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Abstract

This paper addresses issues relevant to at-
tachment and intervention in families
with an interracially adopted child. It is
argued that Bowlby's attachment theory
provides a relevant conceptual framework
to understand the challenges inherent to
the attachment process in adoptive fami-
lies. Subsequently, the results of two
intervention studies on attachment in
adoptive families with and without bio-
logical children are compared. In these
two groups a similar intervention, consist-
ing of written information and video
feedback, was implemented at 6 months.
At 12 months the same intervention re-
sulted in a larger number of secure attach-
ments in adoptive families without bio-
logical children and a smaller number of
secure attachments in adoptive families
with biological children. At 18 months
this differential effect had disappeared.
Implications of these results are dis-
cussed.

Introduction

Adoption - in this paper international,
interracial adoption - presents an unique
situation with respect to the child-parent
attachment process, because it involves
special circumstances and challenges for
the bonding process: children are sepa-
rated from their primary attachment fig-
ure, then sometimes moved to an institu-
tion or a foster home, and finally are
placed in an adoptive family with the ulti-
mate and explicit goal to develop new
bonds. To understand the phenomena in-
herent to these processes, attachment the-
ory (Bowlby, 1982) provides a relevant
theoretical framework. In attachment the-
ory the determinants and consequences of
attachment are depicted, as well as the
assumed mechanisms and processes.

We briefly address some implications
of attachment theory focusing on the
adoptive parent's contribution to the at-
tachment process. According to Bowlby
(1982, p.306) it may be less easy for an
adoptive mother to behave in a com-
pletely 'mothering' way to a child than
for a biological mother. An adoptive
mother has not been exposed to the same
hormonal levels following pregnancy and
delivery as a biological mother. Although
one could argue that all fathers (adoptive
as well as biological) obviously miss this
experience and yet are able to behave in a
completely parenting way to their child,
this comparison does not seem relevant
for adoptive families. The adoptive cou-
ple is consciously aware of the fact that in
contrast with other mothers the adoptive
mother missed the experiences of preg-
nancy and giving birth. In case the adop-
tive parents already have children of their
own, they can compare the adoption pro-
cess with their own pregnancy and deli v-
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ery, and evaluate the differences. In case
the adoptive parents are involuntarily
childless, the missed experiences of
childbirth are unequivocally an emotional
issue. These couples already have a
(long) history of miscarriages, medical
examinations, or unsuccessful efforts
with the new reproductive techniques.
The emotions surrounding the fertility
problems could undermine the adoptive
parents' feelings of certainty in their
parenting role (Kirk, 1964). The percep-
tions and emotions in adoptive families
with and without biological children may
create a family atmosphere that hinders
the emergence of basic trust and security
(Singer, Brodzinsky, Ramsay, Steir &
Waters, 1985).

Furthermore, according to Bowlby
(1982, p.306) adoptive parents miss the
stimuli emanating from the newborn
baby, because they are not involved in his
or her caretaking until several weeks or
months after birth. Or, as Papousek and
Papousek (1992) put forward, the adop-
tive parents miss some important initial
communication experiences. These limi-
tations on the adoptive parents' part could
hinder or disrupt the development of a
secure attachment

Parent-child relationships in adoptive
families: empirical evidence

The limited empirical research on child-
mother attachment in adoptive families
yields some indications regarding the
quality of the parent-child relationship
(for a review, see Portello, 1993), and the
incidence of (in)secure attachment rela-
tionships. Two decades ago, the literature
suggested that there could be a risk for
developing problematic mother-child re-
lationships for children adopted after ap-

proximately 6 or 12 months of age
(Tizard & Rees, 1975; Yarrow &
Goodwin, 1973). In these studies - both
involving locally, intraracially adopted
children - the parent-child relationship
was studied in an exploratory, descriptive
way. Yarrow and Goodwin (1973) stud-
ied the immediate reactions to separation
from the mother in 70 infants. Fifty-two
infants were placed in foster or adoptive
homes before 6 months and 18 infants
were placed after 6 months of age. Ac-
cording to the authors, disturbances in the
relationship with the new mother were
much more frequent among the children
placed after 6 months than among youn-
ger children. The children older than 6
months showed rejection of the mother,
excessive clinging to her, or withdrawal.
Infants under 6 months showed mainly
apathetic withdrawn behavior. Some in-
fants clung to the new mother and cried
inconsolably whenever the mother went
out of sight. Although Yarrow and
Goodwin evaluate the rather active be-
havior of the children placed after 6
months as more problematic than the
more passive behavior of the younger
placed children, we do not know which
impact each of these behaviors could
have on the developing child-parent at-
tachment relationship. For instance, one
could also hypothesize that apathetic
withdrawn behavior or inconsolable cry-
ing of the infant might lead to an insecure
pattern of attachment.

