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Foster Families and How They 
Grow

Understanding the Effects of 
Fostering on the Family

2

Welcome 
and Opening Activity

• Create a name for your “Foster 
Care Agency.” Be creative!

• List everyone’s name and years 
of experience as a foster parent.

• Answer this question: 
What has presented the most 
challenge to you since beginning 
your fostering journey?
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Understanding Foster Parents 
and How They Grow

Room for One More
• unsure of role
• minimal contribution to   

agency
• unsure of agency 

expectations to work 
with primary family

Developmental Crisis
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Understanding Foster Parents and How They 
Grow - Team Member

Developmental 

Crisis/ChangeDISAGREEMENT

comfortable working together

cooperative approach
viewed as “extra hands”

Not yet self-initiating 

5

contributes to goals and case 
plans

commitment to child and 
family

active team contributor

Developmental 

Cris
is/Change

Understanding Foster Parents and How 
They Grow  - Team Leader

6

Understanding Foster 
Parents and How They Grow

Child Advocate
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Foster Caregivers and 
Their Emerging Role

Parenting Team Member

Treatment 
Agent

Child 
Advocate

8

Your Assignment

In your work group, divide your 
flip chart paper in half. On the 
left side, write the tasks that are 
a part of fulfilling that role. On 
the right side, list the barriers 
and challenges to fulfilling these 
tasks.
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Time Out  for Transfer of Learning

Take Handout 3. Choose which role has 
been the most difficult for you and write 

down two suggestions you have 
learned to help you deal with that 

challenge.
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How has foster care impacted 
your life? What are your 

stressors?

Foster Child

Adult 

Relationships

Permanent 

Children

Extended 
FamilyDealing with 

Schools, 
Community

11

IS FOSTER CAREGIVING 
STRESSFUL?

• Stressors

• Coping

• Perceptions

12

Stress is not about 
events and 

experiences nearly 
so much as it is 
about a person’s 
perception of that 
circumstance or 

event.
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The difference in 
whether an event is 
stressful or not lies in 
what the individual 
believes to be the 
importance of the 
event, the potential 
consequences of the 
event, and the amount 
of effort associated with 
the event.

14

Please take a marker, walk 
around to each flip chart, and 
place your response.  Check 
any already there that apply 

to you.

15
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Key Issues

Splitting

Reverse 
Effect

Reenactment

Pseudo-
Attachment

Dragger/ 
Draggee

Loss of 
Privacy

Grief and 
Loss

17

What were some strategies you 
heard that will assist your family 
in dealing successfully with the 
concerns mentioned today?  
Return to Handout 2 and add your 
response under Question 2

18

Impact on Permanent 
Children
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Impact on Permanent Children

•Permanent children's birth order in 
the family may change.

•Permanent children may feel cheated 
out of the "better life" they   imagine 
they would have had.

•Permanent children are troubled by 
the grief, sadness, and anger they see 
their parents experiencing when the 
family struggles.

21

Impact on Permanent Children

• Permanent children may experience bitterness and 
resentment due to lost time with parents and have 
difficulty in processing those emotions.

• Permanent children may have difficulty in explainin g 
who the new children are in the home.

• Permanent children may be embarrassed or 
victimized (theft, physical, verbal, sexual abuse) by 
the new child in the home.
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Impact on Permanent Children

•Permanent children may not do well with the 
changing family environment – more chaos and 
uproar.

•Permanent children may have difficulty with grief 
and loss when a foster child leaves.

23

Impact on Permanent Children

• Groups should discuss issues and design a 
strategy to assist permanent children in dealing 
with the problem.  You will have about 10 
minutes.  Each group needs to pick a 
spokesperson to share its findings.

24

Impact on Permanent Children

• What strategies have you 
learned that will help you 
successfully deal with your 
permanent children?  List your 
responses on Handout 2, 
Question 3.
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Have you….
been voted off the 

island?

When Your 
Extended 
Family 
Struggles 
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Key Principles to Remember 
Regarding Extended Family

• Foster caregivers need to 
openly communicate 
expectations.

• Foster caregivers need to 
discuss special rules. 

• Foster caregivers need to 
discuss confidentiality 
concerns .

27

Key Principles to Remember 
Regarding Extended Family

• Foster caregivers need to 
understand that not everyone 
will validate what they are doing. 
They will receive invalidating 
messages.

• People may need to be 
eliminated from regular contact 
with the family if their influence 
is negative.
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The Foster Family Fishbowl

29

Extended Family Solutions

• Return, again, to Handout 2.  
Under Question 4, list some 
strategies you have identified 
that will help you successfully 
deal with extended family and 
friends.

