
A CASE STUDY ABOUT ADOPTING CHILDREN
AFTER THE SENSITIVE PERIOD OF INFANCY

Item Type text; Electronic Thesis

Authors Stewart, Sydney Marie

Citation Stewart, Sydney Marie. (2009). A CASE STUDY ABOUT ADOPTING
CHILDREN AFTER THE SENSITIVE PERIOD OF INFANCY
(Bachelor's thesis, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:33:50

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193011

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193011


A CASE STUDY ABOUT ADOPTING CHILDREN AFTER THE SENSITIVE 
PERIOD OF INFANCY 

 
By 

 
SYDNEY MARIE STEWART 

 
 

____________________ 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis Submitted to The Honors College 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Bachelors degree 
With Honors in 

 
Family Studies and Human Development 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 
May 2009 

 
 
 
 
 

Approved by:  
 
 
____________________________  
 
Dr. Melissa Curran 
Department of Family and Consumer Sciences  



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 
 

I hereby grant to the University of Arizona Library the nonexclusive worldwide 
right to reproduce and distribute my thesis and abstract (herein, the “licensed materials”), 
in whole or in part, in any and all media of distribution and in any format in existence 
now or developed in the future. I represent and warrant to the University of Arizona that 
the licensed materials are my original work, that I am the sole owner of all rights in and 
to the licensed materials, and that none of the licensed materials infringe or violate the 
rights of others. I further represent that I have obtained all necessary rights to permit the 
University of Arizona Library to reproduce and distribute any nonpublic third party 
software necessary to access, display, run, or print my thesis. I acknowledge that 
University of Arizona Library may elect not to distribute my thesis in digital format if, in 
its reasonable judgment, it believes all such rights have not been secured.  

 
 
 

SIGNED: _____________________________  
 

 



Abstract 
 

A case study about adopting children after the sensitive period of infancy 
 

Prepared by: Sydney Stewart 
 
The purpose of this research was to explore the ways that theoretical knowledge of attachment 
theory is evident in practical application. As part of a case study, I interviewed two parents who 
adopted three children from Russia. All three children were adopted after the sensitive period of 
infancy, a time of importance given that during this time, the development of attachment 
relationships takes place between parents and infants. The results of this case study demonstrate 
that these parents are applying attachment theory to their relationships with their children and 
that internal working models of the children are amenable to change. That is, parents who are 
stable and provide children with a stable, loving, supportive environment can help children 
update and change their models of insecurity to ones of security. Although the parents did not 
use specific attachment terminology during their interviews, these parents are using principles of 
attachment theory in their parenting. The parents articulated the positive changes they had seen 
in each of their children since the time of the adoption. In sum, principles of attachment have 
everyday applications and are powerful in affecting the lives of children who come from unstable 
and nonsupportive early environments.   
 
Key words:  attachment, internal working model, sensitive period, indiscriminate friendliness, 
predictability, change 
 
 



Statement of Purpose 
 
The purpose of this paper is to use theoretical knowledge of attachment theory for practical 
application. Specifically, as part of a case study, I interviewed a couple who had adopted three 
children, who were no longer infants when adopted, from Russia. I was interested in knowing 
how this mother and father use attachment theory in their everyday parenting. 
 
This particular family was of interest to me given what I have learned about attachment theory. 
Bowlby (1973) argued that a sensitive period exists during which an individual develops 
confidence that an attachment figure will be available for them when needed. Bowlby (1973) 
also argued that whatever expectations a child develops during the years of immaturity tend to 
persist relatively unchanged throughout the rest of their lives. The importance of the sensitive 
period, and the expectations of self and others that are developed by the infant based on his or 
her interactions with the caregiver, are called internal working models, or representations of 
attachment. They are developed based on repeated, pervasive, consistent interactions with the 
caregiver.   
 
Attachment theory and internal working models are of interest to me because the three children 
whose parents I interviewed for this study were initially raised in orphanages in Russia, in which 
their caregivers constantly changed, thereby implying that the person who met their basic needs 
for them repeatedly and consistently changed. The mental representation that they likely 
developed of a caregiver was that he or she was only temporary. Now, however, the three 
children are with the Brown family (name has been changed to protect the family’s 
confidentiality), and their mother and father are no longer temporary, but are instead their 
permanent caregivers.  
 
