
María D. Salas , Isabel M. Bernedo, Miguel A. García-Martín, and María J. Fuentes
University of Malaga

Behavioral Observation and Analysis of Participants

in Foster Care Visits

Objective: To identify situations and behaviors
occurring during contact visits that are likely to
have an impact on a foster child’s well-being.
Background: It has been argued that contact
visits between foster children and birth parents
can help to maintain attachment bonds and sup-
port the child’s development. However, contact
continues to be a subject of controversy, and
evidence of both benefits and drawbacks has
been reported in the literature. Few studies have
examined what actually occurs during such vis-
its, how parents and children interact, and what
role is played by those involved.
Method: We conducted an in-depth qualitative
observational analysis of the behavior of partic-
ipants in contact visits (birth parent, child, and
social worker), as well as of the characteristics
of the venue. Participants were 20 children in
nonkinship foster care and their birth parents.
Information regarding the characteristics of vis-
its was provided by the child protection services
and the fostering agencies involved.
Results: The analysis revealed a large num-
ber of positive behaviors among parents, chil-
dren, and social workers, but also the need
for improvement in several areas (e.g., family
relationships, social/communication skills, and
presents).
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Conclusions: This study highlights the need
to improve contact visits by developing inter-
vention strategies targeting all those involved.
Notably, the support and supervision provided
by social workers was not always adequate.
Implications: The results of this study could be
used to develop an instrument for assessing the
quality of contact visits and identifying aspects
that need to be improved.

In line with the current view that family fos-
ter care is one of the best options in terms of
children’s well-being, child protection legisla-
tion in Spain (Law 1/1996, Law 26/2015) priori-
tizes family foster care over other forms such as
residential care. As in other countries, child pro-
tection services (CPS) in Spain work to promote
placement stability, due to the implications this
can have for children’s optimal development.
Consequently, the majority of foster care place-
ments in our country are permanent (66.6%), as
all efforts are made to enable the child to stay
with the same foster family (Jiménez & Palacios,
2009; M. López, Montserrat, Del Valle, & Bravo,
2010). However, although permanent foster care
can provide greater stability and promote the
child’s well-being (McAuley & Trew, 2000; Sin-
clair, Baker, Lee, & Gibbs, 2007), the high pro-
portion of permanent placements also suggests
that children are less likely to return to their birth
families. In fact, research indicates that only
12.5% of foster children in Spain return to their
birth families (Bernedo, García-Martín, Salas, &
Fuentes, 2016). This could be due to a lack of
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reunification programs or to the ineffectiveness
of existing ones (Del Valle, López, Montserrat,
& Bravo, 2008; M. López et al., 2010).

One of the key factors that influences the pos-
sibility of children returning to their birth family
is contact visits. Indeed, studies suggest that con-
tact between child and birth family can make
a significant positive contribution to the reuni-
fication process (Anouk, Vanderfaeilli, Damen,
Pijnenburg, & Van Holen, 2016; Cleaver, 2000).
Under Spanish law (BOE, 2015), foster chil-
dren have the right to maintain direct and reg-
ular contact with their biological parents unless
this would be contrary to their best interests
[Article 9.3, UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (United Nations, 1989)]. The deci-
sion as to who is eligible for contact visits (as
well as visit duration and frequency, and who
may attend) is made by the national CPS. In this
respect, it is worth noting that a considerable
number of foster children in Spain do not have
contact with either of their birth parents because
the CPS considers that visits might be contrary to
the child’s well-being (Bernedo et al., 2016; Del
Valle et al., 2008; Jiménez & Palacios, 2009).
Official data for Andalusia, the region of Spain in
which the present study was conducted, indicate
that there are 2,720 children in family foster care
(2,259 in permanent care and 461 under tempo-
rary placement), of whom approximately a third
have contact visits with their birth family.

In addition to being a key factor in fam-
ily reunification, contact visits also provide an
opportunity to observe how parents and children
interact and to assess the extent to which the
encounter may promote the child’s well-being.
The characteristics and suitability of the contact
venue should also be considered in this respect.
A previous study by our group found that foster
children had a more favorable view of the emo-
tional relationship with their birth parents when
contact visits were characterized by a positive
communicative interaction and age-appropriate
play (Salas, Fuentes, Bernedo, & García-Martín,
2016). More specifically, children rated contact
visits more highly when they were able to talk
and play with the birth parent, when the latter
showed warmth toward the child, and when the
birth parent expressed an interest in the child’s
relationships with friends, the foster family, and
school.

Given that the primary objective of family
foster care is to ensure the child’s well-being, it
is essential that any contact with birth parents

supports the child’s needs and does not under-
mine his or her development. With this in
mind, the theoretical approach used in the
present study is derived from research on human
needs (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Patrick,
Knee, Canevello, & Lonsbary, 2007; Ryan &
Deci, 2000), and specifically from childhood
needs theory (F. López, 2008), which in turn is
closely linked to attachment theory (Bowlby,
1969). The main aim of childhood needs theory
is to offer a set of guidelines for promoting
children’s well-being; and to this end, this
theory proposes a functional classification of
factors that are important for a child’s optimal
development. More specifically, childhood
needs theory considers risk–protective factors
and the contexts that shape children’s psycho-
logical development (family, school, social
institutions, etc.), in conjunction with four kinds
of needs that enable these factors to be clas-
sified: physical/biological, cognitive/cultural,
emotional/affective, and social participation (F.
López, 2008). The ability to detect unmet needs
is, from this perspective, a primary goal.