30

Impact on My Community 
Relationships

On Handout 2, Question 5, list 
some of the strategies you 
can use at your church, in the 
school, and in your 
neighborhood to help you 
successfully deal with your 
community relationships.
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Fostering brings challenges, 
but..

Fostering also brings great 
gains!  
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Foster Families and How  

They Grow: Understanding the  

Effects of Fostering 
AGENDA 

 
I. Introduction and identifying the Challenges 
II. Foster Parent Development  
III. Identifying Stressors 
IV. Understanding the Impact on the Family  
V. Have You Been Voted Off the Island? Issues with Extended Family, 

Friends, and Community  
VI. Family Gains through Fostering 
VII.  Evaluation and Action Plan 

 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

 Participants will begin to build relationships with other foster parents and recognize they are not 
alone in facing challenges. 

 Participants will identify specific challenges they have experienced as foster parents. 

 Participants will learn the four stages of foster parent development, be able to identify that they 
are in the first stage, and be forewarned of the issues ahead.  

 Participants will learn the four roles foster parents perform and the tasks associated with those 
roles and will identify their own personal barriers in performing those roles. 

 Participants will review the stress/coping/perception model 

 Participants will identify what potentially can happen to their family as they begin fostering. 

 Participants will identify specific stressors to their own fostering experiences and will learn 
strategies to deal with those stressors. 

 Participants will identify what can potentially happen within their extended family, with friends, 
and within the community as they begin fostering. 

 Participants will identify the potential gains achieved through fostering, and will be able to see 
the long-term benefits for themselves and their family. 

 Participants will leave the workshop with some practical, concrete strategies to address the issues 
of stress in their first few years of fostering. 
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COMPETENCIES 

 
922-02-006 Knows how to be involved in case planning and case coordination with 

other members of the child's service team 

926-01-001 Knows the benefits of being a foster family  

926-01-002 Understands the importance of knowing the types of children and teens 
for which his or her family can successfully provide care 

926-01-003 Understands stages of foster family development and the developmental 
tasks of each stage  

926-01-004 Knows roles and responsibilities at each stage of foster caregiver 
development 

926-01-005 Understands stresses common in each stage of foster caregiver 
development 

926-01-007 Can help family members cope with a variety of stresses related to 
caregiving 

926-02-002 Knows how foster children’s reactions to abuse, neglect, and separation 
from home may be stressful for the caregiving or adoptive family  

926-02-003 Understands how a child's reaction to separation and loss may bring up 
feelings about a loss in the caregiver or adoptive parent's life  

926-02-004 Understands the caregiver’s role in helping family members manage 
stress related to fostering 

926-02-006 Knows how to address the needs of both permanent and foster children 
within the caregiving home  

926-02-007 Understands the impact of caregiving on the marriage or adult intimate 
relationship. Knows how to address these issues. 

926-02-008 Can apply a problem-solving approach to coping with stresses in the 
foster home 

926-03-001 Knows how foster caregiving can affect relationships in the extended 
family and in the community  

926-03-005 Can seek out and obtain needed support from others 

927-02-001 Knows how a different cultural viewpoint can affect relationships with 
foster or adopted children and their families 
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        TIME OUT TRANSFER OF LEARNING 

1. Understanding Your Emerging Role 
 
Choose which role has been the most difficult for you and write down 
two suggestions you learned to help you deal with those challenges. 

2. Seeing Ourselves and Finding Solutions – Impact on Adult 
Relationships 

What were some strategies you have heard that will assist your 
family to deal successfully with the concerns mentioned today? 
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3. Seeing Our Children and Finding Solution--Impact on 
Permanent Children 
 
What are some strategies you have heard that will help you deal 
successfully with your permanent children? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

4. Key Issues Regarding My Extended Family and Friends 
 
What are some strategies you have heard that will help you deal 
successfully with your family and friends? 
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5. The Impact of Fostering on My Community Relationships—
Church, School, Neighborhood 
 
What are some strategies you have heard that will help you deal 
successfully with your community? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.  Please write down three things you are going to do differently 
as a result of being in the workshop today. 
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Stages of Foster Parent Development 
 
 

 
 Stage One:  Room for One More 

 
 
 
 

 

 Stage Two:  Team Member  
. 
 