In my informal observations of the Brown family, both parents seem to be applying a basic 
knowledge of attachment theory in order to develop secure attachments with their children. The 
situation develops complexity when considering that the children were adopted from Russia, in 
that the children spent the first few years of their lives in a different type of environment, 
learning about different customs within their particular culture and surroundings. In other words, 
the children come from a different culture, with a different set of cultural norms, than those of 
their parents. For example, the children, come not only from a Russian culture, but from one or 
more orphanages, and thus might not expect, or want, the same degree of affection from their 
adoptive parents, compared to the degree of affection the adoptive parents want to give to their 
children. In addition, not all of the children were fully speaking Russian at time of adoption, but 
all of them understood Russian. Textor (1991) discussed how children of intercountry adoptions 
may find it extremely distressing to suddenly not be able to communicate with people and have 
to learn a new language. The children discussed in this study grew up hearing a language 
different from that of their adoptive parents, which might present some challenges in terms of 
overall communication between the parents and the children, and perhaps to the attachment 
relationships as well.  
 
In sum, then, for my honor’s thesis, I interviewed a mother and father to examine the attachment 
relationship between each of the parents and their three adopted children, as well as explored, 
once again through the interviews with the parents, how the children’s early experiences growing 



up in Russia (language, customs, etc.) impact the relationship they have with their new family 
from the time of the children’s adoption through the present. 
 

Statement of Relevance 
 
Since the work of Bowlby and Ainsworth, attachment theory has become widely studied in 
psychological and educational related fields. The theory has changed the way we think about a 
child’s ties with his or her mother and other hierarchy of attachment figures. Many researchers 
have collected data to provide new insight into the framework first developed by Bowlby and 
Ainsworth. Quantitative data has made it possible for researchers to measure outcomes and 
differences between children based upon their attachment style. This research has been very 
important in helping researchers to construct statistical models to help explain what they have 
observed. However, continued work in terms of qualitative assessment, such as the one of the 
current study, can provide a more in-depth explanation of the process of attachment, in providing 
detailed descriptions through assessments such as interviews of individual experience. No one 
qualitative study will provide the same insight, so each one is very relevant in growing the 
common knowledge of attachment theory. 
 

Review of Literature 
 
Internal Working Models 
 
In his work on attachment, Bowlby proposed a cognitive framework through which humans 
understand new experiences. According to Bowlby (1973), infants develop internal working 
models about self and others as a result of repeated daily experiences with attachment figures.  
This information includes the degree to which an infant’s primary caregiver is available, 
responsive, and sensitive to the infant in his or her times of need or distress (Bowlby, 1973).   
 
Internal working models are called such because both working and model imply “representations 
upon which an individual can mentally operate in order to generate predictions” (Bretherton & 
Mulholland, 1999, p. 91). A working model is more than a guide, but rather allows for change 
and adaptation due to one’s surroundings. According to Bretherton and Mulholland (1999), 
internal working models enable reflection and communication about past and future attachment 
situations. Based on repeated, pervasive, consistent interactions with caregivers, infants are able 
to generate predictions about the ways in which their attachment figure will behave in 
subsequent interactions toward them, and how deserving they are of receiving such support.  
 
Internal working models remain important throughout the life of an individual, i.e., cradle to 
grave (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973, 1980). These models serve as mental representations that 
reflect expectations about self and others. These models also help us to process, interpret and 
predict the behavior of others (Bretherton and Mulholland, 1999). Consequently, internal 
working models create the core beliefs for how we view ourselves as worthy or unworthy of 
love, and how we view others as reliable or unreliable. Because internal working models are 
constructed from repeated, pervasive, consistent interactions with one’s primary caregiver, they 
are fairly consistent over time. They are amenable to change, but such a change would also 
require repeated, pervasive, consistent interactions to form new expectations.   



 
Changes in internal working models 
 
Both Bowlby (1988) and researchers Phelps, Belsky, and Crnic (1998) have argued that 
alterations in internal working models require certain conditions, which enable the individual to 
work through past negativity and restructure internal working models of self and others. In order 
to see change, these new conditions must also be repeated, pervasive, and consistent for a child 
(or adult) to form new expectations for interaction with his or her primary caregiver.   
 
The core beliefs that a child develops about self and others become perceptual filters through 
which new information is interpreted. The existing framework is selective with new information, 
noticing events or interactions that validate the existing belief system. A person takes significant 
note of the things that he or she expects to see, based on his or her experience. This self-
validating nature of one’s core belief system causes internal working models to be resistant to 
much change or adaptation (Griffith, 2004). For this reason, any effective change in the internal 
working model must be product of repeated, pervasive, consistent interactions that cannot be 
counted insignificant and consequently screened out of the belief system as discrepancies. 
 