As noted earlier, childhood needs theory is
closely linked to attachment theory, which con-
siders that people’s interpersonal experiences
vary in relation to the attachment models of
the individuals involved. These effects are most
intense in situations in which the attachment
system is activated (Pierce, Lydon, & Schinazi,
2001), as would be the case of contact vis-
its between foster children and their birth par-
ents (Boyle, 2017; Fahlberg, 2012). Importantly,
a recent systematic review shows that there is
considerable evidence of children reliving expe-
riences of rejection and insecure attachment
behaviors during contact (Boyle, 2017).

It is considered that contact visits serve to
strengthen parent–child attachment and also
help foster children to settle and adapt to their
placement. As such, contact can help to promote
the development of closer relationships and
satisfy the human needs of both children and
parents (GRISIJ, 2015; Guerrero, Andersen, &
Afifi, 2018). Research by Schofield and Beek
(2005, 2009) found that contact with the biolog-
ical family was one of the variables that helped
to establish secure attachments and promoted
the child’s well-being and identity development.
Neil and Howe (2004) argued that contact is
potentially valuable in terms of helping children
with issues such as separation, loss, knowing
about their past, and maintaining attachments.
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From the point of view of the professionals
involved, contact should provide an opportunity
for parents and children to work on their rela-
tionship. Therefore, social workers must ensure,
based on an assessment, that parental visitation
is appropriate and also that it takes place in a
safe way (Selwyn, 2004). In this respect, a key
task for social workers is to monitor the quality
of contact visits and also to structure early
visits with birth families to promote and build
appropriate parent–child relationships (Boyle,
2017).

The question of whether parental con-
tact is beneficial does not have a clear-cut
answer (Bullen, Taplin, Kertesz, Humphreys,
& McArthur, 2015; Quinton, Rushton, Dance,
& Mayes, 1997). Some studies have concluded
that visits with birth parents can promote the
child’s social and emotional development and
well-being (Berridge, 1997; McWey & Cui,
2017; McWey & Mullis, 2004; Schofield &
Beek, 2009; Schofield & Ward, 2011). Other
research, however, has indicated that contact
can be detrimental to foster children and may
make it more difficult for them to adapt to
fostering (Farmer, Moyers, & Lipscombe, 2004;
Haight et al., 2005; Morrison, Mishna, Cook, &
Aitken, 2011; Moyers, Farmer, & Lipscombe,
2006; Quinton et al. 1997). Neil and Howe
(2004) argue that contact is not in itself good
or bad, and further that it may be a protective
factor in some cases and a risk factor in oth-
ers. More recently, Salas et al. (2016) found
that many visits are not very satisfactory in
terms of quality because a high proportion of
visits were rated as involving poor or very
poor parent–child relationships. The criteria
used in making this judgment concerned the
degree to which the parent’s communications
and play were age-appropriate for the child and
the extent to which the child showed enjoyment
and well-being during the visit. Consistent
with these discrepancies, some authors strongly
recommend that decisions about contact should
be made on a case-by case basis by social
workers to ensure that visits are beneficial to the
child and do not produce anxiety (Boyle, 2017;
Prasad, 2011; Sen & Broadhurst, 2011; Taplin,
2006). In this context, the review by Bullen,
Taplin, McArthur, Humphreys, and Kertesz
(2017) highlights the importance of designing
interventions that meet the specific needs of
each family involved in contact visits during
foster placements.

Both qualitative (Haight et al., 2005) and
quantitative studies (McWey, Acock, & Porter,
2010) have shown that the involvement of birth
parents through visits has a positive effect on
children’s well-being and their affective ties with
relatives. Maintaining contact with the birth fam-
ily in this way offers a unique opportunity to
promote attachment and the exercise of ade-
quate parenting styles and affectionate commu-
nication because both parents and children can
engage with family life in their respective roles,
assuming responsibilities and enjoying rights
(GRISIJ, 2015; La Valley & Guerrero, 2012).
Contact visits are also a place for parents and
children to learn about the changes that have
taken place in their respective lives (Balsells
et al., 2013).

Research on contact visits has tended to be
descriptive and has focused primarily on the
type, nature, frequency, location, and super-
vision of contact between children in foster
care and their birth parents, rather than on the
behavior of those involved and how they inter-
act during visits. Although the encounter takes
place in what is inevitably an artificial environ-
ment, one in which parent and child have lim-
ited time to interact and, in most cases, do so
under the supervision of social workers, con-
tact visits provide a privileged opportunity to
assess the quality of the relationship between
children in foster care and their birth parents
(Salas et al., 2016; Schofield & Ward, 2011).
Consequently, and within the framework of the
aforementioned childhood needs theory, the pur-
pose of the present study was to conduct an
in-depth qualitative analysis of the behavior of
foster children and their birth parents during
contact visits. The primary focus of this anal-
ysis was the parent–child interaction, consider-
ing aspects such as parent–child communication,
parental responsiveness to the child’s behavior,
shows of affection, and the degree of involve-
ment. The behavior of social workers during the
visits was considered, also, as well as was the
characteristics of the venue. The specific goal of
the study was to identify situations and behav-
iors occurring during contact visits that research
has shown to have an impact on the child’s
well-being. The findings could guide the devel-
opment of interventions for improving the qual-
ity of visits and the interaction between those
involved, especially in terms of skills training
and resources for families.
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Methods

