend to test out their beliefs about what foster care 

should and should not be like in daily experience. (Broady et al., 2010, 568-570) 

Broady and colleagues conclude that an ongoing reinforcement of the training content 

directed at foster parents would ensure that the expectations of foster parents are 

reasonable in relation to the anticipated well-being of the child. In turn, this would enable 

the foster parent to challenge impractical expectations, strengthen realistic hopes and to 

feel empowered to provide the best possible care for their foster child. (Broady et al., 2010, 

568-570) 

Without a doubt the experience of a foster mother would be much affected by the tensions 

of expectations, emotions and conflicts described above. Is this struggle between the head 

and the heart apparent in the narratives? Are foster mothers afraid to attach themselves to 
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the children? In the analysis-section of my study any connections to the former research 

about foster parents’ experiences will be highlighted accordingly. 

3.7 Experiences of foster children 

A handful of studies aim at hearing what fostered children themselves have to say, and 

shed light into how children view and report their experiences as foster children. A 

longitudinal research with quantitative and qualitative methods was conducted by 

Elizabeth Fernandez (2007) to explore foster children’s perceptions of the outcomes of 

their care experience. The study yielded valuable insights into children’s perceptions of 

their experiences and concerns by capturing the voice of the children. Fifty-nine children 

(29 boys, 30 girls) were recruited in the longitudinal foster care study in Australia. Many 

of the children had had other placements before the one they moved to before the study 

began, and they had entered into care at different ages. (Fernandez, 2007) 

The children and young people’s needs and strengths were assessed at different stages of 

the process. Interview 1 took place at four months after entry to their placement and 

included personal interviews for those over 7 years of age, with focus on the children’s 

initial adjustment, self-assessed abilities to develop adaptive relationships, self-esteem, 

concentration and behaviour difficulties, anxiety and emotions. Interview 2 took place 18 

months later, and included also the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA). 

(Fernandez, 2007, 350-352) 

At interview 1, the children were asked about a series of feelings to elicit their emotional 

reactions to the experience of initial separation. The most commonly expressed feeling was 

sadness. The majority of boys also reported feeling worried, whereas the majority of girls 

reported feeling lonely. The children’s mood at interview 2 was significantly better than at 

separation, with the children being significantly happier and less scared.  

At interview 2 children appeared to have good relationships with their carers, and in fact 

the majority reported they got on very well with their foster families. The IPPA results 

showed that on the trust scale of children aged less that 12 years had a significantly higher 

mean score. Similarly, young children reported higher total paternal attachment than the 

older children. What is interesting about the IPPA results is that maternal and peer 

attachments were related significantly (r=0.59, P<0.01). In other words, children’s 
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attachment to their peers and foster mothers were based on similar judgements. Also, given 

the importance of peer relationships in adolescence to the development of self-esteem, it is 

not surprising that peer attachments can be considered as a way to determine the 

successfulness of foster care. It turned out that peer self-esteem was negatively correlated 

with total number of placements, indicating that self-esteem can be damaged from “having 

to lose friends over and over again” (as clearly expressed by one girl) and forming new 

maternal relationships repeatedly. (Fernandez, 2007, 351-353) 

When it comes to contact with the birth family, siblings were the most frequently contacted 

family members. Over one-third of the children at interview 1 saw their birth mother on a 

monthly basis, while 52% of the children had no contact with their father. At interview 2, 

70% of the children had no paternal contact at all. The clear majority expressed they 

wanted more contact with their family of origin, most often with their siblings, but also 

with their mothers and fathers. (Fernandez, 2007, 352) Regardless of having little contact 

with their birth parents, the foster children saw themselves not that different from their 

peers. They compared themselves to their peers in normalizing their experience:  

“When I see my friends with their parents I see nothing different...it just seems the same, 

like I’ve got play stations and Nintendos, and being allowed to play and going to friends 

houses as well (Male 13 yrs).”  

“Some people in my class don’t even have a dad. And I get lots of stuff (Female, 10 

yrs).”(Fernandez, 2007, 353) 

The children in Fernandez’s study displayed a high level of psychological need, for 

example in reporting anxiety-related somatic complaints, worry, inability to trust and 

difficulties concentrating. Half or more of the children saw themselves as: often in trouble, 

extremely suspicious of other people’s motives and unable to trust. Less than 50% felt able 

to look to their carers for reassurance. However, there was encouraging evidence that being 

in care did help. At interview 2 there were signs of increased placement stability and small 

but positive changes, including improvement in the children’s ratings of emotional 

problems. (Fernandez, 2007, 354-357) 

Some interesting correlations were also found, for example that the number of the child’s 

self-rated anxiety symptoms at interview 1 predicted adjustment difficulties, while the 

more perceived skills the child had at interview 1, the more cohesive relationships they 
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reported at interview 2. Also, having a younger age at entry into care, coupled with 

multiple placement changes negatively affected children’s self-esteem, in particular their 

peer self-esteem. (Fernandez, 2007, 354-357) The results of this study seem to be in line 

with the results of other, non-self-reporting studies, which indicates that they too have been 

successful in determining what foster children need and experience.  

Another self-reporting study of the experiences of fostered children was conducted by 

McMurray, Connolly, Preston-Shoot, and Wigley in 2011, which explored the identity 

representations of young people in foster care in a rural town in the UK. A total of 52 

children (31 boys and 21 girls) aged between newborn and 16 years old from 31 different 

families were interviewed. All of the children selected had either recently become looked 

after, or were deemed by the social workers as being at risk of being looked after. 

(McMurray et al., 2011) 

The interview transcripts revealed a main theme of identity shaped by relationships. When 

asked to describe themselves, young people’s responses were often shaped by their 

relationships with others, the underlying currents of which were rooted in their family and 

current looked-after experiences. Relationships with siblings and extended family were 

also recognized by the young people as a key feature of how they saw themselves. For 

example, Gary talked about enjoying visiting his grandfather’s house and that in this 

environment he could concentrate on doing something he enjoyed which made him feel 

good about himself. (McMurray et al., 2011, 213-214)  

Some young adults presented identity as a protective mechanism, not revealing their true 

identity to most people. John confirmed to the research team that he felt uncomfortable 

talking about himself but recognized that with close friends he could be his true self, rather 

than possibly a version of himself that he presented to others: 

“I don’t talk about myself, I talk about others. I do talk about myself like but it is only 

certain people that I talk to. Couple of mates from primary know the real John. One really 

good mate from primary school. I grew up with him from day one like. Me and him are still 

like really good but we never have the time to see each other cos we are always out. He is 

out with his dad and I am out like with my mates and family and all that and whenever we 

catch up it is like we constantly talk. We are like a bunch of old people do you know what I 

mean? Our friendship will never break like.” (McMurray et al., 2011, 215) 
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Throughout the interviews, young people placed considerable emphasis upon being 

autonomous and having a sense of control in their lives. Their need for autonomy also 

reflected the theme of identity on standby prompted by uncertainty. Half of the young 

people in the sample explicitly referred to their future selves as worrying about their future. 

It was suggested that they may not have had the opportunity to start developing a coherent 

sense of self because they were still in the midst of very difficult situations. Also the lack 

of autonomy and power, whilst waiting for decisions to be made about their lives, meant 

that their personal future identity was on standby. It appears that for many of this sample 

there was a greater emphasis on external forces which impacted upon their identities and 

autonomy. (McMurray et al., 2011, 215-217) 

3.8 Relationships to other involved adults 

In addition to foster parents and biological parents, there tend to be many other adults 

involved in a foster child’s life as well, such as social workers and teachers. The Finnish 

Sisukas –project copies the well-regarded and successful Skolfam-model of Sweden, 

which aims at enhancing foster children’s academic success by creating a tight support 

network between the involved adults. The Sisukas –project forms a team of three people 

for each foster child: a psychologist, a special education teacher and a social worker. The 

team is there to support the child’s teacher and the child. The support team meets with the 

child and their teacher regularly or irregularly for two years. (Tikkanen, 2013, 21) 

A fostered child requires consistent care, safe and regular routines, sensitivity, empathy 

and encouragement not only in the home environment, but also in their classroom. At the 

same time, they have a need to feel equal and similar to their classmates, instead of being 

treated differently. Approximately one third of foster children in Finland struggle in school 

and have learning difficulties, and fewer of them take part in secondary education in 

comparison to the rest of the age-group. Therefore fostered children are in a higher risk of 

becoming excluded from the society. (Tikkanen, 2013) 

The possible reasons for such statistics are many. First of all, children with disrupted 

attachment relationships may find it difficult to experience strong emotions and to cope 

with emotional reactions, having had insufficient nurture and interaction with a safe adult 

in the past. Sufficient care and interaction all the way from infancy could have given them 

the necessary confidence in the world and their own abilities to manage their emotions in 
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new situations. What is more, the project manager of Sisukas, psychologist Christine 

Välivaara stresses that the student might be in a continuous state of over-alertness, 

attempting to hide their differing family background from other children. When all of a 

child’s energy is spent in coping with various feelings, emotions and concerns in the 

school environment, there may not be enough left for studying. In addition, a child who has 

been let down by adults before might have difficulties trusting their teacher(s). (Tikkanen, 

2013) 

Foster children who suffer from the lack of secure attachment relationships are all 

individuals and act differently towards their teacher. Most often however, they either cling 

to the teacher, or reject all help and insist on managing things on their own. Välivaara 

advices teachers to take on the challenge of becoming close with the student, in order for 

the child to be able to accept help without feeling ashamed about it. The most important 

task of the teacher is to help the child gain confidence in their own abilities, and to provide 

the child with a caring, safe child-adult relationship with repeated small gestures of 

encouragement and caring. When it comes to the child’s sense of belongingness with their 

age-group, Välivaara points out that when the teacher remembers to talk about the richness 

of there being different individuals with their various skills, interests and families, the 

foster child might find it easier to fit into the group. (Tikkanen, 2013) 
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Approach 

4.1.1 Qualitative 

As is common for the sociological and psychological research of today, this thesis too 

follows the qualitative research tradition. In other words, the emphasis is on the qualities of 

entities, on processes, and on meanings that are not measured in terms of quantity, amount, 

intensity, or frequency. Reality is seen as socially constructed, and there is an intimate 

relationship between the researcher and what is studied. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) In 

general, a qualitative researcher seeks answers to how a social experience is created and 

given meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, 14), in the case of this research to how the 

attachment relationships of foster mothers to foster children are created and given meaning 

and how the process is described. 

