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Chapter 7

7.1 Introduction

To gain more insight into the way sensitivity and responsivity are displayed in the 
interaction between PFPs and adolescents, we studied PFP-adolescent interactions 
during and around dinner in six family-group care settings. Chapter 1 offered a general 
introduction to the subject, including the theoretical background. Chapter 2 presented a 
description of the methods used and the data acquired. The analytic studies conducted 
within this PhD-project were presented in chapters 3 to 6. Each analytic study analysed 
a collection of examples of an interactional phenomenon. This final chapter (7) provides 
a general overview of the thesis, presents and discusses conclusions and proposes 
directions for further research.

7.2 Overview of the main research findings

In this thesis, we explored how sensitivity and responsivity are displayed and 
constructed in the interaction between PFPs and out-of-home placed adolescents in 
family-style group care by answering several research questions. The main findings can 
be summarized as follows:

The first analytic study (chapter 3) explored the first sub-question: ‘How do 
adolescents initiate a telling and how do Professional Foster Parents show sensitivity 
and responsivity in their responses?’ The chapter offered an analysis of 133 fragments 
of telling initiations by adolescents in family-style group care. These telling initiations 
were analysed in order to discover how adolescents select themselves to tell something, 
how they attract attention from their PFPs and how the telling initiations work out in 
the interactions. The selected initiations were all started without an invitation from 
the PFPs. In our collection of 133 telling initiations, we found four distinct practices or 
categories of initiations performed by adolescents: 1) out of the blue (n=23); 2) through 
topic shift (n=34); 3) through topic continuation (n=43); and 4) by referring either to 
something going on or to an object (n=30). The four different initiation practices were 
followed by different responses from the PFPs, and were conducted through verbal 
and non-verbal behaviour. The different categories of telling initiations give insight into 
the various practices adolescents use to start a telling. We can see how adolescents 
gain attention from the PFPs by making clear that they want to tell something, mark 
the importance of the tellings and by doing so evoke sensitivity and responsivity. We 
observed that when parents treated initiations in a non-preferred way, the adolescents 
in our collection responded by repairing their initiation and/or by trying it again. We also 
noticed that different adolescents seem to have different interactional competences. 
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Practices like making eye contact before starting a telling or addressing the PFP by name 
seem to reinforce the initiation.

In chapter 4, we illustrated how PFPs evoke adolescent tellings, thereby exploring 
the second sub-question: ‘How are sensitivity and responsivity visible in the telling 
invitations of Professional Foster Parents towards adolescents?’ The collection of 
‘telling invitations’ by PFPs consists of 32 interactions. PFPs use various practices to 
invite adolescents to tell something: 1) by asking wh-questions (n=14), 2) by asking 
polar questions (n=12), 3) by fishing (n=2), 4) through someone else (n=3) and 5) by 
sharing their own emotion or feeling (n=1). Remarkably, the invitation in itself seldom 
evokes an extended telling. Therefore, parents used further questions and continuers, 
which indeed seemed necessary. Analysis of the telling invitations gives insight into 
the variety of possible invitation practices that can be used to engage in interaction 
with adolescents. It would be helpful for parents to be more aware of the form of 
these questions to elicit the specific information they need or want. Whether these 
invitations result in a short or a long conversation does not seem to be of importance 
for the value of the conversation. Interestingly, telling initiations occur more often in 
our data than telling invitations. This could be related to the findings of Soenens and 
colleagues (2006), who note that a warm family climate may be more effective than 
parental solicitation in bringing about adolescents’ self-disclosure.

Chapter 5 demonstrated how PFPs combine multiple activities (listening and eating), 
and thereby addressed the following sub-question: ‘How are sensitivity and responsivity 
on the part of Professional Foster Parents visible in combining the activities of having 
dinner and doing listening?’ In this study, we illustrated instances where PFPs do these 
activities simultaneously. The analysis led to the distinction of three main practises 
through which PFPs still show listenership while simultaneously performing another 
activity: they 1) use verbal signs; 2) use non-verbal signs and 3) combine verbal and non-
verbal signs. Although absence of gaze towards a telling adolescent can be seen as ‘going 
against interactional rules’ (Goodwin, 1984; Haddington, Keisanen, Mondada, & Nevile 
(Eds.), 2014), our analysis shows that adolescents treat this as unproblematic. They 
continue their telling even if the parent’s gaze is not directed at them. We furthermore 
showed that adolescents can deal with fragmented attention from their PFPs when they 
are engaged in multiple activities. In addition, we saw how adolescents use various 
strategies, both verbal and non-verbal, to get the attention of the PFPs or to make sure 
their telling succeeds when the parent is not paying attention.