Participants

This study analyzes the contact visits of 20
children in long-term foster care (11 boys and 9
girls) in three provinces of Andalusia (Malaga,
Granada, and Jaen). Children’s mean age at
the time of data collection was 11.04 years
(SD = 3.41, range 5.8–17.8). The children came
from 16 birth families, as four birth families
had more than one child in care with the same
foster family. In all these cases, the contact
visits involved all the children concerned. One
family was of African origin, and the rest were
European.

All the children had experienced some form
of maltreatment before being taken into care.
Specifically, 45% had experienced neglect, 40%
physical or emotional abuse (or both), and 15%
sexual abuse. According to the children’s case
files, the reasons for being taken into care were
as follows: In seven cases, the families had drug
problems; in four, there was a psychiatric or psy-
chological disorder; in one, the father was in
prison; and in eight cases, the child had experi-
enced physical abuse. Regarding how long they
had been in care, 35% had been fostered for less
than 1 year, 15% for between 1 and 2 years, and
50% for more than 2 years.

The mean age of the biological mothers
and fathers at the time of data collection was
39.46 years (SD = 8.02, range 23.5–50.3) and
48 years (SD = 9.35, range 33.3–64.5), respec-
tively. With respect to their educational level,
37.5% of fathers and mothers had received no
formal schooling; no data were available for
the remainder. Regarding employment, 62.5%
of fathers and 87.5% of mothers were either
unemployed or had only precarious work.

Seven social workers (six women and one
man) employed by four fostering agencies super-
vised the contact visits. The mean age of these
social workers was 35 years (range 27–45). The
social workers had at least four years’ experience
of supervising foster placements.

Characteristics of the Visits

The observation focused on the interaction
between the foster child and the main birth
family contact during visits. The main relatives
who visited the children were the mother in 12
cases, the father in three, both parents in four,
and the grandmother in one case. In some of the

visits, other family members (e.g., grandparents
or the foster child’s siblings) also attended, but
only the behavior of the foster child and the
main family contact was analyzed. The aim
was not to identify who initiated a particular
parent–child exchange or the specific sequence
of behaviors involved but rather to observe
whether certain behaviors were present (the
behaviors considered are discussed later in the
article).

We analyzed all the visits that took place dur-
ing the 3 months of data collection and met the
following criteria: occurring in the context of
long-term foster care, child aged 5 to 17 years,
and supervised visits in the official contact venue
used by the corresponding fostering agency.
The cases included in the present study were
recruited through four agencies: A1 (3 cases),
A2 (6 cases), A3 (6 cases), and A4 (5 cases).
In one of these fostering agencies (A2), simul-
taneous visits involving different families often
took place in the same venue, whereas in the
others different families did not attend at the
same time. However, only two of the recordings
involving children fostered through this agency
involved simultaneous visits, equivalent to just
10% of the total cases analyzed. In all cases,
visits had been taking place since the beginning
of fostering. With regard to how long the vis-
iting arrangement had been in place, 50% of
the cases had been attending visits for less than
2 years, 10% for between 2 and 4 years, and
40% for more than 4 years. The frequency of
visits was either every 2 weeks (20%), monthly
(70%), or every 2 months (10%). Visits lasted for
1 hour (70%), 1.5 hours (20%), or for 2 or more
hours (10%).

Procedures

To obtain authorization for the study, we con-
tacted CPS and the four fostering agencies
and informed them of the study procedures
and objectives. Written informed consent was
obtained, and the agencies provided information
about the visits (e.g., who was authorized to
attend the visit and the venue, duration, and
frequency). All the birth families agreed to
participate in the study and provided written
consent for video-recording of the visits. Data
confidentiality was ensured by assigning a
code to each case. The study was approved
by the Ethics Committee of the institution to
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which our research group is affiliated (CEUMA:
58-2017-H).

The recording of contact visits took place
between January and April 2017 at the official
venue used by the fostering agencies. Video
cameras were installed at each venue 2 months
before making the recordings with the aim of
ensuring that families were accustomed to the
camera’s presence and would behave spon-
taneously. To obtain comparable elements of
analysis, we recorded the entire visit. Halfway
through the allotted time for each of the visits
analyzed, the observed parent and child were
asked to perform a task together—namely, a
puzzle whose difficulty, in terms of the number
and size of pieces, was matched to the child’s
age. Our aim in doing so was to be able to
observe how parent and child collaborated
on this task. Although toys and educational
materials were available in the meeting venues,
families were not usually asked to engage in
specific activities. Parents were informed before
the start of visits that during the visiting time,
they would be given a task (a puzzle) to do with
their child. When the time came to do so, both
participants (child and birth parent) were told
the following: We’re giving you this puzzle to do
together. We hope you like it and that you have
fun doing it. We’re sure you’ll do a good job.