A child needs to be shown reliability of routine and relationship through structure in order to 
gain a sense of security (Mann & Kretchmar, 2006). Children who, because of their internal 
working model, see other people as being unavailable need to repeatedly and consistently 
experience a caregiver who is predictably available when they have a need to be met. In the case 
of one little girl, Mann and Kretchmar (2006) discussed how predictability is key. The history 
and behavior of this little girl, Rachel, demonstrated that she was unlikely to believe that her 
caregiver was available should she need him or her and unlikely to believe that she was worth 
attention. Rachel’s caregiver made predictability a primary goal of her developing relationship 
with Rachel. Reliability of routine was evident even in events such as bath time, which was 
always done at the same time and in the same way. Reliability of routine such as this aimed to 
create not only a sense of security for the child but also a sense of belonging. 
 
Kretchmar, Worsham, and Swenson (2005) discussed change in the internal working model of an 
individual who views others as unavailable in a case study of one mother separated and then 
reunited with her infant in an intervention foster care program. The intervention program focused 
especially on helping the mother to read her daughter’s cues and then respond sensitively to 
them. Reading and responding sensitively to the cues of a child is a critical element of secure 
attachment in the mother – child interaction (Erikson & Kurz-Riemer, 1999). According to 
Erikson and Kurz-Riemer (1999), consistency and predictability of these caregiver responses are 
important demonstrations to a child that others will be there for him or her.   
 
In the program discussed by Kretchmar et al. (2005), the staff in the intervention program 
worked to teach the mother how to respond to her daughter in a consistent, predictable way that 
would demonstrate to the daughter that she could count on her mother to be there for her. From 
this intervention program, and from the time of intake to discharge, the child shifted from an 
insecure pattern of attachment to a secure pattern of attachment as assessed in the Strange 
Situation, a procedure designed to activate an infant’s attachment system through a series of 
increasingly stressful separations between the infant and caregiver (Ainsworth and Bell, 1970). 



From this same intervention program, positive changes were also observed in the mother of the 
child, who shifted in her attachment classification as well, as assessed on the Adult Attachment 
Interview (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996). The Adult Attachment Interview was developed as 
an interview and corresponding system of analysis to classify an adult’s state of mind with 
respect to attachment, providing four main classifications. The four classifications are labeled 
secure, dismissing, preoccupied, and unresolved-disorganized, the latter three being considered 
insecure attachments (Hesse, 1996). At intake, the mother of the child was assessed as insecure. 
The mother initially feared intimacy with her child due to the effects of relationships that she had 
experienced throughout her own life. Members of the staff of the intervention program became 
secure attachment figures for the mother, and provided her the foundation for a new model of 
relationships, which is in accord with attachment theory, in that new significant relationship can 
function as a secure base for individuals, which are central to capacity for change (Kretchmar et 
al., 2005). As a result, the mother of the child shifted from an insecure attachment to a secure 
one. That is, the mother earned her security.  
 
Experiences in Orphanages 
 
Research on attachment in young children has suggested that children who spend the early years 
of their lives in an orphanage may be at risk of developing working models of distrust as a result 
of extreme neglect (Chisholm, 1998). Most orphanages do not have adequate resources to 
provide an individual caregiver for each infant in the facility. Infants in an orphanage rarely 
experience a consistent caregiver who is available, responsive, and sensitive to his or her times 
of need and distress. Instead, these infants encounter temporary caregivers and often develop an 
internal working model that caregivers are indeed temporary. Since Bowlby (1973) stated that 
internal working models develop as a result of repeated daily experiences with attachment 
figures, these infants would likely develop the model of distrust upon the realization that the 
same attachment figure did not always return to them. Chisholm (1998) suggested that parents 
who adopt children from orphanages may need to have more than merely adequate parenting 
skills to develop an attachment relationship with such a child.     
 
One characteristic of some children who spend their early years in an orphanage at risk of 
developing a working model of distrust is indiscriminate friendliness. Tizard (1977) referred to 
this behavior as being affectionate and friendly toward all adults, including strangers, without the 
fear or caution that children of certain developmental stages would typically show. Chisholm 
(1998) suggested that this post-adoption behavior of children from orphanages may be the 
attempt to satisfy a need for stimulation after the time that they spent in deprivation of consistent 
responsiveness from a caretaker. That is, children who show indiscriminate friendliness are 
potentially displaying a change in their internal working model to believe that others are 
trustworthy. These children are trying to reach out to others in order to have their attachment 
needs met. 
 
In terms of empirical research, Zeanah, Smyke, and Dumitrescu (2002) found that the majority 
of children in a study involving young children living in an institution in Romania exhibited 
indiscriminate friendliness. Tizard and Hodges (1978) found that children from institutions were 
more likely to allow a stranger to put them to bed or to comfort them when they were hurt. 
Provence and Lipton (1962) suggested that any adult becomes sufficient in the eyes of an 



indiscriminately friendly child as long as the child’s needs are being met. Chisholm (1998) found 
that children from orphanages were able to form secure attachment relationships with their 
adoptive parents, given an optimal environment with few stressors. The secure attachment 
relationships formed between the orphans and their adoptive parents in this study suggest that 
children from orphanages can learn to trust adults who are consistently responsive to them and 
take care of their needs in a stable environment. 
 