Instead of a rigorous positivist approach on how to make science, a more post-positivist 

view-point is adopted in this research, resulting in the assumption that reality can never be 

fully apprehended, but merely approximated (Denzin & Lincoln, 14). An attempt is 

therefore made to capture in the narratives of foster mothers as much of reality as possible. 

In justifying the qualitative post-positivist approach, one may concur with Flick (2002): 

“Rapid social change and the resulting diversification of life worlds are increasingly 

confronting social researchers with new social contexts and perspectives...traditional 

deductive methods...are failing...” (Denzin & Lincoln, 15). Moreover, due to the diverse 

realities we are aware of today, knowledge and practice should be studied as local 

knowledge and practice, as Flick points out, ruling out the possibility of ever capturing the 

universal, static reality (Flick, 2002). 

4.1.2 Phenomenology 

More specifically, this thesis is conducted on the basis of the phenomenological 

perspective for qualitative research, mainly guided by the pioneering ideas of Alfred 

Schütz, a follower of Max Weber and an interpretive sociologist (Schutz, 1972), on life-
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world phenomenology (life-world referring to an original domain of all everyday acting 

and thinking and of all scientific theorizing and philosophising). In essence, 

phenomenology and life-world analysis are interested in the understanding of meaning-

comprehension by means of descriptions derived from the subjective consciousness of 

actors (Hitzler & Eberle, 2004, 67), in this case the narrators. The meaning which is always 

linked to an act is not necessarily what we generally understand by a clear intention, but as 

Schütz describes, merely a special way in which a subject attends to their lived experience 

(Schutz, 1972, 215). 

Similarly to narrative research approaches, phenomenology begins with the experience of 

the individual and develops it in a reflective manner. Moreover, it advances towards 

controlled abstraction formulations of the basic layers of consciousness and reveals the 

universal structures in subjective behaviour (Hitzler & Eberle, 2004, 68). Also in 

consistence with the analysis of people’s narratives by a researcher who is open and aware, 

is Schütz’s idea that the act of understanding always consists of a self-explanation on the 

part of the interpreter on the basis of a biographically determined reservoir of knowledge. 

He also points out that the perspective of another actor can only be captured approximately 

and is always interpretative. (Hitzler & Eberle, 2004, 69) It should be noted, that according 

to Schütz, life-world is not only constituted meaningfully in the subjective consciousness, 

but also produced by the actions of people (Hitzler & Eberle, 2004, 68).  

The basic idea of phenomenology can also be described as the distinction between the 

natural attitude and the phenomenological attitude (Sokolowski, 2000). According to 

Sokolowski, the natural attitude refers to our original, world-directed stance, also 

characterised as the so called default perspective, the perspective we all start off from and 

return to in our everyday lives. In contrast, the phenomenological attitude directs our focus 

on philosophical analyses and reflections about the natural attitude. When adapting the 

phenomenological attitude, one becomes an observer, contemplating the involvements 

he/she has with the world and with things in it. While still having convictions, doubts, 

suspicions, certainties and perceptions one is able to contemplate those convictions, 

doubts, suspicions, certainties and perceptions, having suspended them as they are or, in 

more casual terms, having freezed them in place. (Sokolowski, 2000, 42-48) In conclusion, 

the basic principles of having a phenomenological attitude are openness and sensitivity to 

the phenomenon, with attention to its historical, social and linguistic manifestations 

(Ulvinen, 1996). 
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When conducting phenomenological research by reflecting on other people’s narratives as 

in this thesis, the idea of contemplation and awareness of one’s own intentionalities in 

relation to philosophical analyses and reflections about the phenomenon at hand, is acutely 

descriptive of the process. Thus, the employment of the phenomenological approach in this 

thesis could be defined as broadly and generally as taking on the phenomenological 

attitude as a researcher, a participant of the world being studied.  

4.1.3 Giorgi’s model 

The work of Amadeo Giorgi will be used in analysing the narratives in practice. More 

specifically, it is his Sketch of a Psychological Phenomenological Method that is put in 

practice in the analysis of the foster mothers’ narratives. In Giorgi’s phenomenological 

model emphasis is on deducing meaning from a person’s expression, in order to better 

comprehend the everyday world where people are living through various phenomena 

(Giorgi, 1985, 8).  

Giorgi’s model consists of four essential phases. Firstly, the researcher should read the 

narrative several times in order to get a general sense of it, in other words, getting a sense 

of the whole. Secondly, the researcher goes back to the beginning of the text and 

discriminates meaning units with a focus on the phenomenon being researched. In Giorgi’s 

model, these units represent psychological attitudes expressed by the writer and are 

spontaneously perceived by the researcher. The meaning units are enumerated. The third 

step of the process includes the translation of the statements/ meaning units into 

“researcher language”, in order to reveal more of the content. This phase appears to be the 

most crucial in showing the reader how the researcher’s analysis has been formed, and how 

the researcher interprets various units from the text. Finally, the transformed units are 

synthesized into consistent statements of the subject’s experience. (Giorgi, 1985, 10)  

With regards to the final step, Giorgi points out that the more subjects there are and the 

greater the variations, the better the researcher’s ability to see what is essential in relation 

to the phenomenon (Giorgi, 1985, 19). However, he does not deny the importance of 

unique, individual experiences. In this study the final step is used to highlight both the 

meanings unique to the subjects, as well as to show any recurring general themes. Giorgi’s 

model is characterised as a sketch, even by himself, and it is indicated in the outline of the 

sketch that variations of the steps are possible (Giorgi, 1985, 8) 
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I chose Giorgi’s model because it seemed like a natural way for me to begin the process of 

understanding and analysing the narratives. Being able to take small sections of a narrative 

at a time, in other words meaning units, and focus on them, made it easier to comprehend 

not only the separate units, but in the end the whole narratives as well. I was also able to 

point my finger at the exact part of a narrative and my translation of it into researcher’s 

language to show my reasoning as an interpreter, which not only makes it easier for the 

reader to follow my analysis, but for myself as well, in answering my own constant 

questioning: “Why did I think this way about this foster mother’s relationship to the foster 

child?” 

Also the fact that Giorgi’s model gives the researcher an opportunity mould the final step 

of analysis to their own purposes, for example to show differences and similarities between 

the narratives via recurring themes, was important to me when searching for a suitable 

method. In addition, the model prompts the researcher to make general statements of each 

narrative, which makes it impossible to stop after the initial phase of analysing and to leave 

all the interpretations without a role in understanding the whole phenomenon, which I 

think sometimes occurs in this type of theses. 

4.2 The use of narratives 

A narrative can be anything from an oral casual conversation to a written life story. What 

is common to all narratives is that they represent retrospective meaning making- the 

shaping or ordering of past experience. While narrating, one is trying to understand one’s 

own and others’ actions, organizing events into meaningful entities and connecting and 

seeing the consequences of actions and events over time. (Chase, 2008, 64) Narration can 

also be described as reflection, an inherent way of people to think about their own lives 

and construct their identities (Syrjälä, 2001, 204). Therefore the narratives of foster 

mothers in this study are not used in an attempt to reveal any objective facts of the family 

situation at hand, but to reveal as much as possible of the experiences and the meaning-

making of the foster mother in relation to the foster child. 

An interesting take on narration was presented by Riessman in 2001, characterising 

people’s narrations as performances. According to Riessman narrators always consider the 

impression they give of themselves while creating a story. However, this does not indicate 

that the narrator is being insincere, as social interaction always includes some amount of 
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self-awareness resulting in the tendency to bring out some aspects while fading out others.  

(Riessman, 2001, 701-702) In addition, Riessman prefers the idea of multiple truths, as the 

truth in narrations is always guided by current understanding. Therefore truth is something 

different now, than for example at the time of the event. (Riessman, 2001, 704) In other 

words, a foster mother’s account of for example difficulties in the beginning of a 

placement might be different now than two years later. In a nutshell, truth is guided by 

what the person pays attention to, and what meanings they give to the various aspects of an 

event, as well as in what kind of context the story is recounted (Bold, 2012, 18).  

Due to the instability and multifaceted nature of what we call the ‘truth’, objectivity in 

analysing a narrative derives from the subjectivity and context of the narrator, researcher 

and the audience. A common factor in all research employing narratives as data is that 

there are always two voices present in such research, the voice of the narrator and the voice 

of the researcher (Chase, 2008, 74-79). In this study the voice of the researcher is openly 

visible in the second and third steps of analysis, in interpreting the voice of the narrator, 

and the dialogue is hopefully clearly demonstrated throughout the analysis section. 

4.3 Data collection 

To find foster mothers who might be interested in taking part in my study I contacted 

various people via email. Some of them were people I have encountered before, and/ or 

whose friend or relative I know. Mainly, however, I contacted foster care coordinators and 

organizations involved in foster care to find foster mothers interested in participating in my 

study. I also posted messages on various foster parents’ Facebook group-pages, as well as 

sent some of the foster mothers private messages explaining my research briefly.  

The issues and experiences of foster care were never discussed with any of the respondents 

in casual conversations, and the only information related to the topic of this thesis have 

been obtained from them through the narratives present in this study. Also, it should be 

added that I have no personal, significant or close relationships to any of the respondents. 

The fact that the narrators were not randomly assigned does not seem likely to significantly 

affect the analysis of the narratives, although this cannot be proven. The only common 

factor that the respondents share, is that they, out of all the people contacted, ended up 

responding my message and writing a narrative. 
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In the end I received three narratives. The problem in obtaining narratives was not that 

foster mothers and coordinators did not have enough interest towards my study, but the 

fact that although foster mothers agreed to take part in my study, many failed to send a 

narrative. Knowing that these are families with multiple (foster) children leading a busy 

life, I did not feel I should pressure them with constant reminders. The three narratives I 

did receive were full of valuable information and were enough, thinking of the amount and 

quality of knowledge my research design demanded. 

Instructions for the writing of the narratives were sent to the three foster mothers via email 

(see appendix). The narratives were received as an email attachment and I never met the 

mothers face-to-face in the course of the process. My role as a researcher comes more into 

play when reading and analysing the narratives.  