From the complete recording of each visit
we focused on (a) the first 15 minutes of inter-
action, (b) the 15 minutes or so that was spent
on the shared task (the puzzle), and (c) the
final 15 minutes of interaction. Thus, a total
of 45 minutes from each visit was analyzed,
in intervals of approximately 2 minutes. As a
methodological guide, we used the inductive
categorization procedure proposed by Anguera,
Blanco, and Losada (2001). The coding process
was based on content analysis. In accordance
with the common conceptualization of inter-
personal communication (Guerrero et al., 2018),
we considered both the verbal and nonverbal
behavior of participants. Verbal behavior cor-
responded to content explicitly present in the
audio recording of the parent–child interaction,
and nonverbal behavior was that observable in
the video recordings. The moments of greet-
ing and farewell between birth parent and child
were particularly useful for observing nonverbal
behavior.

Before viewing the videos, the researchers
agreed on a broad set of categories that would
be considered and used to code the observed

behaviors. This set of categories was established
by considering the four kinds of needs proposed
by the aforementioned childhood needs the-
ory (López, 2008) and selecting those that
could be analyzed in the context of a contact
visit. Thus, in relation to physical/biological
needs, we considered nutrition and the phys-
ical well-being and care of the child. Among
cognitive/cultural needs, we took into account
sensory and cognitive stimulation, awareness of
the child’s personal reality, and the acquisition
of behavioral norms and values. Under emo-
tional/affective needs, we considered attachment
(emotional security, warmth and love) and social
relationships (peer and family relationships).
Finally, social participation needs related to con-
sideration of the child as an active participant in
his or her social context (family and school).

These needs were assessed by consider-
ing the following aspects (categories) of the
parent–child interaction (the need or needs to
which each category corresponds is shown in
parentheses):

• Greeting and farewell (warmth and love)
• Style of interaction, defined as the degree of

warmth, interest, and communication shown
by children or birth parents (warmth and love,
emotional security, social relationships, par-
ticipation)

• Use of parenting strategies, defined as the type
of discipline used by parents, from less to
more authoritative (acquisition of behavioral
norms and values)

• Child’s response to being told what to do by
the parent (acquisition of behavioral norms
and values)

• Topics of conversation (awareness of the
child’s personal reality, consideration of the
child as an active participant in his or her
social context)

• Presents and food (nutrition, sensory and cog-
nitive stimulation)

• Behavior during the puzzle task (sensory and
cognitive stimulation, acquisition of behav-
ioral norms and values)

It should be noted that the behaviors coded
were those related to these categories of inter-
action, rather than every single behavior occur-
ring during the visit. The characteristics of the
venue and the behavior of social workers (i.e.,
as supervisors of visits) were also considered
as categories in the analysis; the focus here
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was on the physical well-being and care of
the child.

For each of the categories and to facilitate
the coding process, we established the following
criteria to classify observed behaviors as positive
or negative:

• Greeting and farewell: Positive behaviors
were all those that involved a warm or affec-
tionate interaction between birth parent and
child (e.g., kisses and hugs). Expressions
of coldness or emotional detachment were
considered negative behaviors.

• Style of interaction: We considered positive
all those behaviors that implied a respect-
ful or affectionate communicative exchange
between birth parent and child (e.g., paying
attention to the other and listening when they
speak; smiling and showing warmth). Con-
versely, both a lack of initiative in commu-
nicating and behaviors that hampered com-
munication (e.g., insults and criticisms) were
considered negative.

• Use of parenting strategies: The use of ade-
quate strategies that were proportionate to the
situation and the child’s behavior (e.g., birth
parent corrects inappropriate behavior by the
child) were considered positive. Dispropor-
tionate or inappropriate interventions by the
birth parent (either active or failing to inter-
vene when necessary) were classified as neg-
ative.

• Child’s response to being told what to do
by the parent: Behaviors that implied obedi-
ence and a recognition of parental authority
(e.g., child’s acknowledges that a behavior
on his or her part had been inappropriate)
were regarded positive. An outward lack of
respect toward the birth parent or a failure to
respond to his or her corrective intervention
(e.g., insulting or ignoring the parent when
the latter seeks to correct the child’s behavior)
was considered negative.

• Topics of conversation: All topics that were
of interest and benefit to the child (e.g., talk-
ing about school, hobbies, relatives) were con-
sidered positive. We regarded as negative any
topic that disrupted the visit or which might
interfere with the foster placement in gen-
eral (e.g., criticizing the foster carers or social
workers).

• Presents or food: Bringing presents that
helped the visit go well or reinforced the
parent–child attachment (e.g., giving the

child family photos) was classified as posi-
tive. Presents in the form of age-inappropriate
toys or unhealthy snacks were regarded as
negative.

• Behavior during the puzzle task: Behaviors
(of both the parent and child) that facili-
tated their doing the task together (e.g., show-
ing interest or trying to help the other) were
considered positive. Negative behaviors were
those that hampered their doing the puzzle
together (e.g., not helping the child or the
expression by the child of frustration or anxi-
ety during the task).

