
 
“What’s Missing?   

Can a multi-disciplinary approach to using attachment theory 
and evidenced-based procedures make visible the gaps in 
protecting children highlighted by serious case reviews?” 

 
 
"
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Birmingham Children's Hospital NHS Foundation Trust 

 

 

Creating a Secure Base for 
Interagency Cooperation and 

Exploration 
 
Safety and Threat in Interagency Work 
Attachment is not simply a theory of mother-
infant interaction; there have been many 
attempts to re-think attachment theory in a more 
systemic way (e.g. Crittenden and Dallos 2009).  
Not only individuals, but agencies and their 
professionals, act defensively in response to 
threat, using the same ‘attachment strategies’. 
 
Distorted Interagency Information 
Processing  
Attachment patterns can be thought of as 
defensive ‘information processing’, where the 
brain transforms (or distorts) the meaning of 
experience in order to help the individual stay 
safe (Crittenden and Landini 2001, Solomon and 
George 2011).  It is easy to see how potentially 
dangerous this is in agencies charged with 
protecting children. 
 
Much more attention needs to be given to 
creating conditions of safety in and between 
organisations.  The current culture of blaming and 
scapegoating professionals creates precisely the 
kind of conditions where mis-information and 
defensiveness thrive. 
 
Just as children can only explore freely when they 
feel safe and protected, only when professionals 
feel secure will they be able to ‘explore’ problems 
and solutions with others freely, and share 
information without it becoming fragmented, 
incomplete or distorted. 
 
Towards a Common Language 
Attachment theory is not owned by one agency or 
profession, and most of its training is on a multi-
agency basis.  As such, it offers an opportunity for 
a common language and cooperative dialogue 
between different professions and agencies 
involved in child protection. 
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Actors in Someone else’s Play? – 
Assessing Parental Perceptions of 

their Children 

Some children ... had acquired an 
undeclared script or blueprint for their life 
that submerged their personal identity or 

personal characteristics, and this meaning 
came to dominate the parent-child 

relationship... The children became ‘actors 
in someone else’s play’.” "
Reder and Duncan, 1999"

 

For additional information,  
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Phone: 08448 707 348 
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Or visit: 
www.attachmentrelationships.co.uk 
www.meaningofthechild.co.uk 
 

Introduction 
 

The Serious Case Review of Daniel Pelka, 
murdered by his mother and partner echoed 
numerous others in highlighting the ‘invisibility’ of 
the child, and the failure to question the parental 
construction of the child’s difficulties.   
 
Given that the same criticisms emerge from a 
history of fatal child abuse enquiries (e.g. Baby 
Peter, Victoria Climbie), it would seem necessary 
and timely to look to go further and understand 
why, and what might help make visible what’s 
missing. 
 
This poster suggests that the inter-agency 
application of attachment theory and procedures 
may draw attention to the very areas that appear 
to be continually missed by professionals.   
 
In particular, its contribution can be seen by the 
ability of attachment procedures to highlight, and 
make visible: 
 
q Invisible Children:  
Compulsive attachment patterns are those where 
children (and adults) learn to project a false 
positive self to the outside world, hiding their 
anger and fear in order to please or placate 
hostile (or chronically unresponsive) attachment 
figures (Crittenden 2008).  However, the child’s 
adu l t-p leas ing behav iour a l so def lec ts 
professional attention away from where the risk 
lies, as these children seem to be happy and 
doing well.  Baby P was known as ‘smiley’ and 
Victoria Cimbie was a ‘ray of sunshine’ yet both 
were being tortured and abused by carers. 
 
q The Meaning of the Child to the Parent: 
In the case of Daniel Pelka, professionals were 
criticised for not questioning the parental 
construction of the child as the problem.  This 
echoes the call of Reder and Duncan (1995, 
1999) whose seminal study of fatal child abuse 
enquiries argued that how parents construct the 
meaning of their child and shapes both the 
parent-child relationships and the nature of 
professional intervention.  
 
q Competing Dialogues:  
Attachment theory looks at the defensive 
strategies individuals employ when feeling 
threatened, in order to feel safer.  These insights 
when applied at an inter-agency and systemic 
level show how the culture of blame and shame 
around child abuse acts to re-enforce intra-
professional mistrust and misunderstanding.  
Professionals ‘retreat’ into their particular 
specialisms or agency sub-cultures, and the 
possibility of genuine dialogue, exploration, 
sharing of diverse expertise, and the opportunity 
to piece together fragmented knowledge of a 
particular family, are all lost.   
 