Chisholm (1998) discussed problems and concerns that arise for children adopted from 
orphanages, especially those adopted internationally, and suggested that parents should be 
concerned about such issues. That is, orphans may present developmental delays and problems 
socially-emotionally, medically, and behaviorally. In a study about problems reported by parents 
of Romanian orphans, Fisher, Ames, Chisholm, and Savoie (1997) discussed eating problems 
found in some orphans, such as excessive eating. Fisher et al. (1997) suggested that if the 
children were never given enough food in the orphanage, they may have never developed 
internal cues for feeling their hunger satisfied, thus explaining why the eat excessively. Fisher et 
al. (1997) found stereotyped behaviors, such as self-rocking, to be characteristic of children from 
Romanian orphanages, and explained how these behaviors may serve a specific function for the 
children, in that they act in terms of self-stimulation or as a coping mechanism in times of 
distress. 
 
Early experiences in orphanages may place the development of attachment for a child at risk, but 
a dramatic environment change provides an opportunity to overcome early deprivation 
(Chisholm, 1998). The new environment that a child encounters with his or her adoptive family 
leads to this dramatic change if the adoptive family is able to provide an optimal environment 
with few stressors (Chisholm, 1998). Again, this information is in line with earned security from 
attachment theory, as discussed above. 
 
Number of changes in stability 
 
In addition to experiences in orphanages having an effect on child outcomes, other research 
suggests that family instability, and in particular, the number of changes for young children, 
matters more than the type of family a child lives in, in terms of educational outcomes in 
adolescence (Strohschein, Roos and Brownell, 2009). Although the study did not use attachment 
theory, the findings are in line with what has been described for attachment. Using a life course 
approach to examine the relationship between family structure history and the adolescent’s 
completion of high school, Strohschein et al. (2009) found that children who experienced the 
breakup of a second marital relationship reported significantly lower rates of high school 
completion when compared to children whose household with a remarried parent remained 
intact. It appears that experiencing two loss events has a more devastating effect on the 
completion of high school than experiencing one marital dissolution with no further change or 
experiencing a dissolution followed by a remarriage (Strohschein et al., 2009).   
 
Similarly, other research measuring high school completion suggests a link between family-
structure histories and adolescent’s academic status (Cavanagh, Schiller, & Riegle-Crumb, 
2006). Cavanagh et al. (2006) counted the number of changes for each adolescent in the resident 
parent’s marital trajectory, and suggested that each individual change may disrupt a child’s sense 



of security; create ambiguity in household rules, family relationships, and parental expectations 
about behavior; and have negative implications for school performance (Cavanagh et al., 2006). 
Overall, these findings suggest that family instability across childhood and adolescence increases 
the likelihood that a person would drop out of high school.   
 
In relation to the current project, these studies by Strohschein et al. (2009) and Cavanagh et al. 
(2006) suggest that the number of transitions a child experiences has long-term effects on the 
development of the child in later life, at least as related to educational outcomes. Given the 
number of changes and instability in caregivers that infants and children experience in 
orphanages, as is typical of the children being studied in this project, this research emphasizes 
that stability of caregivers is even more important for children adopted from orphanages, and 
their current and later development. 
 

Method 
 
Participants 
 
The participants in this study were a couple I know personally who agreed to participate in this 
study. This couple adopted three children from Russia, all of whom were past the sensitive 
period of attachment development at the time of their adoptions. The mother is approximately 30 
years old. The father is approximately 35 years old.   
 
The father stays at home with the children each week day while the mother is working at a full 
time job. They have two pets, one dog and one cat, that live in their house. The children have a 
babysitter that cares for them if their parents leave the house. 
 
Names for all study participants are changed here to protect the confidentiality of the children 
and the parents.  
 
At the time of the adoption, Jacob was 2 years and 4 months old. At the time of the interview, 
Jacob was 5 years old and 2 months old. 
 
At the time of adoption, Sarah was 3 years and 4 months old. At the time of the interview, Sarah 
was 4 years and 1 month old. 
 
At the time of adoption, Rachael was 21 months old. At the time of the interview, Rachael was 2 
years and six months old. 
 