With regard to the supervision offered by
social workers, we classified this according to
four categories: appropriate intervention was
any behavior that facilitated the interaction
between birth parent and child (e.g., respond-
ing to a query from the parent); interference
was any behavior that interrupted a positive
interaction between birth parent and child (e.g.,
interrupting their conversation); inappropriate
intervention was any behavior that was contrary
to or distracted from the purpose of the con-
tact visit (e.g., the social worker starts playing
with the child during the visit); and absence of
intervention, when the social worker ignored
or failed to intervene when it would have been
advisable (e.g., the birth parent and child begin
trading insults).

Measures

Data collection sheet (Bernedo, Fuentes, &
Salas, 2008). This instrument was used to record
descriptive data regarding the foster children
(age, ethnicity, maltreatment, time spent in foster
care, etc.), their birth families (age, educational
level, etc.), and the characteristics of visits (fre-
quency, venue, etc.). These data were obtained
from the children’s case files and complemented,
where necessary, by information provided by the
fostering agencies’ social workers and CPS.

Data Analysis

The videos resulted in 20 primary documents
for the hermeneutic unit under study. These
videos were analyzed using ATLAS.ti 7.0 (Sci-
entific Software Development GmbH, 2014) and
were examined using an inductive method to
identify participants’ behavior, focusing exclu-
sively on those behaviors related to the cate-
gories described previously (see Procedures).
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Four researchers worked individually to code the
videos. The codes assigned took the form of a
descriptive word or key phrase that captured the
main behaviors (verbal and nonverbal) shown by
the observed participants. After this individual
coding of videos, several face-to-face meetings
were held in which the researchers compared the
codes they had each assigned to reach an overall
consensus.

SPSS 22.0 (IBM Corp., 2013) was used to
record descriptive information about the char-
acteristics of the visits and participants: child’s
age, name of fostering agency, type of foster-
ing arrangement, time in foster care with visits,
place where visits were held, simultaneous vis-
its, identity of visiting relative, number of sib-
lings in foster care who attend joint visits, fre-
quency of visits, duration of visits, supervision
of visits, and age of social workers and their
experience in managing foster placements.

Results

Observed Behavior of Children and Birth
Parents During Visits

For each of the aforementioned categories
(greeting and farewell, topics of conversation,
etc.) we assigned codes to the observed behavior
of the children and their birth parent during the
visit. As noted earlier, behaviors within each
category were classified as either positive or
negative (see Tables 1 and 2). Behaviors were
coded as positive if they helped to initiate or
maintain a warm, communicative, and formative
interaction that was to the benefit of both partic-
ipants. Conversely, behaviors by either the child
or the parent that were contrary to this kind
of interaction were coded as negative. From
the applied perspective, this positive–negative
distinction sought to provide the authorities
responsible for organizing and supervising
contact visits with operationalized and clearly
identifiable elements in the form of behaviors
that are likely to facilitate or hamper such visits.

Greeting and farewell. In some cases, it was not
possible to record the initial greeting or farewell
because it took place in the hall outside the meet-
ing room, an area not covered by the video cam-
era. In the majority of cases where observation
was possible, both the greeting and the farewell
were positive. In Case 14, for example, the father
and the child hugged each other; and they both

expressed happiness and affection and said pos-
itive things to each other. Only in three cases
did we observe a lack of warmth in the greet-
ing and farewell: the mother of two boys (Cases
4 and 15 who were being fostered by the same
family) showed apathy and coldness both when
greeting and leaving them, and the girl in Case
2 was rather cold and distant when greeting and
saying farewell to her father. Nonverbal commu-
nication can be informative, and these moments
of greeting and farewell therefore provide a par-
ticularly good opportunity to observe the degree
of warmth and feelings that were present in the
interaction between the child and parent. Thus,
despite their brevity, they were moments that
are potentially representative of affective rela-
tionships within the biological family. Indeed,
given the coherence between verbal and nonver-
bal behavior during these interactions and the
fact that the interactions were taking place in a
nonnaturalistic context (i.e., the contact visit),
it is plausible that similar affective exchanges
would occur under more natural conditions of
everyday life.

Style of interaction. In most of the cases
observed, the style of interaction between parent
and child involved more positive than negative
behaviors. An example of this was seen in
Case 1 where the mother and daughter looked
together at a sticker album that the mother had
brought as a present, during which time they
paid attention and talked to one another, smiled,
respected turn-taking, and commented on the
stickers.

A clear example of negative interaction, albeit
one that was extreme and very uncommon in
the observations, occurred in Case 13, where
the mother accused her son of being a “sissy,”
and he responded by insulting her and call-
ing her “fatso.” A less negative but nonethe-
less cold and distant style of interaction on the
part of the child was observed in Case 2. Here,
while the father, despite his limited social skills,
tried to be friendly and warm with his daugh-
ter, she remained seated some distance away and
showed little interest in him throughout the visit.

It should be noted that it is sometimes diffi-
cult to classify the overall interaction between
child and parent as positive or negative. Thus,
in the previous two cases, we also observed
very positive behaviors on the part of the parent.
For example, the mother in Case 13 interacted
positively with her son on numerous occasions
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(e.g., talking to him and answering his questions,
paying attention to him, and playing with him or
joining in an activity), despite this being one of
the cases in which the highest number of nega-
tive behaviors were observed (e.g., child being
rude to the mother, lack of interaction skills,
mother insulting the child). These results suggest
that overall the mother had a positive attitude and
wanted to relate to her son, but she seemed to
lack the skills and resources needed to do so.