Tizard and Rees (1975) studied 65
children, placed for adoption after 1 year
of age. At 4 years of age most parents
reported close attachments to their
adopted child. However, compared to
non-adopted peers some adopted children
were described as overfriendly to strang-
ers. At age 8, teachers reported problem-
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atic peer relationships for this group, and
excessive attention-seeking from adults
(Tlzard& Hodges, 1978).

In the Netherlands, the long-term ad-
justment of international adoptees has
been studied by Hoksbergen and co-
workers, and Verhuist and colleagues.
They found that compared to non-adopted
peers, adoptees showed more behavior
problems, and were placed in residential
settings more often (Geerars, 't Hart &
Hoksbergen, 1991; Hoksbergen, in press;
Hoksbergen, Spaan & Waardenburg,
1988; Verhulst, Althus & Versluis-den
Bieman, 1990; Verhuist & Versluis-den
Bieman, 1989). This was especially true
for adolescents and for boys. Although an
association was found between age of
placement and problematic behavior,
even in the youngest group (placed under
6 months) there were more residential
placements and problem behaviors than
in non-adopted peers. Since disturbed
parent-child relationships were reported
in many cases, one could wonder whether
these problems originated in early attach-
ment problems in the adoptive family.

More recently, the Strange Situation
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Wall,
1978) provided a measure to observe
more precisely the child-parent attach-
ment relationship in adoptive families.
Two studies using the Strange Situation
suggest that there may be a risk for devel-
oping an insecure child-mother attach-
ment for children, adopted even before 6
months (Marcovitch, Goldberg, Gold,
Washington, Wasson & Krekewich,
1995; Singer et al., 1985). In Marcovitch
et al.'s study (1995) involving 56 Roma-
nian children internationally adopted into
Canada, the child-mother attachment rela-
tionship was studied with the preschool
classification scheme developed by

Cassidy and Marvin (1987; 1992). Thirty
children had been adopted by 6 months of
age, while 26 had been adopted after 6
months. The results showed (1) that the
rate of insecure attachment in the adop-
tive group was higher than in a compari-
son group of 38 healthy 4-year-olds (70%
versus 58%), (2) that no significant dif-
ference was found between the children
adopted before or after 6 months.

In Singer et al.'s study (1985) the clas-
sification scheme for infant-parent attach-
ment developed by Ainsworth et al.
(1978) was used. The results of this study
indicated no differences between 27 non-
adoptive and 27 infroracially adopted in-
fants, whereas the 19 i/iterracially
adopted infants did show a higher inci-
dence of insecure attachment (58%) in
comparison with nonadopted infants
(26%). The group of interracially adopted
infants is of special interest for us, be-
cause in our research we also examine
interracially adopted children. Singer et
al. put forward that in interracial adoption
parents may find it difficult to identify
with their children, because of the dissim-
ilarities between their own physical ap-
pearance and that of their children. All of
the adopted infants of Singer et al.'s study
were placed for adoption before 6 months
of age, except for two interracially
adopted infants who were placed between
6 months and one year. As in Marcovitch
et al.'s study (1995) no association be-
tween age of placement and attachment
security was found.

Designing an intervention for adoptive
families

From the discussion above we derived the
conclusion, on both theoretical and em-
pirical grounds, that in adoptive families
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the child-parent relationship seems to be
more problematic than in biological fami-
lies. An important objective of our ongo-
ing research project is to examine
whether secure child-parent attachment
relationships can be promoted by preven-
tive interventions designed for adoptive
parents. Along this line we carried out
two intervention studies in two different
groups of families with an mterracially
adopted child: adoptive families without
biological children, and adoptive families
with biological children. Both projects
worked with an identical design and inter-
vention program, so the studies are highly
comparable, except for the type of adop-
tive family. Participants of the study in-
volving adoptive families without biolog-
ical children took part in Juffer's Ph.D.
dissertation work (Juffer, 1993a). Partici-
pants of the study involving adoptive
families with biological children took part
in Rosenboom's Ph.D. dissertation work
(Rosenboom, 1994).