Procedure 
 
I conducted a home interview with the mother and the father of the adopted children. I 
interviewed each parent separately and asked each of them questions derived from attachment 
theory that included topics such as their experiences adopting their children, their thoughts about 
attachment, their ideas about parenting, and their own childhood experiences. The interview 
questions were the same overall for each parent; however, given time constraints and information 
known ahead of time about each parent, I tailored each interview accordingly. See Appendix A 



for questions asked of the mother.  See Appendix B for questions asked of the father. The 
interview with the mother was one hour and nine minutes. The interview with the father was one 
hour and four minutes. Both interviews were tape recorded and I took additional notes for the 
mother’s interview (because the tape recorder ran out). Finally, I transcribed each audio 
recording for later analysis. After transcribing, the audio interviews were erased from the digital 
recorders.  
 
Plan for Analysis 
 
The analysis includes major themes from attachment theory found in each of the parent’s  
responses to understand how each parent learned about attachment and how to be a good 
attachment figure, and how each parent is using his or her knowledge and principles of 
attachment in each of their parenting styles. The responses of each parent were also compared to 
what is known about children being adopted from out of country orphanages after the sensitive 
period of development based on knowledge from the existing literature, as reviewed above. 
 

Results 
 

Described below, the following themes are identified from attachment theory. I include an 
excerpt from the interview with either the mother or the father that supports the attachment 
theory theme, including the question asked of them and the response given. 
 
Theme #1: Reading and responding sensitively to the cues of a child, especially in distress, is a 
critical element of secure attachment in the parent –child interaction (when the child is 
screaming, crying, hurt, in pain, etc). 
 
Interviewer question:  Can you tell me about the adoption process and the initial 2-3 months in 
the US after you brought home Jacob, and then Rachel and Sarah? 
 

(Mom) [Context of response] “I remember one time, he hadn’t been home real, real long, 
and he had a nap and he woke up from the nap and just screaming crying.  And, um, I, he 
would just, could not be consoled.  And Adam [husband] and I talked and, you know, we 
said, who knows what he was dreaming about?  He could have even dreamed that he was 
back in Russia and he wakes up in this strange place and he hadn’t been home maybe a 
week, ten days.”   
 
“And so he [Jacob] laid down, he was laying down on the floor just crying and Adam and 
I both just laid down right beside him, really, really close.  And had our faces up kind of 
in his face and just sit there and just like kind of just words of, you know, just words of 
endearment or just, you know, just tried really calming and ‘hey, sweetie, we love you.  
Mama and Papa are right here.’ And just kinda tried to relax him.  And he did, he just 
relaxed finally.  You know, just stopped crying and relaxed.  And we really never had 
any major issues like that again.” 
 



Interviewer question:  I remember, when you gave the announcement, you said you were glad 
the first time that Jacob cried when you tried to leave him in the nursery. Can you tell me more 
about what this response meant to you in terms of your developing relationship with him? 
 

(Mom) “Kind of similarly, um, you know, it just in the past couple of months, we had 
seen some major strides with Sarah.  You know, as challenging as it’s been with Sarah, 
um, when she had her surgery, I did not leave her side, basically for four days.  Four 
days, three nights I was right there, beside her, um, while she was in the hospital.  And I 
think I may have walked out of the room like three times and was gone for maybe a half 
hour.  But I did not, just, I didn’t leave the hospital.  I never left it.  And, uh, I rarely left 
her side.  And, so, the middle of the night, she’d wake up upset, I was right there holding 
her.  You know, would hold her hand or I kinda slept in a bed right beside her.  Um.  I 
think that has been huge for attachment.” 

 
Interviewer question:  How do you think your experience differs from parents who adopt 
children as infants? 
 

(Dad) “Going through the attachment stuff and having to really be conscious of it.  You 
know, work at it more deliberately.”   

 
Theme #2a: The development of a secure attachment style results from repeated daily 
experiences with attachment figures in which these caregivers are available, responsive, and 
sensitive to an infant in his or her times of need or distress. Caregiver need to provide a secure 
base to the child by being a dependable, trustworthy attachment figure, especially when the 
infant or child is in need of their comfort, protection, or both. 
 
Interviewer question:  What does attachment mean to you? 
 

(Mom) “I think attachment is, is a connection.  It’s a child knowing, um, knowing that 
there is a place that they can be safe and that they can trust and, um, and that they can be, 
be themselves and be comfortable in and not be afraid of retribution or, you know, not be 
afraid of abandonment, but that they can just be comfortable and safe.” 

 
Interviewer question:  For all of the kids, how much did you know about their experience in the 
orphanage?  For example, did you talk to the staff, or see the staff interact with them?  
  

(Mom) “We went back in July, but in May, right before we went back, they, because of 
her age, they moved her to a new orphanage.  So, I was, I was so mad.  I tried, you know, 
on this side of the world, tried to throw a fit because I’m just thinking the last thing this 
child needs is another, another environment, another group, another caregiver that’s 
going to change.  You know, it’s going to change again.  Like, we’re so close to adopting 
her.  Please, you know, just leave her.  And they wouldn’t.”   
 