Only in two cases—involving fostered sib-
lings and therefore the same mother—was the
interaction style of the parent more negative than
positive overall (Cases 4 and 15). Regarding the
interaction style of children, we likewise only
observed two cases in which the style was more
negative than positive overall (Cases 2 and 15).

Another aspect worth mentioning is the lack
of skills or initiative some parents showed
when it came to interacting with their child or
even establishing a conversation. In Case 2, for
example, the father, despite his best intentions,
clearly struggled to engage in an appropriate
dialogue with his daughter, the result being
awkward and sometimes with tense periods of
silence or inactivity.

Use of parenting strategies and the child’s
response to being told what to do. With the
exception of two cases (Cases 13 and 18),
negative parenting strategies did not generally
predominate, and more than half of the parents
observed showed positive behaviors in this
respect. In some cases, the parent either ignored
or did not do enough to stop inappropriate
behavior on the part of the child. For example,
the girl in Case 9 repeatedly hit her cousin over
the head with a balloon, and the caregiver (the
grandmother in this case) remained oblivious to
what was going on in front of her. In another
case (Case 3), the boy kept interrupting the
game his brother and mother were playing,
but without the mother paying attention to this
behavior or trying to change it. There was also
the case of a father who had to call to his son on
numerous occasions before the child finally took
notice and came and sat down for his afternoon
snack (Case 15).

There were also several instances in which the
child responded adequately to positive parenting
strategies. For example, in Case 14, the father
explained to his son that he might break the
toy he was sitting on because it was meant for
younger children; in response, the boy obeyed
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his father’s request to get off. In another case,
the mother asked her son on several occasions
(always calmly) to stop moving the table and not
to be so rough with the puzzle pieces (Case 4).

Topics of conversation. Overall, this was a pos-
itive aspect because in most cases the topic
of conversation between parent and child was
appropriate. The main topics were toys, pets,
presents, photos, the afternoon snack, and jobs
to be done at home, although leisure activities,
school, and siblings or other relatives were also
discussed. Only in two cases (Cases 13 and 20)
did we observe two of the topics coded as nega-
tive: raising false hopes about the possibility of
returning to live with the birth family and neg-
ative remarks about social workers, calling into
question their competence and knowledge. For
example, one of the mothers raised the possibil-
ity that one of the child’s siblings who was in
residential foster care might return home, thus
giving the child false hopes that he might do so
too (Case 20). In this same case, the mother and
her current partner (who was present) mentioned
that one of the child’s older siblings was using
drugs, which could cause the child anxiety.

In Case 13, part of the conversation went as
follows:

Child: “I’ve got a secret … I know a secret.”
Mother: “Tell me.”
Child: “It’s what they said about you.”
Mother: “Tell me [child’s name] or I’ll get

cross with you. Who told you?”
Child: “Nobody.”
Mother: “Tell me the secret!”
Child: “No, because you’ll say it isn’t.…

They told me you’re not right in the head.”
Mother: “Who told you? … She’s the one

who isn’t right in the head.”
The conversation continued with the child

asking more questions, and it became apparent
that he was worried his mother had mental prob-
lems and he might have inherited these. This
episode illustrates how children may lack knowl-
edge about the family situation and that their
birth parents are often insufficiently prepared for
dealing with this. It also suggests a lack of ade-
quate supervision by social workers during some
of the visits.

Presents or food. In 16 of the 20 cases analyzed,
the child received a present or was brought a
snack during the visit (or both). In 10 cases, this
involved age-appropriate toys, healthy snacks,
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a gift from a family member, or something to
remind the child of his birth family. However,
some of the children we observed were brought
an excessive amount of sweets or snacks (the
latter not always healthy) or inappropriate or
too many toys. In some cases (Cases 1, 4, 12,
and 15), the child was given both appropriate
and inappropriate presents by the visiting family
member. Regarding the four cases in which the
child brought a gift for his or her parent (Cases
5, 9, 16, and 18), these were all appropriate.

Behavior during the puzzle task. The behavior
of both the child and parent when doing the puz-
zle was generally positive. In the case of the chil-
dren, 483 of the 572 behaviors we recorded were
positive and included paying attention to the
task, showing interest, turn-taking, and accept-
ing help. As for the visiting parent, 542 of
the 569 behaviors recorded were positive, most
notably paying attention and showing interest,
turn-taking, helping the child, and guiding the
task and making suggestions. The inappropriate
behaviors on the part of children included not
accepting help, not interacting with the parent,
a lack of interest, and not waiting their turn. The
inappropriate behaviors observed among parents
included not guiding the task or making sugges-
tions and a lack of interest. It should be noted that
the criterion for defining behavior as appropriate
or inappropriate was the same as that described
earlier in relation to positive and negative codes.