At the time the two intervention stud-
ies started, Singer et al.'s (1985) findings
on interracial adoption served as an ob-
servational or pilot study, despite the
small sample size. We had no reason to
expect a different distribution of the qual-
ity of attachment in our samples of
mterracially adopted infants. From this
point of view an intervention aiming to
assist adoptive parents to develop a se-
cure relationship with their child was jus-
tified. Translated to the theoretical frame-
work of attachment theory, the concept of
sensitive responsiveness provided a rele-
vant working basis for a preventive inter-
vention. Sensitive responsiveness, the
ability to respond promptly and ade-
quately to the infant's signals, is consid-
ered to be one of the key determinants of
a secure child-parent attachment

(Ainsworth et al., 1978). Promoting and
reinforcing sensitive responsiveness in
order to stimulate a secure infant-parent
attachment relationship therefore seemed
to be a promising path for intervention.
The intervention aimed at assisting adop-
tive parents to attune to their racially dif-
ferent and biologically unrelated baby,
and to encourage sensitive reactions to
the sometimes subtle or difficult-to-read
signals of their adopted baby. The ulti-
mate goal of the intervention was to pro-
mote a secure infant-parent attachment
relationship.

In the intervention program we de-
signed for adoptive parents we used two
intervention techniques: written informa-
tion and video feedback. The intervention
program was inspired by two successful
studies both aiming to promote the par-
ent's sensitive responsiveness: the inter-
vention studies carried out by Riksen-
Walraven (1978) and by Van den Boom
(1988). In Riksen-Walraven's sample of
low-SES first-time mothers a significant
increase of the mother's responsiveness
was obtained through providing written
information about responsive parenting.
Our first intervention technique was in-
spired by Riksen-Walraven's intervention.
In Van den Boom's study (1988; 1994) a
significant effect on attachment security
was reached through supporting the
mother's sensitive responsiveness in a
sample of low-SES first-time mothers of
an irritable baby. Our second intervention
technique was inspired by Van den
Boom's intervention. As in Van den
Boom's study our intervention consisted
of three sessions in the home, and fo-
cused on personal, individualized feed-
back on the mother's interactive behavior.
In contrast with Van den Boom's strategy
we used the video-camera as an interven-
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tion tool through recording mother-infant
interaction and showing these tapes to the
mother involved. The feedback we gave
to the mother was based on the behaviors
seen on this film and not on ongoing be-
havior as in Van den Boom's strategy.

Our intervention program aimed to
promote maternal sensitive responsive-
ness in order to support the development
of a secure infant-mother attachment rela-
tionship. For the construction of the inter-
vention program the concept of sensitive
responsiveness was translated in terms of
reacting adequately to two types of infant
behavior, i.e., attachment behavior (seek-
ing contact or proximity) and, on the
other hand, exploration behavior. A sensi-
tive mother should respond differently to
these two types of behavior. The baby's
contact- or proximity-seeking calls for
behaviors such as physical holding, com-
forting, responding to eye-contact, look-
ing, talking, and playing together. The
baby's exploration behavior calls for a
non-interfenng attitude from the mother's
side: when the child's attention is directed
at objects, the mother should not disturb
his or her activities. When babies fre-
quently experience that their mother in-
terferes with their behavior, for instance,
by her showing the 'right' way to handle
toys, they will not get a chance to dis-
cover things on their own and to experi-
ence their own competence.

Adoptive families with and without bio-
logical children

Two groups of families participated in the
intervention studies: adoptive families
without and with biological children.
These two groups differ in several ways:
- Motivation for adoption: most parents
without biological children adopt because

they are involuntarily childless (primary
infertility), whereas parents with biologi-
cal children adopt because they have ide-
alistic reasons to help a deprived child, or
the way to another biological child ap-
pears to be blocked (secondary infertility)
(Hoksbergen et al., 1988).
- Parenting experience: parents without
biological children have no parenting ex-
perience prior to adoption placement
Parents with biological children already
have parenting experience.
- Relatedness: parents without biological
children only deal with unrelated, adopted
children, while parents with biological
children have to deal with both unrelated
(adopted) and related (biological) chil-
dren in one family.

