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ABSTRACT 

JOSEPH MARK DEYOUNG 

ATTACHMENT PHENOMENA IN FOSTER FAMILIES: EXPLORING 
CONTRIBUTIONS FROM FOSTER PARENTS' EARLY 

ATTACHMENT EXPERIENCES 

MAY2008 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover the meanings of 

foster parents' early childhood attachment experiences with their parents and the 

influence of those meanings on foster parent's interactions with children in their care. 

Three research questions were the focus of this qualitative study: (a) How do perceptions 

of foster parents' own early childhood attachment experiences influence their 

relationships with the foster children in their home? (b) How do foster parents report 

experiencing qualities of attachment such as proximity seeking, secure base, and internal 

working model with the foster children in their care? ( c) What might foster parents 

consider as enhancing feelings of attachment security and placement stability in the foster 

home? 

The study was conducted using an informal interview format with foster parents 

who currently had foster children in their home. A purposive sample of fifteen foster 

parents completed interviews. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded for 

themes, using a phenomenological qualitative model for data analysis. Summaries of 
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themes were provided to foster parents for comment and helped enhance methodological 

rigor for this study. A composite description of the experience was developed. 

Data analysis and coding of the interview transcripts identified several themes 

related to attachment in foster families. Foster parents in this study discussed attachment 

experiences with substitute caregivers, or caregivers other than their parents. Foster 

parents shared both positive and negative attachment experiences with their own 

caregivers. They identified how those experiences influence their attachments with 

children in foster care. Foster parents also discussed their experiences of proximity 

seeking, secure base, and internal working model in their attachments to foster children in 

their home. Lastly, foster parents shared perceptions of what they thought might help 

improve attachments and placement stability for foster children. 

Recommendations that resulted from this study were: (a) develop methods to 

encourage reflexivity with foster parents, (b) incorporate the importance of remaining 

emotionally level and predictable, belonging, and modeling genuineness or transparency 

into training or coaching with foster parents, ( c) discuss the importance of commitment 

and persistence through the challenges of foster parenting, ( d) improve information 

exchange systems to foster parents, and ( e) develop tools for helping foster parents with 

loss. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Foster children in the United States are moved to an average of three different 

foster homes while in care. Minimizing the number of moves for the one half million 

foster children in the United States is considered critical to their healthy development 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003). One factor that has contributed 

to reducing the frequency of moves is the quality of relationship between foster parent 

and foster child. This study used the lens of attachment theory to enrich understanding of 

the fostering relationship. Specifically, the study examined how foster parents' 

attachment experiences with their own parents or caregivers during childhood influenced 

their current experiences with foster children in their home. 

Statement of the Problem 

When John Bowlby (1952) addressed problems of children in foster care, he 

suggested that substitute care for children should be short-term and under circumstances 

of emergency. Bowlby promoted the importance of attempting to ensure a good match 

between foster parent and the child to be placed in substitute care. The organization of the 

family ( e.g. flexible to rigid) and activity levels ( e.g. infrequent to active) of the foster 

home were considered to be characteristics that interact with the personality of the child, 

impacting placement stability. More recently others have suggested that such factors as 

foster parent state of mind and perceptions of the child influence feelings of attachment 
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security (Bernier, & Dozier, 2003; Dozier, Stoval, Albus, & Bates, 2003). Bowlby also 

said it was too common for children in foster care contexts to have feelings of uncertainty 

concerning their future due to a lack of plan or goals regarding their placement. Such 

conditions promoted feelings of insecurity in children, leading them to withdraw or act 

out behaviorally. 

Foster parents confronted with maintaining permanence with foster children in 

their homes are challenged with both time and the child's history of abuse. Placement 

stability, usually indicated as the number of moves between homes while in foster care, 

has been an outcome measured during the care of foster children. For many foster 

children, the longer they are in care their chances of moving between multiple placements 

increases. Eighty-two percent of foster children who have been in care for less than a year 

have two or fewer placements. Only 59% of foster children who have been in care 

between one and two years have two or fewer placements (U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, 2003). Frequent moves between homes cause foster children to 

experience frequent changes and instability, making attachment security a risk (Dozier, 

Manni, & Lindheim, 2005; Leathers, 2005). 

Another factor that contributes to attachment security in the foster home was the 

history of abuse and neglect that foster children experienced (Cicchetti & Toth, 1995). 

Types of abuse have been categorized to include neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, 

mental abuse, medical neglect, and other forms of maltreatment. Of all incidents reported 

nationally during 2004, 62.4% of victims experienced neglect, 17 .5% were physically 
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abused, 9.7% were sexually abused, 7.0% mentally abused, and 2.1 % were medically 

1 neglected. Another 14.5%_ of abuse incidents were characterized as "other", which could 

have included such issues as abandonment, threats of harm, or prenatal drug exposure or 

addiction (U.S. Department of Health and Human Seryices, 2006). Children in foster care 

are more likely to exhibit higher levels of emotional and behavioral problems, have 

poorer physical health, display developmental delays, develop substance abuse problems, 

engage in criminal activities, and have_ trouble with making adjustments as adults (Child 

Trends, 2003). These experiences of trauma and neglect also place the foster child at risk 

for insecure attachment patterns in relationships, increasing the challenge for foster 

parents to maintain permanence with the child. 

Another contributor to attachment security in the foster home is the qualities the 

foster parent exhibited while acting as a caregiver. Grossmann and Grossmann ( 1991) in 

an examination of longitudinal data of attachment, concluded that relationships with 

significant others can help change early patterns of insecure attachment to secure 

attachment. Vandivere, Chalk, and Moore (2003) in a review of current trends with foster 

children, found many foster children have a positive relationship with their foster parents. 

A substitute caregiver can contribute positively to the development of the child. Because 

the foster parent relationship with the child has the potential for positive outcomes, 

researchers have considered intervention for insecure -attachment patterns is best 

accomplished by targeting the parent-child relationship (Cicchetti & Toth, 1995; Speltz, 

1990). 
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The efforts of the foster parent to establish stability and attachment security is 

significantly impacted by characteristics of the foster parent, the child's history of 

placement stability, and the child's past_ experiences of traumatic abuse and neglect. 

Attachment security in the foster home is related to both experiences and characteristics 

of the child and foster parent. This dynamic creates a context which can promote stability 

or, begin to deteriorate and result in the child's move to another foster home. The present 

study focused upon the contributions of foster parents to this relationship. The study 

explored the early attachment experiences of foster parents with their own parents, in an 

attempt to better understand factors within the fostering relationship which might 

enhance experiences of placement stability. Increased stability will reduce the likelihood 

of a child having to move or make a change in placement. 

Rationale 

, The majority of research related to attachment theory has focused upon 

relationships between biological parents and child, though the relationships between 

foster parent and child were considered by Bowlby (1952) to be contexts appropriate for 

·· exploring attachment issues. Bowlby' s emphasis on foster children has not translated into 

significant studies of attachment experiences in these families (Dozier, Manni, & 

Lindheim, 2005; Hallas, 2002). There is a need for researchers to contribute to the 

knowledge of attachment relationships in this specific type of family structure. 

Though researchers have not produced extensive studies on attachment issues 

with foster families, significant works of attachment issues in other substitute care 

4 



environments have been produced. Arguably the most prominent of these works have 

been the longitudinal studies of the Kibbutz corrµnunities in Israel (Sagi-Schwartz & 

Aviezer, 2005) where shared parenting was practiced. Families living in kibbutzim 

communities in Israel practiced shared parenting of children. In the most traditional 

kibbutz, children sleep with and spend the majority of their time with adults other than 

their parents. Though this type of family arrangement is not directly related to foster care, 

the data gained from extensive longitudinal studies gives us some insights into the impact 

of extensive substitute care on attachment quality in relationships. 

Two conditions make continued study of attachment in foster care important: (a) 

unique and complex characteristics of foster care and (b) the need to increase 

understanding of how substitute care contributes to later developmental outcomes. As 

noted by Dozier, Manni, and Lindheim (2005), the unique characteristics of the foster 

family offers a context that pushes the edges of attachment theory. Challenges associated 

. within the foster home include experiences o[ stability and instability, influences of poor 

early attachment experiences, artd the influences of substitute care. The second condition 

is a continued need to explore the complex dynamics of substitute care and better 

understand the qualities of these relationships that contribute significantly to later 

developmental outcomes (Dozier, Manni, & Lindheim, 2005; Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer, 

2005; Sagi, et al., 1997). 
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· Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover the meanings of 

foster parents' early childhood attachment experiences with their parents and the 

influence of those meanings on foster parent's interactions with children in their care. 

The information gained was intended to assist professionals in making informed 

decisions that will reduce the frequency of changes in placement. Increasing 

understanding of attachment dynamics between foster parent and foster child may lead to 

ensuring a better match between foster parent and foster child to increase placement 

stability. The phenomenological framework chosen for this study was intended to be a 

basis for increasing understanding of the qualities of the parent-child relationship in 

foster families by examining foster parents' early relationships with their own parents. 

Research Questions 

1. How do perceptions of foster parents' own early childhood attachment 

experiences influence their relationships with the foster children in their 

home? 

2. How do foster parents report experiencing qualities of attachment such as 

proximity seeking, secure base, and internal working model with the foster 

children in their care? 

3. What might foster parents consider as enhancing feelings of attachment 

security and placement stability in the foster home? 
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Theoretical Perspective 

Bowlby (1982) defined attachment as the predisposition of an individual to "seek 

proximity to and contact with a specific figure and to do so in certain situations, notably 

when he is frightened, tired, or ill" (p. 3 71 ). As the originator of attachment theory, John 

Bowlby broke ranks with the p~edominant psychoanalytic theories of his day and 

-promoted a new theory of development. He identified two qualities of the mother-child 

relationship that had a negative impact on development: (a) separations from maternal 

figures, and (b) a negative maternal attitude (Karen, 1998, p. 29). The explanation for a 

child's behavior was placed upon the mother-child relationship. These factors made the 

focus of attachment theory relational and systemic versus individual and intra-psychic. 

Attachment theory is also grounded in an ethological perspective that advocates 

the attachment behaviors of a child to be instinctually driven (Bowlby, 1982, chap. 12-

13 ), not for some secondary gain (primarily food) but as a control mechanism. The 

control mechanism referred to the function of attachment behavior as regulating contact 

between mother and child in distressing situations. Rather than attempting to infer a 

symbolic explanation for the infant's efforts to be close to mother (proximity seeking 

behavior), attachment theory used the evolutionary goal of survival as an instinctual drive 

that motivates such proximity seeking behaviors. These instinctual attachment drives 

were described as serving as a control system for goal correction in the mother-child 

relationship. 
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These ideas are what separated Bowlby from the other leaders in development of 

his day. He suggested that healthy development of the individual was based in the context 

of their relational system and in the dynamics of that system (Sroufe, & Waters, 1977; 

Karen, 1998). He chose not to focus on the individual and the subconscious. Attachment 

in relationships as proposed by Bowlby has then emphasized relational and systemic 

qualities. 

Bowlby: Attachment in Substitute Care , 

The foundational basis for Bowlby' s attachment theory came from his work in the 

areas of substitute care. One of his first jobs was with the Summerhill Progressive 

School, which was a boarding school for maladjusted youth. Following his work there he 

began work in the London Child Guidance Clinic where he noticed many of the troubled 

youth that he worked with had endured prolonged separations from their parents at an 

early age (Karen, 1998). His experiences with forty-four of these youths resulted in his 

seminal work, Forty-four Juvenile Thieves: Their Characters and Home-life (Bowlby, 

1944 ). This research, primarily a qualitative case-study, found that 17 of the 44 youths 

who were delinquent had early traumatic separations from their mother. 

A second seminal work related to substitute care was Bowlby' s Maternal Care 

and Mental Health, published by the World Health Organization (1952). Bowlby 

suggested that foster or institutional care of children is best carried out in emergency and 

short-term conditions. Bowlby proposed that children older than the age of two struggl~ 

with feeling secure in the substitute care arrangements, and the lack of a plan for the 
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child's future living arrangements is unsettling for both the child and the foster parent, 

" ... for to encourage the foster mother to believe that she will get all the satisfactions of a 

real mother is merely to raise hopes that will be dashed" (Bowlby, p. 114). Bowlby said 

the lack of a plan created such insecurity that the child will either " ... shut himself in a 

shell or become actively troublesome" (Bowlby, p. 114). 

Bowlby (1952) also discussed specifics related to the relationship between foster 

parent and foster child and the importance of ensuring a good match in that relationship. 

He indicated that there were characteristics of the foster parents that potentially 

minimized the risk of a child having to move to another home. He suggested for example 

that "quiet conventional homes" were best for nervous, anxious children, and "free and 

easy homes with companions" were best suited to aggressive children (p. 127). Placement 

stability and the match between foster parent and child are two ideas that Bowlby 

considered important to ensuring quality attachment experiences in a substitute care 

.arrangement such as foster care. 

Ainsworth: Attachment Across the Lifespan 

Mary Ainsworth provided the next significant contributions to understanding 

attachment within parenting relationships. She developed a procedure for assessing 

attachment in the mother-infant relationships and a system for classifying the types of 

attachment behaviors displayed in those relationships (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). This 

observational technique was called The Strange Situation. Ainsworth' s team observed 56 

infants in interactions with their mothers and strangers and identified the complexity of 
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the qualities of the relationship between mother and child that contributed to attachment. 

They concluded that to quantify the strength of an attachment relationship is difficult due 

to the unique qualitative differences between individual attachment bonds. These findings 

were consistent with the ethological, observational methods typically associated with 

studies of attachment. One of the most significant results of this early work by Ainsworth 

was that the classification system developed through The Strange Situation provided a 

basis for understanding the endurance of attachment processes across the lifespan, 

including examining characteristics of attachment in adult relationships (Bretherton, 

1991). 

Attachment patterns in relationships have generally been considered to be stable 

phenomenon across the lifespan. Research has suggested that attachment experiences 

early in life remain consistent across the lifespan and are evident in adult-adult 

, relationships (Ammaniti, vanljzendoom, Speranza, & Tambelli, 2000; Benoit & Parker, 

1994; Waters & Cummings, 2000). Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, and Albersheim 

(2000) conducted a longitudinal review of the attachment styles of the infants that were in 

the original Strange Situation study. Using the Adult Attachment Interview as a 

classification method for adults they found that 72% of adults kept the same classification 

from infancy. 

Scholars have found that attachment patterns are open to change as suggested by 

the kibbutz studies (Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer, 2005). Waters, et al. (2000) identified that 

negative life experiences during childhood and adolescence could contribute to a change 
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from secure to insecure attachment classification. These changes to normally stable 

attachment behavior patterns seemed to be related to significant life events, such as loss 

of attachment figures, or the provision of new secure attachment figures. 

Attachment theory was developed to provide explanations for behavior in 

circumstances in which an individual feels threatened, insecure or unsafe. The theory was 

developed based in observations of children with significant histories of trauma and 

neglect. Further elaboration of the theory resulted in seeing attachment behaviors as 

existing across the lifespan, and open to change resulting from both positive and negative 

experiences. Attachment theory provides a conceptual framework for the 

phenomenological examination of foster parents' early attachment experiences with their 

parents, and their relationship with children in their home. 

Philosophical Perspective 

This study used a phenomenological approach to examine the early experiences of 

attachment of foster parents and their impact upon their relationships with the children in 

their care. Though phenomenology was originally established as a philosophy, rigorous 

qualitative methods have been developed and applied in social science studies (Giorgi, 

2005; Moustakas, 1994 ). Phenomenological research has been identified as being useful 

in research that attempts to provide a deeper understanding of certain experiences, and 

make sense of complex social events in human terms rather than statistical summaries 

(Halling, 2002). The following section discusses the phenomenological philosophy and 

its application to the methods of qualitative research in this study. 
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Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) has been credited with the establishment of the 

philosophy of phenomenology. H:usserl was a German philosopher whose transcendental 

phenomenological perspective focused upon the subjective experience of things, objects, 

and experiences (Husserl, 2001; Ricoeur, 1967). Transcendental phenomenology is 

concerned with understanding meaning as it is shaped for the individual within their lived 

experiences and differs in some ways from hermeneutic phenomenology of Heidegger 

and Gadamer (Laverty, 2003). Husserl reasoned that understanding of a phenomenon was 

the building block for knowledge ( Gadamer, 197 6; Husserl, 2001; Moustakas, 1994 ). 

Husserl's philosophy was a criticism of psychology because he suggested that 

studies within the human sciences were ignoring the inner subjective worlds of research 

participants and only examining their external responses to stimuli (Laverty, 2003). 

Husserl described one characteristic of phenomenological philosophy as the connection 

between the subjective and objective knowledge. Husserl proposed that objective reality 

existed in the representation of thought, making the perception of some reality of the 

object dependent upon the subject (Chapoulie, 2002; Moustakas, 1994). Husserl 

advanced the idea that a more complete knowledge of the object was enriched by 

repeated, reflective exposure to the object or experience. He illustrated this principle with 

the metaphor of a drawing that moves from rough sketch to better outlined pencil 

drawing to full color image. Each image is a representation of the same object, but 

presents increasing detail and complexity (Husserl, 2001 ). 
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Phenomenological research has focused on making inquiries into the lived 

· experiences of participants (Rossman, & Ralls, 1998; Laverty, 2003). The researcher 

attempts to illuminate the meaning of a particular experience. This is accomplished 

through examining the narrative or the lived story of the participant. The interaction 

between researcher and participant is considered to create a context in which the 

phenomenon can be better understood as a result of a self-reflective process by both 

researcher and subject. The goal of phenomenological research is not a summary of a 

phenomenon into some principle, but rather to offer rich description in an impartial way 

(Chapoulie, 2002; Moustakas, 1994). 

Values of Phenomenological Research 

There are several ideas that are considered foundational to the approach of 

phenomenological research. A core value in phenomenological research is epoche or the 

setting aside of presuppositions and biases during the research, also referred to as 

bracketing (Giorgi, 1997; Laverty, 2003; Moustakas, 1994; Rossman & Ralls, 1998). The 

process of bracketing allows the researcher to look at a phenomenon or experience in a 

new way by setting aside prejudgments and to examine the phenomenon of study just as 

it is presented. 

Intentionality is also a core process involved in phenomenological research 

(Moustakas, 1994 ). It is the process of being internally conscious of something, or the act 

of bringing something into conscious thought. Two components are typically associated 

with consciousness: noema and noesis. The noema is the object or what is experienced 
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and the noesis is the act of perceiving or the way in which the phenomenon is 

experienced. The vision or image of a sunset (noema) can be experienced in a number of 

ways and from a variety of perspectives (noesis) all contributing to the intentional 

process of being conscious of the sunset. Closely associated with these processes is the 

idea of description (Giorgi, 1997). It is simply the process of bringing to light the 

expression of one's inner conscious experience(s). 

Finally, the concepts of indexicality and reflexivity in the examination of 

narratives are parts of the phenomenological research process (Schwandt, 2003 ). 

Indexicality refers to the idea that the meaning of a word is dependant upon the context in 

which it is used. Reflexivity refers to the idea that words contain both meaning and 

action. Narrative has a value or meaning but also creates motion or activity. These two 

ideas are parallel to the ideas of noema and noesis. Meaning and understanding are 

shaped through the processes of telling and retelling of experience. The noema or 

experience is potentially opened to new understandings through the telling in different 

contexts and in the reflexive noetic process of experiencing the phenomenon from 

differing perspectives. "In the process of recalling an experience, for example, shadings 

are clarified; details are added; refinements bring new voices, sounds, and visions 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 72)." 

Processes in Phenomenological Research 

Moustakas (1994) used the ideas of transcendent phenomenology to summarize a 

process where scientific investigation could occur to enhance the understanding of lived 
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experiences. He suggested the primary stance of the researcher must be based in the idea 

of epoche or unbiased perspective. Epoche is guided by an effort to "see things as they 

appear." 

The second step, phenomenological reduction, is the process of description from a 

qualitative viewpoint. He suggested that the focus of description should be on textural 

qualities of the object of description. This is a reflexive process of looking and looking 

again (Moustakas, 1994 ). This process of horizonalization gives each view or statement 

made by participants about the phenomenon equal value until repetitive or unrelated 

statements can be deleted. 

The last step is a synthesis of the essences and meanings of the textural 

descriptions. The essence is then the description of the phenomenon that makes it what it 

is, but this description is temporal and limited to the vantage point of the researcher in the 

time and place in which it was constructed. This perspective creates an opportunity 

according to- Husserl for an infinity of understandings of any experience or phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

The use of these phenomenological stances for inquiry can assist the researcher in 

conducting a qualitative analysis of a subject for study. These processes are essential to 

conducting a research into the intersubjective experiences of individuals and for 

providing enhanced understanding that can lead to further illumination of theory (Halling, 

2002; Moustakas, 1994). Conducting phenomenological research includes established 

procedures that ensure sufficient rigor necessary for qualitative study. A thorough 
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description of the processes of phenomenological data analysis will be conducted in 

Chapter Three. 

Researcher's Assumptions 

The primary researcher begins a study with some assumptions. These assumptions 

are shaped by personal experience, professional practice, and study of the literature. 

These assumptions help provide a lens to understand the foundations for knowledge in 

this study (Creswell, 2003). Assumptions about foster parents, foster children, attachment 

theory, and phenomenological researcher are recorded. 

Researcher's Assumptions about Foster Parents 

1. Foster parents choose to have a relationship with the children that are placed in 

their home. They are not forced into caring for the children in their home. 

2. Foster parents attempt to help children in their care to feel safe. 

3. Foster parents' family history and attachment experiences contribute in both 

positive and negative ways to their attachment experiences with foster children 

in their care. 

Researcher's Assumptions about Foster Children 

1. Foster children have no choice concerning where they currently live. Both the 

actions of their biological parents and court appointed state case worker 

determine their placement in a foster family. 

2. Foster children have experiences, whether real or imagined, that lead them to 

feel unsafe. 
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3. History of abuse and neglect in the life of a foster child contributes to feelings 

of insecurity and the resulting interactions with their foster parents can either 

increase or decrease feelings of security. 

Researcher's Assumptions about Attachment Theory 

1. Attachment behaviors are instinctually based and are activated when an 

individual feels threatened. 

2. Attachment behaviors are difficult to quantify and are best understood in 

qualitative, experiential terms. 

3. Attachment behaviors exist across the lifespan creating the opportunity for 

intergenerational transmission of attachment behaviors. 

4. Experiences, either negative or positive, can influence attachment stability at 

any point across the lifespan. 

Researcher's Assumptions about Phenomenological Research 

1. The researcher begins research from a place of epoche, or setting aside 

prejudgments and prejudices about the subject of study. 

2. Meaning is based in context and is derived from the individual's conscious act 

of intuition and reflection. 

3. Understanding is increased through reexamination of an experience or subject 

through multiple perspectives. 

17 



Definition of Terms 

Attachment has been defined by Bowlby (1982) as a control system (a system of 

feedback intended to maintain a constant, i.e. thermostat) for maintaining security in a 

relationship. Bowlby' s development of this idea was shaped by the tenets of general 

systems theory (Marvin & Stewart, 1990). The definition has been expanded by others to 

emphasize the relational qualities as "an affective tie between infant and caregiver and to 

a behavioral system, flexibly operating in terms of set goals, mediated by feeling, and in 

interaction with other behavioral systems." In this view, behavior is predictably 

influenced by context rather than constant across situations (Sroufe and Waters, 1977). 

Proximity seeking was defined by Bowlby (1982, p. 374) as the seeking physical 

closeness with an attachment figure in an attempt to "reduce the risk of the individual 

coming to harm." Proximity is not merely choosing to be close to someone, but is rather a 

control response (intended to maintain or regulate feelings of safety) to some threatening 

stimulus. Other definitions include, Weiss ( 1991) who identified proximity seeking as the 

tendency for the child to "remain in the protective range of his parents" and Marvin & 

Stewart (1990) who emphasized the dyadic processes by suggesting that proximity 

seeking is a context in which the individuals can have differing or shared goals. When the 

dyads have shared goals (i.e. contact) then levels of distress are decreased. In the context 

of this study proximity seeking has been directly related to the child's choice to seek out 

closeness with a caregiver. 
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Secure base is a term originally defined by Mary Ainsworth as a reference to a 

source of security provided by the primary attachment figure that allows the child to 

explore, gain new skills, and new interests (Bretherton, 1991 ). The secure base has been 

discussed as a construct that facilitates infant separation and exploration (Maslin-Cole, & 

Spieker, 1990) and according to Bowlby (1973) includes contexts that evoke fear 

regardless of whether the stimulus is truly dangerous. Weiss (1991, p. 66) defined the 

secure base effect as: "The presence of an attachment figure fosters security in the child. 

This results in inattention to attachment considerations and in confident exploration and 

play." In the context of this study the secure base referred to the behaviors of the adult 

caregiver that allows for exploration. 

Internal working model was originally called working models by Bowlby ( 1982) 

and was defined as symbolic mental representations of the attachment figure, the general 

environment, and the self in relation to others. In his second volume, Bowlby (1973, p. 

203) added that a component of the working model included the individual's use of 

cognitive symbolic representations to "perceive events, forecast his future, and construct 

his plans." The cognitive representations of the attachment relationship system have been 

identified as a construct that guides proximity and secure base behaviors. The internal 

working model according to Bowlby (1973, p. 204) consists of two variables: "(a) 

whether or not the attachment figure is judged to be the sort of person who in general 

responds to calls for support and protection; (b) whether or not the self is judged to be the 

sort of person towards whom anyone, and the attachment figure in particular, is likely to 
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respond in a helpful way." In the context of this study the internal working model was 

considered to be the combination of cognitive representations of past parental figures, the 

self as adult caregiver and the child who received care. 

Co-researcher was used in this study to designate individuals who traditionally 

would be identified as participants or subjects. Identification as a co-researcher signified 

a particular value for the contribution that foster parents make to this research. They 

participated in the research because of their strong interest in the research question. They 

were engaged in a mutual pursuit of knowledge with the primary research (Moustakas, 

1994; Osborne, 1994). A rationale for the use of this term is outlined in Chapter III. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are intended to help identify the focus of the study and helps 

identify the specificity by clearly delineating the specific phenomenon being examined 

(Creswell, 2003). Co-researchers in this study were limited to foster par~~!s who live in 

urban north central Texas. The uniqueness of each co-researcher's early attachment 

experiences was valued as a source for increasing understanding and knowledge about 

attachment experiences in foster care. 