The experience of this particular working group of 
inter-agency professionals is that attachment 
theory has provided a common language to share 
understanding and good practice. 
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Sally and Chloe - Case Example:  
Sally attended a residential unit with her daughter, 
Chloe, aged 3 months, owing to concerns about the 
care of her 4 older children, including physical 
abuse, neglect and emotional harm.  2 weeks into 
the assessment a CARE-Index was carried out with 
her and Chloe. 
 
This assessment raised significant concerns, despite 
stimulating play and an apparently pleasant tone: 
•  Sally showed covert hostility to Chloe; her play 

was aimed at getting Chloe to perform for the 
camera.  When Chloe could not give the response 
her mother desired, Sally became increasingly 
tense; her attempts to stimulate Chloe become 
agitated and aversive. 

•  When viewed carefully in slow motion, the video 
shows Sally actually twisting Chloe’s arm in a 
painful manner.  Chloe makes no protest and the 
chat between Sally and the staff member 
continues, suggesting that this was not picked up 
by the professional observer. 

•  After this point Chloe ‘zones out’; although she 
must be in pain, Chloe inhibits her response to 
such an extreme level, that she shuts down 
completely. 

Invisible Child – Invisible Risk 
Using the CARE-Index to bring hidden 

patterns of relating to light 
 
What is Compulsive Attachment? 
Patterns of attachment describe the mental and 
behavioural strategies individuals (children and 
adults) use to shape their life and relationships in 
response to threat. 
 
According to Crittenden’s Dynamic Maturational 
Model of Attachment (DMM: Crittenden 2008, 
Crittenden and Landini 2011), one of the key ways 
in which patterns differ is how they attend to and 
express negative affect (feelings such as anger, fear, 
and desire for comfort). 
 
Some patterns (Type C, also called ambivalent and 
preoccupied) exaggerate these feelings in order to 
coerce attachment figures into being more 
predictably available and attentive.  Negative 
feelings and behaviour of the child is exaggerated, 
so problems are extremely visible.  Often 
disproportional professional attention is given to 
‘solving’ problems created by these patterns, which 
function to draw others in, and so when problems 
are ‘solved’ new ones arise to take their place. 
 
By contrast Type A patterns (also called avoidant 
and dismissing) inhibit the expression of negative 
feelings, as their expression leads to increased 
punishment, or withdrawal/abandonment by carers.  
In serious cases, the child learns to project a false 
positive self to please angry or withdrawn carers, 
prop up depressed and helpless parents, and 
prevent further abandonment or abuse.  These 
patterns, called Compulsive by Crittenden (2008) are 
frequently found in fatal child abuse, because they 
are commonly missed by professionals.  The same 
behaviour designed to deflect (abusive) parental 
attention for the child, also serves to deflect 
(potentially protective) professional attention. 
Professionals are reassured by the child’s adult 
pleasing behaviour even more than the parent is. 
 
How Can it be Identified? 
A number of attachment procedures exist to identify 
these patterns in children, however, the focus here is 
on The CARE-Index (Crittenden 2007) because 
of its ease of use, and that, uniquely, it is able to 
identify ‘pre-compulsive’ child behaviour from birth. 
The CARE-Index examines parent-child interaction 
dyadically (form the perspective of both child and 
parent), and examines attachment by seeing how 
the parent regulates the child in free play. 

