The Power of Relationships
Every foster and family carer will know from experience the strong feelings, hopes, and dreams we
hold for our children. Children who have experienced traumatic stress might express themselves
through strong emotions, challenging behaviours or by withdrawing from others. They might not
respond as expected to the loving actions of their carers. This can evoke strong emotional responses
in their carers too.
When we interact with other people, it is impossible not to react to their emotions and behaviours
and this goes both ways. Our brains are wired to connect, interact and respond to each other.
Building safe and secure relationships with children in care is a very powerful strategy and
overarches all other parenting strategies. Foster and family carers can help children recover from
traumatic stress and relationships that have hurt them, made them feel unimportant and to blame.
With patience and persistence carers can help
children to gradually trust again.

Why are relationships so
important?
Children learn about themselves and others
through the eyes of the adults who care for
them. Adult’s responses determine whether
they feel worthy, loved, a sense of belonging
and confident within themselves… or not.
Adult’s responses shape a child’s ability to
trust. Children need safe relationships to
develop social-emotional skills, which in turn
will help them to lead connected and fulfilling
lives.
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children it is of vital importance to be connected with family,
culture and country. They need family and extended family to teach them about their place in the
kinship system, help them understand how to relate to and behave towards others and learn about
obligations and cultural and social responsibilities to grow up healthy and strong.

How can family and foster carers develop and strengthen relationships
with their children?
PLACE is a relationship and attachment building approach developed by Dr Dan Hughes. PLACE
describes qualities of a safe relationship and ways to respond to children’s feelings, needs and
behaviours; which are Playfulness, Love, Acceptance, Curiousity and Empathy.
Playfulness brings a sense of lightness and humour to relationships. It shows your child you enjoy
their company and creates moments of relaxation.
Things you can do:
o

Use a light, matter of fact tone of voice, like telling a story
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o

Respond in a playful way to divert a power struggle or behavioural outburst. This can be very
effective when used sparingly and the start of changing unhelpful patterns of responding to
each other

Love your child for who they are, no matter their feelings, needs or behaviour; to create a sense of
stability, continuity and belonging. A carer’s loving attitude is an invitation for the child to start liking
and loving you back.
Things you can do:
o
o
o
o
o

Tell your child you are thinking of them while they are at school
Pack their favourite treat for recess
Be involved in your child’s favourite sport or activity as much as you can
Use inclusive language, such as: “In our family we help each other/do
things together”. “This is your home. What can I do to help you feel safe and happy here?”
Highlight a quality in your child, rather than an achievement; “I like how you kept on trying”

Acceptance of children’s feelings, needs and behaviour as a starting point. Teaching children to
express feelings in an appropriate way and to help them change behaviour starts with acceptance.
When children feel listened to and understood they will be more open to change.
Things you can do:
o
o
o

Accept your child’s need for all your attention, to be in control, to cover up and deny
Accept your child experiencing you as being mean or unfair. Say you are sorry they feel that
way. Tell them you love them
Talk about what else they could have done, when they are calm

Curiosity helps carers develop a deep understanding of the inner world of their child. Curiosity is
about exploring without judging and shows children their experiences matter.
Things you can do:
o
o
o

Ask gentle questions without expecting an answer
Unconditionally accept any response from your child
Help your child learn about their feelings, needs and experiences. “Can you tell me what
happened?” “What were you feeling or thinking or trying to do?”

Empathy is about a child experiencing their carer’s compassion for them. Children need to know
they don’t have to deal with their hurt, fears and experiences on their own.
Things you can do:
o
o
o
o

You don’t have to say much. Just be present
Sit close to your child at their eye level or below
A gentle touch if your child feels comfortable with touch
Reassure your child you will stay as long as it takes and you will support them

If you are a Foster or Family Carer with the Department of Communities and would like to learn more
about the PLACE approach or are requiring additional support and assistance, OurSPACE WA can
provide telephone or video counselling and support. OurSPACE WA operates Monday to Friday
between 9am – 5pm (excluding public holidays).
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