As Christine Bold writes, the aim of asking people to produce a written narrative for your 

research is not only to gain respondents, but to engage the participants in the research, as 

partners in the development of practice (Bold, 2012, 109), the ultimate goal of most 

research. There is no doubt that the issue of child-adult relationships in foster homes is 

something that greatly interests also the foster mothers whose experiences are shared in 

this research, and there is no reason for them to be left aside as mere information providers, 

while the researcher functions as the only voice of the research. The narratives present here 

are all individual voices, concerned enough on the topic of this research to take part and to 

share their own stories. It should be mentioned, that while I have read and analysed the 

narratives from a researcher’s point of view, the voices themselves alone provide 

something of value in this thesis. 

4.4 Three mothers- three narratives 

The first respondent, Jaana, is a former foster mother to three biological brothers, who lost 

contact with them momentarily after a break-up with the foster father. Today she has a 

relationship to the two youngest boys. She also has a daughter of her own now, Kata, who 

calls the youngest boy her older brother. The boys lived with Jaana for several years, and 

she successfully describes the processes of forming a relationship to each of the boys, 

which is fruitful with regards to the analysis part.  
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The second respondent, Aino, is a foster mother to three children. The oldest of her foster 

children, Minna, is now 15 years old and has stayed with Aino and her husband for almost 

ten years. Nora and Robin are biological siblings, and were placed with Aino’s family at 

the same time. Nora was six years old at the time of placement, and is now 13 years old. 

Robin was a toddler at the time of placement, and is now 10 years old. Aino and her 

husband were a blended family, before becoming a foster family as well, with five 

biological children from previous marriages. Their biological children have already moved 

out and formed their own families.  

In her narrative Aino discusses her relationship with their oldest foster child, Minna, with 

acute memories from the time she was placed with her, to the state of their relationship 

now. Minna came to their family when Aino and her husband still had some of their 

biological children staying with them, who were already teenagers at that time. Aino 

decided to stay home with Minna to take care of her properly, and they had a couple of 

years together just the two of them, before the other two foster children came.  

The third foster mother, Maarit, had been a foster mother to a six-year-old boy for only six 

months at the time of writing her narrative, but it allowed her to discuss the feelings and 

experiences that go along with forming the initial relationship to a foster child in a very 

rich way. Matias was the first child ever placed with Maarit and her husband, and has filled 

their family life with all the joys and hassles only a child can. Maarit’s narrative is 

especially fruitful since she describes the forming of a foster mother-child relationship the 

same time as it happens.  

The three narratives tell three very different stories, which shows how multidimensional 

and personal the experience of being a foster family really is, and how each child and each 

foster mother is different from the next. Having said that, the narratives all have 

reoccurring themes in them that will be discussed in the conclusive remarks. I have also 

been lucky enough to obtain the stories of foster mothers in different stages of fostering: 

one who has had the children removed from her care and can look back at the whole 

experience, as well as describe their relationships afterwards, one who continues being the 

foster mother to three children, and one who is just starting her life as a foster mother.  

Irrelevant details in all narratives, including names, have been altered in order to ensure 

anonymity and privacy.  
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5. Data analysis 

5.1 Phase one: Reading and orienting 

As instructed in Giorgi’s model, I began by reading the texts to see what they consist of 

and what the situation presented in the text in general is. The first narrative by Jaana came 

across as very honest, unedited and straight-forward, sort of as a stream of thought. Jaana 

had clearly used the guiding questions I had provided, which meant she did not stray from 

the topic at hand, and that she was able to provide the same information on each of the 

foster children, allowing comparisons. In her narrative she looked back on the time when 

they were all still adapting to being a foster family with three foster children, as well as 

what her relationship to each child had developed into, and what her relationships with 

each of them are now. Jaana’s narrative gave an impression that she has already had to 

come to terms with everything that went on and the state of things now, and that she has 

had time to form an idea of the holistic experiences she had with each child.  

In Jaana’s narrative I found a lot of resonance to the idea that children find it easier to 

adapt to new families and to form new attachments when placed in foster care at a young 

age. Also the idea, that sometimes your best effort is not enough when it comes to 

becoming close with a child and helping them get over their past hurdles, came across from 

Jaana’s description of her oldest foster child. In general, her story was a realistic and 

down-to-earth narration that touched me. I felt I could hear the voice behind the narration 

and even in the lack of emotional embellishments and expressions, the struggles and joys 

of fostering children came through.  

Aino’s narrative unveiled a very different story, of a foster child who truly became a 

family member like any other child in that particular family. Having read Aino’s narrative, 

I felt joy for the course Minna’s life had taken after being placed in this wonderful, 

devoted family. Her story is an example of what the foster family system can, in the best 

case scenario, do for an individual. Regardless of the difficult period Minna and her foster 

family had endured, when hardships are overcome together, they can have the effect of 

bringing people even closer together.  
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Although Minna’s story is one that could motivate anyone to become a foster parent, I had 

to remind myself that each child is different. Minna clearly had a strong need to belong to 

her foster family, and she actively affected the attachment processes with her behaviour. 

She was also lucky enough to have a biological mother who saw her desire to be a part of a 

happy, healthy family, and who gave her permission to be happy in other people’s care. 

Hers is a story of a child who benefitted hugely from her new chance to have a well-

functioning family, and who has formed permanent attachment relationships with her 

foster parents that will provide safety and comfort for her even in adulthood. 

Unfortunately, I am fully aware that not all foster children gain all this. 

The third narrative by Maarit, unfolded a detailed account on how her relationship with her 

foster son has begun to develop, and the different attributes and impacts related. Her 

narrative is very fruitful in terms of this research, since it focuses on the development of 

attachments in the life of a young child. She discusses the relationship between a foster 

mother and a foster child through the existing attachment relationships of the child quite 

interestingly, although the instructions provided for participants did not, quite deliberately, 

mention attachment theories or even the word attachment. However, it is no wonder at all 

if attachment as a phenomenon is in the minds of foster parents. In fact, it is easy to 

imagine a foster parent who, either intuitively or based on their training, considers the 

attachment of their foster child to themselves as beneficial, or as revealing the success of 

the placement.  

After reading the narrative, I thought that the story of Matias and Maarit is a hopeful one. 

It gives the reader an impression that regardless of the hurdles of the beginning, the 

apparent confusion of Matias, and the fact that he has had to be separated from the mother 

he so loves, the placement has been a positive thing both in the lives of Maarit and her 

husband, and in the life of Matias. The way the narrative has been written, in a playful and 

friendly tone, also contributes to the feeling that everything is well with the writer and her 

foster son.  
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5.2 Phase two & three: Discrimination of the meaning units and their 

transformation into the researcher’s language 

To avoid unnecessary repetition, the second and third steps are physically combined in this 

report. Nevertheless, two actions have taken place. First of all, after careful reading the 

meaning units from the texts were separated quite intuitively, while at the same time an 

attempt was made to follow a logical separation of one idea to another. Because the 

narratives are in Finnish, I translated all the meaning units into English with the best of my 

abilities.  

The next step consisted of translating the units into a more direct, objective language to 

reveal the content how I see it as a researcher (step three). According to Giorgi, the third 

step is for translating the everyday language of the narrator into the psychological language 

of the researcher (Giorgi, 1985, 17). This characterisation of the third step is also 

applicable here, and does in no way oppose or contradict my characterisation of the 

researcher’s language as more direct or objective. Thus the language of the narrator can be 

said to have been transformed into a more direct, objective and psychological language of 

someone unrelated to the situation. 

Foster mother Jaana  

The first narrative was quite organized and chronological, so there was no urgent need to 

combine separate bits to form the units. Only the order of a few sentences has been altered. 

Below are the meaning units and their corresponding translations derived from the first 

narrative. 

Jaana- Pekko 

(1) Pekko was 10 years old when he was placed with us. He had clearly taken a lot of 

responsibility for the younger siblings. At first I was amazed at how much he worried 

about whether I remembered to change the youngest one’s diapers and to feed him, among 

other things.  

(1) Pekko was significantly older than his younger siblings, and was therefore aware of 

their physical needs and saw it his task to make sure his baby brother’s needs were 
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fulfilled. In doing this, Jaana felt Pekko’s distrust on her capabilities, but she was also 

impressed by Pekko’s intense care and concern for the baby.  

(2) There was not enough time for our relationship to become very close, it could rather be 

described as a routine care relationship (hoitosuhde). Life with him was going from one 

conflict to another and it was pretty tough. Even in the beginning there was not any so 

called honeymoon- period for us, probably due to the fact that Pekko had known us 

beforehand after having spent the three previous summers with us.  

(2) Jaana thinks her relationship with Pekko might have deepened had they had more years 

together, but as it stands her relationship with Pekko was more formal and distant than she 

had hoped for. She had, it seems, accepted the state of their relationship. Jaana had a hard 

time with Pekko who always created conflicts. She never experienced any introductive 

period of politeness, shyness and good behaviour or initial excitement with him. She thinks 

this is at least partly because they had spent a lot of time together before the placement. 

(3) We did have nice moments together now that I really reminisce, but Pekko was very 

reserved, diffident, didn’t trust us and wasn’t happy really with anything.  

(3) Jaana wants to be able to say they had some happy moments together with Pekko in 

order to justify the placement for hers and for Pekko’s sake. She did experience some 

positive moments, if not moments of success with Pekko. Pekko’s behaviour was showing 

distrust, unhappiness and reserve. It seems as though he was not easily soothed or 

comforted. 

(4) We lived together as normal a life as possible. Pekko went to school, and our hobby 

together was going swimming. Pekko had his own small shed in the yard, which he 

continuously fixed and decorated and in which he spent a lot of time on his own. 

(4) Not being able to provide Pekko with the emotional support he must need, Jaana settled 

into providing him with safe routines, activities and adequate care otherwise. They did 

activities together. However, the one thing Pekko was most contended with, his shed, was 

also distancing him from other family members. Pekko’s dedication to his shed showed 

ability to form long-term attachments to safe places, and a disposition to spend time alone. 
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(5) Today our relationship is fairly distant. During the years 2007-2011 I didn’t meet 

Pekko at all, and as we met again after a few years one could describe us being merely 

acquaintances, and I don’t expect our relationship to change much from this.  

