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Research review 

Stability, continuity and felt security as active factors 

Findings from the research review – the evidence in summary 

Staub (2003)1 argues if we want  emotionally resilient, caring, non-violent  and 
optimally functioning young people,  who fulfil needs in a constructive rather than 
destructive way, who have experienced a continuous evolution of effectiveness and 
identity as a result of continued fulfilment of these needs, who are ‘connected 
selves’, this requires support networks  capable of constructively satisfying children’s 
fundamental needs, including security,  effectiveness an control, positive identity and 
belonging, comprehension of reality.  

• From previous life experiences LAC often have profound mental health needs 
• Stress including transitions, and especially those perceived as abrupt, can 

recreate the experience of the original trauma 
• There are optimum times for transitions usually once recovery has been 

completed 
• The more secure young people feel the fewer placements they have – 2.3 for 

secure, 9.5 for insecure. Stability after care is associated with stability in care 
• Stability should be the default option but it is not as significant as felt security, 

continuity and social support. The impact of these 3 is cumulative.  Stability 
may be precondition for felt security but is not a sufficient factor in itself.  

• Make it clear when a placement is temporary or for a purpose other than a 
long term home for child 

• Continuity of relationships is key as they bring trusting relationships, sense of 
security and belonging, self-efficacy and hope 

 
1 Staub E (2003), The psychology of good and evil. Why children, adults and groups  help and harm 
each other Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 



• Felt security is found to predict outcomes above stability. The lived experience 
of stability, felt security and development of meaningful relationships matter to 
young people. 

• ‘…a pathway into stable relationships, a stable job, and a stable social 
network, a network that offers access to reliable social support and crucially.. 
guarantees of connections to people with a partisan commitment to them.’ 

• Where children received either well modelled relationship skills in their earlier 
placements, or explicit teaching of these skills, the more likely they will 
develop cohesive relationships  with alter placements 

• Time is a key axis in analysis of stability. The following are key (Edwards 
2002)2 relationship and values – parenting figures styles and values, 
friendship  networks, daily routines, and material aspects – home, finance 

•  ‘Stated simply, relationships are the ‘active ingredients’ of the environment’s 
influence on healthy human development. They incorporate the qualities that 
best promote competence and wellbeing – individualised responsiveness, 
mutual action-and-interaction, and as an emotional connection to another 
human being, be it parent,  peer….Relationships engage children in the 
human community in ways that help them define who they are, what they can 
become, and how and why they are important to other people (National 
Scientific Council on the Developing Child 2004)3 

• Young people can hurl themselves forwards rather than wait to be passively 
expelled. An ending has to be something ‘good’ with an acknowledgment of 
pain and guilt in order for the experience to be ‘held’ and not dropped. 

• A precipice is to be avoided, the gradient must be regulated to be negotiated 
without damage…a new level of stability is created in the slope down to the 
precipice. In this way, the self’s advance towards the object is secured, and 
there is no danger of destructive collapse.’ (Edwards 2000)4 

• It matters how professionals relate to each other.  
• Where these are hostile they can become associated with externalising 

behaviour in the adolescent and where withdrawn can be seen as leading to 
internalised behaviours. Parenting warmth did not seem to diminish affects of 
reactivity, overt behavioural activity and negative representations  of the 
interparental relationships can follow (Davies and Cummings 1994)5 

• It could be possible for policy to require an ‘optimal protocol’ for each child 
linked to a taxonomy of fundamental emotional need outlining  how the 
protection and nurturing the socio-emotional well-being of the young person is 

 
2 Edwards, J (2002), Creating stability for children in step families: time and substance in parenting. Children 
and Society vol 16 no 3 Jun pp154 - 167 
3  
4 Edwards, Judith (2000), On being dropped and picked up: adopted children and their internal objects. Journal 
of child psychotherapy vol 226 no 3 pp349- 367 
5 Davies PT and Cummings, EM (1994), Marital conflict and child adjustment: an emotional security hypothesis: 
Psychological Bulletin 116 pp387 - 411 



to be ensured by any change of placement as a core element of personality 
development.  

 

Implications for practice – learning from Adoption Research Initiative 20116 

For young people 

• Acknowledge and encourage  the expression of mixed feelings about  the 
past for both young people and caregivers  

• Reassure all parties that mixed feelings are understandable and they do not 
need to preclude a sense of belonging or permanence  

• Provide time and support to help front line workers to engage and 
communicate with young people  

• Listen and respond to what young people are saying – through their words 
and their behaviour  

• Ensure contact arrangements do not undermine the young person’s sense of 
belonging and permanence  

• Review contact plans regularly to make sure that they continue to meet the 
needs of the young person  

Local authorities 

• Develop a dynamic system of assessment which proactively assesses the 
child’s need for permanence – delay caused by professional uncertainty may 
mean that children lose their chance of stable care  

• Develop a culture of evidence based confidence in the care system. If entry 
into the care system is seen as the ‘last resort ‘ there may be avoidable delay 
and the chances of achieving permanence …reduced  

• Conduct thorough evidence- based assessments of carers to ensure they 
have the strengths and capacities to care for troubled children.  

Additional (from Research in Practice briefing re commissioning) 

• Use an appropriate assessment (NCERCC comment: additional to the SDQ  
as practitioners are reporting it does not extend to meet the needs of RCC 
yisoung people) to help identify those young people at risk of placement 
instability and therefore in need of particularly careful matching and additional 
resources pre and post placement  

• Have you undertaken a needs analysis to establish local needs for RCC? 
Have the results informed service and financial planning, and consideration of 
partnership arrangements on regional commissioning? 

• Do RCC have streamlined access to CAMHS? 
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• Are there robust staff development and training programmes for RCC? 
• Do RCC have clear, well-understood polices? 

 

 

 