Several adoption studies from the
Netherlands (Geerars et al., 1991 ;
Hoksbergen et al., 1988; Verhulst &
Versluis-den Bieman, 1989) indicate that
the group of mterracially adopted chil-
dren is not homogeneous: children
adopted into a family with biological chil-
dren seem to be more at risk for the de-
velopment of behavior problems and the
disruption of adoption placement than
children adopted into families without
biological children. For this reason we
decided to distinguish between these two
groups of adoptive families and to test
our intervention program in both groups
seperately.
In this contribution we compare the ef-
fects of a similar intervention program on
infant-mother attachment security for the
two groups of families: adoptive families
with and without biological children.
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Method

Participants

The participants in the two intervention
studies were recruited through Dutch
adoption agencies. The non-response rate
was 16% in study 1 (adoptive families
without biological children), and 9% in
study 2 (adoptive families with biological
children). Parents gave various reasons
for not participating, for instance, they
wished no further interference in the
home by outsiders after the intense in-
volvement of social workers before place-
ment; they had no time available because
of full-time employment of both parents;
they argued that adoptive children are
'normal' children, so special research was
not indicated.

For the purpose of this contribution
100 mother-infant dyads were selected
from the two intervention studies: 60
adoptive families without biological chil-
dren and 40 families with biological chil-
dren (varying from 1 to 4 biological chil-
dren before adoption). The infants, 51
boys and 49 girls, were adopted from Sri
Lanka (53), South Korea (34), and Co-
lombia (13)'. The infants from Korea and
Colombia have a different background
compared to the infants from Sri Lanka.
Korean and Colombian infants spent
some time in an institution after the sepa-
ration from their biological parents and
sometimes went to a foster home as well.
The infants in Sri Lanka were taken care
of by their biological mother until they
were handed over to the adoptive parents.
The adoptive parents travelled to Sri

' This includes 2 children from Brazil and 1 from
Chile.

Lanka and Colombia, whereas the Korean
infants were escorted to the Netherlands.

The infants in study 2, adoptive fami-
lies with biological children, were placed
at an older age (mean age: 14 weeks) than
the infants in study 1, adoptive families
without biological children (mean age: 8
weeks) (t (98) = -6.75, p < .001). As ex-
pected from measures of group selection,
more parents adopted because of infertil-
ity in study 1 (55 of 60) than in study 2
(14 of 40) (j? (l, n = 100) = 36.03,
p<.001).

All of the adoptive parents were white.
In all families, the adoptive mother was
the primary caregiver. Overall, the fami-
lies were predominantly from middle-
class or upper middle-class backgrounds.
The level of education of the mothers in
study 1 was comparable with the educa-
tional level of mothers in a general Dutch
population, whereas the mothers in study
2 had a higher level of education (Rosen-
boom, 1994).

Design

In both intervention studies mother-infant
dyads were observed when the infant was
6,9, 12, and 18 months of age. There was
no drop-out during this period. For this
contribution, analyses were restricted to
the 12 and 18 months' data. For the re-
search question addressed in this paper
the crucial variable is the quality of the
infant-mother attachment relationship. In
study 1 as well as in study 2 quality of
attachment was assessed with the
Strange-Situation procedure (described
below) at 12 and at 18 months. In order to
compare the effects of the intervention
for adoptive families with and without
biological children, two hierarchical log-
linear analyses were performed for the 12
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months' and the 18 months' attachment
data respectively.

For the analyses in this contribution a
posttest-only design (Campbell & Stan-
ley, 1973) seems applicable, with the
Strange-Situation procedure as the
posttest. The intervention and control
groups can be compared on the posttest to
trace possible effects of the intervention
(Table I)2.

Table 1. Design of the intervention studies and
type of intervention

Intervention posttest posttest
6 - 9 months 12 months 18 month s

Control group —

Intervention
group

video
feedback -
booklet

SS'

ss

SS

ss

' SS = Strange Situation

In both studies boys and girls were
equally assigned to an intervention or
control group. We aimed for random as-
signment of the parents into an interven-
tion or control group. Perfect randomiza-
tion was difficult to obtain though, be-
cause several parents of an infant from
Sri Lanka became acquainted during the
journey to their child's country of origin.
After adoption placement, these families
often met on a regular basis. It could be
assumed that parents in the intervention
group would share their video-feedback
experiences, or the presented booklet,
with parents in the control group. To

1 In study 1 an intervention consisting of written
information only was also tested (Juffer, 1993a;
Juffer, 1993b).

avoid this undesirable effect, parents who
did know each other well, were placed in
the same experimental condition, in a lim-
ited number of cases. This measure
hardly affected random assignment. With
the parents of the Korean or the Colom-
bian infants this problem seldom oc-
curred. These families usually did not
keep in touch after adoption placement.