(5) Jaana’s relationship to Pekko today is distant. This could be due to a long separation, 

although Jaana does not seem to see it as the primary cause. Their relationship is most 

likely one of acquaintances due to the fact that Pekko never let Jaana close enough to 

become attached to her in any meaningful way. Jaana does not expect any change to occur 

in their relationship. 

(6) Pekko’s difficulties are so huge and deep that I don’t feel like I have enough resources 

and strength to truly confront him. 

(6) The reason why Jaana has given herself, quite justly, permission not to feel guilty about 

her inability to provide Pekko with a healthy attachment relationship, is that she feels she 

has not the resources to help Pekko or to see all there is to his problems. In essence, she 

has given up.  

 

Jaana - Olavi 

(7) Olavi was in first grade when he was placed with us. He came to the house as to his 

home. I guess somehow he did feel he belonged in our home, having spent three summer 

vacations with us together with Pekko.  

(7) Olavi had just started school when he came to live with Jaana. He instantly felt at home 

at her house, and acted accordingly. Unlike Pekko, Olavi had developed an attachment to 

Jaana’s home after those summer holidays. 

(8) At that time Olavi was in his own way very active, social and had a sense of justice and 

fairness. He was always ready to defend weaker ones with his fists up. 

(8) In the beginning of the placement, Olavi was very lively and talkative, and got along 

with others. He felt it his duty to ensure that justice and fairness were achieved around him. 

Sometimes this determination elicited aggressive, even physical reactions from him. 

(9) At home Olavi had quite some temper. If things did not go his way, he made sure you 

could see it and hear it. Or alternatively, the boy ran into the woods to cool down.  
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(9) When left together with the foster family, Olavi often misbehaved when he did not get 

to control situations. When he didn’t get things the way he wanted, but had to obey others 

or adapt to other people’s wishes, he lost his temper. This manifested in Olavi either 

having powerful temper tantrums, or removing himself from the situation by running into 

the woods. After returning from the woods he would be calmer.  

(10) With Olavi our relationship developed into a close one, apparently because he still 

had some sort of trust for people.  

(10) Jaana developed a close relationship with Olavi, unlike with Pekko. Jaana thinks this 

might be because Olavi, unlike Pekko, still had a sense of trust in the world and the people 

around him. This might be in reference to his age at time of placement, since Olavi was 

younger when removed from his original home and had experienced fewer traumas. 

(11) With Olavi we also went swimming a lot, and it was a big enjoyment for him to go to a 

hamburger restaurant where he always ordered the double burger.  

(11) Jaana experienced a sense of getting to know Olavi as they shared a hobby and when 

she learned which foods Olavi would always want afterwards. The routines of every-day 

life were important to Jaana and Olavi. 

(12) With Olavi the trouble was his inability to control emotions. Once encountered with 

troubles, he had a hard time controlling his behaviour. With Pekko they clashed violently 

multiple times. One time I know they had been in a fight with no one else around and even 

a knife had been present. The matter was revealed by a slash mark on the desktop.  

(12) What Jaana experienced unsatisfying and difficult with Olavi, was his inability control 

negative emotions. When Olavi encountered difficult situations which elicited emotional 

responses from him, he was unable to control himself and deal with the situation calmly. 

This was the case especially when it came to his older brother, Pekko, with whom they 

fought violently many times. Jaana was aware that these fights happened when no one was 

not around as well, because once she had found a knife mark on a desktop as a side product 

of the boys fighting. She must have been shocked and afraid to find out the extent of their 

physical clashes. 
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(13) At the moment my relationship with Olavi is closer than with Pekko (no contact 

between 2007-2011). We meet with Olavi a few times a year when he visits his biological 

mother. We go for example to movies or meet at my place or at the bio-mother’s.  

(13) Even though Jaana was unable to see the boys for a few years, her current relationship 

with Olavi is closer than with Pekko. She spends time with him regularly, as does the 

biological mother. Jaana must be in good terms with the biological mother, since she has 

been able to organise these get-togethers.   

(14) I hope our relationship remains this way or even becomes closer still. To become 

closer to Olavi would require more efforts from me and I have not had the strength and 

resources to accomplish it.  

(14) Jaana would like to see her relationship with Olavi become closer still, but is also 

happy with the way things are at the moment. She acknowledges the fact that working on 

their relationship would require more from herself, which she has not been able to 

accomplish. 

 

Jaana-Lassi 

(15) Lassi was a one-year-old when the placement began. He was the new acquaintance to 

us of the boys, and since he was placed in foster care at such young age, he had luckily 

avoided the difficult experiences his bothers had already had in their lives.  

(15) Lassi was still an infant, a toddler when placed with Jaana. Jaana had no previous 

experience with him, as she did with the other two boys. Jaana considers it beneficial for 

Lassi to have been placed in a foster home at such an early age, since it meant he would 

avoid the difficult, even traumatic experiences his brothers had had the misfortune to 

experience.  

(16) Lassi was ill with several infections in the beginning of the placement, so the 

beginning was tough also because of that.  

(16) Because Lassi was ill for an extensive period of time in the beginning of the 

placement, Jaana had a rough start with taking care of him. Taking care of a sick child 

would have used up a lot of her time and energy. 
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(17) Lassi felt at home with us ever since he moved to us. At least it seemed that there was 

no longing anywhere (the boys had lived in a children’s home for over six months before 

the placement).  

(17) Lassi was comfortable with the change of environment when being placed in foster 

care. He did not seem to miss anything from his previous home. Jaana suggests this might 

be because he did not come directly from his home, but had spent what would have been 

half of his life so far in a children’s home with his brothers.  

(18) Becoming attached to him was the easiest, fastest and deepest. That was surely 

affected a lot by that fact that he didn’t miss his parents having lived for a long time in a 

children’s home with constantly changing care-givers. In the beginning we probably were 

just care-givers among all others to him.  

(18) It was easy, almost inevitable, for Jaana to become deeply attached to Lassi. It was 

very easy to form a reciprocal attachment relationship with Lassi, since he did seem to 

have earlier attachment relationships in the background having spent so long in a 

children’s home. In the beginning, Lassi accepted Jaana and her husband easily, probably 

considering them caregivers among all others. 

(19) Neither did he have any apparent difficulties due to his life so far. He was a bright 

and active one-year-old. He learned knew things and developed in a normal pace. With 

him we lived the normal joys and sorrows that go with his age period.  

(19) Jaana did not notice any harmful effects caused by the way Lassi had gone through his 

life so far, but saw him as a normal, happy one-year-old. Lassi developed in accordance to 

what is considered normal for his age. Jaana was able to experience what having a child his 

age would be like, without any special conditions related to having a foster child. 

(20) When we met after the period of five years Lassi didn’t remember me. Regardless, 

ever since the introduction Lassi hugged me and wanted to be close to me. He listened and 

asked questions. He sort of tested me, about which things I knew, and on the other hand 

was astonished when I did know things. Slowly he became convinced that I really have 

been a part of his life and the questions were dropped.  

(20) Lassi did not think he remembered Jaana after the years of separation. However, he 

felt a need to be close to Jaana ever since the first meeting, and was comfortable around 
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her, much like a familiar person. Lassi was attentive and curious. He asked Jaana questions 

about him and his brothers and about their past, in order to get a confirmation that Jaana 

really had been a part of his life. He was surprised at first that she knew so much about him 

and his brothers. When he became convinced of the fact the she used to have an integral 

role in his life, he no longer felt the need to ask these questions. 

(21) Nowadays my relationship with Lassi is pretty close.  

(21) Jaana feels like she still has a relatively close relationship to Lassi. 

(22) Nowadays he visits us when he is over at his biological mother. He clearly enjoys 

spending time with Kata, although she does annoy him as well. He is kind of an older 

brother, and Kata calls him “big brother” too.  

(22) Lassi visits Jaana each time he stays with his biological mother. He has a sibling-like 

relationship with Jaana’s daughter, including the normal bickering of a brother and little 

sister.  

Foster mother Aino 

(1) When Minna came to us she was a so called invisible child; a very quiet and frightened 

child, who had been in a family of alcoholism and violence. Minna was very timid, 

downright thin and gaunt, a weak girl (malnourished, tired, asthmatic, plus other health 

problems).  

(1) Aino’s first impression of Minna was that she was submissive, frightened and quiet, the 

sort of child who is easily left unnoticed. Aino seems to think there is a link between 

Minna’s behaviour and her coming from a disruptive, unhealthy home environment. Also 

Minna’s physical appearance and health problems correlate with her seemingly apathetic 

nature.  

(2) With her appearance Minna woke up all the motherly love and need of nurturing in me. 

I fell in love with her head over heels! I was at home just for her, and because all my other 

children were already teenagers, I really had a lot of time for her. 

(2) Because of Minna’s vulnerable appearance, Aino experienced a strong need to care for 

her and nurture her. She had loving feelings towards Minna right from the beginning, her 
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motherly love having been awakened. Aino decided to stay home to take care of Minna, 

and to give her all the attention she could. The rest of Aino’s children were already 

teenagers, so she was able to give Minna the time and attention they no longer needed.  

(3) She immediately started calling us “mum” and “dad”, and she had a strong need to 

“tame” her new family for her, as she herself said.  

(3) Minna wanted to belong to her new family ever since the beginning of the placement, 

calling Aino and her husband “mum” and “dad”. She experienced and also reported a need 

to “tame” the new family she had been given, in order to assure that much like after taming 

an animal, they would become interdependent of her and interrelated with her, thus never 

leaving her.  

(4) She was the kind of child who let you be near her, and hugged us herself.  

(4) Minna demonstrated her affection to her new family by hugging them and letting them 

be near her. By acting in this manner, she actively ensured that her new family would like 

her and love her. 

(5) She was always happy and interested in everything, wanted to learn new things and 

laughed a lot. 

(5) Minna flourished in her new environment, seeming happy and relaxed, and interested 

about her surroundings.  

(6) We searched for friends for Minna, and she also actively searched for friends herself. 

(6) Recognising the need for Minna to have attachments and social relationships within her 

age-group, her new family encouraged her to make friends and even searched for friends 

for her. Minna also actively searched for friends. 

(7) We have done everything together from baking buns to travelling in Brazil and Chile, 

along with plenty of other wonderful trips. We have been to clubs and many other activities 

with her.  