The last analytic chapter (6) explored the question: ‘How do Professional Foster 
Parents initiate behavioural corrections towards adolescents?’ It identified three main 
practices used by PFPs to initiate behavioural correction towards adolescents. The 
three grammatical forms of these practices correspond with the three major sentence 
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types (Sadock & Zwicky, 1985): 1) imperatives (n=26), 2) interrogatives (n=20) and 3) 
declarative sentences (n=21). Each form has different follow-up possibilities for the 
adolescent. The three forms of correction-initiations range from a relatively strong 
claim to the right of behavioural correction to a less strong claim this right of so-called 
‘deontic authority’ (Stevanovic, 2011). Knowledge about the possible follow-up options 
for adolescents for each correction-initiation can help PFPs to behave more intentionally 
in interaction with adolescents in family-style group care. Sometimes parents and 
adolescents remain in disagreement. However, this is not necessarily problematic 
when both parties make use of positive resolution styles (Allen et al., 1997). When 
that happens, conflicts can serve as opportunities for adolescents to learn to discuss 
or to achieve compromise (Branje et al., 2009).

The following section (section 7.3) discusses these main findings, and describes the 
overall contribution of this thesis to the scientific field and its practical application for 
the field of family-style group care in the Netherlands, especially PFPs in family-style 
group care and their relationship with adolescents.

7.3. Discussion of the main findings

The present study was concerned with interactions between experienced PFPs 
and adolescents in family-style group care. Family-style group care is a promising 
alternative home for children and adolescents who have to grow up outside their 
biological family. A continuous relationship with a PFP is an important factor in 
building and maintaining an attachment relationship. The scholarly literature indicates 
that sensitivity and responsivity are basic elements for building and maintaining this 
attachment relationship (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Wall, 1978; Juffer, 2010; Van 
IJzendoorn, 2010). The parents’ sensitivity and responsivity are important for the 
quality of the relationship. Although we do know that sensitivity and responsivity are 
important elements in interaction, less is known about the way in which sensitivity and 
responsivity are displayed in daily interactions. Therefore, the four studies presented 
in this dissertation give unique insights into the way PFPs and adolescents interact 
with each other and how sensitivity and responsivity become visible in these daily 
interactions.

The specific phenomena analysed in the four studies disclose the PFP-adolescent 
interaction from different perspectives. In general, this dissertation provides a detailed 
analysis of interaction, reveals that adolescents are active participants, enlarges our 
understanding of actual interaction and shows that PFPs are inventive in interaction 
with adolescents. Each of these elements will be clarified below.
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Detailed analysis of interaction.

The relationship between PFPs and adolescents involves more complexity than 
an ordinary parent-adolescent relationship, due to the non-biological nature of the 
relationship and the difficult background of the adolescents. However, it is precisely 
the stable nature of the relationship with PFPs in family-style group care that gives 
adolescents the opportunity to gain new positive and corrective attachment experiences 
(Juffer, 2010).

Although attachment is an internal state of mind, participants have to interact with 
each other to build and maintain an attachment relationship. Since parents’ sensitivity 
and responsivity are seen as basic elements for building and maintaining an affective 
relationship (Bowlby, 1988, IJzendoorn, 2010), it is important to study the actual display 
of these elements in interaction. Video data also makes these practices observable for 
the researcher (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984, Koole 2015).

While the detailed analysis of interaction has been used here in this study to address 
its basic research questions, detailed analysis can also be helpful for PFPs themselves 
to learn from the interactions in which they are involved. Video Feedback Intervention 
can be a helpful method to reflect on interactional behaviour and to become more 
aware of what works in daily interaction.