Preliminary analyses revealed no rele-
vant differences between the control
group and the intervention group in the
two studies, with one exception. In study
2, the age of adoption placement was sig-
nificantly lower in the control group
(mean age: 11 weeks) than in the inter-
vention group (mean age: 17 weeks) (t
(38) = 4.32, p <.001).

Assessment of quality of attachment

The Strange Situation paradigm was used
to assess individual differences in quality
of attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1978). In
this procedure the presentation of attrac-
tive toys aims to trigger the child's explo-
ration behavior, whereas the introduction
of mildly stressful events, the arrival of a
stranger and two short separations from
the mother, aim to induce the child's at-
tachment behavior. On the basis of video-
tape recordings of Strange Situation be-
havior at 12 and 18 months, infants were
assigned to one of three attachment
groups: insecure avoidant (A), secure (B),
and insecure ambivalent (C). After a short
separation avoidant infants turn, look or
move away from the mother or ignore her
upon reunion. Secure infants interact pos-
itively with the mother upon reunion, they
seek contact or proximity, and they are
easily comforted by the mother. Ambiva-
lent infants show a mixture of contact-
seeking and resistant behavior, and are
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difficult to comfort following stress. Clas-
sification of the insecure disorganized,
disoriented (D) group (Main & Solomon,
1990) was not included in the observa-
tions. We are presently studying the pos-
sibility of rating the videotapes on D-be-
havior.

Strange Situation classifications were
assigned without knowledge of the sub-
ject's experimental condition (interven-
tion or control group). It is acknowledged
that the adoptive status of the infant was
known to the raters in all cases, since the
racial differences between the mother and
her adopted child were quite obvious. In
study 2, in two cases a Strange Situation
classification was missing: one at 12
months and one at 18 months (not the
same child).

The observers were trained in rating
Strange Situation behaviors by dr. D.C.
van den Boom, who was trained by dr.
L.A. Sroufe. In study 1 each videotape
was rated by two of three observers. Be-
cause these observers had paid home-vis-
its to a part of the group and knew the
parent's group assignment, it was ensured
that they only rated dyads they had not
met. In study 1 a reliability of the 12-
months' Strange Situation classifications
for three pairs of two raters of .90, .85,
and .90 (Cohen's kappas) was reported
(Juffer, 1993a). Reliability of the 18-
months' Strange Situation classifications
for two pairs of two raters was .85, and
1.0 (Cohen's kappas). In study 2 each vid-
eotape was rated by two observers. The
interrater reliability was .81 at 12 months
and .80 (Cohen's kappas) at 18 months in
the second intervention study
(Rosenboom, 1994). Whenever a differ-
ent classification was given, a consensus
classification was reached after discus-
sion in both studies.

Intervention

The parents in the intervention group re-
ceived a Dutch booklet titled 'The First
Year of Life' (Juffer, Metman & Andoe-
toe, 1986), focused on information about
sensitive and responsive parenting in
daily life situations. Empirical studies
show that written information can pro-
mote the parent's responsiveness
(Lambermon & Van LTzendoorn, 1989;
Riksen-Walraven, 1978). In our studies,
examples and vignettes served the goal of
explaining how parents could react sensi-
tively and responsively to their child.
Also, the relevance of sensitive respon-
siveness for the development of trust and
self-reliance in the child, was stressed.
Furthermore, to attune this information to
adoptive parents, the booklet discussed
several adoption themes, such as dealing
with the racially different appearance of
the child, the recognition of developmen-
tal delays, and the role of the child's tem-
perament. The book had a general part,
illustrated with pictures of white non-
adopted infants as well as pictures of
black and Asian adopted infants, and a
personal part with the name of the child
in it. In this personal part, parents were
invited to make personal notes on the de-
velopment of their child by answering
open and closed questions. The objective
of the invitation to make personal notes
was to teach the parent observational
skills. Observational skills, in turn, are a
necessary (though not sufficient) condi-
tion for sensitive responsiveness: in order
to give an adequate and prompt reaction
to the infant's signals, one should be
aware of the baby's cues and be able to
read them. The booklet was implemented
when the adopted infant was 6 months
old.
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In addition to the booklet parents re-
ceived three sessions with video feedback
(Juffer, 1995). The method of video feed-
back aims to support parenting skills, es-
pecially sensitive responsiveness. In con-
trast with most parent education pro-
grams, this one used video feedback fo-
cusing on the individual mother-infant
dyad. The intervention was personalized
in the sense that feedback and reinforce-
ment were attuned to this mother in inter-
action with this child. Compared with
written information the technique of
video feedback appears to be an inten-
sive, personalized type of intervention.
However, compared with long-term, ther-
apeutic interventions, only three non-ther-
apeutic sessions constitute a short-term,
non-intensive intervention. Empirical re-
search shows, though, that short-term in-
terventions can be effective (Van den
Boom, 1994; 1995) and, may be even
more effective than long-term, therapeu-
tic interventions (Van IJzendoorn, Juffer
&Duyvesteyn, 1995).