Overall rating of the behaviors observed among
participants. The global analysis of all the
observed interactions showed that in six cases
(Cases 1, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 14), the majority
of interactions between child and birth parent
were positive; in six (2, 4, 13, 15, 18, 20), they
were mainly negative; and in the remaining
eight (Cases 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 16, 17, and 19), there
was a similar number of positive and negative
interactions during the visit. These findings are
particularly useful when it comes to intervention
planning because they identify those families
(i.e., those in which negative interactions pre-
dominate or are as common as positive ones)
who are most in need of skills training and
support. Importantly, the results also show the
specific behaviors that need to be addressed in
each case.

Characteristics of the Supervision Offered
by Social Workers

The supervision provided by social workers was
also categorized using positive and negative
codes. The sole positive code was “appropriate
intervention,” whereas there were three nega-
tive codes: interference, inappropriate interven-
tion, and absence of intervention when needed.
The global analysis of the observations of social
workers showed that four of every five inter-
ventions were coded as negative, the main issue
being interference with the parent–child interac-
tion. Specifically, in more than half the cases,
the social worker was observed to interfere with
or even interrupt the parent–child relationship,
even though their interaction at the time was pos-
itive. An example of inappropriate intervention
was observed in Case 2, where the social worker
was overly involved, talking and playing with
the child and, in the process, hampering what
was already a difficult father–daughter inter-
action. Regarding the absence of intervention
when needed, Case 13 (see “Style of interaction”
and “Topics of conversation” above) is illustra-
tive because the social worker failed to inter-
vene at the point when mother and child started
using derogatory language and insulting one
another. Finally, there were some examples of
appropriate intervention. In Case 1, for instance,
the social worker responded immediately to a
request for advice by the mother, thus favoring
her subsequent interaction with her daughter.

Characteristics of the Venue

Positive and negative codes were also assigned
to the characteristics of the meeting place.
The positive codes were accessible location
in the city, comfortable space conducive to
parent–child interaction, and the availability of
suitable and age-appropriate toys. The negative
codes were the opposite of these, plus the occur-
rence of simultaneous contact visits in one the
same space.

Overall, the proportion of positive and neg-
ative features was similar. One finding of note
was that although most of the venues were acces-
sible, the place used by three of the four fos-
tering agencies was rated as not conducive to a
parent–child encounter. For example, in one of
the agencies, visits took place in an area through
which other people had to pass and no toys were
available. In half of the agencies, however, the
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toys were rated as adequate. The contact visits
for four cases (Cases 9, 10, 11, and 12) were held
in a shared space and at the same time as those
involving other families who were not necessar-
ily part of the study. Thus, some of the video
recordings captured the simultaneous visits of up
to three families.

Discussion

Given the lack of studies that describe in detail
what actually goes on during contact visits
between foster children and their birth parents,
our aim here was to conduct an observational
analysis of these encounters, focusing on the
behavior of those involved (birth parents, child,
and social worker) and the characteristics of the
venue. As noted earlier, the theoretical frame-
work for this study was derived from childhood
needs theory (López, 2008), which in turn is
closely linked to attachment theory (Bowlby,
1969). From this perspective, the analysis of the
20 cases we observed suggests several aspects
need to be improved to promote the child’s
well-being. Notably, close observation of both
verbal and nonverbal aspects (Guerrero et al.,
2018) of the parent–child interaction revealed
that although this was adequate in some cases,
there were also examples of important difficul-
ties with emotion management, communication,
and parenting strategies. A lack of skills in these
areas can have an impact from the outset (e.g.,
absence of a warm greeting) and influence the
interaction throughout the visit. Thus, not only
did some parents struggle to interact with their
child, but we also observed highly inappropri-
ate behavior, such as derogatory language and
insults, from both parties. In addition, there were
other behaviors that, although not so negative,
prevented the visit from being a pleasant and
favorable experience for those involved. Impor-
tantly, we also observed cases in which there
was obvious tension between parent and child,
without adequate intervention on the part of the
social worker present. These findings indicate
that several of the needs that, from our theo-
retical perspective, are important to a child’s
well-being and development were not being
met during the contact visits because many of
the observed interactions were characterized
by a lack of warmth and love, inappropriate
social relationships, and difficulties in relation
to behavioral norms and values. Overall, this
highlights the importance of strengthening

parent–child attachment, a goal established by
some family intervention programs (Balsells
et al., 2013; GRISIJ, 2015).

More specifically, these findings suggest the
need for intervention on two levels: One would
seek to equip birth families with the skills and
strategies they need to engage with their child,
and the other would ensure that social work-
ers are adequately trained to act as mediators
and facilitators of contact visits. Skills training
programs would need to be targeted especially
at those families who are observed to have the
greatest difficulties with interaction. In terms of
the role of social workers during contact visits,
our observations of the puzzle task are worth
noting. In most cases, the behavior of parents
and children was highly positive during this task,
showing both interest and a collaborative atti-
tude. This illustrates how a simple invitation on
the part of social workers for parent and child to
perform a task together can encourage positive
and prosocial behavior in both parties. There-
fore, social workers should ensure that contact
visits encourage interaction between parent and
child and provide birth parents with the oppor-
tunity to develop their parenting skills (Child
Welfare Information Gateway, 2011).