Limitations 

The emphasis in this type of study was not on generalizability of the data to a 

population but in gaining thorough descriptions of co-researcher's experiences. Because. 

phenomenological research is focused upon deriving the essences and meanings of 
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experiences, the results of this study were limited in applicability to professionals, 

including foster parents, determination of value for their particular context. The use of 

thick:];nch description and rigorous qualitative research methods were intended to provide 

validation for the results presented in this research. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore how early attachment experiences of 

foster parents contributed to the quality of attachment with the foster children in their 

care. Though some of Bowlby' s early theoretical work was based upon observations of 

children in substitute care, there has been little research concerning attachment issues 

within the foster parent and foster child relationship. Since placement stability is 

important to the successful development of foster children, further research of attachment 

experiences in these families is needed to enrich our understanding and assist with 

children's experience of stability. This study used a phenomenological approach to 

present a rich description of early attachment experiences of foster parents. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THEORY AND LITERATURE 

This chapter is an examination of attachment theory and its application to the 

parent-child relationship in foster families. The focus is narrowed to specific components 

of the attachment process and their influence on attachment experiences in the foster 

family. Attachment processes within family systems will be the primary view presented. 

The literature will be explored to offer a theoretical basis for the applicability of 

attachment theory in the unique relationship between foster parents and foster children. 

Review of Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory is a broad.theory that has grown to encompass many areas of 

study including mother-infant attachment, adult attachment, intergenerational 

transmission of attachment, and now longitudinal studies that have examined attachment 

across the lifespan (Grossmann, Grossmann, & Waters, 2005). This review of literature 

will focus upon some core components of attachment theory that helped form a 

conceptual framework for this study. These core components of attachment are proximity 

seeking, secure base, and the internal working model. The review will also examine 

literature that is specifically related to attachment within family systems and foster care 

families. 
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Core Components of Attachment 

As discussed in the definitions of Chapter I there are three core components of 

attachment that have received focus in this study. Several characteristics of the 

attachment behavioral system have been discussed in the literature. Weiss ( 1991) 

identified some primary characteristics associated with attachment systems. These 

included secure base and proximity seeking. Other research has focused upon another 

quality of the attachment behavioral system, the internal working model (Bretherton, 

1985, 2005; Cicchetti, Cummings, Greenberg, & Marvin, 1990). There are several 

current studies that review attachment components of secure base, proximity seeking, and 

internal working model. 

Secure Base 

The idea of a secure base has been presented as a construct that within the context 

of the parent-child relationship facilitates infant separation and exploration (Maslin-Cole, 

& Spieker, 1990). The infant or child is able to move away from the mother (secure base) 

and explore their environment, and if at any point their feelings of security are threatened, 

they can return to security in physical connection with their mother. Children whose 

mothers have been identified as having a secure attachment classification have children 

who engage in higher quality secure base behaviors (Posada, Waters, Crowell, & Lay, 

1995). Bowlby (1973) originally clarified security as being different than feelings of 

safety. He suggested that feelings of safety are related specifically to real circumstances 

of danger, whereas feelings of security are felt in contexts that evoke fear regardless of 

whether the stimulus is truly dangerous. This is an important distinction to consider 
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particularly in the context of foster children as their circumstances are likely to elicit 

feelings of insecurity regardless of whether there is real danger. 

Feelings of insecurity, whether imagined or real, influence the· experience of a 

healthy secure base. They contribute to the individual's ability to be more confident in 

their approach to new or risky situations. Without a healthy secure base, individuals 

could be considered less likely to engage in challenging experiences (Ainsworth, 1991; 

Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1990). 

Proximity Seeking 

Proximity is defined by Bowlby (1982) as the seeking physical closeness with an 

attachment figure in an attempt to "reduce the risk of the individual coming to harm (p. 

374)." Proximity is not merely choosing to be close to someone, but is rather a control 

response to some threatening stimulus. Bowlby (1982) suggested when proximity 

behaviors become thwarted, the child protests the separation. Therefore, the idea of 

separation protest is an acute result of frustrated proximity seeking behaviors. When 

needs are met, the child not only feels safe, but they learn about self in the context of 

relationships and feelings of trust are formed (Molloy, 2002). 

Parker, Tupling, and Brown (1979) developed the Parental Bonding Instrument as 

a measure of an adult's perceptions of attachment experiences with their parents. Two 

factors were identified with this 25 question scale, care and overprotection. The care 

dimension was defined as behaviors that promoted bonding or closeness in the parent

child relationship. This subscale seems closely related to proximity seeking. The 

overprotection dimension was associated with control exerted in the relationship. This 
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could be associated with the secure base behaviors that were previously discussed. The 

parents' ability to serve as a secure base allows the child to move away and explore with 

some level of independence, but remain available for the child if the child feels 

threatened. When the child feels threatened they can confidently seek proximity with the 

parent as a secure base. 

Internal Working Model 

Lastly, consideration should be given to the cognitive processes at work within 

individuals (mother-child; spouses, etc.) of the attachment system. As stated in the 

definitions of Chapter I, the internal working model is a cognitive representation that is 

shaped by and shapes secure base and proximity seeking behaviors. In a discussion of the 

internal working model, Main ( 1991) identified studies in which insecure children had 

difficulties in understanding what others may be thinking and feeling. The children 

struggled with a metacognition or a theory of mind of others. In another examinatiop. of 

internal working models, Main, Kaplan, and Cassidy (1985), concluded that these 

cognitive mental representations are relatively stable and they were formed and changed 

as a result of concrete experiences. The cognitive representations of the internal working 

model are then open to alteration, particularly as the child develops increased cognitive 

skills. 

Summary of Core Attachment Components 

The secure base in attachment theory refers to a caregiver who serves as a 

protector and center from which a child can move away, explore, and return to when 

feeling threatened or frightened. Proximity seeking is the behavior of returning to a place 
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of safety or security when prompted by internal feelings of threat or insecurity. The 

internal working model is a cognitive representation that helps the child anticipate the 

need for proximity seeking to the secure base, and is formed by past experiences with 

proximity seeking and a secure base. These work as a control system to foster feelings of 

confidence, security and protect the child against harm, whether imagined or real. 

Review of Literature 

Attachmen~ within family systems has been a topic that has been studied and will 
I•. , 

be where this review of literature begins. Research that has studied attachment in foster 

care environments will be the second area explored. Research that focused on foster 

children, foster parents, and the foster family environment will be presented last. 

Attachment within the F amity System 

It is necessary to move from examining the individual constructs of the 

attachment system to a discussion of the interaction of each of these components. As 

proposed above, attachment theory has a strong relational basis that is most likely to be 

observed in the context of families. Of particular interest is that scholars have found that 

experiences early in development contribute to the longitudinal existence of stable 

attachment processes. Schneider-Rosen, Braunwald, Carlson, and Cicchetti (1985), 

compared groups of maltreated and non-maltreated infants over a two year span. These 

children were evaluated using the Strange Situation. They found that children who have 

experienced maltreatment exhibited insecure attachments to caregivers over the two-year 

span. 
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The constructs of attachment, internal working models, proximity seeking, and 

secure base, have been considered in the context of the larger ~amily system rather than 

just the dyadic mother-child relationship (Caffery & Erdman, 2003; Stevenson-Hinde; 

1990). Several scholars have suggested past research on attachment in the family system 

has struggled because it was not based in both attachment and general systems theories 

and research on attachment should expand beyond the dyadic interactions of the mother

child relationship (C9wan, 1997; Kozlowska & Hanney, 2002; Marvin & Stewart, 1991). 

Hill, Fonagy, Safier, and Sargent (2002) developed an ecological model of 

attachment within family systems. Their model proposed four primary activities or 

characteristics of attachment processes in families to be "affect regulation, interpersonal 

understanding, information processing, and the provision of comfort in interpersonal 

relationships." Most significantly they offered two unique systemic ideas for 

understanding attachment within the family system. First, they proposed that appropriate 

attachment responses within the family system are based upon each family member's 

ability to have a shared understanding of a particular behavior's meaning. Secondly, they 

suggested that family interactions occur within different behavioral domains ( attachment, 

affect-regulating, and reflective). If interactions between family members occur with 

misunderstandings, or discordance, regarding behavioral domains and interactional 

meanings the potential for attachment insecurities increases. 

Byng-Hall (1991; 1990) has contributed applications of attachment theory within 

the practice of family therapy. Therapists working from within this type of framework 

have been focused upon helping the family identify improved attachment processes 
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including dealing with losses and reestablishing a secure base in relationships. Family 

therapy has also provided a model for allowing the therapist to model and become an 

attachment figure from which family members can establish as secure base and develop 

more appropriate attachments to family members (Byng-Hall & Stevenson-Hinde, 1991 ). 

These findings related to attachment in family systems help frame attachment as a 

systemic occurrence that is not individual in nature. Rather it is at minimum a dyadic 

process that involve~1 some shared understanding between family members. Researchers 

have begun to formulate models that examine attachment processes at multiple levels 

within systems. 

Attachment within Foster Families 

These attachment dynamics are at work in the foster family ·system. The foster 

child and foster parent bring particular internal working models into the fostering 

relationship based on past histories. These cognitive representations are open to change 

as a result of the concrete experiences and interactions within the fostering relationship. 

Studies have shown that children who have experienced trauma and chaos and have 

disorganized, insecure attachment patterns, and tend to respond to relational situations 

with chaotic emotions or withdrawn distancing (Bretherton, 2005). An adult's history of 

trauma that continues to influence feelings of insecurity can result in disorganized 

attachment behaviors in infants under their care (Main & Hesse, 1990). 

Attachment in Substitute Care Environments 

Though there has been limited research on attachment in foster families, there has 

been one significant longitudinal study of substitute care arrangements. The kibbutz 
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longitudinal studies are probably the most extensive set of data available on attachment in 

substitute care arrangements (Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer, 2005). Though this study was 

not directly related to a sample of foster families in the United States, scholars have 

considered the results of this work to have implications for attachment issues in foster 

families (Dozier, Manni, & Lindheim, 2005). Sagi-Schwartz and A viezer (2005) clarified 

that their emphasis was not on a study of the kibbutz culture, but the setting provided a 

natural experimental condition for exploring the issues of extended separations from 

significant attachment figures. One of the conclusions regarding the impact of attachment 

separations on later development warrants some exposition. 

One of the goals of the kibbutz study was to determine how factors associated 

with early attachment contributed to adaptive functioning in later development (Sagi

Schwartz & A viezer, 2005). This study considered four possible explanations for 

attachment experiences that contribute to healthy outcomes: (a) monotropy (only the 

infant-mother attachment is important), (b) hierarchy ( one caregiver, typically mother is 

primary, but other caregivers can have some influence), (c) independence ( child can have 

multiple attachments to multiple caregivers, each in unique contexts), and ( d) integration 

(insecure attachment experiences can be offset by secure attachment experiences by 

multiple caregivers over time). The data from the kibbutz studies supports the integration 

view of adaptive function in later development. The authors concluded that 

developmental trajectories are influenced by many complex dimensions across the 

lifespan. These findings offer an intriguing basis to continue to explore the dynamics of 

influence on attachment in such contexts as foster families. 
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A primary finding from the studies of children in the kibbutz is that communal 

sleeping away from parents resulted in increased levels of attachment insecurity (Sagi, 

vanljzendoom, Aviezer, Donnell, & Mayseless, 1994; Sagi & Avezier, 2005) and that 

children in communal sleeping arrangements preferred to be reunited with their mothers 

and resisted reunions with substitute caregivers (Fox, 1977). The kibbutz longitudinal 

studies also examined how developmental outcomes over the lifespan were influenced by 

the cumulative effect of experiences. Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer (2005) concluded that 

developmental outcomes in adulthood were not just influenced by the quality of mother

child attachment in infancy. Attachment security in the mother-infant relationship could 

contribute to later positive developmental outcomes, and later negative experiences could 

derail the potential for positive outcomes. Insecurity in the early mother-child . 

relationship, though problematic, could benefit from interventions at later developmental 

points resulting in positive outcomes later in life. These findings led them to conclude 

that future development is influenced by a network of attachment relationships, and not 

just the singular parent-child attachment relationship. These conclusions imply that a 

foster parent has the opportunity to positively mediate any negative impact of poor 

attachment experiences that a foster child might have had in their past. 

A tool developed concerning attachment issues with foster children was the 

Parent/Child Reunion Inventory (Marcus, 2001 ). This instrument is a twenty question 

inventory that measures both secure and insecure attachment behaviors when children are 

reunified with parents or caregivers. The instrument asks questions that correspond with 

the domains of proximity seeking ("child comes nearer to the parent"; "child physically 
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touches the parent"; "child initiates positive interaction with parent"; child moves away 

from parent"), and secure base ("child reacts positively to parent initiations"; "child 

rejects parent by asking parent to leave the room or saying 'don't bother me"'; "child 

seems fearful of the parent"). Marcus (1991) conducted a review of this instrument with 
I 

fifty-two ·foster children and found significant validity and reliability for its use with this 

population and distinguishing attachment problems across domains of secure and 

insecure attachment behaviors. 

These two studies both offer validity to issues of attachment with foster families 

and highlight the complex issues that impact the relationships in these homes. The review 

of literature will now focus on research with attachment and foster children, attachment 

issues related to foster parents, and research that has examined attachment between foster 

parent and foster child. 

Foster Children 

Researchers have offered conflicting views of attachment issues with foster 

children. Some have suggested that attachment difficulties are hard to distinguish from 

other general behavioral difficulties (Barth, Crea, John, Thoburn, & Quinton, 2005). 

Others have suggested that attachment difficulties are present in a foster child's challenge 

to negotiate security, proximity, and internal working models in relationships with 

biological parents and foster parents (Browne & Moloney, 2002; Cordero, 2004; Fish & 

Chapman, 2004). 

· Attachment characteristics of foster children. Cappelletty, Brown, & Shumate 

(2005) conducted a correlational study of the RADQ (Randolph Attachment Disorder 
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Questionnaire) and the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL). They found significant 

correlations between these instruments and suggested that these results diminish the 

validity of the RADQ 's ability to discriminate actual attachment disorder characteristics 

for children in foster care. Due to the CBCL's broad measures of several types of 

dysfunction, high correlations between the two instruments lead the authors to conclude 

that the RADQ is only a measure of general behavioral dysfunction. The authors also 

concluded that in their sample of foster children the dysfunctional behaviors displayed 

were only slightly more pronounced than the general population as measured by the 

CBCL. This suggests that many of the problem behaviors that are associated with 

attachment difficulties may be less intense than anticipated by many foster parents. 

Singer, Brodzinsky, Ramsay, Steir, and Waters (1985) in a comparison of attachment 

classifications of adopted and non-adopted infants found no significant differences. These 

authors suggested these findings could imply the increased incidence of behavioral 

difficulties in adolescence of adoptive children is not related to insecure attachments in 

infancy. Dozier and Albus (I°999), in a case study analysis, explored two polarized 

responses to stimuli in infants: (a) friendliness and (b) terror of strangers. They discussed 

how early traumatic experiences would influence feelings of attachment security and 

therefore create these polarized responses. 

Others have explored how secure base and proximity seeking behaviors influence 

the parenting of foster children. Attachment issues for foster children involve two 

primary relationships: (a) relationships with their biological families and (b) the 

relationships within their foster families~ Mc Wey and Mullis (2004) studied foster 
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children who were to be reunited with families and found that children whose goal was 

reunification had higher levels of attachment if they had consistent and frequent contact 

with parents. The authors admitted that these results without a pretest could not 

necessarily be interpreted that the visits were increasing the levels of attachment, as the 

child-parent relationship may have had a high level of attachment prior to coming into 

care. They also found that children with higher levels of attachment had fewer behavioral 

problems and were less likely to be receiving psychiatric medications. These findings 

seem to point to the importance of nurturing the child's attachment with their biological 

family. 

Some research has suggested nurturing these attachment relationships may create 

difficulties. Browne and Moloney (2002) studied the issue of whether visits between 

foster child and biological parents are helpful. Their qualitative approach identified four · 

patterns of visitation between parents and their children: (a) regular and frequent, (b) 

regular and infrequent, ( c) irregular, and ( d) no access. They also identified that the 

child's stability.in the home could be classified as successful, ambiguous, or in crisis. 

Placements that were characterized as ambiguous, where there were feelings of 

uncertainty with all parties, were most likely to have infrequent visiting patterns. Since 

the primary responsibility for the consistency of visitation falls on the biological parent, 

these feelings of ambiguity were primarily influenced by the biological parent's choices. 

These choices impact both child and foster parent. Children and foster parents in 

these circumstances were unable to have any expectations about the relationship with the 

biological parents or placement plans because of the inconsistency of the visits. These 
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ambiguous feelings leave everyone in limbo (Browne & Maloney, 2002; Cordero, 2004 ), 

a point that had been asserted by Bowlby (1952) some time earlier. 

Impact of experiences in the foster home. Generally negative experiences that 

impact attachment are viewed as having a cumulative effect upon the individual over the 

lifespan. Weinfield, Sroufe, and Egeland (2000) conducted a longitudinal study of a 

sample of children considered high risk due to their family history of poverty. They 

examined the stability of attachment classification from infancy into adulthood. They 

found that infants who were classified as secure made a significant change to insecure 

classification as adults. As infants who began life with a positive nurturing relationship 

with their mother began to experience negative events, their attachment security became 

threatened. These authors concluded that these findings supported the idea that negative 

and positive experiences across the life course can impact attachment security. As 

negative experiences pile up over time, even the most secure child becomes at risk for 

developing poor attachment security in relationships. They also confirmed that . child 

maltreatment in early years significantly predicted insecure attachment classification in 

adulthood. 

Another study has suggested that the accumulation of positive experiences in the 

foster home can contribute to improved attachment experiences across the lifespan. In a 

qualitative review of forty adults foster care experiences, Schofield (2002) found that 

feelings of security and belonging in the family helped develop a sense of resilience for 

adulthood. The positive experiences in the foster home contributed to the child's ability 

to replace past feelings of insecurity with feelings of attachment security. 
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Reisman, Padron, Sroufe, and Egeland (2002) developed the idea of earned

security. They studied individuals who had a negative history such as maltreatment with 

their parents, but due to later events in their development cultivated security in their · 

current relationships. Their longitudinal data of attachment experiences across the 

lifespan suggested that in adulthood there was no appreciable difference in those who had 

a designation as earned-secure (moved from insecure to secure) or those who had had a 

history of continuous security (secure in infancy to secure in adulthood) in relationships. 

Those who had moved from a state of insecurity in infancy and for some reason were 

classified as secure in adulthood were as successful in their maintenance of attachment 

relationships as those who had secure attachments throughout the lifespan. These findings 

seemed to suggest that attachment experiences can change over time depending upon 

fluctuations and changes in the context of relationships. 

As researchers continue to struggle with defining attachment difficulties of the 

foster child we can suggest that the relationship between foster child, biological parent 

and foster parent all play a role in feelings of attachment security. Lastly, the 

accumulation of both negative and positive attachment experiences has been shown to 

influence feelings of security. Children that enter foster care with insecure attachment 

appear to have the opportunity to develop secure attachment. 

Foster Parent Attachment Issues 

The current literature has explored some issues related to foster parents and 

. attachment. Researchers have studied such issues as the motivation to be a foster parent, 
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the impact the foster parent can have in the relationship, and characteristics of the foster 

parent that contribute both positively and negatively to attachment security. 

Motivation to foster. Several have looked at the motivations of foster parents that 

lead them to provide care for an unknown child. MacGregor, Rodger, Cummings & 

Leschied (2006) conducted focus group interviews · with fifty-four foster parents. They 

identified two motivational factors that contribute to the choice to become foster parents

an altruistic desire to be helpful to children and a desire to fill a childless home with 

children. 

Cole (2005a) found that certain motivations were significantly related to secure 

attachments of infants. Secure attachment among infants in foster care was associated 

with a foster parent's desire to increase family size and social concern for the community. 

Adoption, spiritual expression, and a desire to replace grown children were all associated 

with poor attachment. The author identified that though one might think adoption 

motivation may be a good indicator of the likelihood to develop secure attachment, this 

finding highlights the unique contextual factors that might contribute to attachment 

difficulties. The author suggested that his finding may be related to the uncertainties 

associated with foster parents who are anticipating adoption of the child in their care. 

Since there is uncertainty regarding a child's placement until the actual adoption occurs, 

many foster parents may remain distant from the child as a protection from the 

anticipated loss of the child. The author also suggested that the desire to replace grown 

children may be an indicator of the foster parent's efforts to meet their own needs 

through the fostering relationship which can result in poor attachment. 
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Characteristics of the foster parent. Foster parent motivation is only one 

important characteristic of foster parents that researchers have related to attachment 

security. Scholars have considered whether a foster parent's history of abuse and/or 

neglect would impact their ability to provide attachment security for the children in their 

care . . ~ole (2005b) found that a foster parent's history of abuse and level of involvement 

· with the infant contributed to poor attachment. Specifically she suggested that the 

emotional trauma associated with past abuse led to patterns of increased anxiety by the 

foster parent in monitoring the parent-child relationships leading to anxiety in the infant. 

Sherman (1990) identified the utility of the use of family narratives to elicit the emotional 

qualities of past and present relationships. The author found that those parents who 

struggled with identifying stories about their own past relationships with their parents 

also struggled with developing a positive relationship with their own child. 

A study by Polansky, Lauterbach, Litzke, Coulter, & Sommers (2006) conducted 

a qualitative analysis of an attachment parenting group with substance abusing mothers. 

The focus of the group was on helping mothers better understand the intergenerational 

processes in their parenting of their own children and to assist in their efforts to minimize 

their risk of engaging in detrimental and abusive parenting practices. Unstructured 

interviews of the co-researchers after six weeks resulted in four primary themes being 

discussed. The first theme was that mothers recognized that they were repeating many of 

· the patterns of parenting that their parents had demonstrated. Two other themes were 

related to the mother's recognizing the importance of empathy and understanding in their 

relationships and how this is facilitated through communication. Lastly, the authors 
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identified themes of separation and loss. They noted that even though the mothers had 

histories of abandonment and separations from their attachment figures during childhood, 

the majority of the mothers demonstrated little awareness of their own children's personal 

experiences of abandonment that might have resulted from their drug use and lack of 

availability. These findings again suggested that negative early childhood experiences 

may hinder an adult caregiver' s ability to provide the necessary environment to meet the 

attachment security needs of the child. 

Dozier and Lindheim (2006) suggested that commitment of the foster parent to 

~he child would diminish as the number of children that the foster parent had cared for 

increased. The reduction in the foster parent's commitment would be a result of the foster 

parent attempting to protect themselves against the anticipated loss of relationship with 

the foster child since they had lost previous relationships. The authors found that child 

age, caregiver age, and the number of children that a foster parent had cared for all 

impacted caregiver commitment. The authors focused on the finding that as the number 

of foster children increased, a foster parent's level of commitment decreased. The authors 

suggested decreased levels of commitment may contribute increased levels of attachment 

insecurity in the foster child. 

These findings were confirmed by Waterman, (2001) who examined the 

characteristics that sometimes make the foster mother-foster child relationship difficult. 

She specifically highlighted that the unique losses that each brought to the relationship; 

the foster mother's losses of the ideal ( childlessness, empty nest, lost relationships with 
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other foster children) and the child's loss of kin. This theme of loss results in an 

ambivalence marked by distancing in the relationship. 

An earlier study has offered some contradictory findings. Dando and Minty 

(1987) conducted interviews with eighty foster mothers. They examined the mother's 

motivation for fostering through ratings questions and open-ended interviews. One of 

their findings was related to the fact that a large number of the foster mothers had 

childhood experiences of abuse and neglect and this history contributed to the mother's 

interest in caring for needy children. They also found that none of these mothers were 

rated by their oversight agencies as poor caregivers and that slightly over half of them 

were rated as excellent caregivers. The authors acknowledged that this finding may go 

against intuition, but offers a good predictor for those who are seeking to evaluate the 

ability of a volunteer's ability to foster children. Their findings suggested that volunteers 

with less than ideal childhoods may have insights into the lives of the children in their 

care that are helpful. Redding, Fried, & Britner (2000) also identified one of the factors 

that contribute to high levels of performance by a foster parent is the foster mother' s 

personal past experiences that help her identify with the negative histories of the children 

in their care. 

These above studies have demonstrated conflicting data over whether past 

negative attachment experiences or positive attachment ·experiences are good predictors 

of a foster parent's skill in providing attachment security for the child. Buehler, Cox, and 

Cuddleback (2002) examined this issue directly. They conducted interviews with twenty

two foster parents considering factors that they believed contributed to their success and 
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challenges in being successful at fostering children. Their qualitative analysis produced 

results that appeared to be contradictory to what might be expected when considering 

attachment issues. They said that providing a safe and secure environment for the foster 

child was the reward identified by the fewest foster parents. Of the thirteen themes 

identified as stressors for foster parents at least seven are related to attachment issues: (a) 

behavioral problems of children, (b) child leaving, ( c) visiting with birth family, ( d) child 

returning to bad situation, (e) not being listened to, (f) childcare difficulties, and (g) 

conflict with birth children. Each of these stressors could result in disrupting feelings of 

safety and security in the home, making the anticipated reward of providing a safe and 

secure environment difficult to achieve. Of the thirty-six themes foster parents identified 

that helped them be successful in fostering the most frequently cited were (a) faith, (b) 

acceptance and tolerance of a child's differences, and (c) flexibility to changes. Two of 

the least mentioned themes that one might typically associate with attachment were (a) 

love within the foster parent's family of origin, and (b) a home/family that feels safe. 

Three themes were identified as potential problems for successful fostering: (a) loving a 

child too much, (b) managing loss of a child, and ( c) handling a withdrawn child. The 

authors suggested that their findings support the idea that many factors associated with 

fostering children interact in complex ways to make determining a definition of 

successful fostering difficult. 