In study 1 the video-feedback sessions
were implemented by three female inter-
venors (the first author, being one of
them, trained the other two), with a mas-
ter's degree in social sciences. In study 2
two female intervenors (the second author
was one of them), with a master's degree
in social sciences, carried out the video-
feedback technique. In three sessions, two
at 6 months and one at 9 months, the m-
tervenor showed the adoptive mother vid-
eotapes of her own interaction with the
baby. While showing and repeating frag-
ments of this videotape the intervenor
positively reinforced the sensitive reac-
tions of the mother, explained the rele-
vance of these sensitive reactions for the
baby, and sometimes gave advice on how
to react more often in a sensitive way.

The behavior of the baby always was the
entry in the discussion with the mother:
the intervenor verbalized the baby's reac-
tions and explained the meaning of the
baby's cues, thereby, as in the booklet,
teaching the mother observational skills.
The intervenor also asked the mother
questions about the meaning of the child's
behavior, thereby acknowledging the
mother's role as an expert on her own
child. The intervenor tried never to evalu-
ate the adoptive mother's parenting atti-
tudes. Instead, she would rather support
the positive elements already present in
the mother-child interaction. Even in very
insensitive mother-child interactions there
appeared to be a few moments of sensi-
tivity that can be reinforced.

Results

In Table 2 the attachment distributions of
the control groups and the intervention
groups are shown for the two groups of
adoptive families.

Before addressing the main issue of
this paper - the comparison of the effects
of the same intervention in adoptive fami-
lies with and without biological children -
we explore the incidence of secure attach-
ment in the two studies. In our control
groups we found 70 to 80 percent secure
infant-mother attachment relationships
(see Table 2). In normative non-adoptive
populations, 65 to 68 percent secure at-
tachments have been found (Van
Uzendoom & Kroonenberg, 1988). Con-
trary to our expectations and to the out-
comes of previous studies, secure infant-
mother attachment relationships were de-
veloped in these samples of adoptive
families as often as in non-adoptive fami-
lies.
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Table 2. Quality of infant-mother attachment at 12 months and 18 months in adoptive families without biologi-
cal children (study I) and with biological children (study 2) as a function of experimental condition

Adoptive family type 1

At 12 months
Secure
Insecure

At 18 months
Secure
Insecure

Control
n = 30
n (%)

21 (70)
9(30)

22(73)
8(27)

Intervention
n = 30
n (%)

27(90)
3(10)

27 (90)
3(10)

Adoptive family type 2
Control
n = 20
n (%)

16(80)
4(20)

15 (75)
5(25)

Intervention
n = 19
n (%)

10(53)
9(47)

15(79)
4(21)

Furthermore, this conclusion seems valid
for both types of adoptive families: fami-
lies without biological children and a first
adopted child, and families with biologi-
cal children and a first adopted child.

The main objective of this contribution
is to examine whether the same preven-
tive intervention leads to the same results
in adoptive families with and adoptive
families without biological children.
Hereto we compared for both family
types the Strange-Situation classifications
of the control group and the intervention
group. For these analyses the insecure
avoidant (A) infants were combined with
the insecure ambivalent (C) infants to
comprise a group of insecurely attached
infants, because the number of C infants
was small.

First, we performed a hierarchical log-
linear analysis on the 12 month data, in
which the following three dichotomies
are considered simultaneously: adoptive
family type (without or with biological
children), experimental condition (control
or intervention group) and attachment
security (secure or insecure). The results
show a three-way (or second-order) inter-
action (Pearson ? (\, n=99) = 7.02, p =

.008), indicating that at this age the rela-
tion between experimental condition and
attachment security differs for the two
adoptive family types. Inspection of the
data in Table 2 shows that the interven-
tion resulted in a larger number of secure
attachment relationships in the group of
adoptive families without biological chil-
dren and a smaller number of secure at-
tachment relationships in the group of
adoptive families with biological children.
It seems that the intervention program
consisting of video feedback plus a book-
let worked out different in study 1 com-
pared to study 2 at this age. Second, we
performed the same hierarchical log-lin-
ear analysis on the 18 month data. Now,
the three-way interaction is not signifi-
cant (Pearson ƒ (1, n=99) = 0.83, p =
.36), indicating that the relation between
experimental condition and attachment
security is not different for the two family
types at this age. Inspection of the data in
Table 2 shows that at the age of 18
months the disappearance of the differen-
tial intervention effect is probably due to
an increase of attachment security in
study 2: the intervention group of study 2
now shows a distribution of attachment
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security that is comparable to the control
group. In study 1 there are no remarkable
changes in patterns.