 
 
 

 Stage Three: Team Leader 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Stage Four: Child Advocate  
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Understanding Foster Parents’ Emerging Role 
Under each category, list four specific activities foster parents perform in 
their role as a foster parent. 
 
ROLE                                BARRIERS 

 
Parent: 
Provides basic 
parenting functions 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Team Member: 
The team member 
functions as a 
member of the child 
protection services 
team whose purpose 
it is to protect the child 
and provide him/her 
with services that will 
lead to permanency. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Treatment Agent: 
The family is a 
therapeutic 
environment for the 
child. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Child Advocate: 
The foster parent 
actively seeks and 
helps develop 
services the child 
needs with the 
agency, in the 
community, and in 
school. 
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KEY ISSUES WITHIN FOSTER CARE THAT IMPACT ADULT RELATIONSHIPS 
 

Splitting  

Why do foster mothers and fathers see their children so differently 
from one another? Why are professionals' perceptions of the child so 
different from that of the mother? Why do in-laws, other relatives, 
neighbors, and friends of the family experience the disturbed 
foster/adoptive child so differently from the mother? Those are 
questions asked and answered by authors Dr. Richard Delaney and 
Dr. Frank Kunstal in Troubled Transplants. They call this phenomenon 
"splitting."                                                                   

A satirist once said, „there are two kinds of people in the world: those 
who divide the world into two kinds of people and those who don't.”  
                
According to Delaney and Kunstal, “Disturbed children often live in a 
black-and-white world; they see only two kinds of people in the world: 
good and bad.  Splitting is the psychological phenomenon—an inner 
defense—which explains why troubled foster and adoptive children 
think in such all-or-nothing terms.”1 
 

Some examples of splitting are: 

1. The child views himself alternately as all-wonderful or as       
totally worthless. 

2. The child idealizes the foster or adoptive father and devalues                       
the mother.   

3. The child perceives maltreating biological parents as sainted and 

                                                      

1
 Richard J., Ph.D. Delaney, Frank R. Kunstal. Troubled Transplants: Unconventional Strategies for 

Helping Disturbed Foster & Adopted Children, 2nd Rep edition (1997), (Oklahoma City, Ok: Woods 

‘N’ Barnes Publishing). 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Richard%20J.%2C%20Ph.D.%20Delaney/103-7969284-9235814
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Frank%20R.%20Kunstal/103-7969284-9235814
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the foster or adoptive parents as devilish. 
 

“Splitting,” say Delaney and Kunstal, “is a psychological defense 
inherent in all humans. It is only pathological when the categorization is 
rigid, unbending and patently false. Pathological splitting occurs when 
a child has failed to integrate the good and bad feelings which arise 
towards his first caregivers. This failure to see caregivers in shades of 
gray often derives from situations in which the child is precluded from 
expressing angry feelings towards his caregivers.” 
 
They continue to say, “In cases of abuse, neglect, and exploitation, the 
child may be prevented from expressing mounting anger and 
frustration. Threats to the child of abuse, rejection, and abandonment 
by the parent force him to deny and suppress any angry feelings 
towards that parent.  
 
The anger is said to be „split off.‟ This explains why abused children so 
desperately and completely elevate their maltreating parents and seem 
totally unaware of the justifiable anger and frustration with them. But 
where do the „split off‟ feelings go? These feelings emerge in other 
ways and often attach to other individuals, to the foster or adoptive 
parents, or to the child himself.” 
 

 

Reverse Effect 

Every child placed into a foster home will impact that family 
system to greater or lesser degrees. A child, comments Delaney and 
Kunstal, “can consciously or unconsciously influence relationships 
within the home and the relative stability or instability of the placement. 
The child's disturbing influence can evoke debilitating problems in 
family members.”          
   

When the child negatively influences the family, a "reverse effect" has 
occurred. The direction of influence is not from the top down—from the 
parents to the child. Rather, it is from the bottom up — child to parent.  
Another way of stating this issue is that the child, either consciously or 
unconsciously, controls the emotional temperature of the home.  
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 Reenactment 

“Reenactment” is defined as the recreation of old relationships 
with new people. Another term is “transference.” Disturbed foster 
children often recreate destructive relationships in the foster home 
which can present barriers to attachment formation and sabotage the 
placement.2 

 

Pseudo Attachment 

 

  Many foster parents hear a foster child immediately call them 
“mom or dad” and interpret this to mean that the child actually “feels” 
that way.  This has more to do with the role that child sees them in, 
then the relationship with which it is associated. 
 