Theme #2b: Relatedly, parents also need a secure base, or support from others. This is the idea 
of parents reaching out to others to find the support that they need. 
 



Interviewer question:  What information did you read before adopting your children and what did 
you learn from it that affects you as a parent? 
 

(Mom) “When it came time to adopt the girls, um, especially when I learned what we did 
learn about Sarah, I started trying to read a little bit more.  And probably the best book I 
read was called The Connected Child… they spend a lot of time in the book talking about 
creating a safe place for your child and just some different techniques to kind of help and 
help encourage attachment.  That was really helpful.” 

 
(Mom) “The other thing I still do, I still, I’m on a couple different chat groups.  One chat 
group, especially, is children who have adopted from Russia, who are home with their 
kids.  And so, we share a lot about what types of therapies our kids are getting and what 
type of counseling and, you know, just kind of encourage each other on the different 
issues our kids face and how we’ve dealt with that. And I, I read that almost every day.  
You know, I go in and see what people are sharing and what’s going on and that’s really 
helpful.”   

 
Interviewer question:  For all of the kids, how much did you know about their experience in the 
orphanage? For example, did you talk to the staff, or see how the staff interacted with the kids? 
 

(Dad) “Oh, but we did have some help from people that were blogging.  That is probably 
the most helpful thing.  So, you know, when you’re going through the process, you’re 
blogging back to people who are behind you so you’re kind of passing it on, passing on 
the knowledge.  Um, and that is, that is really helpful.  Cause you’re getting a lot of 
practical information, a lot of helpful feedback from them.” 

 
Theme #3: Internal working models are amenable to change. A child needs to be shown 
reliability of routine and relationship through structure in order to gain a sense of security.  
Children who see other people as being unavailable need to repeatedly and consistently 
experience a caregiver who is predictably available when they have a need to be met.  
 
(a) In the interview, the parents described the environments that the children experienced in the 
orphanages before being adopted. This information provides an idea of what kind of caregiver 
interaction the children may have had. 
 
Interviewer question:  What positive things do you think that you get to experience by adopting 
children at a later age? 
 

(Dad) “It’s kind of neat to be able to show them, hey, you know, we helped these kids.  
You know, they’re part of the family.  Giving them opportunity.  I don’t know if you 
know the statistics of kids who grow up in an orphanage and don’t get adopted…75 
percent of the kids, they, they’re released from there fifteen or sixteen.” 
Question:  Is that in Russia? 
“Yeah.  Eastern Europe.  And it’s just basically here’s your suitcase, there’s the door.  
Um.  And 75% end up in drugs, prostitution, crime, or die.  Suicide.” 

 



Interviewer question:  For all of the kids, how much did you know about their experience in the 
orphanage? For example, did you talk to the staff, or see the staff interact with them?  
 

(Mom) “When we got there the first trip, she did nothing but cry.  Um.  Did not, you 
know, just terrified of us.  And it took, um, probably a good couple of visits before she 
would finally relax, and that was just with me.  And if Adam came anywhere near her, 
she would scream.  But, uh, you know, she did, cried a lot.  Which is hard when you’re 
visiting, but we knew that was great because your typical eighteen month old is not gonna 
just go to a complete stranger and be happy about it.  You know, that’s not normal.  And 
so, the fact that she was terrified and wanted her caregivers, and when they would walk 
by she would, you know, reach out for them and scream, or cry and want them, that was 
really good.  You know, as hard as it was knowing we were her parents and she didn’t 
want anything to do with us, it was actually a good sign, that she’s attached to the people 
she’s around.  And, um, and I think it’s one of the reasons that attachment with her 
seemed to go much quicker.  She did seem to have that good, she had a really good 
orphanage experience.”   

 
Question:  Can you tell me more about why you thought it was important for only the two of you 
to hold your child during the initial few months in the US and to limit how much others, 
especially strangers, held them? 
 

(Mom) “All of our kids had been, had, had numerous caregivers.  And, so, when we took 
over as their parents, um, for them, I mean, if you think about it, we’re just another set of 
caregivers.  We’re just new caregivers.  And, so, we felt like it was really important that 
we be the only ones to provide care so that they start to learn these aren’t just your typical 
caregivers that are working a shift.  Um.  They’re not here for twelve hours and then 
gone.  They’re not here for a couple months and then moved into a different group.  
These guys aren’t going away.  And, so, to do that we kinda had to be the only ones.” 

 
(b) Positive changes observed in a child’s behavior: 
 
Question:  I remember, when you gave the announcement, you said you were glad the first time 
that Jacob cried when you tried to leave him in the nursery. Can you tell me more about what this 
response meant to you in terms of your developing relationship with him? 
 