The impact of a foster parent. The study by Beuhler, et al. (2002) has illustrated 

the numerous factors that contribute to successful or poor outcomes in the attachment 

relationship between foster parent and child. Because of these complex dynamics, one 
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might wonder whether the foster parent can make a difference, specifically in feelings of 

attachment security. Schofield and Beek (2005) conducted a qualitative study of a model 

of parenting for foster parents that focuses on five dimensions that they promote in the 

parent-child relationship: trust, reflective function, self-esteem, autonomy and family 

membership. The study was with families that had children from middle childhood to 

adolescence. Their findings found usefulness in these four concepts as promoting a 

secure base in the foster parent-foster child relationship. 

Dozier, Stovall, Albus and Bates (2001) conducted Adult Attachment futerviews 

(AAI) with fifty foster mothers to determine their state of mind regarding attachment. 

They found relationships between the infant's attachment categorization based upon 

Ainsworth's Strange Situation and the caregivers' state of mind (AAI). The authors 

suggested that these findings place an emphasis on the fact that attachment can be 
\ 

transmitted in non-kin relationships such as foster care. Gauthier, Fortin, and Jeliu (2004) 

have suggested that when foster parents have had a significant impact upon a child's 

attachment security, they should be allowed to remain with the foster parent rather than 

returned to the biological parent. These studies have suggested that a foster parent does 

have an opportunity for influence in the life of a foster child. Several researchers have 

examined these dynamics and their findings are presented below. 

Foster Family System 

As identified above, these dynamics are multifaceted. The interaction of the 

various factors that contribute to a child's security of attachment and the characteristics 

of a foster parent create a complex system. A key theme identified in the following 
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research is the ability of the family system to manage the feelings of uncertainty 

commonly associated with foster care experiences. 

Mosek (2004 ), in a qualitative evaluation of three foster parenting programs, 

. identified the challenges associated with managing attachment in relationships in foster 

care. The author suggested that those who were most successful in fostering relationships 

were able to negotiate the complex dynamics of the relationship between foster parent, 

child, and biological parents. Successful foster parents seemed to have skills at remaining 

a secure base for the child as the child negotiated the loyalties between their foster parent 

caregivers and their biological parents. Their results have suggested that the dynamics 

seem to be marked by feelings of uncertainty about the future and ambivalence in the 

relationship for both the foster parent and foster child. 

Stovall and Dozier (1998) identified that overcoming such feelings is important to 

the success of the foster parent-foster child relationships. They conducted a review of 

seve.ral attachment factors and suggested that the dynamics of the fostering relationship is 

a negotiated one in which both parties bring attachment histories to the relationship. The 

foster parent has their own internal working model from their past attachment 

relationships and a working model of the child. The interaction of these expectations can 

have an impact upon the success of the attachment relationship between foster parent and 

child. 

Feelings of uncertainty and ambivalence are significantly impacted by the 

activities required to manage the various relationships in the fostering system. Cordero 

(2004) conducted a qualitative study that examined the records of 18 children placed in 
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foster care for several years. Several factors were identified that contribute to the 

successful reunification of foster children with their families. One area of focus in the 

study was around the issue of ambivalence and feelings of insecurity felt by foster 

parents, children and the biological family. Anxieties around visitation and uncertainty of 

placement plans were found to have a significant impact upon the functioning of foster 

parents, children and biological families. As children and families made efforts to make 

final transitions to living with parents or kin, children seemed to experience conflicted 

loyalties in their relationships with. foster parents and biological kin. These conflicts 

created feelings of ambivalence for all parties. The management of time and visitation are 

closely tied to the idea of proximity. 

These uncertainties were also explored in a work by Fish and Chapman (2004), 

who examined risk factors to infants in care. They suggested that it is not uncommon for 

foster parent and infant attunement to be mismatched due to the infant's immature 

attachment signaling. This leads to frustrating interactions between the foster parent and 

infant. A second risk identified was related to foster parents' struggles with accepting and 

coping with the high levels of dependency of foster children. They affirmed that research 

has suggested that foster parents commonly remain distant in the relationship with foster 

children to protect against the pain of an anticipated loss in the relationship. This lack of 

proximity and closeness in the relationship can increase feelings of anxiety for the foster 

child. 

Length of time in placement seems to have a positive influence on feelings of 

attachment security. Andersson (2005) examined the lives of 26 children who had been 
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placed in an institution for care before the age of four years and lived in the institution for 

at least a month. The children were re-contacted for follow-up at various intervals over 

20 years. Ten of the children in this study were categorized as having good social 

adjustment in their early adulthood. These children shared the common characteristics of 

positive attachments with either a long-term foster parent or early positive attachments to 

their mother. There were nine children identified in the moderate category of social 

adjustment and well-being. A general theme identified with these children was the quality 

of relationship between the foster parent and child. These children seemed to have 

relationships with foster parents that lack an empathic quality. The last group of seven 

children was identified as having poor social adjustment and well-being in adulthood as 

marked by involvement in drug abuse and criminal activities. These children had 

experienced many changes in caregivers throughout their childhood. As a group, long

term attachment figures were missing for significant periods of time. 

Another major contributor to uncertainty over the future was identified by 

Redding, et al. (2000). One of the problems with foster care of difficult children is that 

there is a tendency for frequent placement changes and a lack of stability. A reason 

identified for children having to leave foster homes is due to a poor match between the 

child and the foster family. The challenges of managing difficult foster children were 

moderated by foster parents who have at least three friends with whom they have 

frequent contact. This factor was a good predictor of lower levels of placement 

disruption. 
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Summary 

This review of literature has explored three core components of attachment that 

have been examined within the literature and issues of attachment within family systems, 

specifically foster families. Much of the research has confirmed the idea that attachment 

behaviors and outcomes within the foster family are multifaceted. The potential for 

positive and negative outcomes of attachment security is influenced by complex 

relational dynamics between the foster parent and foster child. _Chapter III presents a 

phenomenological research design that is intended to explore the experiences of foster 

parents' early attachments and their consequent impact upon the secure base, proximity 

seeking behaviors and internal working model cognitions of their fostering relationships. 
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CHAPTER III 

PROCEDURES FOR COLLECTION AND TREATMENT OF DATA 

Research Design 

This study of foster parents and their own early attachment experiences, with their 

influence on relationships with foster children, was conducted within a phenomenological 

framework. Attachment theory and the specific components of secure base, proximity 

seeking, and interrial working model served as the theoretical structure for this study. 

This chapter provides an overview of data collection and analysis procedures associated 

with phenomenological research. Descriptions and specific application of these 

procedures for this study are outlined. Recruitment, protection of human subjects, 

primary researcher's relationship to the topic, and interview prompts are reviewed. The 

chapter concludes with a description of the procedures used for data analysis and for 

ensuring rigor. 

Phenomenological Research Afethods 

I 

Moustakas ( 1994) identified major philosophical supports to the 

phenomenological research process. These foundations included epoche, 

phenomenological reduction, and synthesis. Epoche or the bracketing process allows the 

researcher to be open to as many possible meanings and interpretations of an experience 

as possible .. Phenomenological reduction is a practice of description, where the essences 

of the experience are defined through eliminating overlapping and repetitive data. The 

reduced data consists of statements called invariant constituents. Synthesis is the process 
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of integrating the invariant constituents with structural descriptions, or descriptions using 

the language of the theoretical framework that guides the study. 

An intermediary philosophical support not mentioned above is called ~'!laginative 

var{~t{?~JMoustakas, 1994). The activities associated with imaginative variation occur 

between the stages of phenomenological reduction and synthesis. The purpose is to seek 

possible meanings of the textural statements made by co-researchers using "imagination, 

varying frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the 

phenomenon from divergent perspectives (p. 97)." The value of imaginative variation is 

the resulting themes and description of the experience becoming connected to structural 

descriptions of the phenomenon as explained in the framework of attachment theory. 

Moustakas ( 1994) also emphasized the importance of referring to researcher 

participants in phenomenological methodology as co-researchers. Valuing the 

participant's knowledge of their experience and their personal interest in the phenomenon 

of study are principles that guide making this distinction (Berrios & Lucca, 2006; Hanna 

& Shank, 1995; Osborne, 1994) Epistemological beliefs, how we know what we know, 

that guide phenomenology promote "questions that give direction and focus to meaning, 

and in themes that sustain inquiry, awaken further interest and concern, and account for 

our passionate involvement with whatever is being experienced" (Moustakas, p. 59). The 

primary researcher and co-researchers are both participants in the pursuit of new 

knowledge and understanding. Phenomenology is also concerned with the intertwining of 

subject and object in the creation of understanding. The interplay between the noema 

(what is perceived) and the noesis (variety of perspectives) creates a complex tapestry for 
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describing an experience. Perceptions of b<?th the primary researcher and co-researchers' 

are accepted as interacting to create an inter-subjective description of the experience. The 

process of scientific research is then strengtheneq by the primary r~searcher' s own 
' 

experiences, thinking, and reflecting in concert with co-researchers' own experiences, 

thinking and reflecting on the phenomenon, referred to by Moustakas as infersubjective 

validity. Based upon these values, participants or subjects within this study were referred 

to as co-researchers and is the basis for writing in first person. 

Phenomenological Data Analysis 

For purposes of this research, a modified model of van Kaam's (1959) 

phenomenological data analysis method, as presented by Moustakas (1994), was chosen. 

The process began with horizonalization in which all statements made by co-researchers 

within the transcript were given equal value. This began with a reading of the whole 

transcript to develop a general sense of the text (Giorgi, 1997). After the expressions 

were listed, the researcher began to look for invariant constituents, or statements' that (a) ,:.- · 

are necessary for understanding the experience, and (b) could be labeled or abstracted. 

Expressions that did not meet these criteria or were repetitive or vague were eliminated. 

The invariant constituents were grouped and themed. These themes became the core 

themes of the experience and were validated by rechecking each of them against the 

transcript record of each co-researcher. The primary researcher constructed a textural 

description of the experience using verbatim examples from the transcript, connected to 

th~ themes and invariant constituents. The next step was the development of the structural 

descriptions using the process of imaginative variation. 
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Steps of Imaginative Variation 

A core activity of the phenomenological data analysis process is imaginative 

variation. The steps of imaginative variation are outlined by Moustakas (1994, p. 99) and 

are presented below. 

1. Systematic varying of the possible structural meanings that underlie the 

textural meanings. 

2. Recognizing the underlying themes or contexts that account for the emergence 

of the phenomenon. 

3. Considering the universal structures that precipitate feelings and thought with 

reference to the phenomenon, such as the structure of time, space, bodily 

concerns, materiality, causality, relation to self, or relation to others. 

4. Searching for exemplifications that vividly illustrate the invariant structural 

themes and facilitate the development of a structural description of the 

phenomenon. 

Essentially, the process of imaginative variation is taking the textural descriptions 

of the co-researchers and making modifications to express the descriptions in the 

structure of the discipline being studied (Giorgi, 1997). The primary researcher attempted 

to make the language of the experiences described consistent, and include the theoretical 

language that provides a framework for the study. 

Synthesis 

Last, the researcher, tied the structural descriptions to the textural descriptions of 

the co-researchers' stories and experiences (Moustakas, 1994). This synthesis of the data 
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constructed a description of the interrelationship among the parts of the whole 

experience. Giorgi ( 1997) warns that this should not be viewed as a "measure of central 

tendency" or summary, but rather a view of how the parts of the relationship diverge and 

intersect. 

Moustakas ( 1994) indicated that these processes do not arrive at a singular truth 

about the experiences being studied, but are rather descriptions of the experience at a 

specific place and time in the life of the co-researcher. Giorgi (1997) supported this idea 

and stated the outcome of phenomenological inquiry is the improved understanding of the 

structure in relationship to the various textural, experiential manifestations. Theory that 

has provided a support to the research is enriched because the concrete descriptions from 

the transcripts are abstracted into theoretical constructs through imaginative variation and 

synthesis. Scientific knowledge is enhanced as the structural descriptions and themes 

provide shared meanings with those who have had similar experiences and the processes 

of phenomenology act as "diagnostic" for illuminating the theoretical concepts outlined 

by science (Ricoeur, 1967, p. 220). 

Sample of Co-researchers 

The sample of co-researchers from this study included m~le and female adults 

who currently have foster children residing in their home. The initial recruitment of co

researchers was purposive. The primary researcher contacted foster care agencies in the 

North Texas area. Foster parents who have an interest in the topic of attachment and 

children in foster care were invited to participate. A co-researcher's interest in the topic 

was consider~d valuable for enhancing their participation in the study. New co-
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researchers were then added through snowball sampling, where existing co-researchers 

were asked to give information about others who might be interested in contributing to 

the study, including foster parents who might have an interest in this topic. 

Recruitment of co-researchers began when this study received approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas Woman's University. All co-researchers were 

considered volunteers and received no compensation for their participation in this 

research. 

The primary researcher's personal involvement in the foster care system as a 

family therapy professional was a motivation for this study, but also presented a potential 

limitation that should be addressed. Ethical standards as a licensed marriage and family 

therapist in the state of Texas served as a guide to the primary researcher's conduct in this 

research (American Association of Marriage and Family Therapy, 2001). Standard 5.2 

states that "Investigators requesting participant involvement in research inform 

participants of the aspects of the research that might reasonably be expected to influence 

willingness to participate. Investigators are especially sensitive to the possibility of 

diminished consent when participants are also receiving clinical services, or have 

impairments which limit understanding and/or communication, or when participants are 

children." For this reason co-researchers that have dual professional relationship with the 

primary researcher as a therapist working with children in their home were not included 

in this study. 
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Protection of Human Subjects 

This study was conducted in accordance with the requirements of the Institutional 

Review Board at Texas Woman's University. To protect confidentiality, all au~~-~_records 

were coded with pseudonyms chosen by co-researchers. Due to the confidential nature of 

discussing children in foster care, co-researchers were asked to refer to children in their 

home by pseudonym. The primary researcher was responsible for maintaining and storing 

all records, written, audio, and electronic collected during the course of this study. 

Interview transcripts were stored in a locked file cabinet in the primary researcher's 

home. Prior to engaging in the study, co-researchers were given documentation outlining 

information about the study, procedures for maintaining confidentiality of data collected, 

consent to participate in the study, and their right to voluntarily participate or voluntarily 

withdraw from the study at any point (Appendix A). 

Interview Format and Data Collection 

The interview format was open-ended and unstructured with the purpose of 

eliciting responses that follow the themes of the research questions. The three research 

questions were: 

1. How do perceptions of foster parents' own early childhood attachment 

experiences influence their relationships with the foster children in their 

home? 

2. How do foster parents report experiencing qualities of attachment such as 

proximity seeking, secure base, and internal working model with the foster 

children in their care? 
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3. What might foster parents consider as enhancing feelings of attachment 

security and placement stability in the foster home? 

Probes were suggested so the primary researcher could prompt for further 

information from the co-researcher. Probes from the primary researcher elicited more 

data from co-researchers· and helped with developing richer descriptions of the 

phenomenon (Babbie, 2004; Fontana & Frey, 2003). 

Conducting the Interview 

Fontana and Frey (2003) identified the values of gaining trust and establishing 

rapport as important to successful interviewing. The primary researcher intended to 

accomplish these goals with co-researchers by a mutual sharing of history and interest in 

the topic of study. Self-disclosure helps co-researchers recognize shared experiences with 

the primary researcher and be more likely to share more openly. The primary researcher's 

use of self-disclosure aided in a move from the hierarchical role of distant observer to a 

more equal stance, making the viewpoint of the co-researchers easier to envision 

(Fontana & Frey) and establishing a shared authenticity between primary researcher and 

co-researchers (Osborne, 1994). It is also supported by the intersubjective validity of the 

phenomenological research approach (Moustakas, 1994). In an effort to accomplish the 

goals of equal stance a~d authenticity, the following is a presentation of the primary 

researcher's relationship to this topic of study and the personal and professional 

experiences that have contributed to an increasing interest in exploring attachment 

experiences in the foster family. This information will be shared verbally with co-
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researchers as part of the interview process and is written in first person, an approach 

supported by the methodology outlined by Moustakas. 

Researcher's Relationship to Topic of Study 

My relationship to the study of children in foster care is both personal and 

professional. I am married ( 16 years) and have two daughters ( ages 10 and 6). I currently 

reside in a suburban region of North Texas, but have experienced numerous changes in 

my lifetime due to frequent moves ( on average every three years). In my family of origin 

I am the second of six children (three brothers and two sisters). One ofmy sisters is 

adopted. My parents cared for 12 teenage boys in a foster care group home for three 

years. This occurred when I was aged 8 to 11 years. 

Professionally, upon leaving graduate school in 1995, I started work in foster care 

with abused and neglected children. My Master's degree.in marriage and family therapy 

prepared me for work with dysfunctional family systems, but my early work with abused 

and neglected children led me to feel as if I was missing skills or information to truly 

assist these children whose circumstance left them with great needs. Further study while 

working with these children led me to the attachment theory work of John Bowlby. I felt 

as if the revelation of his attachment theory provided key insights to working with these 

children. 

In 2003, I began a private therapy practice serving several foster children·and 

foster parents as clients. My work with foster families has influenced my view that the 

complex dynamics of attachment within these systems cannot be limited to the 

attachment difficulties the traumatized children in foster care often express. I have begun 
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to assume that foster parents also bring attachment issues into the relationship that 

interact in a complex relational dance with the foster child placed in their care. 

A significant portion of my doctoral study and coursework has focused upon 

attachment issues across the lifespan and within the family system. I have also assumed 

that attachment theory cannot be a complete explanation for relationship patterns within 

any family system. Yet, I also believe that it provides a suitable conceptual framework 

from which to develop an understanding of issues surrounding placement stability for 

children in foster care. At its core, attachment theory can help in understanding the 

promotion and maintenance of feelings of safety and security within the family system. 

My life experiences have all contributed to the development of my assumptions 

about attachment within the foster family system. My early history as a child with an 

adopted sister, frequent life changes, and having parents who were foster parents has 

shaped my beliefs. My professional work with foster parents and foster children has 

continued to reshape my perceptions of these relationships. And my professional 

examination of the research, ·while studying for a doctorate, has both confirmed and 

redeveloped my ideas about attachment within the family system. 

Interview Prompts 

The primary researcher chose to conduct the interview protocol within an open

ended framework, asking generally about attachment experiences and used prompts to 

elicit richer information from co-researchers. Co-researchers completed a demographics 

form (Appendix B) that included information about their current family status and family 

history. A list of possible prompts was included in Appendix C. The primary researcher 
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began the interview process by sharing with the co-researcher the researcher's 

relationship to the topic of study. The interview was structured to elicit information from 

the three research questions of this study. 

Co-researchers were asked to share stories of memories about attachment 

experiences with parents or caregivers during their childhood. Co-researchers were 

prompted to share stories about their current attachment experiences with foster children 

in their care as they relate to the attach~ent qualities of proximity seeking, secure base, 

and internal working model. During the interview proximity seeing was referred to as 

closeness or physical closeness, secure base was referred to as security or safety, and 

internal working model was referred to as perceptions or viewpoints of themselves and 

foster children. This language can be found in the interview prompts in Appendix C. 

Last, they were asked to share any reflections regarding what might improve their 

attachment experiences with foster children in their home. Interviews lasted between one 

and two hours. 

Procedures for Data Analysis 

. Interviews were taped with two tape or electronic :voice recorders, with the second 

recorder serving as a back-up device. All interviews were transcribed using Dragon 

Naturally Speaking 9. O (Nuance Communications, 2007) with identifying information 

removed from the text. The primary researcher took field notes during the interview 

process, or immediately after so as not to interfere with the rapport of the interview. The 

field notes were intended to describe the interview experience, and were included in the 

data for analysis. Data collection began with fifteen interviews of co-researchers. Data 

56 



was analyzed as it was collected. Interviews and further collection of data continued until 

a point in which the data began to become redundant, and an understanding of a foster 

parent's attachment experiences was not likely to change with additional interviews 

(Laverty, 2003; Rossman & Rallis, 1998). 

After each interview was transcribed, it was read to develop a general sense of the 

interview. During a second reading, the primary researcher began to highlight possible 

themes that related to the various domains of attachment. A third reading resulted in 

identifying specific statements or blocks of text related to the research questions. These 

statements were grouped under a related research question. Some statements were . 

grouped in two locations. These progressive readings were intended to help build a 

general sense of the data and begin the process of coding (Creswell, 2003). These initial 

steps tied directly to the procedures of horizonalization and phenomenological reduction 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

Once this process of familiarizing and organizing was complete, the primary 

researcher moved towards coding the data and searching for themes (Rossman, & Rallis, 

1998). The primary researcher's objective during this stage of analysis was to cluster the 

already identified invariant constituents and develop descriptive themes (Moustakas, 

1994 ), clustering and labeling them according to the three research questions. Data that 

did not readily fit within the clusters of the research questions were also analyzed for 

themes. Themes and their descriptions as well as relationships between the themes were 

noted (Rossman & Rallis). 
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An associated codebook was also developed at this phase of the analysis (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003 ). This codebook was a typed document that organized codes/themes under 

the associated research questions. Themes and codes were defined with a descriptor, 

outlining the boundaries of the abstract theme. The purpose of the codebook was to 

provide a structured hierarchical organization to the theme building process. Themes in 

the codebook were organized with a page for each co-researcher's individual transcript 

and a combination of themes for the group as a whole. 

The next step required a fourth reading of all interview transcripts to compare 

them against the summary provided by the themes in the codebook. The primary 

researcher utilized three criteria to evaluate the themes: "(a) Are they expressed explicitly 

in the complete transcription? (b) Are they compatible if not explicitly expressed? ( c) If 

they are not explicit or compatible, they are not relevant to the co-researcher's experience 

and should be deleted." (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). 

The final step of the analysis was to complete a narrative description of the 

experience (Creswell, 2003). For each co-researcher, the primary researcher developed a 

textural description of their experience, using previous validated textural descriptions and 

themes. Using the process of imaginative variation, structural descriptions of the 

experience were developed, using the language of attachment theory. Last, a synthesis of 

these two descriptions (textural and structural) of the experience was developed for each 

individual co-researcher, and combined with others into an aggregate description of the 

experience for the group of co-researchers as a whole. 
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· Ensuring Methodological Rigor 

When considering the paradigms that support research in the social sciences, the 

post-positivist-and postmodern philosophical paradigms that guide qualitative research 

stand in contrast to the positivist paradigms. Husserl's development of the 

phenomenological philosophy appeared to be driven partly by a criticism of the positivist 

approaches of many psychological researchers (Husserl, 1965; Laverty, 2003 ). Contrast 

to the positivist paradigms does not mean that qualitative research should be conducted 

without clear methodology and rigorous analysis of the data. Having established 

procedures addressing rigor adds credibility to the qualitative research. Validity and 

reliability were therefore replaced by terms such as trustworthiness, credibility, 

confirmability, and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The primary researcher was 

responsible for establishing procedures that supported the findings of the research and 

have value for promoting some change. 

Designing research that results in promoting some change has been identified as 

having interpretive sufficiency. This is the value that research is conducted with the 

intention to open up the social world of co-researchers rather than summarize it with 

statistical analysis (Christians, 2003). The researcher made efforts to recognize the varied 

interpretations that are bound within cultural contexts of the co-researchers. Authenticity 

of the study will be enhanced by the ability to identify with the experience or understand 

enough about the experiences of those different from self that one can improve self or the 

lives of others (Ellis & Bochner, 2003). Interpretive sufficiency is ensuring that the 
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results of this research have meaning and value that can promote change by providing 

recommendations for foster care professionals. 

Lincoln and Guba (2003) in a discussion of validity in the context of qualitative 

research, suggested that it is achieved with not only methodological rigor, but with 

interpretive rigor as well. They identified s_ix types of authenticity: fairness, ontological 

authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, tactical authenticity and 

transgressive validity. Fairness was defined as the efforts of the primary researcher to 

provide balance by ensuring all co-researchers' voices or perspectives were evident in the 

text. Ontological and educative authenticities are criteria for measuring the level that the 

research raised awareness with both the co-researchers and those who come in contact 

with the research. Catalytic and tactical authenticities are strategies employed to 

encourage social action on the part of co-researchers and what methods the researcher 

employed to teach or train co-researchers in taking social or political action. 

Transgressive validity is the idea of multiple perspectives of the same text to further 

enlighten, raise questions, and rediscover through the choice to examine biases and 

assumptions. Methods of research practice can be established to ensure that these 

authenticities are met. 

Four methods guided the activities of this research to ensure both methodological 

rigor and interpretive rigor. They are thick-rich description, triangulation, peer debriefing, 

and member checks. Each of these methods was associated with addressing the types of 

authenticity presented by Lincoln and Guba (2003 ). 
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Thick-rich description 

Thick descriptions help prqvide details and texture to the event being studied 

(Rossman & Rallis, 1998), as well as deepen understanding of the phenomenon and 

transferability for the reader of the research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). These descriptions were developed through the use of the primary researcher's 

field notes, and textural descriptions offered by the co-researchers. They were 

incorporated in the synthesis component of data analysis to illustrate the intersections of 

co-researchers' experience with the structural descriptions of attachment theory. The use 

of thick-rich description addressed the authenticity issue of fairness. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation has been described as the use of different methods for data 

collection or analysis (Fine, et al., 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For purposes of this 

research, triangulation was achieved through the use of field notes and transcribed 

interviews as data sources. Coding for themes, peer debriefing, and member checks are 

all differing analysis techniques used in this study. Common themes that emerge from 

these methods assisted in enhancing credibility. The use of these triangulation techniques 

addressed the authenticity issues of fairness, and transgressive validity. 

Peer Debriefing 

Peer debriefing engages the primary researcher in a reflective process with a 

detached observer, who is likely a professional P.eer (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This 

process assisted the primary researcher in identifying prejudices interfering with the 

interpretation of data. The debriefing process provided the primary researcher an initial 
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context to test the themes emerging from the data analysis. This primary researcher used 

a peer debriefer who is a doctoral student or graduate in the study of child development 

and who is knowledgeable in attachment theory. The peer debriefer met with the primary 

researcher and reviewed themes, textural descriptions, and the synthesis. The peer 

debriefer was asked to provide feedback about their observations of the research process, 

coding, themes, and synthesis. 