 

 

Dragger/Draggee 
 
This familiar problem exists when one person in a relationship is 

excited and motivated about fostering and the other person is not.  The 
dragger is constantly dragging the reluctant person. 

 

 

Loss of Privacy 

The entire family assessment process can feel like a violation of 
privacy for the applicant family.  In addition, there is the "fish-bowl" 
effect that occurs when caseworkers, counselors, and others are 
looking into a family to monitor the progress of a child or help solve 
problem situations.      

 

                                                      

2
 Delaney, Richard (1998) Fostering Changes: Treating Attachment-Disordered Foster Children, (Oklahoma 

City, Ok: Woods ‘N’ Barnes Publishing), page 27. 
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Families who decide to provide care for a child who needs temporary 
or permanent care, open their home to a stranger who does not know 
much about his new family. If the child is young (under age two), the 
process of acculturation happens somewhat naturally in 
that the child learns about the family‟s boundaries, rules about privacy, 
and personal property, and family rules of order as a process of 
growing, developing, and being disciplined and guided.    
 
However, when the child is older when she enters the family, she is a 
stranger with her own set of ideas and values about privacy, personal 
property, and codes of conduct. In addition, just like the family is 
curious about the background and information about the child, the child 
comes with a certain curiosity about her new family. The difficulty may 
come when the child, who is a stranger, desires and seeks information 
about the family in a manner or way that feels uncomfortable to the 
family members.       
 
The child may enter the family and gather information about the family 
through eavesdropping on conversations (both in person and on the 
telephone), looking through rooms or dresser drawers, reading mail 
and notes belonging to another person, or asking personal sounding 
questions of family members.        
 
 While each family will have different values, expectations, and ways of 
protecting various aspects of privacy, there are some general 
guidelines for families to consider.        
  
Each family member has a right to set boundaries around issues of 
privacy and to have those issues respected. The only exception to this 
is when one individual‟s privacy would compromise another's safety 
and/or well being. It is appropriate for each family member to have a 
space that is uniquely his and off limits to others. 
 
Bedrooms should have appropriate locks to ensure privacy and protect 
personal items from others. Locks should be the type that do not cause 
a safety issue in case of fire or other emergencies. If children have to 
share bedrooms, then a locked closet or locked box for each is 
appropriate.   
 
House rules should establish and affirm healthy boundaries for 
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individual family members. Rules about telephone etiquette, mail 
distribution, an individual‟s right to privacy, and property ownership 
should be addressed. 
 

Repetitive Cycles of Grief and Loss 

Foster care and kinship care are loss-producing situations that 

generate multiple and complex losses.  Children will come and 

go repeatedly over a period of years. Often times, an 

individual or family is not nearly through the grief cycle for one loss 

before a new child enters the system and leaves again, reactivating the 

old loss.   

In addition, each family member will grieve the loss at his or 

her own pace, thereby resulting in a family that will have multiple 

issues of grief interacting with one another and complicated by 

systemic factors, such as worry over the safety of the child, or 

decisions not to adopt a child who came into permanent care.    

A child who remains in foster care for an extended length of time is 

likely to experience an emotional "limbo" due to the impermanence of 

the situation. He cannot resolve the loss by returning home; nor can he 

fully grieve the loss and re-establish himself in the new home. The 

unresolved nature of her situation can create emotional chaos for the 

child, with chronic mood swings from hope to anger to despair and 

back again. The child may expend considerable emotional energy 

trying simply to manage his feelings. This may lead to behavioral 

problems and difficulty in attaching to the foster or kinship family.  

The permanent children in the family are also affected by the coming 

and going of children in foster care or kinship care. The need to adjust, 

to grieve, and to come to terms with loss is intertwined with 

resentment, competition, and fear of losing their parents to 

other children. Children who are adopted, or who remain in a planned 

permanent living arrangement, have their grief and loss cycle 

prompted each time a child in care returns home or moves into an 

adoptive or kinship care home. The children may have severe 

emotional reactions to the loss and, as a result, act their feelings out 

on those around them. This further strains the family system. 
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Processing and Managing Grief Issues in the Foster Home 
 

Foster caregivers can use these questions to evaluate just how well their 
family is doing after a child leaves. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. How did you feel when the child left? 
 
2. Were there differences in how family members felt when the child left?  

 
3. Were any of these reactions complicated by mixed feelings of relief and sadness, or guilt? 

 
4. What were some of the reactions or feelings your permanent children had when the foster child left 

your family? 
 

5. How did various family members deal with their loss issues? What helped you as a family to 
restabilize after the loss? 
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