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Naming the Behaviour: Creating New Pathways 

Karen was removed at birth and placed with a single black female foster carer. At the age of 

8 months, she was moved to two white adopters. The adoptive birth father, Peter,  idolised 

Karen but suddenly left the home when Karen was 2 years and 8 months, severing all 

contact. The adoptive mother remarried Richard when Karen was 8 years old. Everything 

went well until Karen hit adolescence. At the age of 11-12, Karen began displaying extreme 

angry and defiant behaviour towards her step father Richard, who responded  tolerantly. 

This behaviour continued for two years until the adoptive mother realised the issue. She said 

to Karen. ' I am really sorry but I think I had not realised how sad you have been about a 

'dad'. I think you have been angry with Richard and worried about loving him in case he 

leaves us like Peter did. Sometimes children who have had this happen in their lives find it 

difficult to trust a new dad. It is especially hard for you because of the family changes you 

had when you were a tiny baby. This may be making you feel anxious or angry but instead of 

showing that sadness we are seeing a lot of anger instead'.  This led to a full discussion 

between Karen and her adoptive mother, with tears on both sides. Karen said that this was 

'not at all true'. She was not angry with Richard and she 'didn't remember Peter anyway'. 

The adoptive mum accepted this but asked Karen to think about it anyway. 

 

All abusive, angry and defiant behaviour towards Richard dramatically decreased almost 

immediately and did not return. 

 
This case study illustrates how identifying to a child the cause of their unhappiness gives 
them control of their behaviour. Think about a situation where you have identified the 
cause of the problem for the child, related back to early experience. If you have not yet 
done this, think about a particular behaviour now and see if you can identify an early 
unmet need which would link to it. Discuss in pairs 