Adolescents are active participants. Adolescents in family-style group care seem 
to have a double disadvantage: Adolescents in general struggle for autonomy, and, in 
relation to their parents, exploration increases as they grow up, while overt attachment 
behaviour decreases. In addition, due to their backgrounds, adolescents in family-style 
group care often have difficulties forming new (attachment) relationships. This is of 
course not only problematic for adolescents, but just as much for their PFPs, who 
genuinely want to help them. The body of knowledge regarding interactions between 
professional caretakers and adolescents is still limited. The tremendous amount of 
video data collected from the dinner conversations in family-style group care therefore 
represented a great opportunity for studying the interaction between PFPs and 
adolescents.

In our data, we found that adolescents do a large amount of interactional work to 
engage or remain in interaction with their PFPs. The analytic studies show multiple 
examples of initiations from the adolescents, using both verbal and non-verbal 
behaviour to engage or remain in interaction with the parents. Understandably, this may 
not always be noticed by the PFPs, due to all the things they have to do simultaneously. 
But this still paints a hopeful picture. Even when PFPs are not giving a response (e.g., 
because they are busy with another child), the adolescents often deal with that, for 
example by addressing the parent by name, by starting their telling again or by smoothly 

7



122

Chapter 7

turning the general conversation towards their own telling. This finding fits with the 
collaborative character of social interaction, in which both speaker and listener are 
responsible and need to take an active stance to make the interaction successful (cf. 
Bavelas, et al., 2000; Schegloff, 1982).
Understanding of actual interaction. As Harder, Hall and van Nijnatten (2016) point out, 
compared to the number of existing studies on effect of interventions, limited research 
is available on actual relationship behaviour. Research on what actually happens ‘on the 
ground’ is, according to Harder, Knorth and Kalverboer (2013), necessary to increase 
our understanding of helpful care processes. Several studies have indeed undertaken 
this work, for example by including a conflict discussion task, during which attachment 
related behaviour was observed and coded in a laboratory setting (see, for example, 
Allen et al., 2003; Jones & Cassidy, 2014). However, Allen and Land (1999) already 
suggested that adolescent attachment could also be observed via relational approaches. 
Our study attempts to further increase our knowledge of the way sensitivity and 
responsivity are displayed in the interaction by analysing and describing PFP-adolescent 
interactions in family-style group care. Our findings show what happens ‘on the ground’ 
during mundane interactions.

This understanding of actual interaction is also valuable for enlarging overall 
knowledge of everyday talk within the field of pedagogy. An interactional perspective 
provides knowledge about how (pedagogical) concepts are managed and respecified 
in daily lives from the perspective of participants (Antaki, 2011; Wiggins, 2017). The 
field of psychology already has a tradition of studying psychological concepts from 
a discursive perspective. Discursive psychology proceeds from the idea of studying 
naturalistic rather than contrived data, to focus on action rather than cognition and 
to develop insight into the normative rather than the causal organization of social 
interaction (Te Molder, 2015: 10). Such a discursive approach was used in this study, 
and seems also promising for understanding pedagogical issues such as socialization, 
play, rules and obedience.

PFPs are inventive in interaction with adolescents. Given our focus on the displayed 
behaviour of PFPs, it is interesting to discover the various practices PFPs use in their 
interaction with adolescents. These practices are often quite inventive. For example, 
to engage in interaction they use six different practices to invite adolescents to 
tell something (see Chapter 2). This study provides knowledge about interaction 
between PFPs and adolescents and the patterns involved. Our goal is by no means to 
prescribe specific sentences or forms for PFPs or caregivers in general to use in certain 
situations, because every relationship and every situation is different and requires a 
unique approach. However, we do hope to provide knowledge that can help PFPs to 
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interact more intentionally with the adolescents in their care, and to gain interactional 
knowledge of the way conversations work in daily life (Noordegraaf, Schep & Koole, 
2018). The main elements of attachment, sensitivity and responsivity have been viewed 
from an interactional perspective, in the hope that it will provide PFPs with practical 
and applicable knowledge that has the potential to effect positive changes in their 
relationship with the adolescents in their care (Antaki, 2011).