(Mom) [Context of response] “I’m just their, at first, was just another one of many 
caregivers.  So, I remember bringing him, a couple times we’d have him in the nursery 
and we were getting ready to go and it wouldn’t even faze him, so we wouldn’t leave.  
Just like, okay, we’re not going anywhere.  We’re staying here with you.  Um.  Because 
he was just like okay, round two.  Or, you know, who’s next?...every couple weeks, we 
would get ready to leave and see what his reaction would be.  And, um, I got ready to 
leave and he became very upset.  And he was, you know, “mama” and crying and, uh, I 
was very excited, because for a young, like an infant, um, and I don’t know my 
development ages, but for an infant, you know developing an attachment with their birth 
mother, that’s really common that they go through like stranger anxiety and they want 
their mama.” 



 
“When Jacob started behaving in that way, that, to me, was kind of a sign that okay, you 
know, he’s starting to recognize that there is some special connection between us, that I 
am somebody special.  I don’t know that he understands that I’m his mom, but I’m 
someone special that he doesn’t want to leave, and that’s a really good thing.” 

 
(c) Positive changes observed in a child’s indiscriminate friendliness: 
 
Question:  So, you didn’t want a lot of strange and new people to hold the kids.  Can you tell me 
how you decided to let certain people hold them and under what conditions?  And do the certain 
others hold them in your absence or only in your presence? 
 

(Mom) “We’re still really working with Sarah especially on proper boundaries and 
keeping her hands to herself when she meets strangers, you know, at the restaurants or 
whatever.  Um.  So, we’re still fairly restrictive with that just because she is so quickly 
affectionate.  Um.  You know, will kind of go to anyone and everyone.  But, you know, 
we start looking for signs and we start seeing signs that, um, they’re, you know, this 
sounds kind of horrible, but one of the steps that we started seeing was there were people 
at church that she didn’t want to be with.  And that’s a good thing.  Um.  There were 
people that would try and give her attention and she didn’t want to be around them, didn’t 
want to be affectionate with them.” 

 
Discussion 

 
The parents that I interviewed in this case study do not use terminology related to the concepts I 
studied in class and read about in articles with respect to attachment theory. That is, the parents 
do not use words like internal working models of self and others, secure base, necessity of 
support, indiscriminate friendliness, changes in security, predictability, etc. However, these 
parents are indeed applying attachment theory to the relationships that each of them has with 
their three adopted children. Both parents reported a need to show their children that they will 
remain in their lives as stable caregivers. Both parents reported positive changes that they have 
observed in their children and the relationships that they have with them. A parent unaware of 
attachment theory and processes may always view a child’s cry as a negative event, but these 
parents were glad to see their children upset and crying when they left them in a nursery because 
they knew that their children were developing an attachment to them. The parents also report 
being a safe haven for their children, a secure base in which the children can trust. 
 
The experiences that these parents have reported having with their children support the theory of 
attachment. The experiences of these parents also vividly illustrate that internal working models 
are amenable to change. Children who come from an unstable and constantly changing 
environment, like the orphanages that these children experienced, need a secure base. A secure 
base, found in stable caregivers who will attend to them when they are in need of something 
(food, care, affection), will facilitate a change in their internal working models of self and others. 
These children are beginning to experience what Bowlby (1982) suggested was possible: 
changes in their internal working model. Their model of others, especially their primary 
caregivers, is shifting from unavailable to available, and their model of self is shifting from 



unworthy of care and protection to worthy of care and protection. Given their stable caregivers, 
Jacob, Sarah, and Rachel can learn to trust other people and depend upon them, even though 
their initial experiences taught them that they could not depend on others and that they 
themselves were not worthy of such support. That is, with stable caregiver attachment figures, 
these children can learn who will be there for them in their times of need, rather than either 
trusting no one or being willing to trust anyone whom they encounter. After experiencing 
unstable, changing environments, children can learn through repeated, pervasive and consistent 
activities that there are particular people worthy of their trust and love, and that these people start 
with their parents.  
 
The parents interviewed in this case study both indicated a need to reach out to others for 
support. They read books about attachment and adoption and read and responded to the blogs 
and chat room conversations of other parents who were experiencing adoption situations with 
circumstances similar to their own. These parents were searching for supportive others who 
could serve as a secure base in their situation. Their reaching out for help and support can be 
related to Bowlby’s (1988) claims about attachment as a “characteristic of human nature 
throughout our lives – from the cradle to the grave” (p. 82). Bowlby (1988) said that, like infants, 
adults have a desire for love and care when they are anxious or distressed. These parents were 
experiencing a situation that was new and unknown to them. Adopting children at a later age 
provoked anxiety and they sought the help and support of others to help them deal with and 
sooth their anxious feelings.   
 