(7) Aino has done a lot of activities with Minna, and they (possibly with other family 

members) have even travelled abroad together many times. Minna’s new family has 

invested in her a lot, coming up with things she might enjoy. 
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(8) She has been given a lot of time and love, which has been genuine on the part of our 

whole family.  We have also received her love in return. 

(8) The whole family genuinely love Minna, and Aino believes they have received her love 

in return. 

(9)In her pre-teens Minna had a difficult phase, with stealing and lying. Things were very 

difficult for us, and we lost trust in Minna but never our love.  She received help from us 

and from the family clinic. Things were fixed, and now we are doing really well.  

(9) In the process of growing up, Minna had a period of bad behaviour such as stealing and 

lying. Her new family could not accept this behaviour, and it affected them negatively. 

They lost trust in Minna momentarily, probably due to her lying. Nevertheless, they never 

gave up with Minna, and continued to love her unconditionally. Help was sought for 

Minna, and the stealing and lying ended. Minna and her family have recovered from the 

incident. 

(10) Minna is a truly delightful and beautiful young lady who knows how to behave and 

knows herself, and who has accepted her past as much as it is possible for someone her 

age.  

(10) Nowadays Aino sees Minna as a balanced, well-behaved, beautiful young lady, who is 

honest to herself and knows who she is. She suspects Minna has been able to come to 

terms with her past in as mature a manner as possible for a young person her age. 

(11) She is happy and does well in school (normal, mediocre grades), she has future plans 

and trust for the future. She is sociable and comes along with people very well. She plays 

sports and is involved in organisational activities, and she is a mentor student at her 

school, for example for immigrant children.  

(11) Minna is happy and does well in many aspects of her life: school, hobbies, 

extracurricular activities and social life. Minna wants to support others, thus sharing her 

own well-being. She has a positive outlook on the future, which indicates healthy self-

esteem and a well-working support network.  

(12) I love her and I tell her that often. She has told me that she could not imagine another 

family for herself, we are her family. 
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(12) Aino loves her foster child, and she tells her that often. Minna feels like she belongs to 

her foster family, in fact, in her experience they are her family; the only family she could 

imagine having, which is what any biological child would say as well. 

(13) Her biological mother has told Minna to just be happy in the other family, so she has 

given Minna permission to be happy with us. I believe that has helped Minna very much in 

integrating into our family.  

(13) Minna’s biological mother has given Minna permission to be happy in her foster 

family. In a sense she has given her freedom not to look back, but to live in the present and 

move on. Aino thinks this has been vital for Minna in integrating into her new family. 

(14) Minna is also closest to my husband from the children. I believe we will be very close 

all our lives. We can talk about anything and I trust her and she trusts me.  

(14) Minna is also very close to Aino’s husband. Aino thinks they will have a close 

relationship all their lives. Minna and Aino can share anything with trust, which must be 

the ideal situation in any parent-child relationship.  

(15) The future looks good, but if something bad happens, she will always have our love 

and a home with us.  

(15) Aino thinks Minna’s future looks promising, but she is also prepared to support her if 

anything bad happens. Minna will always have a home with Aino, and a family that loves 

her. 

Foster mother Maarit 

(1) First I want to apologise it took so long to reply. There was the autumn holiday and 

other fuss. Indeed, having a foster child has changed our whole daily family routine a bit, 

but in a positive sense.  

(1) Maarit is experiencing all the hassle involved with having a young child. Her routines 

have changed entirely, but she is welcoming the changes.  

(2) Matias has been with us only a little over six months, so there’s not much to write 

about, but hopefully this provides some help for your thesis.  
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(2) Maarit thinks that the fact that their foster child has only been placed with them six 

months ago might limit the amount of information she is able to provide me. She is 

hopeful, however, that her narrative will provide some help in my research.  

(3) Matias has a very close relationship to his own mother, and that perhaps explains why 

my relationship with him has taken time to develop and still isn’t that close.  

(3) Maarit knows that Matias has a very close relationship with his biological mother. Her 

own relationship with Matias has developed very slowly, and she still does not consider it a 

close relationship. Maarit thinks the relationship Matias has with his biological mother 

might be affecting the Matias’s relationship with her. 

(4) The father, on the other hand, has not been around, so it has been easier for Matias to 

like my husband, and I think they do have a closer relationship than Matias and I. Of 

course there are all these guy things and hobbies that Matias really likes to do with my 

husband.  

(4) Matias’s biological father, unlike the mother, has not been involved in Matias’s life, 

and Maarit thinks this has made it easier for Matias to develop a close relationship with her 

husband, the foster father. She does not think this is the only reason for the fact that Matias 

has a closer relationship to her husband than her, though, since Matias and her husband 

share a lot of interests and hobbies, she, as a woman, does not really share.  

(5) Matias came to us in the beginning of the year, and the first month was quite horrible. 

We already started thinking about what we had gotten ourselves into.  

(5) The first month after Matias was placed with Maarit was difficult to say the least. Her 

husband and her even had feelings of doubt about their choice of fostering Matias. 

(6) Matias had always been able to rule the house and sort of be the adult of the house, 

sometimes having to take care of his mother. And in our house it just happens to be so that 

adults decide and rule... There was a lot of fighting, over every little thing.  

(6) Maarit thinks that in his past Matias has been able to get things his way, instead of 

having an adult present to guide his actions. In fact, she thinks that Matias may have had to 

take care of his biological mother at times, instead of the other way around. However, 

Maarit and her husband are determined that in their care Matias will be treated like any 
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child, with limits and boundaries and adults who decide what is best for him. This caused a 

lot of fighting and struggling over everything Matias was told to do or not to do.  

(7) Luckily I am such a strong character that I didn’t give in. But it did feel like I was the 

horrible, nasty one, had there been a Horrible Foster Mothers Association I would have 

been a perfect member for that.   

(7) Maarit is happy that she never gave in the struggle, and contributes this to her strong 

will. However, she felt like a horrible, mean foster mother for having to discipline Matias 

and not giving in to him. Happily, she is now able to joke about it. 

(8) But quite quickly it changed, it was really just a month of struggling and disputing over 

every little thing, but in the end it paid off.  

(8) Matias’s behaviour changed reasonably soon, after about a month of struggling and 

disputing. In the end, all the disciplining resulted in the wanted outcome.  

(9) In the beginning the development of our relationship was affected by the fact that we 

were waiting for a legal decision about the permanence of the placement, and of course it 

affects attachment, not knowing whether the boy stays with us permanently or if the 

agreement is going to dissolve. Naturally, these feelings and thoughts were not to be shown 

to the child. We waited for a decision for three months, and they decided to continue the 

placement.  

(9) In the beginning of Matias’s placement Maarit and her husband were not sure they 

would be his permanent foster parents, but had to wait for a legal decision. Maarit is 

positive that this uncertainty affected their attachment relationship with Matias in the 

beginning, since they did not know whether Matias would be taken away from their care 

soon or not. Maarit considered it important that these apprehensions and feelings of 

uncertainty were never shown to the child. After three months of anxious waiting, the 

placement was decided to be continued.  

(10) Our relationship has developed gradually, the biological mother still being the more 

important mum, and she never will become anything less.  

(10) The relationship of Maarit and Matias has developed slowly and gradually. The 

biological mother still remains more important in Matias’s mind, and Maarit thinks she 

will never become anything less. 
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(11) Matias began to miss and ponder about his own mum a bit more when pre-school 

started and they of course had talked about families more there.  

(11) After entering pre-school, with children from “normal” families, Matias began to miss 

his biological mother more and to contemplate the whole situation with her.  

(12) We also made an agreement that we are his substitute mummy and daddy, and so 

Matias now has two sets of mums and dads. This agreement has worked pretty well. There 

has also been talk about how people usually think we are Matias’s parents, and that there 

is no need to start clearing that out.  

(12) Maarit and her husband made an agreement with Matias that they should be 

considered his substitute mummy and daddy, and that instead of replacing Matia’s 

biological parents, he now has two sets of parents. This helped Matias make sense of his 

family situation. They also talked about how people they encounter normally think Matias 

is their own child, and how they think it’s totally fine and there is no need to explain the 

situation to everyone. 

(13) Matias’s mum really is so important, that I have never even imagined that he would 

start calling us “mum” and “dad”. But suddenly, last week he accidentally called me 

“mum”... which startled me since I never thought I would ever hear it. He has called me 

“mum” a few times after this.  

(13) Because Maarit knows how important the biological mother is to Matias, she never 

imagined he would end up calling her and her husband “mum” and “dad”. However, a 

week earlier Matias called Maarit “mum”, which startled her in a positive sense. Maarit 

thinks this was done accidentally. However, Matias has called her “mum” a few times after 

that as well, which has probably been very pleasant for Maarit. To Maarit and Matias this 

signifies an increase in the sense of belonging Matias experiences in his foster family. 

 (14) Some time ago we were at a market with Matias and his mother, and it was 

interesting to notice that at times Matias was close to his mother, and at times close to me, 

he really didn’t know which of us to stay close to.  

(14) When together with his biological mother and Maarit, Matias moves between them, 

sometimes staying closer to his biological mother and sometimes closer to Maarit. Maarit 

found this interesting, but also saw that Matias was a bit unsure about which one to follow, 
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and perhaps a little confused. However, Maarit was probably glad to find that the 

preference Matias has to his biological mother was not showing. 

(15) During the meetings he usually asks for my help, if he needs something. The mother is 

a little bit funny and goofy, and doesn’t know how to do everything.  

(15) During meetings with the biological mother, Matias asks Maarit to help with little 

things if he needs something. Maarit thinks Matias knows that the bio-mummy is a little 

different, and may not know how to do everything for Matias.  

(16) And Matias does compare us a lot too, saying how his mum never does this or 

that...just about basic things I mean.  

(16) Maarit has noticed that Matias compared her to the biological mother a lot, when it 

comes to any small things they tend to do differently.  

(17) Matias has received love from his own mother too, and will continue to receive it, but 

when it comes to care-giving it has been kind of the other way around.  

(17) While Maarit acknowledges that Matias’s mother has given him a lot of love, and will 

in the future as well, she knows that when it comes to care-giving she has not provided him 

with what he needs. This justifies her being a foster mother to him, and in a sense, taking 

Matias away from her care. 