The effectiveness of the interactions. The interactions we analysed, of which a selection 
was presented in the different studies in this dissertation, cannot always be classified 
as positive interactions, conducive to attachment. On the face of it, some interactions 
may rather be seen as negative or ineffective. This point requires further explanation.

By using CA, we have collected information about how PFPs and adolescents interact 
and how sensitivity and responsivity are displayed in their interaction. We analysed 
the interactions in detail, without determining either in advance or after the fact what 
constitutes good or bad parent-adolescent interaction (Hall et al., 2014; Silverman, 
1997). We were interested in how the participants themselves show in their verbal 
and non-verbal behaviour how they interpret and understand each other. Therefore, 
our findings do not answer the question of the kinds of interactions that do or do not 
contribute to attachment. They merely show how each phenomenon works out in the 
interaction and whether these interactions succeed in a sequential way (Schegloff, 
2007), which is a basic condition for communication. The knowledge acquired about 
the way PFPs and adolescents interact shows the variety in interactions and how the 
different actions of PFPs or adolescents work out in the interaction. This does not 
necessarily have to be positive (Branje, 2018). Sometimes it may be educational for 
children or adolescents to witness irritation in a PFP. It is interesting and informative 
to see how these interactions work out, and what the PFPs themselves or other PFPs 
or professionals can learn from that. As we will outline in the suggestions for further 
research (in section 7.6), it may also be possible to measure whether the practices PFPs 
use contribute to better quality PFP-adolescent relationships.

Institutional versus mundane/ordinary conversations. Within CA, a distinction is 
often drawn between institutional and mundane/ordinary conversation. This distinction 
refers to the context of the talk and to the observable actions of participants that 
show their understanding of the context. Mundane or ordinary conversation is seen as 
informal, without specific institutional goals or tasks. Institutional conversation, on the 
other hand, is characterized by more defined goals and actions to achieve these goals, 
specific to the institution (Drew & Heritage, 1992; Heritage, 2005). Yet the mundane or 
institutional nature of a context is not predefined; participants show in their turn-by-
turn talk how they understand its context (Jol, 2020). Family interactions are always a 
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mixed context. A family is an institution with participants who have their own roles. At 
the same time, it is a setting in which the family is just a family. Therefore, family-style 
group care also seems to be a hybrid context with both institutional and mundane 
characteristics. It is similar to ‘normal families’, but with the additional task for PFPs 
to provide professional care for non-biological children, under the supervision of 
professionals from a youth care organisation. In analysing the interactions between 
PFPs and adolescents, we can see that the hybrid context is not problematic for the 
interactions. The participants seem to switch smoothly between the ordinary and 
institutional dimensions in their interaction.

7.4 Limitations of the study

This study has provided unique insight into the interactions between PFPs and 
adolescents within family-style group care. Using the method of Conversation Analysis, 
we were able to study this interaction in considerable detail. However, apart from the 
insights it obtained, our study also has its limitations.

Firstly, we collected information about how PFPs and adolescents interact, and 
about how sensitivity and responsivity are displayed in their interaction. As stated 
above, the findings do not answer the question concerning the kinds of interactions that 
contribute to attachment or that fail to do so. Our goal was to analyse the interactions, 
to uncover the patterns and varieties that occur in these interactions and to provide 
knowledge about ‘how’ sensitivity and responsivity look in interactions.

Secondly, our interactional perspective on sensitivity and responsivity has revealed 
what actual interaction between PFPs and adolescents looks like. A CA perspective does 
not provide information about participants’ feelings and intentions. For example, we 
do not know the reason why a PFP corrects one adolescent in one way and another in 
another way. Retrospective interviews, in which PFPs and adolescents give insight into 
their feelings and intensions, might well be of help for gaining knowledge of the internal 
considerations of participants.

Thirdly, dinner time is a central moment in the life of a family, as most or all family 
members are present around the table. In family-style group care, all these members 
are entitled to the attention of PFPs and participate verbally and non-verbally in the 
interaction. Therefore, our findings give insight into the interaction between PFPs and 
adolescent in the context of a group, and may not be entirely comparable with one-
to-one interactions.

Lastly, our data consisted of conversations during and around dinner. As stated, 
dinner is a central moment in the life of a family, but with only three hours of videotaping 
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per day (for a period of three weeks), we cannot offer conclusions about the interaction 
between PFPs and adolescents in these six family-style group care settings in general.