It should be noted also that more than half
of the parents we observed showed positive par-
enting strategies during the visits, although in
some cases, the parent either ignored or failed
to correct inappropriate behavior by the child.
Training programs for families should, there-
fore, include work on parenting skills, including
aspects such as establishing boundaries, inter-
vening with a child who is misbehaving, con-
sistency of rules, and the importance of warmth
and affection. In this respect, there is a consensus
among researchers that two of the key elements
of positive contact visits are parent–child com-
munication and rebuilding attachments (Haight,
2003).

In terms of the topics of conversation that
emerged during visits, most were appropriate.
However, the two cases in which we observed
inappropriate remarks (e.g., raising false hopes
about a return home and negative comments
about foster parents) highlight the need for social
workers to be attentive to these aspects and inter-
vene as required.

Another aspect to consider is ensuring that
birth families understand the importance of
bringing age-appropriate presents and healthy
snacks. Furthermore, our observations suggest



Observation and Analysis of Foster Care Visits 553

that many of the families who struggled to inter-
act sought to compensate for their difficulties
by focusing the visiting time around snacks or
sweets. In addition, the families in one of the
fostering agencies did not bring the kind of
snacks that they had been told were acceptable.
This suggests that it would useful to establish a
common set of rules across agencies and for the
staff to ensure that these rules were respected.
However, this would need to be supported in
some cases by skills training because many fam-
ilies use sweets and snacks as a way of pleasing
their child, among other reasons because they
lack the ability to engage with the child and
enjoy his or her company in other ways. Aside
from the child’s nutritional needs, the intro-
duction of common standards across fostering
agencies could also help to ensure that other key
needs (e.g., sensory and cognitive stimulation)
are met during contact visits.

The global analysis of observations revealed
that some families showed only positive
behaviors, others only negative behaviors,
and others a mixture of both. As we noted
earlier, this highlights the need for interven-
tion to be targeted primarily at those families
in which negative behaviors predominate or
are common. Although our findings underline
the importance of ensuring that birth families
have the skills they need to deal with contact
visits, there is also scope for some improve-
ments in the behavior of social workers. In this
respect, there were several differences across
fostering agencies. Thus, in some cases, we
observed overinvolvement or interference on the
part of social workers when only minimal super-
vision was required, whereas in other cases,
intervention was lacking when it was actually
needed.

The final aspect we considered was the char-
acteristics of the meeting place. Notably, some
of the venues used were highly unsuitable for
contact visits (e.g., spaces through which other
people had to pass, lack of toys, no natural light,
simultaneous visits). Ideally, foster children
and their birth parents would be able to meet
outdoors (e.g., in a park) or in a setting equipped
with resources (e.g., games and books) that
enabled them to engage in shared activities.
A venue with its own garden, playrooms, and
a kitchen area for preparing and eating food
together would be desirable. Although we are
aware of the financial obstacles to making such
venues available, our findings highlight the

importance of ensuring that contact visits can
take place in a suitable setting. In line with
other authors (Neil & Howe, 2004; Selwyn,
2004), we therefore consider this to be a key
issue with regard to improving the quality
of visits.

The detailed observation and analysis of con-
tact visits between foster children and their birth
parents has provided specific data about the
behavior of participants and the factors that may
influence it. The results may serve to guide the
development of specific interventions aimed at
improving not only the social and communi-
cation skills of families but also the supervi-
sion provided by social workers. Fostering agen-
cies should seek to establish a common set of
rules for contact visits and ensure that the venue
used is conducive to the goals of the encounter
between parent and child.

Limitations and Future Directions

This research has certain limitations. One is that
access to visits was obtained through just four
fostering agencies in the region of Andalusia,
Spain. In addition, the number of cases is small,
although it is important to recognize the inher-
ent difficulties in accessing and video-recording
the interaction between foster children and their
birth families during contact visits. The findings
may also have been richer had we conducted a
sequential analysis of parent–child interactions.
A further point to consider is that some, albeit a
small percentage, of the observations were con-
ducted in the context of simultaneous visits in
a single venue, and this may have influenced
the interaction between the observed parent and
child.

Implications

Despite these limitations, we believe the study
provides useful information about how parents
and children interact and the role played by
all those involved (birth parents, foster child,
and social workers). The results could be used
to develop an instrument to assess the qual-
ity of contact visits and identify aspects that
need to be improved. In developing such an
instrument, it would be useful to incorporate a
dyadic analysis of the parent–child relationship
(La Valley & Guerrero, 2012). In addition, and in
line with previous research (Bullen et al., 2017;
Höjer 2009; Nesmith, Patton, Christophersen, &
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Smart, 2017), our findings highlight the need to
provide birth parents with training, support, and
information that can assist them in contact visits
and improve family relationships in the context
of foster care. We are currently in the process
of designing a training program aimed at both
birth parents and foster carers that seeks to meet
these goals.

Another line of future research derives from
the observed heterogeneity of social workers’
behavior during contact visits, which suggests
the need to establish unified criteria for planning
and managing such visits. Furthermore, given
that the support and supervision provided was
not always adequate, it would appear that social
workers require better training with regard to
their supervisory role. Both these aspects are
important if decisions about contact are to be
made on a case-by-case basis (Prasad, 2011; Sen
& Broadhurst, 2011; Taplin, 2006).
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