From the results we conclude that a
similar intervention, consisting of video
feedback plus a booklet, appeared to re-
sult in more security of attachment in
families without biological children and
less security of attachment in families
with biological children and a first
adopted child at the age of 12 months.
However, at 18 months this differential
effect was no longer evident.

Discussion

In adoptive families secure infant-parent
attachment relationships may be jeopar-
dized by factors inherent to adoption. For
the adoptive parents these risks are: the
missed experiences of pregnancy and de-
livery, delayed physical contact with the
baby, and a delay in the process of
attunement to the baby. For adopted chil-
dren risks may be found in their early
experiences of separations and depriva-
tion. On the basis of theoretical and em-
pineal grounds, it was assumed that the
development of a secure attachment rela-
tionship is more problematic in families
with interracially, internationally adopted
infants than in non-adoptive families. An
intervention aimed to support the parents'
attunement to their interracially adopted
baby, and to promote the development of
a secure infant-parent attachment rela-
tionship, was designed. In our research
project this intervention was implemented
in two groups of adoptive families: fami-
lies without biological children and a first
interracially adopted child, and families
with biological children and a first
interracially adopted child. All 100 chil-

dren involved in the two studies were
adopted as infants, prior to 6 months of
age.

The results indicate that the incidence
of secure patterns of attachment in our
samples of adoptive families with or
without biological children is not differ-
ent from that found in non-adoptive fami-
lies (with the reservation that we did not
score D-behavior). It seems that in an
adoptive family a secure parent-infant
attachment relationship can develop as
well as in a non-adoptive family. Juffer
and Rosenboom (in press) reached the
same conclusion for a group of 80 adop-
tive families. Of course, this finding
throws a new light on the necessity of an
intervention for adoptive families who
adopt a young child. Since we found 70
to 80 percent secure attachment relation-
ships in our control groups, one could
wonder whether an intervention is justi-
fied for adoptive families. Indeed, with
the knowledge of these results, other ap-
proaches, such as restricting the interven-
tion to insecurely attached dyads, seem
indicated.

Our findings do not concur with the
outcomes of Singer et al.'s (1985) study
who found an overrepresentation of inse-
curely attached interracially adopted in-
fants. In our view this may be explained
by methodological aspects of Singer et
al.'s study on the one hand, and by cul-
tural differences between the United
States of America and the Netherlands,
on the other. In Singer et al.'s study the
generality of the findings was restricted
by a small sample size: 19 dyads with an
interracially adopted infant. In this contri-
bution data were collected from a larger
group: SO interracially adopted infants
and their mothers. A second reason may
be found in the cultural context of the
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studies. Singer et al.'s study was located
in America, where it is probably more
unusual and less accepted for white par-
ents to rear a black or Asian child than it
is in the Netherlands (Juffer, 1993a;
Rosenboom, 1993; Singer et al., 1985,
p. 1549). The resulting uncertainty experi-
enced by the American mother of a black
adopted child could interfere with the de-
velopment of a secure attachment rela-
tionship. This leaves the question unan-
swered why it would be more accepted
for white parents to adopt interracially in
the Netherlands as compared to America.
We suppose that this is partly due to the
policy of American adoption agencies.
American social workers prefer to place
black children in black families. There
are also a large number of white adopt-
able children available in the U.S.A.,
whereas in the Netherlands almost all
adoptions are restricted to intercountry,
interracial adoptions. Adoption policy
and parent education are probably
adapted to these facts.

Our finding that most adoptive moth-
ers and their infant seem to develop warm
and secure attachment relationships, also
has theoretical implications. According to
Bowlby (1982), and Papousek and
Papousek (1992) an adoptive mother's
nurturing responses may be less strong
than those of a biological mother, due to
the missed experience of pregnancy and
the delivery, and the delay of contact with
the baby. Our results show that adoptive
mothers may overcome these (perceived)
limitations and appear to develop secure
attachments. Besides, our findings show
that attachment figures may be replaced
without negative psychological conse-
quences for the baby. Of course, this may
not be the case for children adopted at an
older age.