Sally and Chloe – Continued: 
The intervention with Sally and Chloe is not a 
success story, as the assessment was 
undermined by internal pol it ics of the 
organisation assessing them.  The attachment 
procedures were carried out by a separate team 
from the Residential Centre, whose workers felt 
threatened by this ‘outside’ expertise.  The 
organisation’s central management’s known 
desire to reform the Residential Centres created 
the perception that this work was an attack upon 
the Residential workers’ skills and status.   
 
Information such as that arising out of the 
attachment assessments carried out with Sally 
and Chloe was seen and interpreted from the 
perspective of organisational threat, rather than 
evaluated on its own terms.  Sally’s ‘disguised 
compliance’; following the form and rules of 
the organisation, making allies of some staff 
members, but using support in a self-justifying 
rather than reflective manner, fed into this. 
 
In part, therefore, because issues of threat and 
lack of safety within the organisation were 
allowed to dominate, Sally and Chloe went back 
into the community without fuller assessment of 
the concerns raised by the attachment 
assessments.   
 
A report was written for the court on these 
procedures but it was after the Residential 
Assessment had finished, and separate to the 
report on her time in the Residential Centre. 

What is the Meaning of the Child Interview? 

The Meaning of the Child Interview (MotC) is a 
method of understanding the way parents think 
about their child(ren) through careful analysis of a 
semi-structured interview with the parent.   

Interviews are assessed by examining how parents 
talk about their child, their relationship with their 
child, and their parenting. Interviews are classified 
for the level of risk, and also the nature, of the 
parent-child relationship, the degree to which it is: 

•  Sensitive: mutually pleasurable to parent and 
child, and supportive of the child’s development 

•  Unresponsive: psychologically distant from the 
child, leading to neglect in extreme cases 

•  Controlling: psychologically intrusive towards 
the child, leading to, in more serious cases, 
hostile and/or enmeshed relationships 

These classifications, which deliberately echo 
Crittenden’s CARE-Index classifications (Crittenden 
2007, see left) are thereby linked to their effects 
upon the child’s developing attachment pattern, and 
the potential risks or strengths in the child’s 
development arising out of this. 

The Research Basis of the Meaning of the 
Child 

The Meaning of the Child has been used extensively 
in the Family Court arena since 2010.  It is based 
upon 30 years of research into parental 
representations of caregiving (see Solomon and 
George 2008), as well as the literature on Reflective 
Functioning (e.g. Slade 2005). Grey (2014) 
compared MotC patterns in a ‘at risk’ sample, and 
with parents with no statutory involvement with the 
CARE-Index videos of the same dyads. A strong 
positive relationship was found between both risk 
and pattern as assessed through the MotC in 
parenting interviews, and face-to-face parent-child 
interaction as assessed using the CARE-Index.  
There was also a very strong positive correlation 
between MotC Sensitivity and Parental Reflective 
Functioning. It is one of only comparable tools to be 
validated with fathers as well as mothers.  

Sally and Chloe – Continued: 
Sally also undertook the Meaning of the Child 
Interview (MotC).  The interview was classified 
separately and without reference to (i.e. blind) the 
CARE-Index, but was also classified as high risk and 
controlling (hostile).   
 
In particular the interview showed a pattern of 
covert hostility towards the child, interviewer, 
other parents, and the residential unit: 

•  Apparent cooperation was undermined by 
subtle complaints and mocking, and self 
justifying comments. 

•  Incongruities between direct assertions, 
and expressed affect: Positive, generalised, 
statements about Chloe were undermined by 
hostile and belittling images, negative evocative 
language, and teasing humour. 

•  Enmeshed Thinking: Sally’s own needs and 
feelings were inappropriately ‘read into’ her 
baby’s mind.  Sally’s understanding of her baby’s 
experience was distorted by her own feelings of 
hostility towards and rejection by others. 

•  Unresolved Trauma: Sally’s own traumatic 
experience was irrationally ‘mixed up’ with that of 
her baby, for whom it was irrelevant. 
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