The reflexivity that occurred in the peer debriefing process provided authenticity 

through interpretive sufficiency, transgressive validity, and fairness. Reflexive processing 

of the data with a knowledgeable peer helped the primary researcher acknowledge biases 

influencing interpretation and potentially recognize themes or experiences in the data that 

were ignored or not emphasized. 

Member Checks 

Member checks, both informal and formal, allowed the primary researcher to 

present data and interpretations to co-researchers and give them opportunity to confirm 

the sufficiency of the data as representing their thoughts and experiences (Creswell, 

2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). One informal member check process that was used in this 

research is the use of probes by the primary researcher. Probes during the interview were 

used to allow co-researchers the opportunity to confirm or clarify the meanings of what 

they said. 

Due to the sensitive nature of the information sought in this study, and to protect 

the confidentiality of co-researchers, foster parents who participated in the member check 

process were only presentedwith data and analysis from their personal interview. Formal 
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· member checks were conducted during the data analysis phase when co-researchers were 

presented with a synopsis of analysis of themes from their interview. They were allowed 

to either confirm whether the synopsis was descriptive of their experience or off er 

clarification to increase understanding. 

Member checks further involved co-researchers in the exploration for 

understanding by allowing them to confirm or clarify the interpretation of their 

experiences (Osborne, 1994). Including co-researchers throughout the research process 

enhanced authenticity with ontological · and catalytic validity. As co-researchers learned 

more about their experiences and the experiences of others, this new knowledge prepared 

I 

them to make possible changes in the context of foster care in which they work. The co-

researcher' s validation of the emerging themes enhanced credibility for the overall study. 

Summary 

This chapter provided an outline for conducting a phenomenological study of the 

early attachment experiences of foster parents. Co-researchers participating in this study 

were selected with a purposive sample and participated voluntarily. Data collection was 

conducted through open-ended face-to-face interviews. Data analysis was co~ducted 

using a model proposed by Moustakas (1994), and authenticity of the study was enhanced 

through the use of thick-rich description, triangulation, peer debriefing, and member 

checks. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

This study explored the perceptions of foster parents' early attachment 

experiences and how those experiences influence attachment within the fostering 

relationship with children in their care. Foster parents, referred to as co-researchers, 

shared attachment experiences in open-ended interviews guided by the primary 

researcher. The interviews were audio-taped and transcribed by the primary researcher. 

The transcribed interviews were then analyzed for invariant constituents, statements that 

are necessary for understanding the experience and can be abstracted (Moustakas, 1994). 

These chunks of text were grouped under the appropriate research question and through 

the process of imaginative variation, themes were developed. Lastly, a synthesis of the 

structural and textural descriptions was developed to describe the phenomenon. 

This chapter describes the results of this research process. The data collection and 

analysis procedure will be reviewed. The emergent themes within each of the three 

research questions will be outlined. The chapter will conclude with the synthesis 

description of the phenomenon being studied. 

Description of Sample 

Eighteen foster parents who are currently licensed as foster parents and have 

foster children in their home agreed to participate in this study. Three foster parents 

withdrew from the study prior to participating in the interview. Fifteen interviews were 

completed for this study. 
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The following demographic data was collected on all co-researchers in this study: 

age, marital status, number of biological children, number of years doing foster care, 

number of foster children cared for, number and ages of foster children in care, and 

number of agencies the foster parent has worked for. Ages of the co-researchers ranged 

from 32 to 56 with an average age of 41. Three of the co-researchers were single and 12 

were married. Nine of the co-researchers were female and six were male. The co

researchers had an average of two biological or adopted children (range O to 5) with 

children's·ages ranging from 1 to 29. The co-researchers had an average of four years 

(range less than a year to 11 years) doing foster care and have cared for an average of 14 

(range 2 to 33) foster children. They had an average of three foster children in the home 

currently with a range from one to seven children in care. All of the co-researchers had 

worked for one agency with the exception of one who had worked for three agencies. 

Procedures for Collection of Data 

Co-researchers were recruited through two foster care agencies in the north 

centr_al region of Texas. Administrators for each of the foster care agencies gave 

permission to recruit co-researchers for this study within their agencies. Administrators 

also provided a list of possible co-researchers who had expressed an interest in 

attachment issues within the foster family. Co-researchers were contacted by telephone to 

inquire about their interest in participating, and the initial eighteen that agreed, completed 

consent and demographics forms. Three co-researchers who originally agreed to 

participate in the study withdrew from the study due to discomfort with disclosing 

personal information. Fifteen interviews were completed and analyzed for this study. 
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Once consent from co-researchers was · obtained, a meeting for the interview was 

scheduled. All interviews were conducted in the home of the co-researchers. Most co

researchers chose to sit at the dining room table for the interview. This offered a 

convenient location for audio recorders and note taking. It was not uncommon for the 

interview process to be interrupted by foster children in the home. Many times foster 

parents needed to pause the interview process to attend to the needs of the foster children 

in their care. Interviews were also interrupted by telephone calls that were related to the 

various care issues of the foster children in the home. Foster parents were observed 

speaking with state caseworkers, agency case-managers, doctor's offices, schools, and 

other parties to answer questions regarding the care of the children. Though there were 

efforts made to minimize these disruptions, the primary researcher experienced these 

events as hectic and reflective of all the homes visited. 

All interviews were open-ended and began with the primary researcher sharing 

personal experiences with the topic of attachment in foster care to help establish rapport. 

Co-researchers were asked to share information about their attachment experiences 

within their family as young children as best they could remember. They were then asked 

· to share how they experience attachment qualities with foster children in their home, 

using the language of the interview prompts outlined in Appendix C. Last, they were 

asked to share what they thought might help attachment experiences be improved in 

fostering relationships. All interviews ended with each co-researcher being given time to 

r~flect on the interview discussion and share any more thoughts that they might have 

about attachment experiences in foster care. 
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Procedures for Data Analysis 

All interviews were recorded digitally as the primary audio recording. A second 

analog tape recording was also made as a back-up. The back-up recording was used in the 

transcription of one interview to help provide clearer understanding of what the co

researcher had said. The primary research spoke the dialog of the interview and Dragon 

Naturally Speaking 9. 0 (Nuance Communications, 2007), voice recognition software, 

transcribed the interview. The digital recording was played back and the primary 

researcher corrected any errors in the transcription. Each transcribed interview was read 

initially to get a general sense of the co-researcher's experience. During a second reading 

the primary researcher began the process of horizonalization (giving each statement made 

by co-researchers equal value) and phenomenological reduction ( eliminating repetitive or 

overlapping statements) (Moustakas, 1994). During the third reading of the interview 

text, the primary researcher identified blocks of text that met the criteria for invariant 

constituents. These blocks of texts resulted from the elimination of repetitive statements, 

and were identified by the primary researcher as essences of the experience that could be 

labeled or abstracted. These blocks of text were arranged under each research question in 

a codebook. 

The blocks of text were coded by the primary researcher in the code book. These 

themes were identified as structural descriptions of the co-researchers' textural 

experiences. Twelve of the fifteen participants agreed to participate in the member check 

process. A narrative of the co-researcher's experience was written by the primary 

researcher, integrating their textural descriptions and structural themes developed by the 
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primary researcher. Co-researchers received these narratives by mail and were given a 

week to return the narrative with corrections. Seven of the twelve narratives were 

returned. Five of those made no changes. Of the three co-researchers that made changes 

to the narratives, their hand written changes were incorporated into the textural 

quotations and structural themes in the appropriate places in the codebook. The changes 

were clarifying in nature and generally affirmed and amplified the themes already stated. 

Themes under each research question were then grouped to provide an overview of the 

experience. A final composite structural-textural description of the experience was 

developed by the primary researcher (Moustakas, 1994). 

A peer debriefer was selected and agreed to review the research process, resulting 

themes, and composite description to suggest changes. The peer debriefer, a doctoral 

candidate, was selected for their knowledge of qualitative research and attachment 

theory. The peer debriefer made some suggestions for changes in wording of themes and 

structuring the presentation of themes. These changes have been incorporated into the 

presentation of themes in this chapter. 

The data from transcripts of fifteen foster parents' open-ended interviews was 

analyzed for themes related to the three research questions of this study. Methodological 

rigor was ensured through the use of thick-rich description developed from interview 

transcripts, primary researcher's notes, and textural descriptions developed during the 

data analysis phase. Triangulation was achieved through the use of two data sources and 

three data analysis methods. Member checks and peer debriefing were also utilized to 
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enhance rigor. A composite structural-textural description was developed by the primary 

researcher. 

Findings 

The first research question in this study was, "How do perceptions of foster 

parents' own early childhood attachment experiences influence their relationships with 

the foster children in their home?" This research question had two parts-the first relating 

to co-researchers' perceptions of attachment experiences in their childhood, and the 

second relating to the co-researchers' perceptions of how those experiences influence 

their relationships with foster children in the home. Three major themes were identified 

in relation to co-researchers' own early childhood attachment experiences with several 

subthemes. Two major themes and several subthemes were identified in relation to foster 

parents' perceptions of how their personal attachment experiences influence their 

relationships with foster children. Table 1 lists these themes and subthemes. 

Table 1 

Themes and Subthemes of Research Question 1 

Themes Subthemes 

1. Experiences with Substitute caregivers a. Normal part of growing up 
b. Seeking alternative caregivers 

2. Positive attachment experiences with a. Emotionally level and predictable 
caregivers b. Availability and time together 

3. Positive experiences as motivator to 
create belonging 

c. Unconditional acceptance 
d. Genuineness - Transparency 
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4. Negative Attachment Experiences 

5. Negative Attachment experiences as 
aid 

a. Unpredictability and emotionally intense 
· , b. Rejection or isolation and distance 

c. Superficiality and lack of understanding 

a. Empathy and understanding 
b. Make up for past by providing hope 
c. Desire to be genuine 

The second research question for this study was, "How do foster parents report 

experiencing qualities of attachment such as proximity seeking, secure base, and internal 

working model with the foster children in their care?" This research question was 

explored using the language suggested in prompts from Appendix C. This research 

question explored specific areas of attachment within the foster parent-foster child dyad. 

Two major themes were identified under each component of proximity seeking and 

secure base. Three major themes were identified under the attachment component of the 

internal working model. Table 2 summarizes these attachment components and themes. 

Table 2 

Attachment Components and Themes from Research Question 2 

Attachment Components Themes 

1. Proximity seeking a. Time together 
b. Managing reciprocity 

2. Secure base a. Being patiently available 
b. Belonging 

3. Internal working model a. Empathy 
b. Genuineness 
c. Emotional predictability 
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The third research question in this study was "What might foster parents consider 

as enhancing feelings of attachment security and placement stability in the foster home?" 

Co-researchers were allowed to share perceptions of what they thought might enhance 

attachments in the fostering relationships and therefore minimize disruptions in a child's 

placement. Three major themes were identified in response to this question. Table 3 

outlines the major themes. 

Table 3 

Themes from Research Question 3 

Themes 

1. Commitment and persistence 

2. Managing unpredictability with information 

3. Accepting losses and rejection 

Presentation of Themes 

, What follows is a presentation of the data from the co-researchers' interviews as 

they relate to the themes of the research. The three research questions were designed to 

enrich understanding of the phenomena of attachment in foster families for the purpose of 

improving placement stability in the foster home and reducing the number of moves a 

foster child might have to make while . in foster care. The first research question was 

intended to help better understand in what ways a foster parent's own attachment 

experiences might contribute to their attachments to the foster children in their home. The 

second research question was intended to further explore the attachment dynamics of 
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attachment between foster children and their foster parents. The third research question 

was intended to give foster parents, as co-researchers, an opportunity to offer guidance 

from their experiences that might help promote improved attachment in the foster home. 

Research Question 1 (RQJ): Foster Parent's Own Early Attachment Experiences 

As co-researchers in this study shared their own attachment stories, they offered a 

diverse array of experiences. A significant theme that evolved was their varied 

experiences with substitute caregivers. Caregivers are referred to as adult relatives, 

babysitters, or family friends who served as attachment figures for co-researchers. These 

caregivers provided some form of supervision and nurturing. Co-researchers also 

predominantly identified themselves with either having positive attachment experiences 

or negative attachment experiences ·during their own childhood. They then related how 

those positive and negative attachment experiences serve as motivators or aids for their 

care of foster children. 

RQJ-Theme 1: Experiences with Substitute Caregivers 

Several co-researchers in this study identified some variation of experiences with 

substitute caregivers in their early childhood. These experiences with substitute 

caregivers fell into two categories: (a) They were either accepted as a normal part of 

growing up and they were positive experiences or (b) they described their experiences 

with substitute caregivers as a method of retreating from negative, abusive caregivers, 

and seeking alternative positive attachment experiences with more responsive and 

support attachment figures. 
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RQ 1-Subtheme 1 a: Substitute caregivers as normal part of growing up. Holly, a 

forty-two year old foster mother, remembered having many babysitters or substitute 

caregivers while her mother worked. Her memories of these experiences were positive, so 

much so that at times she experienced the positive memories as if they were her real 

mother. 

So I always had caregivers other than ... I wasn't home with mom all the time .. .I 
thought my mom was in the picture, but it was really caregivers. I used to eat 
breakfast from around the dryer. She [substitute caregiver] would heat up the 
dryer and that was one of the ways that we would stay warm. So, I remember 
having oatmeal, sitting in a little chair around the open dryer door. And that 
was ... it was a warm, safe place. 

Sam, a forty-three year old who has been a foster father for the past eleven years 

described similar experiences. When talking about .his parent's availability due to their 

work commitments, he shared the caregivers he had helped him feel safe. 

I had a [substitute] caregiver that from the age two or three ... felt very safe, really 
no problems. My parents were good parents. They took care of me whenever they 
were there. They made sure somebody was there to care for me whenever they 
weren't. I had an older sibling, she was two years older, and she looked out for 
me too, so I really never had any issues with not feeling safe. 

· Experiences of secondary caregivers were described as a normal part of family 

life and provided a sense of safety for some co-researchers. Many times these secondary 

caregivers were relatives, such as grandparents, who were readily available. 

Rodney, a fifty-six year old foster father, related, "I knew I always had a home to come 

to. There was always a "place" called home. We had some cousins that lived close by. 

We were always welcome there too." Betsy, a thirty-four year old foster mother, shared 

memories of times with her grandparents. 
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Both of my parents worked. So we grew up basically with my grandparents. 
Wonderful, wonderful people. Love them to pieces, I love him to pieces. 
Especially my grandfather. He was top of the world to me. And wherever he was, 
I was at. 

Levi, a thirty-five year old foster father, would go to his grandparent's house before and 

after school. 

Other people in my life that was close was my grandmother and grandfather. I 
spent a lot of time there ... I had a close relationship with my grandparents on my 
dad's side. Andthat family ... they were pretty close ... they had a close family. 
They were always getting together. 

Levi even related that after his parents divorce and mother's remarriage, he was 

able to develop attachments with his new step-father that were positive. "But I think I 

bonded well with.my step-father; He's a great guy. He tried his hardest to make me feel 

like his own." 

Another example of how substitute care was experienced as a normal part of the 

family experience was provided by Amy, a forty-three year old foster mom who has been 

doing foster care for four years. Amy shared that in her family it was very common for 

the family to take in new family members as if they belonged there. She remembered 

many in her extended family adopting children or providing foster care. 

I have many family members that have fostered and adopted. They have taken in 
severe abuse cases. On my mom's side, I cannot remember how many have taken 
in and it's not just that you foster ... if there are needy kids out there that just 
needed a place to stay. It wasn't just through foster care, but those kids could live 
with them. As my aunt always said, "We live simply so that others may simply 
live." That's just a philosophy. You take care of people. You don't think of them 
as foster kids .. .I just remember there was always, there was always extra people 
at all our family events. · 
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Betsy also confirmed this type of experience. 

And the neighbor kid, we always took him. He was in a very abusive family. We 
took him, he was always with us. He called my mom, "Mom," and my 
grandmother, "Grandmother." Countless times, we pulled him out of family fights 
where he was getting beat up, and sheltered him, and protected him. 

RQJ-Subtheme 1 b: Seeking alternative substitute caregivers. Several co-

researchers shared, that due to the negative and traumatic experiences in their home, they 

would seek alternative caregivers to provide security. Though the level or intensity of this 

trauma or stress varied from co-researcher to co-researcher, the choice to seek out 

positive alternative attachment figures was consistent. 

Ann, a thirty-two year old foster mother, who has been doing foster care less than 

a year related that during her early childhood years she moved frequently as her mother 

was engaged in numerous relationships with men. Ann reported these experiences led her 

to feel distrustful of her mother, and seek stability in her relationship with her 

grandmother. 

She [mother] would take us to our grandmother's, or she would call my 
grandmother and say, "They're home you need to go get them" ... that kind of 
thing. You've heard of the trophy wife? We were like the trophy children. So 
whenever she had someone new in her life, she would dress us all up, get us all 
cute, put us in dance class to show she's a mom and has it all together ... When I 
was with my grandmother I was fine, I can remember one of my youngest 
memories, good memories any way, I was around four or five. My mom was 
pregnant with my sister, and we were living close to my grandparents. I was 
spoiled rotten by them [grandparents], they were the sweetest people ever. She 
would just envelop me ... I felt safety there, but I never felt that with my mom. 

Ashley, a forty year old foster mom, who has done foster care for seven years, 

said that she had a very distant relationship with her mother and could not talk to her 
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about issues that were important. Ashley shared that she sought other attachment figures 

to help her deal with the issues that worried or concerned her. 

I wanted to be close to my mom. I wanted to have that friend relationship. But I 
didn't have that with her ... A friend of mine had that with her mom and that was 
what I wanted. That was who we turned to .with our questions. I never asked my 
mom those questions that I asked her. Never. Nothing was ever discussed ... I had 
a friend over here that could say anything to her mom. I was like wow. You could 
ask her anything. She would tell us about it. It was very open and I wanted that 
with my mom. But you didn't ask those questions. It wasn't okay ... This one mom, 
we really just talked with herjust about anything. She was there, she was one we 
all talked to. She was our second mom, if you will. 

Tassie, a forty-four year old single foster mom, shared the trauma of her mother's 

death in her adolescence. Tassie talked about being very close to her mother, and how 

difficult this loss was. It brought Tassie to tears as she talked about her mother's death 

during the interview. Tassie shared how she was able to seek out other attachments with 

family members that were physically close to her. 

When my mother passed away I had my grandmother. When I grew up, I lived on 
one block and my grandmother lived right across the street from me. My aunt 
lived right next door to my grandmother. I've always had my family right around 
me. 

Jill, a thirty-seven year old foster mom, said that she sought connection with her 

grandparents because she felt safest with them. Jill indicated that she looked for safety 

and refuge from the sexual abuse of her step-father by spending time with her 

grandparents. 

I would go and be with my grandparents. I was always alone with my 
grandparents. They were my caretakers for anything and everything. I was very 
close to them and I still am .... Safety and security with grandma._ No, I was not 
safe with mom. I don't think that she protected me. 
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RQJ-Theme 2: Positive Attachments with Caregivers 

Co-researchers in this study identified several experiences with caregivers that 

were positive and helpful to forming secure attachments. As children, they experienced 

caregivers that were emotionally level and predictable regardless of the stresses in the 

family. They described this response from attachment figures as providing a sense of 

confidence and security even in stressful times. Co-researchers also identified the 

importance of time together or caregiver availability. They suggested that these 

experiences also seemed to provide a sense of stability in the child's life. The third theme 

that emerged from co-researcher's experiences was a sense of unconditional acceptance 

that they felt from caregivers regardless of the stressor or circumstance. Lastly, the final 

theme was related to the view that co-researchers had of their attachment figures. A sense 

of genuineness or transparency was portrayed by co-researchers as experiencing thefr 

parents or caregivers as real or congruent between what they said, and how they behaved. 

RQJ-Subtheme 2a: Emotionally level and predictable. Experiencing stress is a 

normal part of family life. Foster parents in this study related that their attachment 

figure's ability to remain emotionally level and predictable in times of stress was helpful 

to promoting feelings of security. Stephanie, a thirty-two year old single foster mom, 

identified her mother and father as distinctly different emotionally. Stephanie described 

her mother as emotionally unpredictable as if she never knew what she could expect. 

These experiences led Stephanie to seek security in her relationship with her father who 

she described as calm and even-keeled. 
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I was wanting him [father] to come and be the rational one that would calmly 
discuss it. Not that I was troubled, not that I got in trouble all the time, but 
whatever the situation was my mom handled things very erratically. It was not 
consistent. You never knew what to expect. ... We [Stephanie and father] were just 
close. We were just always doing stuff together. But I can remember being little 
and getting in trouble for silly little kid things and my dad being just so much 
more reasonable about it. 

A memorable illustration of this theme came from experiences shared by Amy of 

her growing up on a farm. Amy talked of having stressful events such as her father's fall 

from a tree and her mother's surgery. She said her family, and particularly her mother, 

seemed to have an uncanny ability to respond to such stress with either a sense of humor 

or an emotional tranquility that would help the children in the family feel as if they could 

face challenges with confidence. Amy related an incident in which these feelings of 

confidence would allow them to engage in risky behaviors without necessarily 

recognizing the risk at the time. 

I do remember coming back; we were supposed to be babysitting the twins. We 
thought it would be fun to go down to the creek. It was flooded because it had 
been winter, and we were playing in there and the dog got trapped under this log. 
I jumped in to save the dog and we came back just laughing and carrying on. 
Then we saw my mom. She was furious. I mean, she was furious. She would not 
even talk to us. She said, "Your dad is on his way home." That was like, I mean, 
we lived like that, I guess we didn't know the danger. We would go out on the 
tractor.We had the potential of someone getting very, very hurt ... 

Amy's said her mother was the primary figure in the home that responded well to stress. 

She had shared that her mother had tossed her gall stone from surgery into the family's 

driveway and encouraged her children to search for it during the summers to give them 

something to do. She expressed how her mother appeared to have a skill at taking 

difficult situations and making the best of them. 
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Whereas mom was like, 'Everything is going to be okay', because that's how she 
lived she lived day-to-day .... But it was always like that with her. I remember a 
vacation where the car broke down and we have pictures of us sitting in the ditch 
with my mom reading this book, waiting for help. So it wasn't like it was ever 
like, "Oh no, How are we going to get home?" You just move on and make the 
best of it. 

Jill spent many of her early years in the care of her grandparents while living in 

Mexico. She shared memories of completing chores with her grandmother. Her memories 

of those experiences were positive, even though she reported the economically 

impoverished setting created significant stresses . 

. . . lots of hugs and lots of positive reinforcement with them, with Grandmother. 
Primarily I loved to watch her. She was one of those people that was very gentle, 
very caring, very caring person. When she showed you how to wash a load of 
laundry she had a technique about it, where she made it fun .. .I remember sitting 
out there in the backyard with the old tubs in the wash boards to wash the clothes, 
because that was how Mexico was. We had the outhouse. But everything was 
positive, there was never negative. Things can be terribly wrong and they could 
be going bad at the time, and she would never let you know that. It was so very 
positive. 

RQJ-Subtheme 2b: Availability and time together. Stability for co-researchers in 

this study was provided by significant quantities of time together between themselves and 

their caregivers. This was evident in statements such as, "I just knew he was there for 

me" or "Mom was there. Mom was always there, I felt a lot of closeness there" or "We'd 

go out and play for hours altogether." Rose, fifty-five years old, has cared for nine foster 

children. She described her home as chaotic and abusive. She said her father's abusive 

treatment of her and her siblings created great fear and she sought refuge in her mother, 

the only significant figure in her life that she said offered her protection. 

I don't think I felt too safe back then not at all. Could you never know what was 
going to happen from one moment to the next, life is unpredictable and uncertain. 
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It was very uncertain ... I think my mom kept me away from some things. I would 
describe my mom as very loving lady. She would always, it's hard to explain. She 
was always there for you. I know she was always there. If you needed her she was 
always there ... I don't know. [very tearful] I think I was maybe kind of scared of 
my daddy. I was a very quiet little girl, I was a very good girl. I was always by my 
mom. I stayed by my mom out a fear of dad. Mom just let me stay by her. 

Though Tassie's mother died when she was an adolescent, she shared many 

memories of spending lots of time with her mother. While her mother was alive, she 

described her mother as her best friend. 

And I used to talk .to my mom about everything. We used to go to the movies 
together. When she had friends, and would go out to the movies, her friends 
would be upset because I would be there. They would ask her, "Can't you leave 
your daughter at home?'' We talked. We were best friends ... ! knew I could count 
on her .. .I used to tell her stuff, everything. We spent a lot of time together. I 
knew a lot of people that did not like to spend time with their parents. I did a lot 
of stuff with my parents. 

Thomas reported that the quantity of time he was able to spend with his 

grandparents was most important. Thomas related that it was the simple experiences of 

games and reading books that were most valuable. 

They were about spending time together. My grandmother would tum off the TV 
and say let's play games and spend some time together. You don't need that TV. 

· Some of my fondest memories growing up were reading the Sunday paper, 
reading a book ... playing games with my grandparents. 

Ann said she had similar experiences when she chose attachment with her 

grandmother to get away from the chaos and stress of life in her mother's home. As an 

adult, Ann stated that she realizes that her experiences with her grandmother were not 

always ideal, but just the fact that her grandmother was willing to be consistently 

available was enough to provide her with some sense of stability. 
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It wasn't that it was the best, it was just better than what I had. It was attention, it 
was food on the table, it was, "Okay you need clothes, let's go buy some clothes." 
It was occasionally "Let's go to church", it was hugs, it was "I love you," those 
kinds of things. It might have been intermittent cussing out issues with my 
grandfather. Things like that, but, I never feared she would leave me unattended. 

Stephanie described the experiences of time with her father as positive and 

nurturing. Stephanie s~ared that her father was the provider of many of the things she 

would have liked to have received from her mother, such as grooming and dressing. 

I think it was .. .like, this in not concrete, but it was the way he treated me, the way 
he talked to me, the way we did everything together. I remember when I was little 
we went to church three times a week and for whatever reason I would sit .. .I 
remember on Sunday mornings, I guess because it was more relaxed than 
schooldays or workdays for him. He would be getting ready in the bathroom for 
church and he would be in the bathroom there like shaving and all that. And I 
would sit upon the counter. He would put shaving cream all over my face and 
without a razor in it he would shave me just like he was. And I had this little 
haircut in which my hair curled under and he would actually blow dry my hair 
and fix my hair. And like help me get dressed. 

