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Excerpt from John Bowlby “ A
Secure Base” (1988)

“Although the capacity for
developmental change diminishes with
age, change continues throughout the
life cycle so that changes for better or
for worse are always possible. It is this
continuing potential for change which

means that at no time of life is a
person impermeable to favorable

influences.”

Attachment representations in adoptive families
(AFC/GOS/Coram Family Adoption Service)

N=63 late-adopted children N=43 early adopted

Correlations between child’s age and
Parent Development Interview at

placement
• For full late-adopted sample, if child was older at

placement, mother is more disappointed, child is
less happy, & less affectionate

• For ‘insecure’ mothers, if child was older M is
more angry, less warm and child is thought to be
less affectionate

• For ‘secure’ mothers, child’s age at placement
was unrelated to mother’s experience of
parenting

Story-stems used to elicit
children’s emotion narratives

• Story Stem Assessment Profile (Hodges, Steele, Hillman)-
involves non-human animals and doll figures

• MacArthur Network (Emde, Bretherton Oppenheim) involves
only human doll figures

   SSAP MacArthur
        Lost pig Spilled Juice

   Stamping Elephant Lost Keys
   Picture from School Burnt Hand

 4 internally consistent sets of themes were identified,
at each time point in each sample through data reduction

of the ratings made of over 3000 story-completions
• Security Child Seeks Help, Siblings/Peers Helping, Realistic Mastery, Adult

Provides Comfort, Adult Provides Help, Adult Affectionate, Limit Setting, Coherent
Aggression, Acknowledge Distress of Child and Adult, Domestic Life

• Intense aggression Child Endangered, Child Injured/Dead, Excessive
Compliance, Adult Unaware, Adult Actively Rejects, Adult Injured/Dead, Extreme
Aggression, Neutralisation, Throwing Away/Out

• Disorganized/controlling Child Parents/Controls, Catastrophic Fantasy,
Bizarre/Atypical Material, Bad to Good Shifts, Magic Omnipotence

• Defensive avoidance No Engagement, Disengagement, Initial Aversion, No
Closure, Premature Foreclosure, Changes Constraints, Avoidance of Conflict,
Denial of Distress



Story completion themes in the late adopted
group over first 2 years of placement:

Year Group Effect

(Wilks Lamda=.80, F=9.35, df=8,63, p < .001)

Defensive avoidance themes of maltreated children
as a function of adoptive mothers’ AAI insecurity

versus security AAI status (Roy’s Largest Root F=3.29 (4,138) p <
.005)

Year group by Maternal AAI interaction, F=4.32, p < .05

Defensive avoidance themes of maltreated children
as a function of adoptive mothers’ unresolved

versus resolved AAI status

Year group by Unresolved AAI interaction, ANOVA F=3.48 (df 2, 168) p < .05

Children’s summary ‘insecure aggression’ and
‘disorganization’ scores grouped by interaction

of parents’ AAI security

(Roy’s Largest Root F=4.19 (4,137) p < .005) 

Why does security increase for all maltreated
children who are adopted but insecurity and
disorganization persist for those adopted by insecure
parents?

Tronick: (1997; pg.65) “reparation of interactive errors is the critical process of normal
interaction that is related to developmental outcome rather than synchrony or positive affect
per se.”

Bowlby’s earliest writings on affect regulation and specifically on the ambivalence that exists
in every parent, asserts that “insecure parents find the child’s negative emotions, especially
hatred directed towards the parent, the most difficult and meet such displays with a similar
matched negative response, an averted gaze, withdrawal or display of concomitant anger
(Bowlby, 1956/1979).

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study (2007)
 17,300 middle-aged, middle-class and mostly employed residents of the

state of California

• psychological abuse
• physical and sexual abuse
• violence against the mother
• living with household members who
     were either substance abusers,
     mentally ill or suicidal, or had been in prison.

maltreatment
and household
dysfunction

cigarette smoking, obesity, physical inactivity, alcoholism, drug abuse, depression,
attempted suicide, sexual promiscuity and sexually transmitted diseases, heart
disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes, skeletal fractures, liver disease and poor health as
an adult.