I found that principles of theory are being practically applied to real life. Although they do not 
use attachment terminology, these parents are using principles of attachment theory in their 
parenting practices with all three of their children. As a result, the developing relationships that 
they have with their children and the behaviors of each child are experiencing positive change. 
Each child has become more comfortable with the parents since they have arrived in the United 
States from Russia. Each child is finally experiencing a stable, nonchanging set of parents who 
love them and respond to their needs and are, as a result, experiencing positive changes about 
both themselves and others in their internal working models. 
 

Conclusion 
 
This case study provides qualitative information about the experience of one couple adopting 
three children from Russia at an age past infancy, beyond the sensitive period of attachment 
development. The results of this study demonstrate that, when applied to real life, the principles 
of attachment theory can have an impact on relationships. The findings of this study support 
Bowlby’s suggestion that internal working models are amenable to change through repeated, 
pervasive and consistent activities. 
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Appendix A (Mother) 

Data Collection Instrument – Questions for interview with mother 
 
Your Experiences Adopting Your Children 
 
1. Can you tell be about the adoption process and the initial 2-3 months in the US after you 

brought home Jacob, and then Rachel and Sarah? 
2. For all of the kids, how much did you know about their experience in the orphanage? For 

example, did you talk to the staff, or see how the staff interacted with the kids?  
3. How do you think growing up with your parents has affected you?  
4. How do you think growing up with your parents has affected your parenting of your kids 

now? 
5. What does it mean to you to be a “good” parent? 
6. Can you tell me about your school experience?  Do you think that your education prepared 

you for being a “good” parent?  Why or why not? 
7. How does Adam [husband] influence your parenting?   
8. What information did you read before adopting your children?  What did you learn from it 

that affects you as a parent? 
9. What does attachment mean to you?  
10. How do you think attachment relates to being a good parent, in general?  More specifically, 

how do you think attachment relates to being a good parent in your own personal experience? 
11. Can you tell me more about why you thought it was important for only the two of you to hold 

your children during their initial few months in the US, and to limit how much others, 
especially strangers, held them? 

12. I know you said you didn’t want a lot of strange and new people to hold the kids, so can you 
tell me how you decided to let certain people hold them, and under what conditions? Do the 
certain others hold them in your absence or only in your presence? 

13. Can you tell me more about why you thought having one of in the nursery was important for 
the kids? 

14. You said that you were glad first time that Jacob cried when you tried to leave him in the 
nursery.  Can you tell me more about what this response meant to you in terms of your 
developing relationship with him?  

15. What challenges do you think that you’ve experienced as a parent because you adopted your 
children from another country?  

16. What positive things do you think that you get to experience by adopting children from 
another country? 

17. How do you think your experience differs from parents who adopt children as infants? 
18. What challenges do you think that you’ve experienced, as a parent, because you adopted your 

children at a later age? 
19. How did you prepare to deal with these challenges? 
20. What positive things do you think that you get to experience by adopting children at a later 

age? 



Appendix B (Father) 

Data Collection Instrument – Questions for interview with father 
 
Your Experiences Adopting Your Children 
 
1. Can you tell be about the adoption process and the initial 2-3 months in the US after you 

brought home Jacob, and then Rachel, and then Sarah? 
2. Did you meet the children before you adopted them from Russia, or was your first meeting 

with them when you went to Russia to adopt them?  
3. For all of the kids, how much did you know about their experience in the orphanage? For 

example, did you talk to the staff, or see how the staff interacted with the kids?  
4. How do you think growing up with your parents has affected you?  
5. How do you think growing up with your parents has affected your parenting of your kids 

now? 
6. What does it mean to you to be a “good” parent? 
7. What do you think has helped you to become a “good” parent?   
8. Can you tell me about your school experience?  Do you think that your education prepared 

you for being a “good” parent?  Why or why not? 
9. How does Mary [wife] influence your parenting?   
10. What information did you read before adopting your children?  What did you learn from it 

that affects you as a parent? 
11. What does attachment mean to you?  
12. How do you think attachment relates to being a good parent, in general? 
13. What challenges do you think that you’ve experienced as a parent because you adopted your 

children from another country?  
14. How did you prepare to deal with these challenges? 
15. What positive things do you think that you get to experience by adopting children from 

another country? 
16. How do you think your experience differs from parents who adopt children as infants? 
17. What challenges do you think that you’ve experienced, as a parent, because you adopted your 

children at a later age? 
18. How did you prepare to deal with these challenges? 
19. What positive things do you think that you get to experience by adopting children at a later 

age? 
 

 
 


