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Are social learning-based parent programmes compatible with DDP-

informed parent programmes when supporting foster carers? 

Kim S Golding 

This paper has been written in response to a query made in February 2019 to the DDP 

Institute via the website (ddpnetwork.org). The question raised was whether the ‘Fostering 

Changes’ programme is compatible with DDP-informed programmes when supporting foster 

carers. In writing this response I need to acknowledge that I am the author of two DDP-

informed programmes (‘Nurturing Attachments’ and ‘Foundations for Attachment’), both of 

which are recognised by the DDP Institute. I therefore have a financial and reputational 

interest in these programmes.   

I am writing this reflection based on my experience of running The Incredible Years 

Programme, with training from the programme developer Carolyn Webster-Stratton, as well 

as developing and running Nurturing Attachments and Foundations for Attachment. The 

latter programmes were developed based on my belief that a successful programme 

developed for birth families to improve their parenting of children with behavioural 

difficulties did not pay enough attention to the significant needs of the children given their 

trauma and attachment histories.  

Fostering Changes (FC) is a behaviourally based 12-session training programme for foster 

carers (Bachmann et al, 2011). It was initially developed in 1999 by the Adoption and 

Fostering National Team at the Maudsley Hospital, South London and King’s College 

London. It was based on the Webster-Stratton Incredible Years Programme (Webster-

Stratton, 2006). It has since been further developed to place more emphasis on the attachment 

relationship and supporting carers to improve educational attainments. The programme is 

evidence based with an RCT trial demonstrating its effectiveness at increasing carer 

confidence, improving quality of attachment and behavioural change (Briskman et al, 2012) 

Nurturing Attachments (NA) is a relationship based 18 session groupwork programme for 

parents of children looked after or adopted from the care system (Golding 2014). It was 

developed based on the DDP model and the parenting attitude of PACE that is central to the 

model (Hughes, et al, 2019). This model recognises the significant impact of developmental 

trauma and disrupted attachments on children’s capacity to enter and feel safe within 

relationships. NA is research based with several outcome studies and one comparison study 

demonstrating its effectiveness at increasing parent’s feelings of efficacy, competence, and 

increased mentalization; parents report behavioural improvements in the children. SDQ 

scores demonstrate reductions in conduct problems and increases in emotional distress, likely 

to be a consequence of parents being more emotionally attuned to their children through their 

experience of the group and thus recognising the children’s behaviours as signs of emotional 

distress (Staines et al, 2019). 

Foundations for Attachment (FfA) is a relationship based 6 session groupwork programme 

for parents of children who have experienced developmental trauma (Golding, 2017). It is 

based on the same DDP model and theoretical understanding as Nurturing Attachments. 

Preliminary pilot work is encouraging but more detailed evaluation is still needed. 
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All three programmes have been well received by foster carers, with evidence of positive 

changes upon completion of the groups and at follow-up. 

There are areas of compatibility between these programmes: 

1. All provide guidance to the carers on how to manage or support the children 

behaviourally. 

2. All recognise the disrupted attachments that the children have experienced and the 

importance of supporting carers to understand this. 

3. All three recognise the importance of self-care for the carers. 

4. All offer the carers the opportunity to get increased support, including from each 

other. 

There are areas of difference: 

1. FC has a central focus on behavioural change, with carers provided with techniques 

based on social learning theory to achieve this. NA and FfA has a central focus on 

increasing the security of the child with carers helped to provide regulatory and 

relationship support to the children with a central focus on providing emotional 

connection. 

2. FC supports carers to better manage the environmental contingencies, recognising 

triggers and adjusting consequences to encourage prosocial behaviours in the 

children. NA and FfA supports carers to increase mentalization and adopt the PACE 

attitude so that they can emotionally connect with the children, providing regulatory 

support and helping the children to develop capacity for regulation and reflective 

function. 

3. All the programmes include attention to supporting behavioural change but there are 

differences in how to achieve this, and whether to prioritise containment of behaviour 

or regulation and emotional connection. 

4. FC supports carers in the development of the attachment relationship. NA and FfA 

additionally supports the carers in the development of the intersubjective relationship, 

with attention to the children’s blocked trust, miscuing of attachment needs, levels of 

shame, and fear of reciprocity. 

5. Whilst all the programmes encourage self-care in the carers, NA and FfA also 

encourage carers to understand the impact the children can have on their ability to 

stay open to emotional connection, in the context of their own attachment and 

relationship history; recognising when they become defensive and how to move out of 

this and repair relationship ruptures. 

6. FC has a focus on supporting carers to help improve educational attainment for the 

children. NA and FfA support carers to focus on the children’s ability to feel safe 

away from home, such as in school, and to manage peer relationships. 

The biggest area of incompatibility is in the different models the programmes are based upon:  

Behaviourally based parenting programmes, such as FC, are based on social learning theory 

with aims to improve children’s behaviour and to improve the parent-child relationship. 

These programmes were initially developed to help families where children were diagnosed 

with conduct disorder. Socialization of the children is poor, demonstrated through negative 

behaviours, and patterns of negative reinforcement within the family (Patterson & Forgatch, 
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1982). Parents are taught behavioural principles and supported to adapt the triggers and 

consequences in order to change the child’s behaviours, eg ignoring negative behaviours and 

positively reinforcing positive behaviours. FC has this focus of behavioural guidance 

informed by social learning theory with additional support for the attachment relationship. 

Parenting programmes based on the DDP model aim to increase security for the child and 

provide corrective relational experience to overcome the difficulties stemming from past 

relational experience. Developmentally traumatized children, including those living in foster 

and adoptive homes have profound difficulties of relationship, regulation and reflection. 

Typically, these children experience blocked trust, toxic shame and a fear of emotional 

connections within reciprocal relationships. They develop insecure and disorganized 

attachment patterns within which they miscue their attachment needs. Children benefit from 

relationship experiences which help them to recover from these difficulties, developing 

security, building regulation and increasing their capacity to make sense of their and other’s 

experience. Carers need help to offer the children emotional connection and to support the 

children to feel safe with this connection. In order to do this they need to manage their own 

emotional regulation, use their capacity for mentalization and cope with vulnerability to 

blocked care. NA and FfA does provide guidance for behavioural support in the context of 

maintaining emotional connection and supporting emotional regulation. 

Given the differences between FC and DDP-informed programmes it might be confusing for 

carers to engage with both of these. Carers could potentially be left with uncertainty about 

what to focus on, how to build the relationship with the child and how to support behaviour. 

Research is needed to better understand which carers would benefit from which programme. 

For example, not all carers want or are able to engage in the degree of self-reflection needed 

for a DDP approach. Similarly, not all carers see behavioural containment as the priority for 

their relationship with the child.  

This paper has focused on comparing DDP-informed programmes with the Fostering 

Changes programme. There are however other parenting programmes which have been 

adapted or developed for supporting foster carers. For example, the adapted Solihull 

Approach (Harris-Waller et al, 2018) whilst a mentalization-based parenting programme is 

currently being developed (Redfern et al, 2018). It is positive to have a range of programmes 

to support the foster carers who take on the task of parenting this vulnerable population of 

children. Understanding how to match foster carers to programme is an important future area 

of research. 
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