Some co-researchers described having caregivers available may not have been 

represented by the physical presence of the caregiver during an activity. Amy illustrated 

her father's ayailability when describing a bike trip with siblings in a rural section of 

Iowa. 

You knew he would be there .... He would do that if I wanted to go biking, I would 
tell them that I would like to try and go all the way to Cedar Rapids. And then he 
would wait a certain amount and then he would drive out there. He would take off 
work and he would drive out there to make sure we were okay. And then he 
would drive back to town to come and check on us, and honk to see how we were 
doing. 

RQJ-Subtheme 2c: Unconditional acceptance. A quality of the attachment 

relationship between caregivers and the co-researchers in this study was frequently 

described as unconditional acceptance. Co-researchers referred to a feeling of esteem 
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from their caregivers that no matter the circumstance they would always be accepted or 

loved. Co-researchers depicted this quality of their relationship with their attachment 

figures as reassuring, and that they could make mistakes without fear of rejection or 

retaliation. 

Stephanie said she felt this from her father. Though she identified a poor 

relationship with her mother, she stated that she found great comfort in the acceptance 

from her father. When talking about a situation in which she was involved in a car wreck 

that was her fault, she referred to this unconditional response from her father. 

He always told me that if I got into a situation where I needed help, or got into a 
situation that I couldn't, I couldn't handle, that he would be there for me. I'm 
going to cry [tearful]; that he would be there for me no matter what, no questions 
asked .... He just wanted me to be safe. He never told my mom. He got up and 
came and got me and I just knew I could trust him no matter what ... .It was 
unconditional love. He wasn't going to get mad afme. He might've been upset 
with me or didn't like my choices, you know, but he was never going to not love 
me because of anything I did or didn't do. 

Sam reported that he was a middle child. He said he had an older sister and his 

younger brother had been a foster child that his family adopted. He shared that his 

siblings received more attention than he did, but he felt as if is parents were there for him 

no matter what happened. 

I think it had a lot to with there was no need that was unmet ... .I felt safe, I felt 
loved, there's no question in my mind, I felt loved. I was the middle child 
biologically. I think my sister got extra attention because she was the first, and my 
brother was seven years younger, he was the baby. He got more attention than I 
did. I accepted it. I didn't question it, I figured that was the way it is. I was fine. 

Betsy described this experience as not having to fit a mold that is created by her 

caregivers. Though Betsy described some difficult experiences in her childhood with her 
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mother, she also shared several events that convinced her of her mother's unconditional 

acceptance of her. She talked about her mother's willingness to allow Betsy to express a 

sense of her own individuality, even if that meant engaging in some potentially risky 

behaviors. Betsy recalled a time in her adolescence when she came home from .a party in 

which she had experimented with some drugs and was regretting her choices. 

She was letting me be me. Letting me be me. Not having to feel a demand or 
expectations ... .I called my mom. I know l smelled of all that crap. I knew I did, I 
knew I did. I did not want to go in my room, because I did not want stink up my 
room so she let me sleep on the couch. She never asked me about it to this day, 
she has never asked me about it. I knew she knew. I knew she knew. 

·•-.._ 

RQJ-Subtheme 2d: Genuineness or transparency. Co-researchers identified a 

positive quality of their attachment to caregivers as being helped by a congruency 

between what a caregiver said and how they behaved. Co-researchers shared how this 

consistency between words and actions helped them experience their caregivers as real or 

genuine. 

Sam remembered his parents as committed and consistent. He said he never felt as 

if there was any need unmet. He illustrated this type of experience through his memories 

of going into the hospital for surgery. He remembered his parents as balancing not only 

his needs but also the needs of his siblings, and ensuring that the needs of the children 

took a priority in the home. 

Whenever I was five years old I had a lazy eye, and my mother took off work, and 
stayed in the hospital with me before and after the surgery. My Dad did what 
needed to be done to have my sister cared for. He would come up and see so I 
never had to worry about being taken care of. 
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During her early adolescence, Betsy reported that she struggled with feelings of 

isolation due to the death of her grandfather and rejection by her grandmother. She said 

she had a close relationship with her father, but the feelings of isolation led her to 

consider suicide. She shared her memories of her family's intervention and her father's 

response. 

My father and I have a very open relationship. He has told me very personal 
things that we were never allowed to talk about before ... .I don't know who it was, 
but somebody called my dad. He came. He drove as fast as he could in his rig. 
The company's rig to the house. He sat me down and it was the first time I ever 
saw my dad cry. He told me that he loved me. He said that he wanted me alive. 
That was all that I needed. It was awesome. 

RQJ-Theme 3: Positive Attachment Experiences as Motivation for Belonging 

The co-researchers in this study asserted that their positive attachment 

experiences have provided motivation to create an environment in which everyone 

belongs. They said their positive experiences serve as motivators to mimic the past, and 

potentially reproduce the positive experiences they had with their caregivers. Many of the 

co-researchers identified that they would like the foster children in their care to feel as if 

they are there for them no matter what might happen. 

Amy shared many experiences with her large family on the farm which helped her 

feel as if everyone was included. When talking about how she would like to replicate 

those experiences with the foster children in her home, she talked about a story of putting 

up a tent. She indicated that this experience seemed to highlight the importance of 

helping every person in the family feel a part and be able to contribute to the success of a 
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particular family goal. Amy related how she would like to create an environment with the 

foster children in her home where they might have similar experiences. 

But we had this tent, and before we would leave on vacation we would practice 
putting it up. Everybody had a pole ... because it was huge, one of those 17 people 
tents. And we would like practice to see, because we had color coded our poles, to 
see how fast we could get our tent up. Because once we got there we had to get 
our tent up and ready. Everybody had their pole and they knew where to put it. 

Stephanie affirmed how she would like to reciprocate the unconditional 

acceptance she felt from her father with the many foster children she has had in her 

home. "And I try to be, you know, like my father, who is the one who had unconditional 

love ... I love you no matter what choices you're making even if I don't like your 

choices." 

Levi shared a positive experience with a step-father that was accepting of him and 

helped him feel as sense of belonging. He said this experience helped him understand 

how to be responsive and accepting of others who may not be related to you biologically . 

. . . we just love them like our own. Tell them that we love them ... It doesn't matter 
what you do ... rather if you screw up and get bad grades or you make a mistake, 
we are going to treat you the same, we're going to provide for your needs. We're 
still going to hold your hand if you need to. We're still going to feed you. We're 
still going to be nice to you. We're still going to respect you. We're still. .. all 
these things that you'd expect someone who loves you to do .... We want you to 
feel like you're part of this family. Whether it's for a month ... belong ... you are 
our daughter our son. And you get all the benefits of that, and all the negatives of 
that too. You get to try to put up with our inadequacies. You 're not exempt from 
those things. 

Tassie echoed similar sentiments when talking about her efforts to help a child 

who had been rejecting of her. She shared a story of a child who had initially been distant 

and resistant to any care in her home. She talked about persisting in trying to demonstrate 
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her acceptance of him in her home. Tassie said the result was the child's ability to 

imagine them working together to find his mother one day. 

I tried to help them understand no matter what I am here for them~ I told one of 
my foster kids that I have, had for five years. And when he talked about his mom 
at first he was really, really sad. Now he comes up to me and tells me he thinks 
that this is the way God wanted things to be. He tells me that when he gets older, 
and when he finishes college, me at him are going to go find his mother. He says 
we are going to help his mother. 

RQJ-Theme 4: Negative Attachment Experiences 

The co~researchers in this study also identified some negative attachment 

experiences with their caregivers. Some of the co-researchers had a mixture of negative 

and positive experiences whereas others had predominantly negative experiences. These 

negative experiences included unavailable parents, abusive family members, and 
, ., ! _\ • 1 

rejection from·caregivers. The subthemes that emerged from the co-researchers 

experiences were related to three issues. Co-researchers identified that feelings of 

security were threatened when their parents or caregivers were overly emotionally intense 

and unpredictable. They also talked about experiencing feelings of rejection and isolation 

when caregivers were either unavailable or overly distant. Lastly, the co-researchers 

suggested experiencing a discordance in their parent's choices led them to view them as 

superficial and lacking an understanding of the child. 

RQJ-Subtheme 4a: Unpredictability and emotionally intense. Co-researchers 

described this negative experience as if they never knew what to expect from their parent. 

It was hard to predict whether their parent would respond to a particular incident calmly 

or whether they would overreact to a minor issue. They said this type of experience led to 
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feelings of uncertainty and insecurity for the co-researchers as children. They generally 

described themselves as distancing themselves and avoiding interactions with these 

caregivers. 

Stephanie remembered an incident when she was in a car wreck that was her fault 

in which the person she hit was seriously injured. She remembers feeling remorse and 

fear following the accident and her father's calm response was reassuring, but her 

mother's reaction was overly intense and left her feeling rejected. 

And when I went through the door my mom was screaming at me that I had 
ruined all of their lives, we were going to get sued, and we were going to lose 
everything that we owned and just screaming and yelling at me and did not handle 
it. .. and did not handle it in a nurturing way at all. You know she was very 
emotional about the whole thing and did not consider my feelings at all ... 

When asked to generally describe her mother, Stephanie highlighted her experience of 

her mother as unpredictable. "But she was unstable. When I would come home from 

school, you just never knew: what you were going to get." 

Ann said the unpredictability in her early childhood was the result of mother's 

frequent changes in relationships with men. Ann share memories of many men that her 

mother had relationships with, and how this led to Ann struggling with establishing a 

secure relationship with her mother and with peers. 

She was always looking for the one with the white horse that would take care of 
her and carry her away. So she was married and divorced three times. There were 
a lot of fiancees and things like that in between. So we moved a lot ... .I don't 
know that any of her relationships were very many years ... There were many 
years where I had three homes in one school year. Things like that .... I'd no 
chance to make friends and do those kinds of things that normal kids do ... as soon 
as you do you're gone again and you're starting all over again. It was really hard 
for me. 
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Frank said he grew up with a father who was abusive, distant, and a criminal. He 

said his mother worked so much that it was not uncommon for Frank and his younger 

brother to be left home alone. Frank identified his brother as is only attachment figure. 

He stressed that if there was trouble, they had to look out for each other. He shared 

memories ofliving with various family members due to his parent's financial and legal 

troubles. 

We didn't go to anybody for help, at all ... at all. If we needed help, it was either 
he or I. I couldn't really get close to my family, coming from a separated family. 
If I went to my dad's sister's house, they were going to bad mouth my mom. My 
mom's family is going to bad mouth my dad's family. It's a never ending cycle. 
Then we wouldn't stay two or three weeks, really didn't get to close to anybody, 
then we'd be going to another house. 

Other co-researchers associated the unpredictability with a general sense of chaos 

in the home. They described the environment as volatile with very little structure. They 

shared how this was experienced as confusing and led to feelings of insecurity. Betty 

described her mother's early years of rages as frightening. 

You, we had to hide because things were flying. Anything vases, cans, brushes. I 
got spanked with belts, hangers, shoes. I remember being very, very ill and I had a 
fever. And I got beaten in the back with the buckle, because I wouldn't get out of 
the bed to do the dishes. I was seven years old .... One minute you're in heaven, 
and you didn't know what to expect. 

Thomas described his family's lack of structure and boundaries uncomfortable ":nd 

something that he wanted to escape from. "My parents didn't really set rules or 

boundaries. For the most part they kind of let the kids do what they wanted." 

RQJ-Subtheme 4b: Rejection or isolation and distance. Some co-researchers 

described their parents or caregivers as unavailable or overtly rejecting, leading them to 
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feeling isolated. Many times this distance was caused by work demands on the parents, 

and was experienced as lack of affection and time together. It was commonly described 

as a lack of closeness. 

Ashley was the oldest of three sisters in her family. Both of her parents worked 

and she shared many memories of being the primary caregiver of her siblings at home in 

the evenings. She does not remember her parents ever really talking to her about 

important issues and she said difficult subjects were generally dealt with by refusing to 

talk about them. She shared how these experiences led her to feel alone and resentful of 

the heavy responsibilities placed upon her at a young age. · 

So my mom had to pay for private school for my siblings .... And I always went to 
public school. I always felt like the odd man out. There was a little bit of 
resentment there. I think I acted out sometimes and that was because of that. I 
didn't get to wear the cute uniforms. I had street clothes to wear. 

Ashley also described how experiences of affection were rare. 

That was just the way it was-my dad is not an affectionate person. My dad doesn't 
go around telling us that he loves us or hugs us. I never remember sitting on my 
dad's lap. I'm sure when we were little he carried us around, but as we got older, 
we just didn't do that. There wasn't a lot of affection. There wasn't a lot of 
hugging and that kind of stuff. Mom was sometimes affectionate but not _overly 
affectionate. 

This lack of communication and relational distance in Ashley's family was linked to 

feelings of rejection and a personal self-image of not measuring up. 

I had to be perfect, I had to be perfect. As a child, mom did not feel safe .... I was 
the chosen one. I was a cheerleader and I was homecoming queen and I dated. I 
had it all. But I didn't know that I had it all. Because I wanted what my sisters 
had, and they wanted what I had ... .I guess I feared not living up to her 
expectations. Not living up to my dad's expectations. Because I had to be this 
certain person. I would disappoint my mom. I had to be perfect. I didn't make the 
drill squad, and I never heard the end of it. Because I wasn't, I didn't dance 
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correctly~ I didn't do my turns correctly or whatever. You could have done this or 
if you only had worn your hair like this. Those kind of statements. 

Rose described growing up in an abusive and chaotic home environment. She 

remembers her father as a "mean" and "abusive man" and older brothers who were also 

physically abusive. Rose said her only refuge from this abuse was with her mother. She 

described her father as a thief, and shared how he taught his children howto shoplift and 

steal. She remembers the only times she would receive any positive attention from her 

father was when she was stealing or bringing him something. 

Mom and dad would leave us home alone and they would go out at night. I don't 
think anybody ever took up for us .... my dad never showed love, unless you are 
giving him something. I still love him but he didn't show love, unless you did · 
something for him or gave something to him. 

Betsy also identified herself as growing up in a chaotic and abusive family 

system. She acknowledged her primary attachment figure as her grandfather who died 

when she was young. She experienced her grandfather as her protector. When her 

grandfather died, she said she lost that protection, and felt isolated and overtly rejected by 

her grandmother. 

I did not feel safe after my grandfather passed away. My grandfather protected 
me. I felt no one was there for me. I hated those barbecues, I hated those 
barbecues. People started drinking and so you went and hid. One there was either 
fight or two there was octopus. The hands went everywhere, where they shouldn't 
be. You had to protect yourself. And when my grandfather passed away, who was 
there to protect me? 

She reported that she was expected at a young age to take on the responsibility of keeping 

the family together. She shared how she felt isolated in this role, and her grandmother's 

rejection intensified these feelings. 
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When I was about 10 years old, he passed away. My world came crashing down, 
then. My grandmother hated me, literally, she told me. She said, I reminded her 
too much of him .... My father wasn't around, my mom worked and I had to keep 
everything intact-keep the family intact, and when you're a sixth grader that is 
very hard to keep a family intact. 

Jill described experiencing the feelings of isolation as being invisible. She had 

escaped the controlling and abusive environment of her mother and step-father by 

spending much time with her grandmother. When she was required to move a long way 

away from her grandmother and remain in the abusive environment with her family she 

talked about feeling alone. 

I was always told we were not allowed to raise our voices. We were not allowed 
to question anything. It was a very controlled environment that we grew up in. At 
the same time, it was like you're here, but you're really not here. I felt invisible. 

Levi described distance in his relationship with his father as being both physically 

and emotionally unavailable. Levi shared that his parents divorced when he was young, 

and though he had a good relationship with both parents, he felt something was missing 

in his relationship with his father. Amongst his peers he expressed how he felt alone in 

dealing with divorce as it was not as common when he was a child. 

I felt that I was different, because at that time divorce wasn't a common thing. So 
just feeling different from the other kids in that respect. Because you didn't 
always have both parents there at events .... Sometimes I tried to save face for my 
benefit, but a lot oftimes it was just one parent or the other. ... My dad, I always 
thought he was in his own world type deal because he would; I remember as a 
child waiting for him to pick me up beyond when he was supposed to pick me up. 
And that grated on me ... Then my dad's a little more introverted, reserved. He 
doesn't talk much about his feelings anyway. 

RQJ-Subtheme 4c: Superficiality and lack of understanding. Co-researchers 

talked about their experience of their primary categivers as being inconsistent in their 
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behaviors and what they said. They said the public image of the family was experienced 

as different than what would occur ·within the home or interactions between family 

members. These experiences led co-researchers to feel unsure about how to interactwith 

their caregivers and unclear whether their parents understood them. 

Ashley talked about how she grew up in a family where communication was 

infrequent and family members seemed to live on assumptions. She shared that one 

significant arena of miscommunication was stresses from financial pressures. Ashley 

talked about how difficult it was to share feelings in her family and that if she had a need, 

she never felt as if she could bring it up with her parents. She said it was difficult for her 

parents to project an image of perfection to outsiders when she knew the problems within 

the home were significant. She said she felt as if her mother was more concerned about 

image rather than Ashley herself. 

We never knew about the financial things until later on. It was never discussed. It 
was never discussed in front of us. Dad went to work, mom stayed home, mom 
would work in the evenings. It was kind of this secret thing, because of this 
picture we had, like Leave it to Beaver .. .. My mom was more of a disciplinarian. 
Mom did most of the disciplining. That's how I would see my mom. Mom wanted 
us to be perfect. Mom wanted us to be the cheerleaders and on student counsel or 
be in the popular group. She wanted us to be the thing. She wanted us to have the 
biggest mum at homecoming. The little things that you think are so superficial. 

Stephanie shared how public image and private activities in the home contributed 

to her experiences of her mother as superficial. Stephanie said her mother would act as if 

she were a perfect mom in front of her friends but treat her very differently in private. 

She said that her mother would play and have fun with her friends or her sister and 

provide material things in an attempt to show lo~e. 
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I referred to her as crazy, that was my word .... So it made me even angrier 
because she was pretending to be someone that she wasn't you know-with them. 
She was portraying herself like, you know, she was perfect. And everyone 
thought I had the greatest life ever, but it wasn't. .. that wasn't the case. So it 
made me further away from her instead of closer to her when she would act that 
way with my friends because she was faking it. Of course she was very different 
with them than she was with me. She was very different with my sister than she 
was with me ... My mom was mean, and at times scary. She thought that buying 
the stuff was going to buy our love. 

Some co-researchers shared how an emphasis on material goods was also 

experienced as superficial and a neglect of true needs. Thomas talked about his parents 

seeming to believe that their provision of material goods as being sufficient for helping 

him feel loved and nurtured. Thomas said these experiences left him feeling empty, and 

he sought connections with other family members as caregivers. 

They [graQ.dparents] were very much a contrast to my mom's family and my 
parents because being in the union and having that high income everything was 
always about materialism and who had what new car and who was buying the 
greatest house ... But if I had to characterize my life growing up it was ... the theme 
was always work, the theme was always materialism. The theme was not a very 
strong family environment. 

Superficiality was also related to broken promises. Some co-researchers discussed 

experiences in which their caregivers would make commitments and not follow through. 

An experience shared by Rodney about his father illustrated this idea. "He always made 

us promises that when we would do good that we would get a place out in the country. 

And he always promised a horse. I was just ecstatic over that, but it never happened." 

RQJ-Theme 5: Negative Attachment Experiences as an Aid 

Co-researchers in this study talked about a desire to take the negative attachment 

experiences from their own childhood and use them to help make better attachments with 
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the foster children in their care. They shared how their negative experiences gave them an 

opportunity to better understand the difficult circumstances endured by a child. They also 

indicated a desire to want to take the bad experiences from their past, and help provide a 

sense of hope for the foster children in their care. Lastly, they expressed the importance 

to be real with the foster children in their care. They said they wanted to share their true 

feelings and expect the child to feel safe and trusting enough to share their true feelings. 

RQJ-Subtheme 5a: Empathy and understanding. Co-researchers identified that 

past experiences allowed them to be more sympathetic to the difficult pasts that the foster 

children in their home have experienced. They described it as if they had been in the 

shoes of the children they care for. 

Frank spent considerable time in his interview talking about how he felt as ifhe 

has had similar experiences of the children in his care. He identified with their having to 

get used to frequent changes in homes and caregivers. Frank explained how he had 

moved frequently as a child and had many different family members as his caregivers. 

Well like I said, they've impacted the way I relate to them, I think I've been there. 
I think I've been exactly where they are today ... "You're sticking me in a home 
with people I don't know." So I can relate. I think I've seen the same lives, the 
same things they've seen. They come in with their emotional baggage. I've seen 
it. 

Rose talked about having been through similar chaotic and abusive experiences. 

She said they have allowed her to be empathetic to the children in her care. "But I think 

that they just, I just think I can connect to them all because I feel for each of them~ It 

might be in different ways, but I feel for each of them. I feel like I've kind of went 

through what they have went through." 
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Stephanie said she specifically identifies with the children in her care that have 

likely had chaotic and erratic mothers. She described being sympathetic to a child's 

struggle with trust and how they may even struggle with trusting her as their foster 

caregiver. 

I think that a lot of kids in foster care have moms that are very similar to 
that ... but they have the never knowing what to expect, and the never knowing 
what you're going to get when you come home ... different person, different days 
it seems like. And so I can understand, I can have an understanding of how kids 
feel and not trust people. And I know what it feels like for someone to love you 
and for someone to treat you awful, all at the same time. 

RQJ-Subtheme 5b: Making up for past by providing hope. Some of the co

researchers who had negative attachment experiences in their childhood, talked about 

wanting to take the opportunity of fostering to change those past experiences and provide 

hope for the foster children so· they might have positive experiences. Some recognized 

that though they had negative experiences, they had some positive experiences with other 

caregivers that were encouraging. They said those experiences provided them hope in 

their own childhood and they expressed a desire to help foster children feel hopeful that 

they can have more positive attachments than ones they may have experienced in their 

past. 

Ann remembered having an unavailable mother and having to seek safety with her 

grandmother. Though she described her experiences with her grandmother as not 

necessarily ideal, she felt as if they were helpful enough to help her feel stronger. When 

talking about her determination to foster and attach to hurting children, she identified 

with the difficulty foster children might have in 6vercoming past abuses. 
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I think I gained it [ desire to attach] through seeing what it did to me, not having it. 
It was so devastating not having that, and looking back over the course of my 
childhood and seeing that I wasn't able to grow like a normal kid would, and how 
many issues that has brought up in me, and think that I've had to tackle and 
overcome because of it. 

Holly described how she knew growing up that she wanted something different 

for her own family. She said her experiences of her parents' arguments were stressful, 

and she was hopeful for something different in a future relationship with a husband. Now 

that she has found that dream, she talked about how she hopes to share that with children 

in her care. 

My grandparents were the ones that I remember were safe places. And my 
family's background is not that I felt that safe ... because of the marital ick ... so that 
[safety] was something that I always wanted in my family .... The gift is my ... the 
gift is that I think I have lived a life that has caused me to grow up with dreams 
and hopes and needs in my heart that my husband fills. And I see that as a gift that 
I can share with other children and other families. 

Sam described mostly positive attachment experiences with his parents, but he did 

talk about struggles with a father who was frequently unavailable and distant. Though 

described as frustrating, he talked about an appreciation for his parents' ability to persist 

through trials and how those experiences are important for helping provide a sense of 

hope to foster children who have had a lot of trials. "My parents' strong personality and 

capability to deal with stuff helped me feel safe and secure during stressful times ... This 

helps when it comes to dealing with a screaming foster kid and teaching them to persist 

through stress." 
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Tassie identified a desire for the children in her home to develop a new outlook. 

"I want them to say, you know what I'm going to try and change I'm going to do 

something better." 

RQJ-Subtheme 5c: Desire to be genuine. One of the primary negative attachment 

experiences identified by co-researchers was a sense of superficiality. The co-researchers 

said such experiences left them feeling . misunderstood and confused about their 

caregivers because they experienced such dichotomous differences in their caregivers' 

behaviors in different settings. Co-researchers in this study focused on a desire to be 

different in their approach to the foster children in their care. They asserted the 

importance to be perceived as genuine or real. They suggested that this was generally 

accomplished through good communication and honesty in expression of feelings. 

Though Jim was one of the foster parents in this study with the least experience in 

fostering, he talked about his considerable experience with the care of children that were 

not biologically his own as he has several step-children in his home. Jim described how 

these experiences helped him develop his ability to be genuine or real with the children in 

his care. He related an experience in which one of his step-children was struggling with 

what name to call him. Jim said he responded with sympathy to the child's struggle and 

allowed whatever choice made to be acceptable. He said he hoped that his response was 

not defensiveness and opened opportunities for trust and greater understanding. 

I noticed one of my sons had started calling me by my first name instead of dad in 
front of his biological father. Later on, I asked them, "Has someone told you not 
to call me dad?" He said, "Yes, it was my aunt." I told him, "I'm going to love 
you very much. I'm always going to be here, so don't let somebody tell you what 
to call me. If you want to call me by my first name when you are in front of them, 
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that's perfectly fine and when you want to call me dad at other times, that is also 
fine. I want you to call me what you feel like you need to call me." 

Co-researchers reported that being genuine is experienced in those moments of 

dialog and communication. Ashley highlighted this point when discussing her desire to 

have openness in her discussions with foster children in her home. She said her 

experiences of her family, where no issues were discussed, led her to seek a relationship 

with foster kids where no issue is out of bounds. 

I want to be that mom where they come and they talk to me. I really believe in an 
open line of communications ... .I want that open line of communication. I believe 
it is very, very important ... When we have had teenage girls in this house they 
could talk about anything and I would answer any of their questions ... .I don't like 
secrets. If my husband and I are arguing, I want them to see us arguing. I want 
them to know that we are having a disagreement. I don't want to hide stuff. My 
parents would go in the bedroom and shut the door and argue. And I never saw 
them. In reality people argue. 

Rodney emphasized the importance of being together to help with better 

understanding each other. He reported he had experienced a father who was frequently 

gone and on the road due to work. Rodney emphasized how understanding each other 

comes from being together. "It makes me feel good that I can be there for somebody. 