(18) His self-esteem has developed massively during these six months.  

(18) Maarit also thinks Matias’s self-esteem has developed a lot since he was placed in 

foster care. 

(19) In my opinion my relationship to the boy is good and is developing constantly. We do 

a lot of things together and there is a lot of trust.  

(19) Maarit now considers her relationship with Matias a good one, and thinks it will 

develop further. She does a lot of things with Matias, and there is trust between them. 

(20) Our relationship from now on can probably only develop into something better, since 

there is a lot of caring and loving going on in our house. 
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(20) Because of the loving and caring Maarit and her husband provide Matias with, and the 

response Matias has had to this, Maarit thinks it inevitable that their relationship with 

Matias develop into something even better. 

5.3 Phase four: Statements of the narrators’ experiences 

This final step in the analysis of the three narratives is for making statements and 

interpretations on the experiences of the narrators. The experiences of the three narrators 

are discussed separately, and reference to theory and former research is made where 

relevant. Various statements are made to make sense of what the narratives actually 

disclosed. The origin of the statements in this section, in other words interpretations, can 

be traced to the translations of the meaning units in the previous section. Thus the analysis 

process should be as open to the reader as possible.  

5.3.1 Jaana and her former foster children 

In Jaana’s narrative, one of the most interesting and emotionally charged parts was when 

she described Pekko’s difficulties. His inability to attach himself to a caring adult is quite 

apparent in his relationship to Jaana. Without knowing whether he has been diagnosed with 

RAD, one can assume that this inability may be affecting his socio-emotional behaviour 

and well-being in many sectors of life. As Balbernie points out, similar behaviors as to 

what have been discovered in institutionalized children may also be a part of the emotional 

difficulties displayed by some fostered and adopted children, demonstrating not so much a 

discrete attachment disorder as the need to fend for oneself having been left without 

appropriate care in the biological home environment (Balbernie, 2010, research abstract) as 

can be assumed Pekko had. Jaana certainly described Pekko as someone who has a need to 

fend for himself, and who is inclined to distrust any adult attempting to help him. 

Of course, the aim here is not to perform a professional analysis on Pekko or to assume 

things, but his mental state seems to be the primary factor in defining Jaana’s and his 

relationship. It does seem as though they had plenty of time together, Jaana had proven her 

trustworthiness repeatedly, and they had had opportunities to bond. Naturally, one should 

not deny the possibility that also personal qualities play a part in forming attachment 

relationships with primary school -aged children, and there might have been a discrepancy 
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between the two which prevented them from forming a close relationship. After all, 

attachment relationships that take place after the primary attachment relationships of 

infancy cannot be assumed to form similarly, by simply providing consistent care and 

reacting to messages accordingly.  

Jaana was more successful in developing attachments with Olavi and Lassi, and she still 

enjoys the aftermath of their close relationships when the boys come to spend time with 

her. There is no doubt, that while Pekko was unable to learn trust and affection with Jaana, 

she did whatever she could, and luckily it provided more for the two younger boys.  

5.3.2 Aino’s relationship with foster daughter Minna 

Aino’s relationship with Minna is similar to any successful mother-daughter attachment 

relationship. In Aino’s case, the characteristics of a good foster parent described in the 

Growing up in foster care –study come to mind.  The five dimensions in the secure base 

parenting model were availability, sensitivity, acceptance, co-operation and family 

membership. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) All of these dimensions are descriptive of 

the way in which Aino performs as a foster mother.  

For example, Aino is available to Minna mentally and physically, which enabled Minna to 

build trust toward her. As stated by Fonagy and co-researchers, in adulthood availability 

means promoting appropriate autonomy while simultaneously providing a safe haven and 

an ongoing sense of relatedness. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) Aino shows her 

understanding of being a safe haven to an autonomous adult daughter, the importance of an 

ongoing sense of relatedness, and her willingness to be available for Minna even in 

adulthood when she writes: “I believe we will be very close all our lives. We can talk about 

anything and I trust her and she trusts me. The future looks good, but if something bad 

happens, she will always have our love and a home with us.”  

Acceptance in the secure base model links closely to building the foster children’s self-

esteem. In the Growing up in foster care –study many foster parents mentioned that 

accepting the young people for who they were and building their self-esteem and 

acceptance of themselves was central to their parenting. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-

264) The same could be said about Aino. Co-operation in the study simply signified 

working together to solve problems. An example of this would be Aino’s need to help 
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Minna solve her problem of not having any friends in the area, or her problems with 

stealing. In the process the caregiver promotes the kind of competence and confidence that 

are required to become resilient and capable of adapting to new challenges. Family 

membership is to help the child to belong, and to build their identity in relation to their 

past, present and future. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) If anything, Aino and her 

family welcomed Minna with open arms, and Minna is now able to say to Aino that “she 

could not imagine another family for herself, we are her family.” 

5.3.3 Maarit’s relationship with foster son Matias 

Maarit’s story brought out first and foremost a heart-felt confusion about the role of a 

foster mother, often related in the phenomenon of fostering someone else’s child. She not 

only found it affecting her attachment that Matias’s placement with her was uncertain in 

the future, but also struggled with the fact that Matias was strongly attached to his 

biological mother and considered Maarit as something other than equivalent to his mother. 

She seems to think it appropriate for her as a foster mother to provide Matias with her love 

and affection, in order to build the kind of familiar relationship beneficial for Matias’s 

development: “Our relationship from now on can probably only develop into something 

better, since there is a lot of caring and loving going on in our house”, but she also has to 

live with the fact that Matias is not her own son. A foster mother, however, is not to show 

these conflicting emotions to her foster child in times of uncertainty, as Maarit said: 

“Naturally, these feelings and thoughts were not to be shown to the child.”  

Thus, a foster mother, while loving her foster child as her own, must act appropriately as a 

foster parent and allow other people to decide over the child’s placement and right to meet 

their biological family, among other things. She should always act in the best interest of 

the child, helping the child make sense of the situation and hiding any negative feelings 

relating to it, as Maarit has done, pushing her own emotions to the corner. Then again, that 

might be what all parents have to do for their children when encountered with distress.  

The non-emotive expectations of the foster care role were discussed earlier in the theory –

section, and the studies with other foster mothers revealed similar experiences. Broady and 

co-workers found a bipolar tension between, on the other hand, living with the non-

emotive expectations of the foster care role, and yet on the other hand realising that the 

bond with the child is strengthening and therefore taking the foster parent beyond 



70 

 

 

objectivity. Foster parents taking part in their study found themselves in a situation 

whereby they must treat their foster children as their own, while at the same time fearing 

that the child might be taken away and knowing that the child has parents of their own. 

(Broady et al., 2010, 567)  

Even though Maarit was careful not to show the feelings of apprehension related to the 

uncertainty of Matias’s placement with them, he may have sensed them and known at 

some level, that his placement with Maarit may not be permanent. Therefore, it may be that 

Matias did not dare to attach himself to his new mother in the beginning, perhaps being 

afraid he might be re-placed again. After the uncertainties of the beginning, however, he 

does seem to develop an attachment with his foster mother. 

Also acutely apparent in Maarit’s narration, was the type of reflectivity Toskala and 

Hartikainen (2005) discuss in their research. The awareness of oneself, for example present 

in a situation where one is truly connected to their experiences while feeling in control of 

them, is exactly what Maarit relates in her writing. She is connected with the situation of 

being a parent for Matias, while at the same time being in control of her actions and aware 

of her own feelings. As was said in the theory –part, according to Toskala and Hartikainen 

the extent to which a caregiver is able to understand their own mental states in a coherent 

manner, is directly related to the quality of their attachment relationship with the child. The 

reflective caregiver is acting as a social mirror to the child, reflecting the child’s mental 

experience in a more organized way. (Toskala & Hartikainen, 2005, 75-79) This type of 

reflectivity is clearly seen in the actions of Maarit and her husband, who help Matias come 

to terms with his feelings about being in foster care: “We also made an agreement that we 

are his substitute mummy and daddy, and so Matias now has two sets of mums and dads. 

This agreement has worked pretty well.”  

What Maarit and her husband did in helping Matias accept that while he loves his 

biological mother he is living with another set of parents just as devoted and caring, could 

also be described as sensitivity. As explained earlier in the theory –section, sensitivity in 

essence is helping children to manage their feelings and behaviour. It is based on the 

assumption that when feelings can be named, understood and managed with the help of the 

caregiver, they will not overwhelm the child. (Schofield & Beek, 2008, 259-264) 
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6. Findings 

6.1 Conclusive remarks 

As a result of the analysis above, and the theoretical explorations present in this study, I am 

now able to draw some holistic conclusions on the basis of this study. The conclusive 

remarks are not intended to be read as scientific, universal truths, or as the basis of any 

new theories on attachment. They merely represent some of the things that can be said 

about the experience of a few foster mothers, and the interpretations and understanding that 

can be derived from them as well as current research. 

Many of Winnicott’s ideas on good-enough mothering can be considered relevant in terms 

of foster mothers as well. His three stages of dependence, beginning with perfect 

dependence and leading up to the way to independence, highlight the outcome of the child 

learning to trust his/ her environment while maintaining memories of motherly care (Davis 

& Wallbridge, 1981, 47). Having read the three foster mothers’ narratives, it is clear that 

the wanted outcome of mother’s care based on Winnicott’s view is undoubtedly in 

accordance with what any foster mother seeks to achieve. While Jaana and Maarit describe 

the first stages of dependence with their young foster children, Aino is able to relate how 

her relationship with foster daughter Minna has changed over the years. In a nutshell, she 

now encourages the grown-up Minna towards independence, having first provided her 

extensive motherly care staying home with her during the first years of fostering. Minna is 

left with dear memories of motherly care which have made a permanent mark on her 

identity, and she knows she can become independent without the possibility of ever losing 

her family. 

All of the foster mothers demonstrate the kind of healthy devotion Winnicott (1975) 

presumes of good-enough mothers. In addition to devotion, Winnicott includes things like 

holding and handling as part of sufficient mothering in order to demonstrate love towards 

the child. One of the first things Aino mentions in describing the first phases of her 

relationship with Minna, is how she was able to physically demonstrate her love to her by 

hugging. Jaana relates Lassi’s inclination to come close to her during meetings, and Maarit 

seems to consider Matias’s physical closeness to either her or the biological mother as a 
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demonstration of his love. There is definitely something about physical closeness that 

relates to the relationships foster mothers have with their foster children.  

