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MECHANISMS OF CHANGE IN THE FOSTERING SECURITY PROGRAMME

ABSTRACT
Effective foster parent training and support is widely recognised as a core
intervention to remediate the complex behavioural and mental health problems of
foster children, and to prevent foster placement breakdowns which further
exacerbate these problems. While generic parent training programmes, largely
informed by social learning theory, are beneficial foster parents also need
information and training specific to complex foster child attachment and trauma
problems. The 10-session Fostering Security group training programme for foster
parents in New Zealand provides training and support that integrates theories
shown to be effective in meeting the particular needs of foster parents and foster
children (i.e., attachment theory, mind-mindedness, social learning theory,
neurobiological theories of trauma, abuse, and neglect, attribution theory, and
theories about the mechanisms of change). It is facilitated by both mental health
and child protection staff to deliver a joint interagency approach and more
streamlined service to foster parents and foster children. The current mixed
methods study explored the mechanisms of change in the Fostering Security
programme. Quantitative findings showed that the programme was associated with
positive trends in caregivers’ attachment with the foster child, mind-mindedness,
caregivers’ dysfunctional attributions for the child’s misbehaviour, stress and
frustration in the caregiver-foster child relationship, and foster child’s challenging
behaviour at home and at school. Qualitative thematic analysis of participant
interviews and evaluation questionnaires indicated six main themes: 1) support,
validation, and acknowledgement from facilitators and participants; 2)
effectiveness and knowledgeability of group facilitators and positive ethos of the

programme; 3) improved understanding of attachment and trauma related child
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behaviour problems; 4) learning strategies to manage the behaviours and
developing confidence as foster parents; 5) increased participant empathy for and
understanding of the foster child and reflection on the child’s behaviour; and 6)
increased participant reflection on own triggers, behaviour, parenting approach,
and self-care. Some caregivers did not progress in the expected manner through the
group training programme, and further research is indicated to identify the factors
that negatively affect caregiver progress in programmes like the Fostering Security
programme. This study’s findings further indicated the need for follow-up
interventions post-training, to sustain the positive effects of the programme.
Limitations of the current study and future directions for research into the Fostering

Security training programme are also discussed.
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PREFACE

My interest in the area of the mental health needs of children in care began
in Hastings, New Zealand, in January 2005. One of my first clients as a
psychologist at the Child, Adolescent and Family Service at the Hawke’s Bay
District Health Board was a 5-year-old girl, Amy, who was into her sixth
placement since being removed from her mother’s care at 6 months of age, and was
in the legal care of Child, Youth and Family. Like many other children with similar
backgrounds, Amy displayed a range of challenging behaviours related to her
disrupted attachments, past traumas, neglect, abuse, grief, and loss. My therapeutic
work with Amy and many other children like her, and the families caring for them,
led me on a journey of information-seeking and supervision to develop my skills in
the area of attachment related problems.

It concerned me that the predominant mode of treatment for children with
disrupted attachments and experiences of trauma at the time was largely
individualised therapeutic or pharmaceutical interventions with the child. It became
clear to me that caregivers needed education, support, and capacity building to
understand and manage the very challenging foster children in their care, and the
literature was also clear about the need to involve caregivers in therapy. It
astounded me then, and still does, that as a society we place the most challenging
children with caregivers and yet we do not resource, train, and support them
appropriately.

| therefore adopted a model of including caregivers in weekly therapy
appointments with the children. These sessions focused on helping the child

process past experiences, manage present symptoms, and develop new skills in the
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context of the current relationship, as well as developing the attachment
relationship between caregiver and child. However, it quickly became apparent to
me that the caregivers themselves had very specific unmet needs, and that the
weekly hour-long therapy sessions gave insufficient time and opportunity to focus
on their unique individual needs. It became clear that if the children’s placements
were to be successful, the caregivers needed specific time and attention to be better
educated, informed, supported, and validated than they were being at the time.