Knowing that I can provide a good Christian home, where they know they're loved no 

matter what. It's a whole lot different than saying I love you on the phone and goodbye. It 

helps a lot to know their circumstances and where they came from." 

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Proximity Seeking, Secure Base, and Internal Working 

Model in the Foster Home 

When asked to describe how they experienced the various characteristics of 

attachment with foster children in their home, co-researchers identified several themes. 
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They talked about closeness or proximity seeking with foster children being experienced 

through importance of time together, and managing reciprocity in the relationship. Their 

descriptions of a secure base experience was demarcated by themes of being patiently . 

available and belonging. The internal working model or view of self in relation to others 

was identified by foster parents in this study to be related to empathy skills, genuineness, 

and emotional predictability. 

Proximity Seeking 

For purposes of this study, proximity seeking was defined with a focus upon a 

child's choice to seek physical closeness with a caregiver. Co-researchers were asked to 

share their experiences regarding foster children seeking physical closeness with them. 

Two themes emerged from their sharing such experiences. Co-researchers suggested that 

proximity is best achieved by having time together and engaging in family activities. 

They also shared challenges associated with managing the give and take in relationships. 

They shared that reciprocity in fostering relationships follows an uneven course, affected 

by the foster child's rejection of their attempts to provide care, and a foster parent making 

a choice to be distant to protect them from the potential loss of the relationship. 

RQ2-Theme 1 a: Time together. Co-researchers described many contexts and 

activities that could be summed up in the broad description of having time together. The 

emphasis in this subtheme was consequently on togetherness and not on any particular 

activity. Co-researchers emphasized in their stories the need to be together for proximity 

and feelings of closeness to occur. 
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Frank talked about experiences of new children coming into his home and 

processes of them growing to be part of the family . .Though he indicated these 

experiences took time, and some kids were resistant, he suggested that the family's 

activities together would eventually help develop some sense of closeness. 

What's really funny is it's usually the first couple of weeks that they're with us 
that I really need to get through to this kid, but after a while everybody is kind of 
getting along. We kind of grow with each other. And it's neat how it works. I 
don't know why. ljust know eventually we all become a family. 

Thomas described closeness as coming from the simple activities within the 

family and that closeness is not contrived out of an ideal experience. He described 

proximity seeking as occurring in the day to day events in the home, and the foster 

parents' responsiveness helps facilitate closeness. 

I think it's one of .. .it seems like kids are all about time and relationships, quality 
time, quality relationships, not superficial. ... Whether it's getting up Saturday 
morning and making breakfast, or taking the dog to the kid's park. Those are the 
things that the kids ask for. Sure we can go to McDonalds, but they don't ask me 
to take them to McDonalds. When I say we are going to McDonalds sure they get 
excited. But do they ask me for that, no. They ask me to go to the park, they ask 
me to read them a book .... So I guess what we try to do is foster that 
environment. ... And the little things like the small kid table. We try to make our 
home feel like it's their home. 

Jill's described proximity and closeness resulting from the daily activities and the 

intention of the foster parent to be part of the child's routine. Jill said it is not good 

enough to be an outside observer, but the foster parent should be an engaged participant 

in these events. 

Affection and hugging and playing with them and taking them out and doing 
things. They are always with me .... My grandmother once told me that if there's a 
clean mother in sight, the child must be miserable because the mother must be as 
dirty as the child, if you're really having a good day. And there are probabiy days 
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that I am just as dirty, if not dirtier than my kids because we're outside jumping in . 
the leaves or walking through whatever or I'm wearing half of whatever we are 
doing. 

Rose said she was intentional with her efforts to create opportunities for 

proximity. She identified points of the day such as bedtime and coming home from 

school in which she inserts herself in the child's day to allow the child to share what has 

happened or what they might need. 

Like each night we say our prayers with them. We try to be a very close family. 
We say our prayers and we say I love you and stuff ... I don't know, we just show 
more affection than what we used to. Like hugs, and when they go to school we 
say we love you and have a good day and stuff like that. .. Then when they get 
home I talked to them about her school day and stuff. 

Stephanie described this idea of time together as being physically available in the 

moment. She suggested that it does not involve force, but waiting on the foster child. 

I let the foster kids come to me for that. I will sit near to them, but not right next 
to them. When they are new foster kids, it's just a pat on the back or pat on the 
head, a hug if they're ready for it, but I don't force it on them. I don't make them 
do it. I want them to know that I'm there for them when they are ready for that, 
but they don't have to do that ... That's how we got close, doing stuff, having stuff 
in common, stuff to talk about, stuff to go do. Active. Having fun. 

RQ2-Theme 1 b: Managing reciprocity. Co-researchers talked about the 

challenges of managing the give and take of relationships. They said the foster children in 

their homes may choose to be distant and rejecting of the foster parent. Some co

researchers admitted that they struggle with preserving a distance from the foster children 

to protect themselves as they expect to lose the relationship at some time in the future. 

Co-researchers, who have had foster children move from their home, suggested that fears 
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of experiencing the hurts from the loss of the relationship prompted them to remain 

distant. 

Holly summed up this idea of reciprocity in the simple terms of an individual's 

need for relationship. She stated that she recognized that foster children need her for care, 

but she also needs them. " ... because they need you, and in some ways I think I probably 

need them too." But even with this need for each other, she talked about the challenge to 

manage the distance that is sometimes necessary for facilitating a child's move back to 

biological family. She shared her efforts for helping foster children make a transition 

from seeing her as their mother and returning to live with their biological mother. 

When they have to start changing, when we are preparing them to go back to 
parents, um, that sort of thing. I put it off as long as possible, because they do 
have the change. One of the goals though with them, our foster son is eighteen 
months .... when they hit a point where they are attaching to us we feel like we've 
done something, because we know they can attach. And then it comes to the time 
where you have to help them attach to mom. [crying] And that's hard .... So now 
when I'm with her [foster child's biological mother], I am now mommy Holly, 
and she is mommy Sarah now. We have to foster that with the babies. We have to 
help them to attach to their moms. I'm kind a on the cusp with him, so I'm not 
dealing too well with that either. 

Jim was very specific in his experience of distance in the fostering relationship. 

He acknowledged that he may avoid even holding a child to protect himself from the hurt 

of losing the relationship. 

I will admit, I can see the difference in my role from one of my own kids at four 
weeks old and our foster child at four weeks old. I can see there is a little bit of 
detachment or denial. I might not pick them up as much, or hold them as much, or 
talk to them as much, at this point because I think internally, I may be saying, 
well, I don't want to get too attached. I think there is some internal preparation 
going on with me. 
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Both Ann and Sam suggested that such distancing by the foster parent may be a 

disservice not only to the child, but particularly to the foster parent. They said that the 

relationship cannot be fully experienced unless the foster parent is willing to accept the 

potential of the loss and fully engage in the relationship to benefit the foster child. Sam 

said distancing causes you to miss out on potential blessings. "I think foster parents that 

are keeping a distance are doing a disservice to the children. Particularly to themselves 

because there's more blessings that come out of it whenever you're fully into it than 

when you're not." Ann admitted to initially wondering if she would be distant, but said 

she realized she would have to parent with her heart for the foster child to receive the full 

benefits of her care. "Cause I was thinking early on you can't give these kids your heart 

because they [foster children] are going to be gone ... But that first day it's like, 'Okay, 

the hearts gone,' and you just have accept the heart aches so that they can get a bath at 

night." 

Ashley suggested that her choice to distance oneself from the foster child is 

influenced by an expression of neediness on the child's part. Ashley said she feels as if 

she can connect better with children who express greater needs, and she feels distant from 

children who project an image of self-sufficiency. 

The ones that do not need, the ones that don't need me ... They don't need a mom, 
and they don't want the nurturing. They reject me is the way that I would look at 
it. . .I think I attach better with the needy children because they do question. They 
do ask questions. The challenges ... I guess the more challenging children. They 
can challenge me, I want to challenge me. I want them to question things I like 
that. 
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Secure Base 

Secure base in this study was defined with emphasis on the caregiver' s behaviors 

that allow a child to explore away. The secure base creates a context in which a child can 

experience stresses with the assurance that a caregiver is available and capable of 

responding to the safety and security needs that the child has. Co-researchers were asked 

to discuss what they might do to provide a secure base· for the foster children in their care. 

Two subthemes emerged from their experiences. The first theme could be described as 

being patiently available. Co-researchers felt that providing security was best 

accomplished when the child did not feel as if the foster parent was forcing themselves 

into the life of the child. Co-researchers also identified the importance of creating a sense 

of belonging in the foster home. They wanted to establish a context for the foster child 

where they felt accepted. 

RQ2-Theme 2a: Being patiently available. Co-researchers talked about the 

difficulty in balancing participating in a child's activities and allowing them to explore 

away and make choices independently. Some suggested that this balance could be 

maintained by the foster parent's being patiently available to the foster child. Co

researchers suggested that foster children may initially resist and distance themselves in 

the foster relationship, but remaining patiently available allows the foster child to 

approach and express needs when they feel safe. 

Rose says she has noticed some of the children in her home remain distant due to 

distrust. She talked about a set of siblings, in which the youngest, initially remained 
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distant. She shared that she knew this child needed affection, but rather than pushing, she 

waited for him to be ready. 

I think at first, they don't receive it very well. Like the two new ones I got now, 
the twins, I don't think the new little boy received very well. But now he's 
showing more affection than his sister is. I don't think he ever got any love either. 
But now I think he's gasping for it. He-he's really wanting rriore, the more you 
show him it seems like the more he needs. He is really soaking it in like a sponge. 
It makes me feel good. It makes me think that I am doing my part ... I think they 
know that I am here. They know that I would do my best to protect them from 
anything. I tell them that. I tell them that I'm always here. 

, Betsy talked about her experiences in taking care of several_ infants and how 

valuable it has been to attend to the unique differences of each child. She suggested that 

understanding unique qualities and meeting the child's needs means waiting. 

Also too, it depends on the child. Connecting with the child depends on the child. 
In training, we have been taught that you don't approach the child and hug them. 
Even with a baby that's the first thing that you want to do. But nobody likes a 
stranger coming up and touching you. So what makes you think a kid does. We 
have always taken a different perspective, giving them space, letting a child be 
who they are. Those kids are the ones that have opened up to us the most. 

Levi explained that making yourself available to foster children is not something 

that can be forced. He suggested that you have to be willing to wait on the foster child. 

He specifically referred to some interactions with a teenage foster daughter as he and his 

wife were trying to help her develop skills in managing her anger. 

We've been trying to teach her, "It's okay of you need time alone, you know that. 
Just tell us when you're ready." And just keeping things calm even though 
someone may be angry at the other .... Yeah because you can't force 
somebody .... You can't make them do things to show their love because 
everyone's different. All we can do is show people our love, and let them respond 
how their personality does, you can't make them .... There is, especially with a 
new child in your house, there is that balance to make sure they know they're 
loved. And yet don't force them to hug you. 
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RQ2-Theme2b: Belonging. Co-researchers also emphasized the importance of 

creating a sense of belonging to help children feel secure. Co-r~searchers talked about 

belonging through the use of ownership terms. They would use terms such as "mine," and 

"part of the family" to describe the children that have lived in their home. 

Holly shared that this sense of ownership is part of her mission as a foster parent. 

She said her faith has given her enough space in her heart for the many children that she 

has offered acceptance. 

I have a heart that God has made pretty big. How can I tell you this, or how can I 
put it. It has not happened with all of our foster children, but with the greatest 
majority ... they walk in and they are mine. Does that make sense? God has given 
them to me for a short time and a long time [laughing] ... some just 24 hours. But 
they are mine for that time, to love on and help them feel safe. To provide what 
they need. 

Amy tied the importance of belonging to her experiences in her own family. She 

shared memories of her family accepting many outsiders as family members. She said 

that at reunions or other family gatherings there would always be someone new. 

I think it was the way I was raised. You know what? It's because my foster 
children feel like family. That is it. My family laughs because they say, you know, 
every child would be like that and I say "No, every child wouldn't be that way" 
and they say to me, "Amy, every child you took in your home would be like that." 
And you know, it might be. It could be that when immediately somebody comes 
to your home, they're family. You know somebody that is here to stay and that 
you are caring for. 

Jim talked about creating a picture wall in their home.• He said he and his wife 

hoped the p~ctures would communicate to the children they have some ownership in their 

~?me. Jim shared that he has a long term view of his relationship with the foster children, 

hoping to communicate that they will always be'welcome iri his home. "We've taken lots 
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of pictures. Every foster kids ever comes through we are going to put the picture on the 

wall because we don't want to forget them and we're going to continue to pray for them 

and you never know they may come back someday." 

Internal Working Model 

The internal working model for this study was conceptualized as cognitive 

representations of self as caregiver and the child in the foster care relationship. These 

internal representations influence an individual's understanding of the relationship. The 

foster parent's representation of themselves and of the child influences their behavior. 

Co-researchers in this study identified three subthemes related to the internal working 

model. They talked about the importance of their demonstrating empathy and 

understanding of the foster children in their circumstances. They suggested that 

demonstrating empathy helps the foster child feel as if someone understands them. Some 

shared their desire to be genuine with the children in their care. They said being real 

helps project a clear image of the personhood of the foster parent and helps increase trust 

in the fostering relationship. Lastly, the co-researchers suggested that in their experience, 

being emotionally predictable helps with stability in the fostering relationships. They said 

they have experienced foster children who typically come from chaotic environments and 

seem to anticipate caregivers who are emotionally unpredictable. Co-researchers 

suggested that remaining emotionally predictable helps with developing stability in the 

relationship. 

RQ2-Theme 3a: Empathy. Cognitive representations within the internal working 

model are dependent upon the feedback that occurs in interactions between individuals. 
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Co-researchers in this study talked about providing this feedback through demonstrating 

a sense of empathy with the foster children in their care. Some said that empathy helps 

the children feel understood and offers feedback about their feelings and experiences. 

Th~y also said that part of empathy is being able to communicate to the foster child that 

you have some understanding of what they may be experiencing. 

Betsy provided an illustration of being empathetic. She described an experience of 

sitting at the table with her foster daughter working on homework. She shared how her 

foster daughter opened up and shared something. Betsy related how she attempted to 

respond with acceptance and understanding. 

My 13-year-old opened up big-time yesterday. We were working on homework 
and sitting right here and all of a sudden she looked up at me and said, "Do you 
want to know a secret?" And I said, "Sure." She said, "I used to cuss all the time." 
And I said, "Do you want to know a secret?" and she said, "Yes." And I said, "Me 
to." She looked at me like she could not believe it. She said, "You want to know 
something else?" She said, "I ran away from home one time." I couldn't help 
laughing inside, because there was the commonality. We use those times and 
those things and she has opened up incredibly. 

Betsy said being empathetic requires listening and being patient and respectful of the 

child's expressions of concern. Betsy told of another event in which she was clearing out 

some items in the child's closet and slowly began to understand the value of those items 

to the child. 

We were in her closet and saying, "Take up the things you don't want, or you 
don't care for and box it away." We boxed them there, because I didn't know that 
it was things that were given to her. We would have not done anything with 
it ... So we're going through some of the stuff and she had this cute little dress, a 
size 16. And I said, '"Oh honey, that's a child's dress. You cannot wear this. 
You're too big for it." She said, "But mom" and I said, "I'm sorry you can't wear 
this, we'll just put it to the back, it's pretty, But you cannot wear this. Honey 
you've just grown out of that you cannot help that. Honey, you're not a little girl 
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anymore." She said, "But mom, don't throw it away," and I said, "I won't throw it 
away." She said, "My mom gave it to me." "What else did she give you?" And 

· she started pulling things out, and I said, "Is that all?" And she said "Well, there 
were other things, but my other foster mom made me throw them away." That 
angered me. The look that she gave me said everything. Pain, and yet comfort in 
that I was relating to her anger. 

Tassie described this empathy as engaging in activities that are familiar to the 

child. Tassie shared her experiences of caring for culturally different children, and how 

she attempts to include their culture in the activities of her home. 

When I get a child, I do try to understand them. I know when you're coming in to 
a new place. It is strange new people and new schools in everything I do try to 
understand them. I try to take time and get to know them. And I try to see things 
that they like food wise and bring them around people that they're used to. One set 
of foster kids I had that were Hispanic. I try to bring Hispanic friends over to cook 
food for them. 

RQ2-Theme 3b: Genuineness. This theme is parallel to the subtheme of 

genuineness identified in research question one. Co-researchers talked about the 

importance they placed on being honest and real in their interactions with the foster 

children. They shared how it was important to them that foster children did not perceive 

them as superficial and inconsistent. 

Stephanie shared experiences of a mother who demonstrated love through 

material things has resulted in her avoiding an emphasis on materialism. She expressed a 

desire for foster children to understand that she is interested in them as a person and not 

simply rewarding them materially for their behavior. 

I think part of it is just who I am. I think part of it is, I don't make it about what 
you have or what toys you have or what food we're going to have. I mean, we eat, 
we have food, and we have clothes. But it's not like if you do this then you'll get 
the toy or if you get this then you will get-food. You know, I try to make it not 
about the money stuff because it was so much about the money stuff with her 
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[mother]. I go overboard to not make it about that. To show them that what I like 
is them, what I want them to like is me, and not just what I have or what I can do. 

Ashley talked about foster children frequently coming into her home projecting a 

sense of superficiality. She said she has refused to allow their superficial treatment of the 

relationship to cause her to be disingenuous. She talked about how she would rather 

choose to reassure them of their security. 

I want to be sincere. When they first come in to care they're very superficial with 
the, "I love you' s; I love you mom." I want them to feel safe. I want them to know 
that whatever happens in this house that it's going to be okay. That they are going 
to be safe. 

Tassie related that sometimes being genuine requires responding to difficult 

questions from foster children. Tassie shared an· incident in which a foster child 

recognized a difference in the way her biological mother may behave and how Tassie 

behaves. Tassie said that if she were genuine and honest in her answ~r to the foster child, 

she could be perceived as being overly critical of the child's mother. She shared that she 

was afraid that this might have caused the child to become hurt, defensive, and distance 

herself in the relationship. Tassie said she chose to tell the truth, not only to be genuine, · 

but to use it as a teaching experience for the child. 

One of my foster children will come up and will say, "I don't understand why this 
and this would happen and my mother saw it." She said, "Would that ever happen 
with you?" She would ask me something like that. I feel like I needed to tiptoe 
when I talked to her about_ it. I tell her that if I ever saw something like this with 
my children, I would take them and run. I tiptoe around it because that is her 
mother. But I still want to tell her that you always protect your children if you see 
something wrong-tell somebody. Get your children and get out of there. It is hard 
because I don't want to criticize her mother, but there are a lot of things that her 
mother did not do right. I just tell her that me and her mother are two different 
people. I could never allow that to happen to my children. I tell her you protect 
your children and you never let anything happen to your children. 
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Thomas described this experience of genuineness as transparency. Hf! said it is a 

sense of openness of communication. "Yeah, we talk about everything, share everything. 

There's really no secrets .... And I think kids pick up on that. It's amazing how transparent 

those things are. I think as parents you have so many things going on, you don't realize 

how transparent a lot of that is." 

RQ2-Theme 3c: Emotional predictability. A consistent theme co-researchers 

shared was the experience of unpredictability and sometimes chaos when taking care of 

foster children. They suggested that the experience of uncertainty in the foster home may 

be the result of the foster child's behavior, or the result of dealing with various systemic 

components of the foster care system. Some co-researchers emphasized the need to 

remain emotionally predictable in these situations. They suggested that if a foster parent's 

response to instability is to remain stable, it seemed to provide predictability and security 

for the foster child. 

Amy illustrated this idea when she shared an experience of her foster child talking 

about fears of being taken away. 

I remember with my foster daughter one time, with her sitting in the bathtub and 
her saying, "Mommy, you don't have to feed me. You don't have to do anything
just don't let them take me, don't let them take me. Please take care of me." It was 
so panicked. It was like I have to help this kid, no matter what. That was a scary, 
scary time. I knew where she was going, and it wasn't a family that goes out and 
plays games. It was a scary home. 

Some co-researchers suggested that managing the unpredictability requires foster 

parents t<::> notice and manage their own insecurities. Jill talked about this struggle. She 

said she has noticed that she feels more secure in taking care of younger children, and 
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that her one experience with an older child created considerable anxiety within her and 

was at times hard for her to manage. 

I have a harder time with the older kids, probably from four and up. I am afraid. 
I'm afraid that I'm going mess them up because I haven't experienced that age of 
childhood. For example with my eight-year-old foster child, when that child came 
to us first it was not that I was afraid of the child. It was my own insecurities. It 
was because I had not experienced that age group, and I didn't know what to 
expect. I did not know how to respond to some of her needs or anything. 

Ashley said her experience with her own family's superficiality has led her to 

desire the foster children in her home to learn from real situations. She talked about 

wanting to provide calm reassurance to her foster children when they make mistakes. She 

shared that she feels her calm, steady response to those challenges in the foster child's 

life helps with feelings of stability. She stated that she would rather them learn from those 

experiences than anxiously protect them from small manageable challenges. 

I want them to know that they are okay. I want them to experience everyday 
situations. I want them to be able to fall. But yet know that it's okay. If they don't 
make a hundred on their spelling test, it's not the end oftbe world. You did your 
best and if your best is a 50 then we'll celebrate that 50. It is okay, but academics 
is not all about being in the popular club. I want them to know that people don't 
walk around happy all the time. It's not Leave it to Beaver or I Love Lucy. 

Stephanie highlighted the importance of the foster parent remaining emotionally 

calm by sharing that this might require the foster parent taking a time-out. Stephanie said 

she experienced her mother's screaming and emotional overreactions as rejecting and 

hurtful. She talked about making an effort with the foster children she has cared for to be 

calm and consistent in her responses . 

. . . but that I am fair and consistent. I definitely try to talk things out instead of 
jumping to conclusions or just yelling ... Being able to walk away and saying, "I'm 
too mad to talk about this," and being able to say, "We'll talk about this in a little 
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bit," so that I'm not screaming and ranting and saying things that I don't me~~ 
because I know what that feels like. 

Research Question 3(RQ3): Improving Attachments in the Foster Home 

When asked about what might improve attachments in the foster home, the co

researchers in this study identified three themes: (a) They expressed that commitment or 

persistence on the part of the foster parent in forming and maintaining attachments was 

important. (b) They also shared that unpredictability was an expected part of the fostering 

experience and that more information from a variety of sources helps manage the 

unpredictability. ( c) Last, they identified that a foster parent needs to be prepared, and 

have skills for accepting the losses and rejection that come in the foster care environment. 

RQ3-Theme 1: Commitment and Persistence 

Co-researchers talked about a passion and determination to be foster parents. 

They shared how this passion is important to persisting through the challenges of being 

foster parents. Some said that since fostering experiences can be unpredictable and foster 

children can be rejecting of a foster parent, their commitment becomes important. Co

researchers suggested that attachments improve when they have been able to persist 

through the challenges and experience the benefits of more stable, long-term 

relationships. 

Jill illustrated her passion for foster care by talking about her desire to help as 

many children as possible. She said she knows reality keeps her from being able to care 

for every child, but she stated her commitment to foster children gives her hope that her 

efforts will be rewarded with years of lasting relationships. 
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I know there are always kids that are always going to need a home. As much as I 
would love to help every single one and if I could I would adopt every possible 
child a good .... You can't help every single child as much as I want to. You can't, 
it's impossible. That is just my internal struggle that I have. This is a passion, this 
is something I will be doing for a long time. I know that for a fact. My husband 
and I have talked about that if we are going to be able to have contact with 
previous children, we're probably have the biggest family reunion ever because , 
our door is always open to them. Whether they're in care or out of care our door is 
always open to them. We have an open door policy. We won't tum them away. I 
just can't. 

When Amy talked about her determination with foster children, her experience 

exemplified the emotional risks associated with a persistent commitment. She shared 

fears that children might leave and experiencing such a loss could be painful. But she 

talked about how avoiding making such commitments and taking risks would be strange. 

I would do anything for a kid, I mean, I would give it all. Because they depend on 
adults, so I will love any kid to death. Me, I get attached very easily, so it's a 
terrible trauma for me to see them leave. With my second foster daughter I keep 
telling myself and my first foster daughter that we're here just to help the child. 
We need to help other people. But I can't imagine her leaving. I know it will be 
terrible. [tearful] I will probably have to go home. So for foster parents and 
attachment. I don't know. You know, they keep telling you that it's not about you. 
It's about the child and to not get attached. But you know what that's a weird 
statement to say not get attached. 

Sam talked a lot about his commitment and determination to be a foster parent. 

He shared how his early childhood experiences of witnessing his parent's dedication to 

church and community programs influenced his belief to be faithful in his obligations. 

His said his persistence is even being noticed by his own children. 

Yes, it's a faith issue. At one point in time our biological daughter said, "Why are 
we still doing this?" I said, "What do you mean?" She said, "I'm tired of children 
leaving." At the same time I said "What else would we do?" I know it took a toll 
on her. Continuing to do it is an exercise in faith for us. So much so that she's in 
ministries with children. She loves being, around kids. She talks about wanting to 
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be a social worker, may be a school teacher. You know it's formed her too. Even 
though at times it wasn't the thing she wanted to do. 

Sam also talked about the need for foster parents to have a passion for foster care and not 

view the challenges with foster children to be a chore. "It's really tough because a lot of 

kids just haven't had a voice about how their cared for. I think it's important for foster 

parents not to think it's work." 

RQ3-Theme 2: Managing Unpredictability with Information 

Some co-researchers shared how unpredictability was common in their 

experiences with foster parenting. This theme was also described in the second research 

question of this study. Co-researchers talked about struggling with uncertainty as it 

related to a foster child's behavior, or dealing with agency caseworkers, Child Protective 

Services, therapists, attorneys, and other individuals who are involved with a particular 

child. 

Co-researchers expressed concerns that they have trouble getting information 

such as from various individuals and agencies involved with the children. They said their 

attachments improve when co-researchers have been able to develop strategies for getting 

more information, thereby helping increase their understanding of the foster child. 

Stephanie talked about how this lack of information can lead to frustration. She 

indicated that it ultimately led to the children having to leave her home because she could 

not get enough information to assist and improve her understanding of how to help to the 

children placed in her home. 