The narratives also give a conception of what fostering a child actually is. While for the 

most part the foster mothers give accounts of what could be the everyday life of any family 

with children, there are some radically deviant characteristics about fostering a child in 

comparison to the relationship of biological children and parents. Most importantly, most 

foster mothers must at one point meet the foster child as a complete stranger. They then go 

on to forming one of the most crucial and often life-altering relationships a person will 

ever have, which is that of a mother and a child. It is no wonder that the foster mother feels 

like there is a lot at stake, and that they have a strong need to succeed in their role as a 

foster parent.  

In addition to the initial introduction as strangers, one other characteristic of fostering is 

naturally present in all narratives. The fact that the child has biological family cannot, and 

should not be overlooked by the foster parents. The child is not theirs in principle, although 

the foster parent should provide the child with whatever they would have required from 

their biological parent. This phenomenon of dual parenting is probably the most 

predominant feature of foster care to both outsiders and the people involved. It sets 

adoptive parents apart from foster parents, and creates a whole other dimension to 

parenting, only apparent perhaps in some situations of combined families (uusioperhe). 

The three foster mothers all seem to have coped well in the foster care role, although 

Maarit does indicate some confusion, even slight jealousy in her position as what she 

considers the ‘secondary’ mother.  

Next, the most common themes found in all of the narratives in relation to child-adult 

attachment are examined here with the aid of all narratives. The reoccurring themes 

highlight both similarities between the narrators’ experiences, as well as any meaningful 

differences or contradictions between their experiences and situations. The themes include 

age at the time of placement, in other words at what age the child in each case was placed 

in the care of the narrator and how this may have affected their experiences, the process of 

the child forming an attachment to their foster mother, which are described in all narratives 

and are sometimes very different, and the impact of former attachments, also discussed in 

all narratives.  
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6.2 Age at time of placement 

The age of the child at the time they are removed from their original family and placed into 

foster care was surprisingly nearly the same in the foster mothers’ stories. By coincidence, 

most of the foster children were about six years old at the time of placement, and all 

developed some attachment relationships in their new families. However, variance was 

provided in Jaana’s narrative. Her oldest foster son had been significantly older, ten years 

old, when placed in her care. Her youngest foster son on the other hand, had been only a 

toddler when he came to live with Jaana and her husband. Not surprisingly, it was the 

oldest boy, Pekko, who found it impossible to attach himself to his new family, whereas it 

seemed that the youngest one adapted very easily to his new family.  

As Jaana points out in her narrative, Pekko must have had more harmful experiences in his 

past than the two younger boys. He was also older, and thus understood more about what 

was going on around him. Therefore, one could conclude that the age at placement here 

does not only refer to the physical and developmental stage at which the child is, or 

coincide with the depth of the child’s attachment to their original family, but also 

correlates with the amount of abuse and neglect the child has had time to endure.  

While it seems that the earlier a child is removed from insufficient care and placed with 

foster parents the better, each child is an individual, and even though similarities are 

apparent in the stories of most foster children, their lives are all different. For example in 

the case of Maarit and Matias, the fact that Matias was already old enough to make sense 

of his family situation and the changes in his life in dialogue with his foster parents, may 

have been crucial for his integration and adaptation to the new family. Certainly Maarit 

experienced their talks vital for Matias, who was confused about why he lived in a foster 

family.  

6.3 Process of forming new attachments 

In the stories unveiled by the narratives, the nature of the attachment-forming process 

varied. For example in Minna’s case, she attached herself very quickly to her new family. 

She was eager to become a family member, and to live a happy life in her new 

environment. As related in the theory-section, Tiffany Field describes in her work the 

phenomenon of being on the same wavelength (Field, 1985, 450). It definitely seems that 
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Aino and Minna were instantly attuned to each other, and found it easy to become 

attached. 

Matias on the other hand, attached himself to his new foster mother very gradually. After 

six months of foster care, Maarit still described her relationship to Matias as something 

that would hopefully develop into a close relationship. She enjoyed the small hints of 

affection Matias gave her, in calling her “mum” and requesting her help. Just as Maarit 

predicts, I too believe Matias will in time develop a strong, healthy attachment to her. In 

contrast to Aino’s narrative, their story only shows how differently child-adult attachments 

can be formed. 

Jaana described her attachment relationship with Lassi, the youngest foster son, as very 

quick and easy, as if Lassi was already looking for a motherly figure to become attached 

to, or more likely, had a natural, built-in inclination to accept care and become attached. 

Certainly, if you look at the evolutionary theories on attachment, infants should develop an 

attachment to a care-giving adult quite naturally (Petrovich & Gewirtz, 1985, 279-283). 

However, it took more time for Jaana to gain the necessary trust of Olavi and to form an 

attachment relationship with him. Similarly to Maarit and Matias, the six-year-old Olavi 

gradually developed a close relationship with Jaana, and they still have a meaningful 

relationship with each other. 

6.4 Impact of former attachments and keeping contact 

All of the three foster mothers mentioned the effects of earlier attachments with regards to 

their relationship with the foster child. Aino mentioned that Minna’s adjustment to their 

family was affected by her biological mother telling her to just be happy in the other 

family:  

“Her biological mother has told Minna to just be happy in the other family, so she has 

given Minna permission to be happy with us. I believe that has helped Minna very much in 

integrating into our family.” 

Aino is acknowledging the impact Minna’s biological mother still has. By allowing Minna 

to attach herself to her new parents, she implied that it is possible for Minna to be happy 

with her new parents, and still remain her daughter. In other words, she allowed Minna to 

form new attachments on top of old ones.  
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Maarit on the other hand, felt that Matias’s strong attachment to his biological mother was 

hindering the development of their relationship:  

“Matias has a very close relationship to his own mother, and that perhaps explains why 

my relationship with him has taken time to develop and still isn’t that close.” 

She also describes Matias’s confusion about having two mothers, and how he behaved at 

the market with both of them next to him. In a sense, Maarit seems to be competing for 

Matias’s love, and just when she gave up and said that he would always consider his 

biological mother as the more important one, he started calling her “mum” as well. Earlier 

studies have shown that when a foster child is able to keep contact with their biological 

parent and the foster family has a positive attitude towards their biological family 

members, they will develop stronger attachments with the new family (Andersson, 2008; 

Haight et al., 2003). Thus is seems that Maarit and her husband are doing the right thing, 

promoting Matias’s relationship with his biological mother while at the same time 

providing him with love and care in the foster home. 

Jaana describes her relationship-formation with Lassi followingly:  

“Becoming attached to him was the easiest, fastest and deepest. That was surely affected a 

lot by that fact that he didn’t miss his parents having lived for a long time in a children’s 

home with constantly changing care-givers. In the beginning we probably were just care-

givers among all others to him.” 

In essence, Jaana also acknowledges the impact of former attachments in developing new 

child-adult attachments, more specifically in Lassi’s case the impact of non-existing former 

attachments. Lassi came from institutional care, with changing caregivers, and thus did not 

have existing attachment relationships to his biological parents. Jaana thinks that this made 

it easier for Lassi to become attached to her. 

What Bowlby said about the loyalties a child develops to his parents no matter how 

incapable and bad parents they are, seems to be accurate when we look at the three 

narratives. All children placed in foster care do have incapable parents, since otherwise 

they would not have been separated from them. Yet, all of the three foster mothers gave 

accounts of the significance these incapable parents still carry for their foster children. 
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7. Ethics, Reliability and Validity 

Since my research data compiles of people’s narratives, the analysis process is fully 

dependent on the researcher, much more so than for instance in statistical data analysis. 

Therefore, in order to ensure that the research is reliable the researcher must be open 

throughout the process of analysing the narratives. In other words I, as the researcher am 

aware of my own biases and presumptions while reading and analysing other people’s 

narratives. The fact that the researcher is always present in the analysis is not to be 

concealed, and thus the reader can choose to agree with the researcher’s ideas and ways of 

organizing and examining the data or not. Also the ways in which the narratives have been 

collected are described realistically, in order to increase the reliability of the research.   

Giorgi’s model seems to increase the reliability of this research, as it ensures that all the 

researcher’s thoughts are clearly presented, when they are written down after each meaning 

unit. Thus, the reader can see the logic behind any conclusive remarks made in this thesis, 

and the analysis process is as open as possible. Writing down the translations into 

researcher’s language also helped me as a researcher remain conscious of my own biases, 

having to write down my reactions in words for everyone to see.  

This research deals with someone’s personal relationships, which immediately brings out 

ethical questions and the need for ethical consideration and sensibility. First of all, the 

amount and nature of the information the foster mother is allowed to provide in the 

narrative without an informed consent from the child or the biological parents (and other 

people involved) is questionable. Secondly, the consequences of my research for the 

participants should be considered before and during the research process. Despite the fact 

that every participant writes voluntarily, they may experience unnecessary distress for 

relating the difficult, negative experiences and feelings that have been somehow involved 

in the foster mother’s relationship to the child, or still are. It has not been taken for granted 

that writing down the narratives is a positive therapeutic experience for the foster mother. 

Consequently, the instructions to the research participants emphasize that they themselves 

determine what they want to share. Of course, the deeper the subject’s relation of their 

experiences is, the more information and material for analysis it provides for the research.  

Thirdly, the identities of the participants and the people involved in their family situations 

must be kept concealed. This is extremely important, as the foster mothers’ narratives 
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unavoidably include information on other people’s personal issues as well, who have not 

given their consent to take part in the research. What Raymond M. Lee (1993) points out in 

his book on researching sensitive topics, is that the researched must trust the researcher in 

order to reveal sensitive and personal information relevant for the study. Furthermore, the 

researched can only trust the researcher, if they know that mechanisms and procedures are 

in place to block possible negative repercussions from involvement in the research (Lee, 

1993, 208). In this case, the foster mothers have been assured that the negative 

repercussion of revealing their own identity, along with the identities of the foster child 

and his/ her biological family are being blocked by the researcher.  