The main question of this paper was
whether a similar preventive intervention
aiming to promote security of attachment
would have the same outcomes in two
groups of families: adoptive families with
and without biological children. An inter-
vention program consisting of two inter-
vention techniques was designed for
adoptive parents: a booklet, and three
video-feedback sessions. At 6 months this
program was implemented in both
groups. At the posttest of 12 months a
significant difference was found between
the two groups of families: the same in-
tervention resulted m a larger number of
secure attachment relationships in the
group without biological children and a
smaller number of secure attachments in
the group with biological children. At 18
months this difference had disappeared. It
seems that, at least shortly after imple-
mentation, the same intervention may
have positive outcomes in one group but
negative outcomes in another group.

It is remarkable that in contrast to
adoptive families without biological chil-
dren the intervention was associated with
less security of attachment in adoptive
families with biological children. Al-
though this was not the case again at 18
months, where the outcomes of the inter-
vention group and control group were
comparable, the 12 month finding is hard
to explain. It may point to a short-term
negative effect of an intervention consid-
ered unnecessary (see below). On the
other hand this finding may be related to
the age of adoption placement of the chil-
dren. In study 2 the infants of the inter-
vention group had been placed at an older
age (17 weeks) than the infants of the
control group (11 weeks). In study 1 the
mean age of the intervention children was
9 weeks (versus 7 weeks of the control

Attachment and intervention 104



children) (Juffer, 1993a). Perhaps the in-
fants of the intervention group of study 2
needed more time to reorganize and redi-
rect their attachment behavior towards
their new parents. Maybe the intervention
was not adjusted to the attachment needs
of infants placed at an older age. At 18
months these children seem to have set-
tled, according to the number of secure
attachment relationships at this assess-
ment. Future studies are needed to inves-
tigate this issue.

In our view, other explanations of the
discrepancy may be found in the special
features of the adoptive families, which
distinguish these two groups. In contrast
to adoptive families with a first and only
adopted child, adoptive families with bio-
logical children have parenting experi-
ence already, which may have restricted
their openness for parenting advice.
These parents who reared at least one and
sometimes even four children of their
own, may have evaluated the intervention
as unnecessary, because they judged
themselves as expert parents. Since their
parenting abilities had proved to be good
enough for their biological children they
would not need assistance for an adopted
child. Also, these parents may have eval-
uated the intervention as unnecessary, for
loyalty-related reasons: they would rather
treat an unrelated child in the same way
as their biological children, in order not to
make this child an exception. A second,
related, explanation is that the interven-
tion was not attuned to this group. The
booklet was written for inexperienced
adoptive parents, and showed vignettes
and pictures of families with only one
(adopted) child, which may have ham-
pered the identification of these parents
with the content of the book. Also, the
video feedback was not attuned to the

daily parenting experiences and problems
of this family type, such as rearing related
and unrelated children in one family, feel-
ings of loyalty, the biological children's
reactions to the adoptive child's arrival,
positive discrimination of the adoptive
child by outsiders, etc.. A third possible
explanation is that the personal character-
istics and the involvement of the interve-
nor play a role in the effectiveness of the
intervention. Unfortunately, in our inter-
vention studies we did not have the possi-
bilities to test this hypothesis. In future
studies this could be a topic for closer
scrutiny.

The presented results emphasize on
the one hand the relative flexibility of the
attachment system. Despite the adopted
child's experience of being separated
from the primary caregiver early in life,
and despite the adoptive mother's missed
experiences and delay of contact with the
baby, secure infant-mother attachment
relationships appear to develop in adop-
tive families as often as in biological fam-
ilies. This may well indicate that the
baby's attachment system as well as the
parent's nurturing system are adaptable to
a certain degree. Of course, this need not
be the case for children adopted at an
older age, since all of the children in the
two intervention studies were adopted
prior to 6 months of age. On the other
hand, the presented results underscore the
relative rigidity of the attachment system,
in the sense that it is relatively difficult to
affect the quality of the developing at-
tachment relationship. Whereas an inter-
vention program may be successful in
one case, it may not work in the other
case. The main conclusion derived from
the dissimilar intervention outcomes re-
ported in this contribution, seems to be
that an intervention should be precisely
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attuned to the special needs and features
of the group under study. In other words:
an intervention aiming to promote the
parent's sensitive responsiveness, should
be sensitive and responsive itself.
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