
 

 
Re:thinking Residential Child Care 

O.M.G. in RCC – Making the most appropriate placement – mirroring and 
matching.  

NCERCC believes in publicly promoting practice for free.  

NCERCC has never accepted that practice is the property of anyone.  

This is the second in a 3-part series addressing important practice matters that 
otherwise might be forgotten, or overlooked, or more worrying today, re-
defined. In this mini-series  

• Opportunity led working 
• Matching as mirroring 
• Gratitude.  

Why this? Why now?  

The Care Review has asked for views about the role and task of RCC. If the Care 
Review only takes notice of the submissions made available publicly then there is 
potential that its knowledge is narrowed, and some eternally relevant concepts and 
practices will be omitted. There is potential that we will need to relearn what we 
already know. 

Most appropriate placement – mirroring and matching 

In the making of the Children Act 1989 (S22C(5)) t was stated that the local authority 
must place a child in the placement which is, in their opinion, the most appropriate 
placement available.  

In relation to a placement in a children’s home the needs of the child must match the 
provision as in the Statement of Purpose, a document that gives details of outcomes 
that the home seeks to achieve and its approach to achieving them.  

In the Guide to Quality Standards regarding Regulation 22 Care Planning it states 
that the home must care for the child and value them as an individual. There must be 
individualised care. There must be the matching needs to provision, the home must 
be the right one for that child, the home must be will be able to respond effectively to 
the child’s assessed needs. The home needs to act in the way that a good parent 
would. 



The home must be a nurturing environment, welcoming, supportive, and providing 
appropriate boundaries in relation to the child’s behaviour. Every home must be 
homely, and not institutional.  

NCERCC people helped write the Quality Standards. The authoring group shared its 
deep knowledge and theory to ensure each home was enabled to make the most 
appropriate placement by being the facilitating environment a child placed there 
required.  

One focus of our discussions about the most appropriate placement was the 
‘mirroring function’ of a home.  

In order for a home to be matching it needed to be able to perform the mirroring 
function for the child.  

As the Care Review has requested suggestions as to the role and function of 
children’s homes NCERCC is making known the thinking that was behind the Quality 
Standards and the mirroring function that is anticipated.  

The mirroring function is active if the elements in Regulation 22 (see above) are 
active in the care in the home. 

The concept is developed in Playing and Reality by Donald Winnicott, The Mirror-
role of Mother and Family in Child Development 

• If the mirroring functioning is in place the child is able to see himself in the 
parent’s face.   

• If the parent is distracted or concerned more with themselves the child does 
not see themselves in the parents face 

• A failure in the mirror function makes it hard for the child to situate themselves 
in the environment. 

• If this is repeated the child become wary 
• The child needs to trust the parent to avoid situations where they may be 

disappointed by the mirroring function 
• The mirror proves to the child that they exist  

Mirroring is consciously developed as part of the thinking of the home as a planned 
environment. This thinking links to another concept by Winnicott, the (emotionally) 
holding environment. If a home is attuned to meeting the needs of the child it will find 
the care it receives is satisfying. Feeling emotionally secure they can begin to 
explore the world, first in the primary relationship with their key person in the home, 
then within the group, then in the community. Steadily the emotional secure base 
provides the support to develop dependency, then the emerging capacity to be alone 
through independency and then a recognition of interdependency. 

Winnicott is bring our attention to the importance that when the child sees the people 
involved in their care they must see himself or herself. When the grown up sees the 
child they see themself there. This is the mirroring function, a two-way enrichment 
with the discovery of meaning in the world.  



Children who come to live in children’s homes may not have had a strong experience 
of the mirroring function. They may not have experience from grown ups of not 
getting back what they are giving. They look and they do not see themselves. There 
are consequences when the carers face is not a mirror. 

This can happen, parents can be distracted or absent through coping with stress, 
anxiety, fear, or their own unresolved trauma. These can lead to not being able to 
respond to the baby in a way that is useful for the developing sense of self. This lack 
of response takes away the opportunity for the child to see his or herself reflected 
and responded to in the carer’s face. They also lose the opportunity for exchange 
and to understand the social environment as a place of exchange where their 
developing self is part of a potential for relationship. 

A major task for residential child care workers is provide the mirroring that has been 
absent.  
 
So what might we take from knowing about the mirroring function that lies behind the 
making of the most appropriate placement? 
 
Positive socialisation occurs through mutual sensitive interactions between grown 
ups and children. Daniel Stern calls it ‘attunement’.  

In the environment it means objects, and activities that show an interest in the child’s 
interests. It shows that the grown ups have a created a home that is including them 
in a social environment. It helps them to relax and be more open. It provides a 
welcoming opportunity and for them, designed to provide learning through 
experience about what they are curious to learn. It is designed for them. It is creative 
about and for them, it does not expect compliance. It is interesting, it requires focus. 
A well-mirrored child meets the world without trauma as an individual as it emerges 
into and from this community that recognises interdependence. 

 