And so ifthey ... after that with other sibling groups and other placements the 
more information, they can provide me about a child, the better I can make a 
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decision whether it is going to be right for me .... Because when they call and, they 
say we have four and six-year-old boys, and that's all we know. That is very, very 
vague ... I mean, I was just looking for, 'Gimme some advice, help me with, what 
do I do with this child?' I could've worked with him longer, or could've worked 
with them better if she [caseworker]. would've just responded to me. That 
would've helped our attachment because it would've been easier .. .if my 
frustration had been lower it would've been easier to work with him. But if I am 
so frustrated with the agency and I'm taking it out on him or I am not so calm 
with him, then that's tough. 

Holly talked about how important it is for her to have information about the 

child's history. She said the historical information helps her better understand the 

emotional wounds that might contribute to behaviors. Holly stated that a good strategy 

for getting this information was to form a relationship with the child's biological family 

whenever possible. 

Seeing where they've been and seeing how they are now and finding the 
correlation between the two ... What has made the hard ones easier is when I get to 
know the families-can get more information about the families. Because I get to 
see why they are the way they are. I can see where they're hurt. This is something 
you just have to learn but it does help to have a relationship with the family too. 
Sometimes when that relationship is not there, you have to rely on the caseworker 
to give you that part of the story. · 

Ann shared that she needs educational information related to the various traumas 

and struggles that foster children deal with. She talked about the benefits she has received 

from training information. 

You know I think learning about attachment, RAD [reactive attachment disorder], 
or something, that's helpful, to say the least, and maybe just gleaning information 
from other foster parents to know what you're walking into. Because there's 
things that I have been prepared for somewhat, because I've heard from these 
other foster parents that, "This is what happened and this is what to expect. This 
and that and the other." Even as much research as I did and I did a lot, there is so 
may things that are uncertain still that you get thrown all these curve balls, and so 
it's just a lot if you aren't prepared to know what to expect ... you get a double 
whammy. 
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Thomas shared frustrations with the lack of information he has received about 

children that come into his home. He said getting the information so that understanding 

can occur can become a time-consuming experience. "CPS doesn't always give you the 

full story, and a lot of times you gotta piece the story together ... unwrap it ... peel the 

onion .. . however you want to a say it. But when they bring a child to you it's not 

always . .. here's the paper work." 

Amy also shared frustrations about the limited contact she has had with the CPS 

caseworker responsible for her youngest foster child. She said this lack of contact and 

information has impacted her attachment to the child because she feels as if she is the 

sole person interested in and caring for this child. 

You know with CPS I haven't heard from them in four weeks. I am sure they 
contact the agency that I am contracted with, but they have left my foster daughter 
high and dry. But you are going to get attached even though I know they're out 
there. You get the feeling like, "Here she is. I need to take care of this little one, 
because here she is." 

RQ3-Theme 3: Accepting Losses and Rejection 

Co-researchers talked about the experiences of dealing with the loss of a child 

leaving their home and a child rejecting their efforts to care for them. They said these 

experiences generally put a distance in the relationship and made attachments difficult. 

Co-researchers identified that attachments improve when they develop strategies for 

dealing with these challenges. 

Co-researchers shared experiences of foster children rejecting their efforts to be 

nurturing. Tassie talked about one pre-adolescent1 boy that she had in her home for a long 
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time that would reject any efforts to make him feel part of the family. She indicated that 

even after leaving her home, he made contact from a distance. She wondered if the 

intimacy of her home was too much, but she stated that when he was far away his efforts 

to make contact seemed to suggest that he felt connected in some way to her and her 

family. 

He didn't care. He said he wanted a family but he would do stuff that pushed the 
family away. No matter what we tried, he didn't want to be a part of the family. I 
mean love and nurture, providing everything for him. None of that 
mattered .... But even after he left and he went to the hospital, he still calls me. He 
said he wanted to come back and visit and stuff. He had been in like 43 foster 
homes. 

Ashley also talked about managing these rejections and not being able to connect 

with certain children. She said she has taken care of over thirty children in her home, but 

has had a few that she did not feel connected with. She described the inability to connect 

being related to personality conflicts or a child's not expressing a need for her. 

Out of the 25 or 30 kids we have had in our home, I can probably name five that I 
did not attach to. That I did not ever really attach to. And when they left I did not 
ever really cry a tear, it didn't really bother me and I just said bye-bye. And there 
are those that I cried for days over because they have left, that I really hurt for. I 
can probably count five on my hand and that I've never really attached to. I don't 
know if it was because their personalities didn't click or maybe they just took on 
that model that I took on as a child and were too much like me in a sense. I don't 
know, one little boy was so self-sufficient. He wanted to make his own bed, clean 
his own room. He took on that role model that is my job. He took over my space, 
so to speak. We could never attach. There was nothing there, he wasn't here very 
long. There was just nothing there. I don't know why there are just certain kids 
that just have this wall built up. 

Some co-researchers talked about how foster children leave the home, and what 

foster parents do to deal with concerns about the child and what might occur in their 

future. Sam talked about these concerns and worry that children might get hurt where 
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they are going. " ... and at the · same time knowing they're going to get their heart broken 

at some point of time in the future wherever that child goes." 

Amy shared similar fears. She said that she worried about the possibilities that her 

foster child might be returned to a situation that was abusive. She stated that this 

increased her motivation to protect the child and she discussed worries about how she 

will manage the loss of a second foster child if that child has to leave. 

The scariest part was my first foster daughter, was knowing where she was going. 
It was almost like not protecting her. That is what I think, I will be devastated, but 
we will move on. I would do it again, though, I would probably do it again just 
because there is that need out there. 

Jill identified a coping mechanism she uses for managing the losses. She 

described having to take time for herself in so that she prepare herself to connect to 

another child that might come into her home. 

I think about all of them. Every single one of them. I just hope they're at a better 
place and happy. And being well cared for. And so when the next child leaves, I 
need two or three months or longer before I get another placement. Because I 
need that time. 

Ann shared worries about children leaving. She said that though she has never had 

a foster child leave, she shared the benefits of witnessing changes in the children. 

Everybody has said, "How do you give 'em back?" To which we haven't done 
that yet, but we have to come to the realization that. .. when she came into care she 
had cradle cap so bad that it came out in layers, brown. And she had fleas, and she 
had lice, and she had just one round of shots in her whole life, and she was scared 
of a sponge bath. And she had never had her hair done .... And being able to coach 
her through those things, and get to where she's just delighting in seeing ... playing 
in the water and splashing in the water, and being able to be a kid. It's worth it. 
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Summary of Themes 

Themes for this study were organized around the three research questions: (a) 

How do perceptions of foster parents' own early childhood attachment experiences 

influence their relationships with th~ foster children in their home? (b) How do foster 

parents report experiencing qualities of attachment such as proximity seeking, secure 

base, and internal working model with the foster children in their care? ( c) What might 

foster parents consider as enhancing feelings of attachment security and placement 

stability in the foster home? The themes for each research question were developed to 

assist in creating a composite description of the experience of attachment as shared by co

researchers in this study. 

Composite Textural-Structural Description of the Experience 

. The final step of the phenomenological model adopted for this study is to present 

a composite textural-structural description of the attachment experiences of foster 

parents. This description is a synthesis of all the themes presented in the study and is 

intended to present the essences of the experience and represent the experiences of the 

group of co-researchers as a whole. 

Foster Parents' own Attachment Experiences 

Memories of attachment experiences cannot be limited to memories of biological 

parents as caregivers. Substitute caregivers, such as babysitters, or other family members 

played a significant role in shaping attachment experiences in childhood. Sometimes 

these substitute caregivers served as normal alternatives due to parents working, or living 

in close proximity to relatives. These relationships felt safe and served as a supportive 
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adjunct to parental attachments. Other times the substitute caregivers were sought out by 

the child to escape from negative attachments with parents. Trauma, chaos, and abuse in 

the home would lead to seeking other caregivers, including grandparents, or close family 

friends, who felt safer. These relationships superseded the parental relationship as the 

primary attachment and served as a model for future attachments. 

Attachment experiences with caregivers could be classified as generally positive, 

generally negative or mixed. Positive attachment experiences were marked with four 

qualities: (a) emotional predictability, (b) time together, ( c) unconditional acceptance, 

and ( d) genuineness or transparency. Emotional predictability established security during 

the normal and abnormal stresses during childhood. It protected against feelings of being 

overwhelmed and provided reassurance to the child that whatever the problem, it was 

solvable. Time together was generally described as a sense of a parent's availability. It 

was experienced as a stabilizing factor. Children could be certain that there would be 

consistent activities together, and that if needed, parents would be available. 

Unconditional acceptance allowed a child to be themselves, make mistakes, and be 

reassured that they would be accepted by their parents or caregivers. This helped shape a 

healthy view of self, encouraging self-reliance, and reassuring the child that any mistakes 

or challenges would not result in rejection. Genuineness or transparency created 

experiences of congruency and predictability. Caregivers were experienced as whole, 

rather than multiple selves, leaving children uncertain which parent or reaction to expect. 

These positive attachment experiences serve as motivation to create a sense of 

belonging for foster children. Foster parents want the children in their home to feel 
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accepted, as if this is their home. This included treating the children with unconditional 

acceptance. It is also the result of having been accepted by other substitute caregivers in a 

positive manner, or experiencing a childhood in which outsiders were always welcomed 

into the family system. 

Negative attachment experiences were marked with three qualities: (a) emotional 

unpredictability, (b) overt rejection, and ( c) superficiality. Chaos and uncertainty was 

associated with experiences of emotional unpredictability. Efforts were made to avoid 

such circumstances and escape to other settings or seek attachment figures that provided 

greater feelings of security. Overt rejection was experienced as lack of parental 

availability, outright abuse, or parents never seeming to understand the child's 

perspective. This led to feelings of isolation and a lack of closeness between parent and 

child. Parents sometimes projected a dramatically different public image than the 

behavior that was displayed within the home. This incongruence left children feeling 

misunderstood, as if material things or other relationships were more important than 

them. 

These negative attachment experiences served as aid to be empathetic, provide 

hope, and be genuine or transparent. Painful attachments helped them identify with the 

traumatic histories of the children in their home. This sense of empathy was expressed in 

feelings of having walked in their shoes. Not only is there empathy but there is a desire to 

express feelings of hope. Negative attachment experiences are not the end of the story, 

but they are challenges to overcome and produce benefits. Good communication and an 

environment where honest expression of feelings is acceptable help create a setting for 
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genuineness or transparency in relationships. This experience created a context where the 

real person is seen and accepted. 

Proximity Seeking, Secure Base, and Internal Working Model in the Foster Home 

Foster parents experience the attachment characteristics of proximity seeking, 

secure base, an_d internal working model in several ways. Foster children seeking 

proximity or closeness to the foster parent is aided by the foster family having ample time 

together for trust to form in the relationships. The relational reciprocity needed for the 

give and take of proximity seeking can be threatened by a foster child's rejection of a 

foster parent's overtures of availability, and a foster parent's distancing from the child to 

protect against the pain of an expected loss of the relationship. Foster parents acting as a 

secure base for a child's explorations is enhanced by an attitude that promotes belonging. 

Foster parents provide security by being patiently available to the children in their home. 

Foster parents wait for children to express needs rather than forcing themselves into 

interactions with the child. The cognitive representations of the internal working model 

are influenced by a foster parent's empathic understanding, relational genuineness, and 

emotional predictability. Empathic understanding acts as relational mirror where the 

child's feelings are understood and reflexively expressed in the fostering relationship. 

Genuineness or transparency in the fostering relationship creates permission for the real 

selves of the foster parent and child to be expressed. Emotional predictability, providing 

an expectation of a reasonable emotional response to circumstances, enhances the 

experience of stability in the relationship. 
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Improving Attachments in the Foster Home 

Attachments in the foster home could be improved by examining one's 

commitment and persistence to fostering, managing unpredictability through information, 

and developing skills to cope with rejection and losses of foster children. Becoming a 

foster parent is filled with challenges. Commitment to a purpose and persistence through 

the struggles is necessary for attachments to form. Since attachments between foster 

parent and child can take weeks or months, the ability to patiently persist can be 

necessary to facilitate a healthy attachment. Chaos and unpredictability are part of the 

fostering experience. The chaos might be the result of a difficult child's behaviors or 

dealing with the variety of people within the foster care system, but successful 

management of the unpredictability seems to hinge on the foster parent having adequate 

information. This information may be about a child's history of abuse, policies or 

procedures for how the foster care system works, or educational information about 

various emotional needs of foster children. Having coping skills for managing a child's 

rejection and or loss of the child from the home is helpful to forming attachments. 

Grieving past losses can threaten a foster parent's ability to attach to new children as they 

may distance themselves in the new relationship and protect from the hurt of another loss. 

Summary 

This chapter summarized the data analysis procedures and results of the study. 

Data collected from interviews of fifteen foster parents was analyzed. The 

phenomenological method outlined by Moustakas ( 1994) was used. Three research 

questions were considered, examining the personal attachment experiences of foster 
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parents, how those experiences influence their attachments with foster children, the 

experiences of proximity seeking, secure base, and internal working model in the foster 

home, and what foster parents believe would help attachments go better in the foster 

home. The data analysis was concluded with a composite textural-structural description 

of the themes from the data. 
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· CHAPTERV 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study utilized a qualitative, phenomenological approach to explore foster 

parents' early attachment experiences and how those impact their attachments to foster 

children in their care. Specific qualities of attachment within foster families were 

explored in interviews with foster parents who were also asked to make recommendations 

about what might help improve attachments between foster parents and children. 

Analysis of the interviews was conducted to develop themes around three research 

questions for this study. The questions were: 

1. How do perceptions of foster parents' own early childhood attachment 

experiences influence their relationships with the foster children in their 

home? 

2. How do foster parents report experiencing qualities of attachment such as 

proximity seeking, secure base, and internal working model with the foster 

children in their care? 

3. What might foster parents consider as enhancing feelings of attachment 

security and placement stability in the foster home? 

This chapter provides a summary of the study and discussion of the themes that 

were developed from interview transcripts and their relationship to other research 

literature. Limitations of the study will be discussed and recommendations for future 
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, research will be suggested. The primary researcher will off er reflections on the research 

process and provide recommendations for professionals in foster care. 

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover the perceptions of 

foster parents' early childhood attachment experiences with their parents and the· 

'-

influence of those meanings on foster parent's interactions with children in their care. 

Exploring the attachment experiences in the foster home was intended to improve 

understanding of factors that might contribute to placement stability for foster children. 

Recruitment of co-researchers was initiated once approval for the study was granted by 

the Institutional Review Board at Texas Woman's University. Administrators with two 
( 

foster care agencies suggested names of potential research participants based on the 

criteria that the foster parents had an interest in attachment issues in foster care, and 

currently had foster children placed in their home. Research participants are referred to 

throughout this study as co-researchers. This is consistent with the phenomenological 

study model presented by Moustakas (1994). A purposive sample of fifteen co

researchers participated in the interview process. 

Once consents for research were obtained, co-researchers were interviewed, 

discussing in an open-ended format their own early childhood attachment experiences, 

experiences of attachment with foster children, and recommendations for enhancing 

attachments with foster children. Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim 

by the primary researcher with the help of Dragon Naturally Speaking 9. 0 (Nuance 

Communications, 2007). Using the phenomenological methodology recommended by 
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Moustakas (1994), transcripts were analyzed, seeking invariant constituents from which 

themes were developed. Narrative textural descriptions of co-researchers' experiences 

were written with these themed invariant constituents and presented to co-researchers 

who had consented to review the summaries. Co-researchers' changes to these textural 

descriptions were incorporated in the final organization of themes. A final summary 

composite description of attachment experiences in foster families within the scope of the 

three research questions for this study was developed. 

Discussion of Findings and Themes 

Co-researchers in this study shared a variety of experiences associated with their 

own early attachment experiences with caregivers and their attachment experiences with 

foster children in their home. They also discussed what they thought might help improve 

attachments in the foster home. Many of the themes of their experiences are similar and 

parallel findings from other studies and scholarly works reviewed in chapter two. A 

discussion of the intersection between other research and the themes of this study 

follows. Not all themes from this study intersected with past scholarly works reviewed in 

this report, but a review has been presented where there were points of intersection. 

Intersections with Substitute Caregivers, Belonging, and Negative Attachment 

Experiences 

The first research question in this study was focused on exploring foster parents' 

own early attachment experiences with their parents or other caregivers, and how they 

indicated those experiences influence their attachments to the foster children in their 

home. Since scholars have considered attachment processes in relationships to be 
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influential in later developmental outcomes (Bowlby, 1988; Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer, 

2005; Waters, et al., 2000) this research question was intended to improve understanding 

of qualities of foster parents' experiences that might contribute to later developmental 

outcomes. The themes from this study that shared points of intersection with past 

scholarly works were(a) experiences with substitute caregivers, (b) positive experiences 

as a motivator to create belonging, and ( c) negative attachment experiences as aid for 

empathy, providing hope, and genuineness. 

Sagi-Schwartz and A viezer (2005) offered an explanation for how positive 

developmental outcomes can occur in circumstances where children may have history of 

negative attachment experiences. Their integration model proposed that a network of 

positive attachment figures can provide compensation for insecure attachment 

experiences with caregivers. Co-researchers in this study shared numerous positive 

attachment experiences with substitute caregivers. Co-researchers described their 

attachments to substitute caregivers as a normal part of growing-up such as with 

babysitters. Co-researchers also described attachments they sought to replace negative 

experiences with their parents. These relationships with secondary attachment figures 

were supportive adjuncts to already positive attachments with parents, or they served as 

refuges from negative experiences and models for future attachments. These experiences 

of the co-researchers parallel the integration model propose_d by Sagi-Schwartz and 

Aviezer (2005). 

Co-researchers in this study suggested that their positive attachment experiences 

with caregivers served as motivation to establish'' a sense of belonging for the foster 
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children in their care. The importance of these experiences was supported by the studies 

conducted by Schofield (2002) and Schofield and Beek (2005). These studies suggest that 

establishing a sense of belonging helps increase feelings of security for foster children. 

The feelings of security replace past insecurities for the foster child as well as providing 

resiliencies for adulthood. The attachment quality of the secure base corresponds with 

this theme of belonging. A child can explore their world, or experience the unfamiliar, 

with the assurance that a secure attachment figure would be available if they become 

frightened. This idea is supported by the work of Posada, et al. (1995) which suggested 

that secure caregivers tend to provide an environment that promotes healthy secure base 

behaviors of children. 

Co-researchers also shared their histories of negative attachment experiences with 

caregivers. Dando and Minty (1987) and Redding, et al. (2000) found that a foster 

parent's history of negative attachment experiences served as support to their work with 

abused foster children. Co-researchers suggested that their negative experiences of 

rejection, unpredictability, or abuse, led them to want to provide hope to the foster 

children in their care. They wanted to instill a hope in the foster children that the negative 

experiences of the past can be replaced with new positive attachment experiences. 

Roisman, et al., (2002) defined this concept as earned security. The possibility to change 

from insecure attachment in relationships is aided by establishing new secure 

attachments. 

Whether co-researchers shared histories of negative or positive attachment 

experiences, they expressed a desire to be genuine and empathic with the children in their 
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care. Exhibiting this quality in the foster parent-foster child relationship is important for 

helping foster children develop clear understandings of what others might be thinking or 

feeling. Main ( 1991) suggested that insecurely attached children have difficulty 

discerning what others might be thinking or feeling because they struggle with a theory of 

mind. Foster parents' efforts at being genuine, consistently expressing their feelings, and 

being empathic, by attempting to understand a foster child's feelings, may be helping 

foster children develop this theory of mind or at minimum increase understanding_ about 

feelings in the relationship. 

~ill, et al. (2002) offered an ecological model of attachment within the family 

system which also seems to support the importance of empathy and genuineness. Two of 

the attachment components of their model that correspond with themes in this study were 

(a) interpersonal understanding, and (b) providing comfort in interpersonal relationships. 

Their description of the importance of interpersonal understanding seems to be associated 

with co-researcher's discussion of genuineness in this study. Co-researcher's shared that 

their experiences of being genuine with foster children occurred through the use of good 

communication to clearly express their feelings in calm ways, and attempt to understand 

the foster child. Providing comfort in interpersonal relationships is a quality that may be 

connected to the theme of empathy in this study. Co-researchers expressed that their past 

negative attachment experiences were tools for better understanding the foster child, and 

may even have provided them a unique advantage in soothing a foster child's insecurities. 

The qualitative study by Polansky, et al. (2006) and the longitudinal study by 

Andersson (2005) also identified the importance'
1

of empathy and understanding as an 
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attachment quality in the parent-child relationship. These studies suggested that empathy 

supported through good communication is important (Polansky, et al.) and a lack of 

empathy may result in diminished social adjustment and well-being in adulthood 

(Andersson). Co-researchers in this study supported these ideas as they shared the theme 

of genuineness and their desire to be perceived as real by the foster children, and their 

efforts to be empathic and understanding, by engaging the foster children in conversation 

. to better comprehend their feelings. 

Intersections with Reciprocity, Being Patiently Available, and Being Emotionally 

Predictable 

The second research question in this study focused on foster parents' experiences 

of attachment processes with children in their care. The three core components of 

attachment processes that were explored with co-researchers was proximity seeking, 

secure base, and internal working model. The themes from this study that shared points of 

intersection with other studies were the efforts to (a) manage reciprocity in the fostering 

relationship, (b) being patiently available, and ( c) being emotionally predictable. 

One of the themes that developed from the shared experiences of co-researchers, 

related to proximity seeking behaviors was managing reciprocity. Stovall and Dozier 

(1998) described the fostering relationship as negotiated, in which both foster parent and 

foster child's insecurities contribute to successful attachment. Co-researchers discussed 

the challenges of handling both a foster child's rejection and their own distancing in the 

r~lationship to protect themselves from future loss. Fish and Chapman (2004) suggested 

that the difficulty in managing the reciprocity in"the fostering relationship may be the 
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result of immature attachment signaling by the foster child as a result of their histories of 

abuse and delayed development. Cole (2005b) also identified that foster parents remain 

distant as a protection from the anticipated loss of the foster child. 

Buehler, et al. (2002) had themes in their qualitative study that parallel the themes · 

in this study. The stressors of a child leaving or being returned to a bad situation were 

similar in nature to the anxieties that co-researchers in this study shared about remaining 

distant from foster children as they anticipated losing the relationship. The findings of the 

Buehler, et al. study also suggested that foster parents felt that managing the loss of a 

child and a withdrawn foster child contributed to foster parents feeling less successful. 

These themes also parallel the experiences suggested by co-researchers in their attempts 

to manage reciprocity with foster children. 

Co-researchers in this study suggested that being patiently available to the foster 

child helps foster a secure base. Being patiently available was described as a quality of 

allowing the foster child to remain distant and express needs to the foster parent when the 

child was ready. The feelings of insecurity and ambivalence that might contribute to this 

dynamic were also identified in the study by Mosek (2004 ). Co-researchers in this study 

suggested that remaining patiently available to the foster child to approach and express 

needs cultivates a sense of safety. Molloy (2002) identified similar attachment processes 

when discussing the formation of trust in foster families. 

One of the themes co-researchers discussed in this study regarding the internal 

working model was the importance of being emotionally predictable. This theme was 

similar to the characteristic of affect regulation ip the ecological model of attachment in 
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family systems proposed by Hill, et al. (2002). The importance of affect regulation was 

described by Hill, et al. as being related to parents' ability to exert the appropriate 

emotional intensity to get the desired response from the child. Too much or too little 

emotion could result in ambiguity in the communication of emotion. Co-researchers in 

this study described this as important to providing security and predictability for the 

foster child. 

Being emotionally predictable, as suggested by the co-researchers in this study, 

provides a concrete experience that is stabilizing in the parent-child relationship. The 

consistency of this type of responsiveness may be the type of experiences that Main, et al. 

(1995) suggested would be necessary to change the cognitive mental representations of 

the internal working model. As foster parents provide emotionally predictable responses 

to events, the build-up of these positive experiences may help the foster child to begin to 

trust that a caregiver's response to stress will not be disproportionate or even abusive. 

Intersections with Persistence, Managing Uncertainty, and Accepting Losses and 

Rejection 

Co-researchers in this study shared ideas of what they thought might help improve 

attachments between foster parents and foster children. The purpose of the research 

question was to allow co-researchers to off er input regarding what might help facilitate 

improved attachments and reduce the likelihood of a foster child having to move to 

another foster home. Intersections with other studies were identified for all three themes 

of (a) persistence and commitment, (b) managing uncertainty with information, and ( c) 

accepting losses and rejection. 
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The value of persistence and commitment to helping form attachments is 

supported by the study of Schneider-Rosen, et al. (1985) that suggested that insecure 

attachments to caregivers can persist for a period beyond two years. The persistence and 

commitment may be similar to the theme of altruistic desire identified by MacGregor, et 

al. (2006) when they offered qualities that were important for success as a foster parent. 

Co-researchers in this study also talked about their experiences of unpredictability 

with foster care as did Cordero (2004) and Browne and Moloney (2002). Co-researchers 

suggested that having information about the foster child or training information about 

abused children would be helpful. Co-researchers in this study confirmed that one of the 

primary areas of uncertainty and unpredictability is related to visits with biological 

families. Without the information that the co-researchers said would help attachments, 

foster parents and foster children are left feeling in limbo (Browne & Moloney; Cordero). 

Co-researchers in this study also shared the importance of developing coping 

mechanisms for accepting and managing the losses associated with foster care. This 

theme is supported by the works of Dozier and Lindheim (2006) and Waterman (2001) 

who also discussed the role of losses in foster care. Co-researchers in this study identified 

some things that help them cope with losses such as pursuing the best interests of 

children in their care, taking a break between placements, and finding joy in the small 

successes with foster children. 

Divergences from Current Literature 

An examination of the literature review from chapter two identified t~ee areas of 

study that were not identified by co-researchers,.or conflicted with other studies. The first 

135 



area of divergence was related to how co-researcher's handled their personal histories of 

trauma or poor attachments. The second area of divergence was related to religious 

motivations and spiritual values serving as an aid for attachments in foster care. The third 

area of divergence was related to factors that might provide support for the challenges 

and losses associated with foster care. 