7.5 Further Research

This thesis has provided a detailed analysis of the interaction between PFPs and 
adolescents in family-style group care. The findings and limitations of this study also 
have implications for further research.

Firstly, as mentioned above, our findings do not answer the question concerning the 
kinds of interactions that do or do not contribute to attachment. Additional research 
is needed to be able to voice conclusions about the effectiveness of the practices of 
PFPs from the viewpoint of adolescents and PFPs. One possible step could be to train 
PFPs to apply the practices PFPs use in daily interactions with adolescents, as revealed 
in the current research, and to measure if these practices contribute to higher quality 
PFP-adolescent relationships in family-style group care. One method for training in 
professional interaction, based on conversation analysis, is the Conversation Analytic 
Role-play Method (CARM) (Stokoe, 2014). With this method, extracts from research 
findings (combined with audio or video recordings) are used to train participants 
(Stokoe, 2014). During training, with real data, participants can see how interactions 
take place turn by turn. Another useful method is the Discursive Action Method (DAM) 
(Lamerichs & Te Molder, 2011), which aims to make people aware of their own talk 
and practices. The impact of the trainings could be studied to see if the quality of the 
relationship improves over time. This has already been done in several environments, 
for example interactions with children in early childhood education (Church & Bateman, 
2019).

Secondly, it would be valuable to combine different research approaches to expand 
our knowledge about attachment in interaction: to study both the interaction and 
the state of mind towards attachment, and thereby include information about the 
adolescents and PFPs and their background. Several studies, for example, found 
a link between attachment behaviour among adolescents and the PFP’s state of 
mind regarding attachment (Van IJzendoorn, 1995; Dozier et al., 2001; Zeanah & 
Smyke, 2005). The attachment state of mind refers to the parent’s own attachment 
experiences. IJzendoorn (1995) found that parents ‘who are coherent in processing 
their own attachment experiences are classified as having autonomous states of mind’, 
and these adults most often have children who are securely attached to them. Dozier 
and Sepulveda (2004) argue that it is crucial in training foster parents to attend to 
the parents’ state of mind with regard to attachment, in order to make attachment 
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effective. It would be valuable to examine how this plays a role in PFP–adolescent 
relationships within family-style group care.

Finally, the problem of multiple breakdowns during adolescence also applies to 
foster care (Weterings & Van den Bergh, 2010; Sallnäs et al., 2004; Van Ooijen, 2010). 
Our study addressed interactions in family-style group care. Although family-style 
group care is meant to constitute an alternative to residential care (Koersdocument, 
2019), there are many similarities with foster care by virtue of the shared family-like 
environments. Additional research is needed to explore whether our findings are also 
representative for interactions between foster parents and the adolescents in their 
care and for other age groups.

Attachment in Interaction

In this thesis, we were interested in how sensitivity and responsivity are expressed in the 
interaction between PFPs and adolescents in family-style group care. As outlined in the 
‘Kwaliteitscriteria gezinshuizen ([Quality criteria for family-style group care], 2019), PFPs 
in family-style group care have a twofold goal: they have to provide an environment 
that is as close to a ‘normal family’ as possible, and they need to provide professional 
care. A PFP works as a full-time caretaker in his or her own family. This setting gives 
children and adolescents the chance to grow up full-time in a family-like environment, 
which is considered the best out-of-home care option (Ministry of Health, Welfare and 
Sport & Ministry of Security and Justice 2014). The fact that the caretaker is available 
on a full-time basis and provides care in his or her own family may be both the strength 
and the weakness of this hybrid setting. PFPs are unable to alternate with colleagues 
and to take a temporary distance. Although PFPs are expected to be professional, due 
to the family-like environment it may be difficult (or, perhaps, nearly impossible) for 
them to always stay in ‘the professional mode’.

The analysis of the interactions between the PFPs and the adolescents described in 
this PhD-thesis contributes to more applicable knowledge for PFPs for performing their 
valuable work, with the ultimate purpose of providing a warm and safe environment 
for children and adolescents who have to grow up outside their own biological family.
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