Having had a prior 10-year history of facilitating parent training
programmes (including the Triple P and Incredible Years parent training
programmes), | had experienced the benefits of grouping people with similar needs
in a training situation. While caregivers | worked with did attend these generic
parent training programmes | facilitated, and found aspects of the training useful,
their specific needs around managing their child’s behaviours related to attachment
problems, trauma abuse and neglect remained unmet. In this context, | developed
the Fostering Security training programme for caregivers in 2008. The aims of the
programme were to develop the therapeutic capacity of caregivers, to help them
understand and manage the challenging behaviours seen in children with adverse
early experiences, and to help them reflect on what they bring to the relationship
and their responses to the child’s behaviour. The long-term aim of the Fostering
Security training (alongside individualised therapy) was, naturally, to develop more
secure caregiver-child attachment relationships, and to prevent placement
breakdowns.

During the first Fostering Security training programme it became clear that
caregivers had many issues around Child, Youth and Family policies and practices

that the mental health facilitators could not adequately address. A Child, Youth and
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Family Practice Leader, Lisa Harrington, was invited to co-facilitate the Fostering
Security programme with me, and this proved to be beneficial for caregivers
attending the programme as well as for us as facilitators. There had historically
been tensions and blame-shifting between mental health and child protection
agencies, understandable in the context of professionals dealing with distressing
and stressful situations involving children. Working together on the Fostering
Security programme meant Lisa and [ were able to learn about each other’s
services and roles, and this led to increased joint discussions, planning and
decisions about mutual clients, with flow-on positive benefits for our clients and
colleagues in our respective services. In the process of developing and refining the
Fostering Security training package, questions arose for me regarding the benefits
of specific aspects of the programme, as well as the mechanisms in the programme
that led caregivers to change their perceptions and behaviour towards the children
in their care. While there is a vast literature on the benefits of behaviourally-based
parent training programmes for typical intact families, there is less of a literature on
specific programmes for caregivers which incorporates attachment and other
theories alongside a behavioural approach. These issues, together with the growing
interest in the Fostering Security programme being delivered in other parts of New
Zealand, prompted me to undertake this current research study.

The current research follows on from an informal qualitative survey of an
earlier Fostering Security group which showed positive feedback from caregivers
and improved psychometric outcomes in parenting and child behaviours at
programme completion. Given the relatively small number of children in care in
Hawke’s Bay, the wide range of individual differences and needs of caregivers and

the children in their care, and severity of children’s behaviour, a traditional
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randomised controlled trial was not indicated at this stage of the enquiry, especially
as | was more interested in process issues than in outcomes. | was seeing positive
results but needed more of a formative rather than a summative evaluation at this
early stage. A mixed methods approach was undertaken in this study to ensure that
the qualitative information obtained from caregivers about their experiences
through the Fostering Security programme and their experiences with their foster
children would provide a more in-depth and richer description of the mechanisms
of change alongside statistical data.

A large proportion of children in care in Hawke’s Bay are Maori (also
reflected in national figures). As such, whatever programmes or policies are
developed need to take into consideration the values, traditions and social norms of
the Maori community. In this thesis I will expand on how the bi-cultural imperative
was implemented in the development of the Fostering Security programme and in
my research.

Through the thesis I use the term ‘caregiver’ to refer to foster parent,
whether whanau/kin/extended family or non-whanau/non-kin/not extended family.
The word whanau, used in this context, is the Maori word for immediate and
extended family. For the purposes of this study, I also refer to biological parents
currently caring for their children as caregivers. | use the terms ‘children in care’
and ‘foster children’ interchangeably, | use the terms ‘in care’ and ‘in out-of-home
placements’ interchangeably, and the term ‘children’ refers both to children and
young people.

In summary, my 11-year journey to learn more about the effects of trauma,
abuse and neglect on young people in care, and to provide more effective and

efficient therapeutic interventions to young people in care and their caregivers, has
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led me to this point. From my therapeutic experience and reading, it has long been
clear that appropriate training and support of caregivers is a vital component in
helping young people heal from past traumas and develop more secure attachment
patterns. Through my research | hope to show how the Fostering Security training
programme for caregivers can help strengthen caregivers’ therapeutic capacity, can
improve their understanding, and parenting skill and confidence, and can develop

their self-reflective capacity.