In Adulthood

Childhood



CHILD/PARENT PSYCHOTHERAPY GROUP
 

CENTER FOR BABIES, TODDLERS AND
FAMILIES

EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER
ROSE F KENNEDY

CHILDREN’S EVALUATION AND
REHABILITATION CENTER

ALBERT EINSTEIN COLLEGE OF MEDICINE
BRONX, NY

Early Childhood Center
Center for Babies, Toddlers and Families

• 400 families seen annually
• Children with developmental

disabilities
• Children exposed to domestic and

community violence, abuse and
neglect, parental incarceration.

• Children with biological parents
and in foster care

Baby Program
• Designed for specific population: high risk-trauma in the

past, trauma in the present, poverty

• Target population:
Mothers with significant histories of abuse and neglect

“When my baby was born, she wouldn’t even look at me”

Children three years old and younger exposed to trauma
and stress in their early lives

Baby Program
Designed for specific population: high risk-trauma in the past,

trauma in the present, poverty

Program structure
①Parent-child group
②Parent group
③Child group

Goals
①To help parents identify and work towards becoming the kind

of parent they want to be with guidance from an infant and
early childhood mental health perspective in a group setting

②Group structure promotes social cohesion, combats social
isolation

Baby Program

• Target population
Mothers with significant histories of abuse and neglect

“When my baby was born, she wouldn’t even look at me”

Children three years old and younger exposed to trauma and
stress in their early lives

• Program structure: Child/ Parent Psychotherapy Groups,
Dyadic Sessions, Individual Sessions

• Goals: To help parents identify and work towards becoming the
kind of parent they want to be with guidance from an infant and
early childhood mental health perspective in a group setting.

CHILD/PARENT PSYCHOTHERAPY
GROUP

• Parent/child joint play
• Parent group
• Child Group: developmentally

appropriate therapeutic play
• Reunion activity



Parental and Child Representations of
Attachment

Collaboration between:
Anne Murphy, Early Childhood Center of the Children’s

Evaluation and Rehabilitation Center (CERC) at the Albert
Einstein College of Medicine and

Miriam Steele and Howard Steele, The New School for Social
Research

Parent Assessments: Adult Attachment Interview, Parent
Development Interview, Parenting Stress Index

Child Assessments: Strange Situation, Co-Construction
Task, Affect Task, Story Stem Assessment Profile

Child Behavior  Checklist

The Bronx/New School Parent-Child Project
Miriam Steele, Howard Steele, Anne Murphy

① The use of ‘state of the art’
attachment and social emotional
assessments as outcome measures,
and as

② Clinical catalysts in ongoing
manualized intervention

③ ‘Added value’ of  video feedback
component

The Bronx/New School Parent-Child Project
Miriam Steele, Howard Steele, Anne Murphy

Reaching into the assessment ‘Toolbox’:

Adult Attachment Interview-Parental Representations of
Attachment History

 Parent Development Interview-Parental Representations of
Child

 Strange Situation Paradigm, Co-Construction Task,
Story Stem Assessment Profile- Assessments of Parent-
Child Relationship and Child’s representations of parent

 Affect Task-Child’s emotion understanding
 Prohibition Tasks-Assessments of affect regulation (effortful

control, delay of gratification)
Salivary Cortisol –physiological assessment of stress Parent and

Child)

Co-Construction Assessment
(Steele, et al, 2007)

• “Build something using as many blocks as
you can!”

• Code:
• 1) Non-verbal- Affect Expression,

Patterns  of Touch, Physical Proximity
• 2)Verbal-vocal expression, reference to

shared past experience, use of child’s
name, use of pronoun “we or us”

Bowlby,1951,p.84
On Parenting

Just as children are absolutely
dependent on their parents for
sustenance, in all but the most primitive
communities, are parents, especially
mothers, dependent on a greater
society for economic provision. If a
community values its children it must
cherish their parents.