Cole (2005b) identified a potential contributor to problems in the reciprocity of 

proximity seeking to be a foster parent's past history of trauma, which led to over 

monitoring in the parent-child relationship, and increasing the foster child's anxiety. This 

study by Cole suggested that a foster parent's own needs that resulted from past trauma 

may intrude into the foster parent-foster child relationship and result in increased levels 

of anxiety for the foster child. One foster parent in this study did share, in a self-reflective 

manner, that they recognize at times they may be over-controlling of foster children, 

resulting in a foster child feeling smothered and choose to distance themselves. This 

theme was not evident in any other interviews in this study. Whether other co-researchers 

would report similar type experiences is not known because they were not asked 

specifically. The research design for this study was not intended to probe the co

researchers about this issue specifically. A recommendation for future research in this 

area was developed as a result of this divergence. 

Another topic that Cole (2005a) identified as contributing to poor attachment in 

foster families- was a foster parent being motivated by religious conviction or spiritual 

values. Though several co-researchers shared the importance of their spiritual values and 

how they contribute to their choice to foster and Jlttach to foster children, these 
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experiences did not appear consistently enough to share as a theme in this study. The co

researchers that talked about their spiritual beliefs shared that their beliefs serve as a tool 

for helping attachments, which differed from Cole's findings. A recommendation for 

future research in this area was developed as a result of this divergence. 

One factor that co-researchers in this study did not mention as an important 

coping mechanism was the importance of a support network of peers that was suggested 

by Redding, et al. (2000). The few co-researchers in this study that shared experiences 

with their social networks talked about feeling isolated, and sometimes feeling 

misunderstood by peers. Stephanie shared this feeling when talking about her managing 

difficult children, "My friends that just have regular kids would not be the people to 

understand when I talk about this child who was having problems." Whether co

researchers in this study have or don't have extensive social support networks is not 

known. It was not offered as a contributor to helping with attachments to foster children, 

but may have been discussed if co-researchers were asked particularly about their social 

networks. A recommendation for future research in this area was developed as a result of 

this divergence. 

Discussion of Study Limitations 

The nature of this type of phenomenological study makes generalizing the 

findings difficult. The purpose of the study was to enrich our understanding of attachment 

processes within foster families, and specifically explore how foster parents perceived 

their own early attachment experiences to influence attachments with foster children. 
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Therefore the findings of the study represent only the perceptions of the co-researchers in 

this study. 

Authenticity through Methodological Rigor 

Lincoln and Guba (2003) suggested that validity in qualitative research, though 

challenging to objectify, is necessary for producing recommendations and conclusions 

that have dependability. Two concepts discussed in their text, interpretive sufficiency, 

and authenticity provided guidance to this study and contributed to the method 

incorporated to enhance validity. Four methods for ensuring methodological and 

interpretive rigor were chosen for this study: (a) thick-rich description, (b) triangulation, 

( c) peer debriefing, and ( d) member checks. The purpose of each of these research 

methodologies was to ensure the types of authenticity that Lincoln and Guba (2003) 

suggested provide validity for qualitative research. 

Interpretive Sufficiency 

Interpretive sufficiency (Lincoln & Guba, 2003) is identified as a standpoint from 

which to place value or credibility in the recommendations or conclusions of a qualitative 

work. An effort is made to examine the results of the study through the lens of whether 

the results are sufficiently authentic, or dependable enough to be acted on. The primary 

researcher or professional must ask whether they would trust acting on the repercussions 

of the study results. 

Thick-rich description, member checks, and peer debriefing were methods 

utilized in this study to help ensure interpretive sufficiency. Thick-rich descriptions, 

derived from the narratives of co-researchers, textural descriptions developed by the ,. 

138 



primary researcher, and the composite summary description of the experience, offer the 

opportunity for richer interpretation of the data. 

The member check process was designed for co-researchers to engage in the 

interpretive process, and allow them to comment on their own textural narrative, with 

addition of suggested themes. In this study, the co-researchers that participated in the 

member check process made no changes to the themes within textural descriptions of 

their experience. Their acceptance of the interpretations offered in those descriptions 

helps validate the interpretive sufficiency of the themes. 

The themes and composite structural description were shared with a peer 

debriefer, knowledgeable in qualitative research methods, and attachment theory. The 

peer debriefer suggested one change in the wording of one theme, clarifying the meaning 

of the theme. Both the suggested change, and the peer's acceptance of the description of 

the experience further supports the interpretive sufficiency of the study results. 

Authenticity 

Authenticity (Lincoln & Guba, 2003) has been offered as criteria for establishing 

validity in qualitative studies. Fairness, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, 

catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticities have been suggested as points from 

which to examine the qualitative work. This study has attempted to address each of these 

criteria. 

Fairness is related to the balance of viewpoints and perspectives of all 

stakeholders being represented in the text. During the course of this study fairness was 

established through several processes. The first was epoche. Epoche was described by 
\I 
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Moustakas (1994) as the primary researcher's setting aside biases or preconceived ideas 

about the topic of study. This would be similar to the processes of bracketing as described 

by other writers (Giorgi, 1997; Laverty, 2003; Rossman & Ralls, 1998). The use of 

horizonalization (Moustakas) in which each statement in the co-researchers transcript was 

given equal value also contributed to the authenticity of fairness. Lastly, fairness was also 

established through the use of member checks, as each co-researcher was allowed the 

opportunity to review a textural description of their interview, and those that provided 

feedback were able to clarify their perspective on the experience. 

Ontological and educative authenticities are concerned with how the research 

process and results of the study have raised awareness about the topic of study, both with 

co-researchers and with the community that co-researchers may contact. In the primary 

researcher's field notes, it was noted on numerous occasions that co-researchers 

appreciated the interview process because it helped them "see things in a new way" or 

helped them "understand things differently" than they have before. One foster parent has 

even requested a meeting .with the primary researcher following the conclusion of the 

study to discuss the study results and seek out ways that they may improve their 

attachments with the foster children in their home, as well as encourage other foster 

parents to do the same. The use of thick-rich description and triangulation were intended 

to help offer the clearest picture of the experience as possible, so that it might have 

benefit to both co-researchers, and those that may read the study. A peer debriefer was 

also utilized to help clarify understanding and language, and to help articulate the study 

results. 
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Catalytic and tactical authenticities are connected to the potential for the results of 

the study to promote change for co-researchers, primary researcher, and professionals 

that might review the study. Study participants were identified as co-researchers for this 

reason. The purpose of the study was clearly explained to each co-researcher at the 

beginning of the study, and the rationale for identifying participants as co-researchers 

was also explained. The fact that several co-researchers agreed to participate in the 

member check process (80%), and 58% of those member checks were returned to the 

primary researcher seems to suggest that co-researchers were highly interested in the 

topic of study. Slightly under half ( 46%) of the co-researchers requested a copy of the 

results of the study. Reflections from the primary researcher and recommendations from 

this study also highlight possible outcomes connected with catalytic and tactical 

authenticities. 

Researcher Reflections on Qualitative Research and Process 

Moustakas (1994) suggested that the primary researcher's reflection on the study 

is an important quality of the research and helps enrich understanding and interpretation. 

The primary researcher has identified three significant areas within the research 

experience that were significant. These included the primary· researcher's relationship to 

the topic, the value of reflexivity for co-researchers, and the value of the study to foster 

care. 

Primary Researcher's Relationship to Topic 

Lincoln and Guba (2003) identified objectivity in qualitative research as a myth, 

s~mething that has never existed. Most scholars have suggested that a significant part of ,, 
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the qualitative research process is to confront the subjectivity of the process by discussing 

reflexively the role of the researcher, and the researcher's relationship with the topic 

(Cresswell, 2003; Moustakas, 1994; Rossman & Ralls, 1998). Moustakas specifically 

suggested that the reflexive process focus on what the primary researcher will do with the 

conclusions from the study, and what changes the study might facilitate for the primary 

researcher or the profession. 

Primary Researcher's Experience of Epoche 

A particular challenge in this study for the primary researcher was remaining 

engaged in the process of epoche or bracketing. Since the primary researcher is actively 

involved in the provision of family therapy services to foster families, setting aside 

preconceived ideas about the topic of study was at times difficult. The description of 

epoche taking significant energy to focus, and "see things as they are" without biases 

(Moustakas, 1994 ), was experienced by the primary researcher in this study. 

Primary Researcher's Experience of Interpretive Sufficiency 

The primary researcher in this study also found his experience with foster care to 

be an asset when reviewing the results of the study for interpretive sufficiency (Lincoln & 

Guba, 2003 ). The primary researcher, as a family therapist, examined the themes and 

results of this study through the lens of whether they could promote action for facilitating 

improved attachments in the foster home. A primary example is the theme of emotional 

predictability as identified by co-researchers for being helpful in attachments to foster 

children. Many co-researchers identified the importance of having caregivers in their own 
I 

childhoods that were emotionally level and predictable, as those experiences were 
\ \ 
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reassuring and· soothing during times of stress. Co-researchers also identified the 

importance of remaining emotionally predictable and calm in the face of stress wi.th 

foster children, because many times they have experienced this as a quality that helps the 

foster child attach. The primary researcher could imagine sharing and describing this 

theme to foster parents in a therapy situation, and the foster parents' respond positively 

because of the face validity of the theme. 

Primary Researcher as Agent of Change 

Another reflection related to the self of the primary researcher was related to 

becoming an agent of change. A strong sense of purpose was felt as the primary 

researcher engaged in the interview process with the co-researchers. It was difficult for 

the primary researcher to imagine collecting the stories of co-researchers for the sole 

purpose of publishing this one study. The primary researcher has engaged in a process of 

reflection about the meanings of the results of this study, and how they could benefit in 

the attachments between foster parents and foster children, reducing placement instability 

in the foster home. Moustakas (1994) suggested that outcomes of any phenomenological 

study should be related to professional and social implications. The primary researcher 

has incorporated those reflections in the recommendations for future research and 

recommendations for foster care. 

Value of Reflexivity for Co-Researchers 

The primary researcher observed two values to co-researchers in this study. Both 

values were related to engaging in a reflexive process. The first value is related to foster 

parents engaging in a reflexive process to better understand themselves in relation to the 
\ '• 
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activities in their home. The second value is related to an observation about reflexivity 

and attachment. 

Reflexive Processes for Foster Parents 

As noted earlier in this chapter, many of the co-researchers in this study identified 

a personal value for engaging in the interview process. They suggested that the process 

was insightful. The co-researchers were engaged in a process of reflecting on their past 

and drawing parallels to current activities in their home .. Some admitted that they were 

surprised by insights they gained from simply sharing information. A result of this 

observation was a recommendation for considering how agencies may develop and 

incorporate reflexive processes into foster parenting. The insights gained from this 

process may be educative for both the foster parent and agency. 

Reflexive Processes for Improving Attachment 

A secondary, but closely related, observation to the one above is related to the 

value of reflexivity in attachment processes. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, one co

researcher shared some specific choices they make that might contribute to poor 

attachment with foster children. This co-researcher realized, in the course of the 

interview, they had been over-controlling with the foster children in the home, and that 

the motivation for the controlling behavior was tied directly to fears of losing the 

attachments. Many other co-researchers identified with the difficulty of managing the 

loss of foster children from the home (thus the theme of managing and accepting los~es ), 

but no others engaged in the introspection to identify specific personal behaviors that 

might contribute to poor attachments. Whether it was related to the way the primary 
\\ 
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researcher interviewed, or this limited reflexivity is indicative of an overall pattern in 

foster parents is likely a topic in need of further study. A recommendation for future 

research was made as a result of this observation. 

Value of Study to Foster Care 

A core purpose of this study was identified as improving the stability of 

placements for foster children by better understanding the processes of attachment in the 

foster home. The primary researcher's perspective is that many of the themes from this 

study have practical implications for improving attachments in the foster home. Those 

implications are similar to the themes identified by co-researchers when they shared their 

beliefs about what might help attachments improve in foster care. They identified the 

importance of persistence and commitment, managing the unpredictability of foster care 

and being able to accept and manage the losses associated with foster care. Specific 

recommendations for these themes have been developed by the primary researcher and 

suggested for professionals to help facilitate placement stability for foster children. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Moustakas (1994) suggested a significant outcome of phenomenological research 

is the development of recommendations for further study that have resulted from the 

current research. Four recommendations for new research have been identified as a result 

of this study. These recommendations have resulted from divergences between this study 

and other research, and experiences shared by co-researchers in this study that were not 

shared by others, but seem significant enough to warrant possible further exploration. The 

four recommendations include, (a) examining the role of spirituality for attachment with 
,: 
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foster children, (b) examining the role of controlling behaviors by the foster parent in 

attachment with foster children, ( c) exploring in greater detail the challenges of managing 

reciprocity in the foster relationship, and ( d) exploring the role of social networks and 

community for enhancing attachment in the foster home. 

1. It is recommended that a study be developed to further explore the role of 

spirituality as an aid to attachments in foster care. Co-researchers in this study 

that talked about spirituality identified it as an aid to attachment. This directly 

contrasts with at least one study (Cole, 2005a) that suggests religious 

motivation may contribute to poor attachments in foster care. This divergence 

and the limited experiences on this theme shared in this study, has produced 

an opportunity to consider the topic as in need of further study. 

2. It is recommended that further study of the role of control in attachment with 

foster children would be helpful. A helpful tool for beginning· to conceptualize 

this study might be the study that developed the Parental Bonding Instrument 

(Parker, et al., 1979). This study examined the interaction of two constructs, 

care and overprotection. The overprotection construct is closely related to the 

experience of control that was identified by one co-researcher in this study. A 

study of this nature might utilize this construct to better understand the theme 

of managing reciprocity identified in this study. 

3. It is recommended that a study of boundaries and physical touch in foster care 

be conducted. The experience of the give and take in the fostering relationship 

was identified as a theme in research question two and was related to the 
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experience of proximity seeking. A study that could explore this experience 

and examine the role of boundaries and physical touch might illuminate in 

greater detail some qualities of proximity seeking that might help attachments. 

Some co-researchers in this study talked about struggling in their attachments 

to foster children that did not express a need for their care. 

4. It is recommended that a study of social networks with foster parents be 

conducted to improve understanding of a social network's role in attachments 

in the foster home. Some co-researchers talked about the importance of 

community in this study, but others talked about feelings of social isolation 

due to fostering. The suggestion that Redding, et al. (2000) made that a social 

of network of at least three close friends was predictive of higher levels of 

attachment was not necessarily confirmed by this study. Further research into 

this phenomenon is necessary to elucidate foster parent's experiences in this 

domain and what factors about the experience of social networks may help 

with attachments to foster children. 

Recommendations for Foster Care Professionals 

Moustakas ( 1994) advised that an outcome of phenomenological research is 

recommendations for professionals and the community. The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to discover the meanings of foster parents' early childhood 

attachment experiences with their parents and the influence of those meanings on foster 

parent's interactions with children in their care. The information gained is intended to 

assist professionals in making informed decisions that will reduce the frequency of 
\\ 
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changes in placement. Some of the co-researchers in this study suggested their 

experiences with foster children contradict information presented in trainings as they 
I 

prepared to become foster parents. These recommendations could be incorporated into 

the initial and ongoing training processes for foster parents. 

Increasing understanding of attachment dynamics between foster parent and foster 

child may lead to ensuring a better match between foster parent and foster child to 

increase placement stability. Five recommendations for foster care were developed from 

the results of this study were: (a) develop methods to encourage reflexivity with foster 

parents, (b) incorporate the importance of remaining emotionally level and predictable, 

belonging, and modeling genuineness or transparency into training or coaching with 

foster parents, ( c) discuss the importance of commitment and persistence through the 

challenges of foster parenting, ( d) improve information exchange systems to foster 

parents, and ( e) develop tools for helping foster parents with loss. 

1. Co-researchers in this study suggested that they benefited from the reflexive 

activity of sharing their attachment histories and reflecting on how they 

influence their attachment to foster children in their home. The study by Cole 

(2005b) that suggested foster parent's past his_tories of trauma may lead to 

over-monitoring and one co-researcher identifying their own controlling 

behaviors, suggest that reflective practices with foster parents may help them 

identify both positive and negative strategies for attachments with foster 

children. 
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2. It is recommended that training materials for foster parents be developed to 

emphasize three themes from this study. Three themes were identified in the 

first two research questions. They were, (a) remainin.g emotionally level and 

predictable, (b) the value of belonging and acceptance, and ( c) modeling 

genuineness and transparency. The predominance of these themes within this 

study demonstrates their significance in the lives of the co-researchers. These 

· themes were both important as attachment supports for co-researchers in their 

own childhoods, as well as supporters of attachments between themselves and 

foster children. The first two are also supported by intersections with other 

studies in the literature. 

3. It is recommended that professionals assess and discuss commitment to 

fostering and a foster parents' ability to persist through difficulty with foster 

children. Co-researchers in this study suggested that attachments to foster 

children can be difficult and take time to establish. Professionals who help 

foster parents assess their motivations and expectations for fostering may help 

clarify issues that are related to commitment and persistence. 

4. It is recommended that professionals and agencies working with foster parents 

improve information exchange systems with foster parents. They should 

develop methods of communication to ensure foster parents are well informed 

about the latest intervention strategies for working with traumatized children 

and share adequate information about the histories and placement status 

children in their care. Co;..researchers identified a common experience of 
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foster care being unpredictable. They suggested that unpredictability is 

ameliorated as they receive more information about the child they are caring 

for, or are trained to improve their intervention skills for working with foster 

children. The increased efforts to exchange information should reduce the 

feelings of uncertainty and limbo identified in this study and the studies by 

Brown and Moloney (2004) and Cordero (2004). 

5. It is recommended that professionals and agencies develop policies and 

practices that are supportive of foster parents managing losses with foster 

children. Co-researchers in this study suggested that their attachments with 

foster children are aided when they have acquired skills that allow them to 

mourn the loss of one child before they take on a relationship with another. 

The works of Dozier and Lindheim (2006) and Waterman (2001) support the 

challenges associated with loss in the foster care system. Co-researchers in 

this study suggested that the supports they have found helpful have been 

related to modifying their perspectives about a specific situation, and allowing 

themselves breaks between placements. · 

Summary 

The phenomenological study of foster parent's own early attachment experiences 

has been summarized. A review of the findings of this study and how they intersect and 

diverge from current and past research was presented. Limitations of the study and 

methods for ensuring authenticity were presented. The primary researcher offered 
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reflections on the process and results of the study. Recommendations for future research 

and for foster care were presented. 
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Date --------

Dear ---------
Thank you for you interest in my dissertation research on the early attachment experiences of 
foster parents. I value the unique contribution you can make to this study and I am excited about 
the possibility of your participation. The purpose of this letter is to remind you of some things we 
have previously discussed regarding your participation in this study and to obtain your signature 
on the participation-release form that is attached. Your involvement in this research study is 
completely voluntary, and you may discontinue your participation in the study at any time 
without penalty. To protect your confidentiality, you will be asked to choose a pseudonym 
( fictitious name) for use in this study. 

The research mode) for this study is qualitative, meaning I am seeking comprehensive 
descriptions of your experiences. You will give me thes<:: descriptions during a face-to-face 
interview that will he audio-taped. I hope your descriptions will help us better understand how 
your early attachment experiences contribute to your relationship with the foster children in your 
care. 

Your participation is considered valuable, and I would like to consider you a co-researcher in this 
process. It will be helpful for you to be as specific in recalling stories of your attachment 
experiences, whether from your past as a child, or within your current home. I would like you to 
share descriptions of the experience, and all the accompanying thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 
Your descriptions can include information about the situation, event, place, and other people 
connected to the experience. You should expect to commit between one to one and a half hours to 
complete the interview. 

To help ensure accuracy of your experiences in this study, you could also help significantly by 
reviewing an initial analysis of your interview transcript for accuracy. This activity contributes 
significantly to communicating your experiences accurately, and gives you the opportunity to 
enrich your personal reflections about your attachment experiences with the children in your care. 
Your review of a narrative description ofyour interview is voluntary, and would require another 
hour of time commitment. 

I again thank you for your participation. If you have any questions about the study, or signing the 
rei,:ase form, you may contact me at 817-xxx-xxxx or my advisor Karen Petty, at 940-898-2698. 

Sincerely, 

Mark DeYoung 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: Attachment phenomena in foster families: Exploring contributions from foster parents' 
early attachment experiences 

Investigator: J. Mark DeYoung .............................................................................. 817-xxx-xxxx 
Advisor: Karen Petty, Ph.D ............ ~ ................................................................. 940-898-2698 

Explanation·and Purpose of the Research 

You are being asked to participate in .a research study for J. Mark DeYoung's dissertation at 
Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this research is to discover the meanings of early 
childhood attachment experiences to foster parents and the influence of those meanings on foster 
parent's interactions with children in their care. The information gained is intended to assist 
professionals in making informed decisions that will reduce the frequency of changes in 
placement. 

Research Procedures 

For this study, the investigator will conduct face-to-face interviews of foster parents. This 
interview will be done in your home or at a private location agreed upon by you and the 
investigator. To help protect your confidentiality you will be asked to provide a pseudonym on 
the demographics form that you complete. You will be audio-taped during the face-to-face 
interview. The purpose of the audio-taping is to provide a transcription of the information 
discussed in the interview and to assure the accuracy of the reporting of that information. Your 
maximum total time commitment in the interview phase of the study is estimated to be from one 
to one and a half hours, approximately. If you agree to review an initial analysis of your interview 
data to confirm its accuracy in representing your experience you would be committing to another 
hour, making your maximum total time commitment two to two and one half hours. 

Potential Risks 

Potential risks related to your participation in the study include fatigue and physical or emotional 
discomfort during your interview. To avoid fatigue, you may take a break (or breaks) during the 
interview as needed. If you experience physical or emotional discomfort regarding the interview 
questions, you may stop the interview at any time. To help with physical discomfort it will be 
important for you to choose a location for the interview that will be most comfortable to you. 

Another poten.tial risk in this study is the possibility of revealing emotionally sensitive 
information, including but not limited to a history of child abuse. Your choice to share any 
information about your experiences is completely voluntary. You may choose to review a 
narrative description of the interview, and offer clarifications. You may indicate a desire to review 
the narrative by providing your initials at the end of the consent fonn. 
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As a participant you must be aware that the reporting of child abuse and neglect must be reported 
to Child Protective Services. If in the course of the interview, child abuse of foster children in 
your home is suspected, that must also be reported to Child Protective Services. 

Another possible risk to you as a result of your participation in this study is release of confidential 
information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed by law. The 
interview will take place in a private location agreed upon by you and the researcher. A code 
name, rather than your real name, will be used on the audiotape and transcription. Only the 
investigator, his advisor will have access to the tapes. The tapes, hard copies of the transcriptions, 
and the computer diskettes containing the transcription text files will be stored in a locked filing 
cabinet in the investigator's home office. The tapes and transcription diskettes will be erased and 
the hard copies of the transcriptions will be shredded within 5 years. It is anticipated that the 
results of this study will be published in the investigator's dissertation as well as in other research 
publications. However, no names or other identifying information will be included in any 
publication. 

The primary researcher, J. Mark DeYoung, is a contracted therapist with the agency that you have 
a foster care license for. A potential risk is your feeling compelled or coerced to participate in this 
study because of the primary researcher's relationship to your foster care agency or the fact that 
you may have had a therapeutic relationship in the past. Your decision to participate in this 
research is completely voluntary and as a condition of this research you acknowledge that J. Mark 
De Young is not currently serving you or any children in your home as a therapist. Consenting to 
participate in this research does not commit you to finishing the study as you may voluntarily 
withdraw from the study at any time. If you have had a therapeutic relationship with the primary 
researcher in the past, a therapeutic relationship could not be resumed until the conclusion of the 
study. 

The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this research. You 
should let the researchers know at once ifthere is a problem and they will help you. However, TWU 
does not provide medical services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen because you 
are taking part in this research. 

Participation and Benefits 

Your involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may discontinue your 
participation in the study at any time without penalty. You may ask-questions about the study and 
your participation in the study at any time. The only direct benefit of this study to you is that at 
the completion of the study a summary of the results will be mailed to you upon request.* 

Questions Regarding the Study 

If you have any questions about the research study you may ask the researchers; their phone 
numbers are at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this 
research or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact the Texas Woman's University 
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 or via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu. You 
will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. 

169 

Participant Initials 
Page 2 of 3 



Printed name of Participant 

Signature of Participant Date 

If you consent to review an initial analysis of your interview transcript please initial here __ _ 
*I understand by initially here I am committing to another hour of time to review the narrative. 

If you feel any questions you have regarding this study have been adequately answered ___ _ 

* If you would like to receive a summary of the results of this study, please provide an 
address to which this summary should be sent: 

Page 3 of 3 
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Demographics Form 

Co-Researcher Code: --------

Chosen Pseudonym: _______ _ 

Contact Information: 

Address: -----------------------------
Telephone: __________________________ _ 

Cell phone: _____ __,__ ____________________ _ 

Name: Age: Marital Status: 

Number of biological children and ages: _______________ _ 

Number of years doing foster care: _______ _ 

Number of foster children cared for: -------

Number of foster children currently in home and ages: 

How many agencies have you worked for?: ___ _ 
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Suggested prompts for use during the interview 

Non-verbal prompts-head nod, frown (indicating a lack of understanding), smiles 

Transitional prompts-"yes", "I see", "go on" 

Verbatim feedback- repeating the co-researcher's exact words 

Paraphrased or summarizing several statements made by co-researcher 

Prompts for more information could include: 

"Could you please tell me more .... " 

"I am not sure I understand ... " 

"Is there a story you could tell me about ... ?" 

"Could you clarify ... ?" 

Prompts for specific information could include: 

"How did/do you experience closeness ... safety ... ?" 

"What are your perceptions of your parents ... your foster child?" 

"Is there anything else you think is important or would like to share?" 

"Could you share of memory of your parents ... your foster child ... ?" 

"Could you share some feelings associated with that experience?" 

"Could you describe how that made you feel safer ... closer ... ?" 

"How does that affect your feelings of closeness with the foster child?" 

"Could you talk about feelings of safety ... closeness with you foster child?" 
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