It has therefore been my responsibility as a researcher to ensure that details which are 

unimportant with regards to the research questions have been manipulated where 

necessary, in order to prevent anyone from identifying the families in question. An 

opportunity for the participants to read the results of the data analysis before handing in the 

thesis was also provided, in order to first of all give the participants an opportunity to see 

how the information they have given has been processed in the study, and second of all to 

ensure that in the light of my research nothing has been brought out from the narratives in 

a way that might cause harm to the participant’s family and the people related. At the same 

time, the participants were given chance to point out any details which they believed might 

highly jeopardize their anonymity.   

In general, one must be aware of the ethical dimensions involved when studying people’s 

personal life experiences and relationships. It is also important for the sake of the research 

itself to pursue reliability while conducting the research. Despite my presumptions I have 

first and foremost tried to avoid intentional shaping and molding of the participants’ 

experiences to support my own hypotheses and to be as open as possible to anything that 

derived from the narratives. In the interpretation phase I have drawn conclusions with 

caution and deliberation.  

When it comes to the validity of this study, I managed to receive information precisely on 

the phenomenon under exploration. Despite the fact that I only had three narratives, they 

were extensive enough. Experiences and discussion about child-adult attachment 

relationships was present in all three narratives, although the respondents were simply 

requested to share a story about them and their relationship to their foster children. Even 

when the word attachment was not mentioned by the foster mothers, it was clear that the 
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experiences they accounted were about how well the child had attached themselves to 

them. The narratives thus provided a lot of insight into what was studies, and even 

seemingly irrelevant details were essential to the whole, and provided more information on 

for example the factors affecting attachment. 
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8. Discussion 

The research task of the present study was to explore the development of child-adult 

attachment in foster care, and in particular the attachment relationship of the foster mother 

and the foster child. The research questions were answered with the help of former 

research and theory, as well as the rich, personal narratives received from three foster 

mothers. One of the most interesting aspects of attachment in foster care that came up in 

this study, from both former research and the narratives, are the non-emotive expectations 

of the foster carer role. The non-emotive expectations were described by Broady et al. 

(2010), and related by one of the foster mothers, Maarit, in her narrative. What is 

demanded of a foster mother in terms of motherly care, devotion and attachment seems to 

be identical to what is demanded of any mother. However, a foster mother is not legally the 

‘real’ mother of the foster child, and in most cases will never become that. Therefore a 

foster mother should be prepared not only to ‘share’ their foster child with the biological 

parent(s), no matter how incapable to care for the child she may consider them, but also to 

accept that the child could be taken away from the foster family at any time to be reunited 

with the biological family. This creates a non-emotive expectation for the foster parent, 

who as the adult, should readily adapt to whatever is decided and react with the best 

interest of the child in mind.  

The emotive aspects of foster care however, could be argued to lay in the amount of 

emotional investment a foster mother must be willing to make in order to provoke healthy 

attachment. Furthermore, no amount of ‘superficial’ care can replace the true unconditional 

love and care every child should receive from their parents in order to gain a sense of 

worthiness necessary for a healthy self-esteem. The non-emotive and emotive expectations 

of foster care should definitely be researched further, and more importantly, discussions of 

the paradoxical nature of the foster carer role should be included in the training foster 

parents receive. When prospective foster parents are made aware of what to expect in 

terms of the emotional investment and the non-emotive aspects of fostering, they might be 

better equipped to deal with whatever feelings this conflict brings forth.  

The idea of reflectivity, the core component of Toskala and Hartikainen’s theory could also 

be beneficial for foster parents to be aware of, giving that according to Toskala and 

Hartikainen (2005) the caregiver’s ability to understand their own mental states in coherent 
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manner affects also their relationship with the foster child. A foster parent who is able to 

be connected to whatever it is they are experiencing, while being in control of that 

experience, is also better prepared to deal with the conflicting emotions discussed above as 

well as all other difficult aspects of fostering. Reflectivity in foster parents could be 

endorsed by providing sufficient support and tools for expression for foster parents. Even 

simply advising foster parents to keep a diary for the first few months of fostering might 

help them become more aware of the different aspects of their experience, and thus more 

reflective. 

When it comes to the phenomenon of ‘dual parenting’ present in most cases of foster care, 

it is important that both the biological parent(s) and the foster parent(s) accept each other 

as vital components in the child’s life. In Minna’s case, it was clear that by allowing Minna 

to be happy in her new family her biological mother was able to promote her healthy 

attachment and her happiness in the foster family. Jaana’s meetings with her former foster 

children seem to be enabled by her relationship with the boys’ biological mother, who the 

boys visit regularly. Maarit too, is presented with the need to accept Matias’s biological 

mother who is so loved by her foster son, and to remain in good terms with her for his 

sake. It is the foster parents whose responsibility it is to ensure that the child receives 

sufficient care, and thus they are the ones in the parental role. By acknowledging the role 

the biological parent(s) too have in their foster child’s life the foster parents are in fact only 

fulfilling that responsibility.  

What strikes as one of the most concerning new finding in the field of foster care, is 

Tikkanen’s (2013) study concluding that one third of Finnish foster children struggle in 

school, and that fewer fostered children take part in secondary education. Research into 

what causes these statistics should take place as soon as possible. Välivaara’s suggestion, 

that fostered students may be in a continuous state of over-alertness in school attempting to 

hide their differing background from other students, is just one possible answer. Her advice 

for teachers, however, to become close with the fostered student without hesitation, could 

not only help the child accept help without feeling ashamed of it, but most importantly, the 

teacher could earn a central role in helping the child gain confidence in their own abilities. 

(Tikkanen, 2013) Fostered children may remain in a higher risk of becoming excluded 

from the society, but with the help of all involved adults, including teachers, some of these 

cycles may be reversed. Certainly Aino’s foster daughter Minna has avoided this risk, and 

so can others. 
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The reason why the phenomenological framework has been applied in this thesis instead of 

following the narrative research tradition is because it seemed to best suit the theory-led 

nature of the research, in which the narratives functioned not as an inductive tool to 

produce new information, but as complementary examples of attachment relationships 

through the unique experiences of a handful of foster mothers. To say this in other words, 

the thesis examined the phenomenon of attachment in foster care from several 

perspectives, and the function of the narratives has been to bring out issues either apparent 

or missing in the theories and existing research, and to generate insight into the 

complicated phenomenon that is attachment in foster care. In addition, the study of foster 

mothers’ experiences, thoughts and feelings is primarily psychological by nature, which 

makes the phenomenological approach a logical choice. 

My choice of method, including the implication of Giorgi’s model for phenomenological 

analysis has in my opinion mainly benefitted the research. Instead of a rigorous, inflexible 

analysis method, Giorgi’s model allowed me to bring out the matters that interested me 

most in relation to the phenomenon under discussion, and the theories explored in this 

thesis. On the other hand, another type of method might have exposed something that 

remains untouched in my analysis, alongside with a variable amount of unimportant 

categorising or details. Having said that, I am confident that the way in which the 

narratives were analysed and then linked to theories was successful in answering my 

research questions.  

Nothing highly conclusive about the development of foster mother-child attachment was 

found in this research, but that was never the goal. Instead, many aspects of the 

relationship between a foster mother and a foster child were revealed in the three 

narratives, which gave insight into the development of such attachment relationships. The 

thoughts, feelings and experiences of a few foster mothers were enough to see some of the 

theories in a new light, or to give some of them more emphasis. Having conducted this 

research, I understand more about the phenomenon of the foster mother- child relationship, 

and hopefully so does the reader. 

Finally, I want to express my appreciation and respect for all those foster parents, weekend 

families, grandparents, and other close adults who dedicate so much of their lives for 

children, who have not, for one reason or another, received all they deserve from their 

biological parents. Each child deserves the best, and it is up to us, the adults, to try to make 
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sure they get it. I also want to praise the foster care system in Finland, not for being 

perfect, but for being there for children in need. Having seen how child-adult attachment 

struggles to flourish in orphanages, it is easy to conclude that families are there for a 

reason.  
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Appendix 

Letter to the foster mothers 

Hei! Kiitos kun lupauduit olemaan mukana tutkimuksessani.  

Tehtävänäsi on kirjoittaa täysin vapaamuotoinen kirjoitelma sijaisäidin näkökulmasta, 

liittyen sinun ja sijaislapsesi suhteeseen. Kyseessä voi olla tällä hetkellä luonasi oleva 

lapsi, tai aikaisempi sijaislapsi. Voit kertoa useasta sijaislapsesta, tai halutessasi keskittyä 

vain yhteen. Voit käyttää apuna seuraavia ohjaavia kysymyksiä, jotta pääset alkuun, tai 

aloittaa mistä haluat: 

 Miten suhteenne on kehittynyt (esimerkiksi mitä kaikkea olette tehneet yhdessä, 

onko suhteessanne ollut erilaisia vaiheita, haasteita tai ilonhetkiä jne.)? 

 Millainen on suhteenne nyt kirjoittamishetkellä? 

 Miten ajattelet suhteenne kehittyvän jatkossa? 

Liitä alkuun myös seuraavat tiedot tutkijaa varten: 

 Sijaisäidin nimi ja syntymävuosi: 

 Asuinpaikkakunta: 

 Sijaislapsen/ sijaislasten etunimet ja iät sijaishoitosuhteen alkaessa (+sukupuolet): 

 Sijaishoitovuodet (esim. Eero 2006-2012, Matti 2011 alkaen): 

 Muuta taustatietoa, jota haluat mainita: 

Kirjoitelmaa käytetään Pro gradu- tutkielmassa, jonka voi lukea netistä sen valmistuttua. 

Jos haluat, voit saada luettavaksesi tiivistetysti analyysin tuloksia jo etukäteen. Kaikkea 

tutkimuksessa ilmenevää tietoa käsitellään täysin luottamuksellisesti. Tutkimuksessa 

ilmenevät nimet muutetaan ja tietoja karsitaan tai muutetaan siten, ettei ketään tutkimuksen 

henkilöä voida tunnistaa. Laatimaasi kirjoitelmaa ei julkaista sellaisenaan missään, ei edes 

gradutyön liitteenä. Vastaan mielelläni tutkimukseeni liittyviin kysymyksiin. 

Suuri kiitos osallistumisestanne! 

Jasmi Korhonen 

 


