‘I DON’T TELL

NOBODY’
At a time when ‘fitting in’ is so important, children in care often hide their status through fear of
being stigmatised, bullied and viewed as ‘different’ studies have found. Clinical psychologists
Diane Dansey, Danielle Shbero and Mary John review the evidence based on interviews
with young people and offer solutions for tackling the problem

oving into care is a major life
event for a child, one that can
change their view of
themselves, other people and
the world around them.
Children can see themselves as different –
this may be as a result of no longer living with
their birth family and the circumstances which
brought them into care. They may be left with
a range of powerful and very difﬁcult feelings,
including confusion, shame, guilt, anger, hurt
and rejection, which can increase their sense
of difference from peers.
Children in care who have mental health
difﬁculties are likely to face a dual stigma,
making things even harder for them.
In a doctoral research study called
Belonging to Two Families by Diane Dansey
published in 2012 it was found that stigma,
bullying and secrecy – a desire to keep their
status hidden – were key themes affecting the
lives of those in care. Another study, by Susan
Kools in 1997 called Adolescent Identity
Development in Foster Care, found that
negative labels such as ‘abnormal’ or
‘damaged’ had been associated with this
group and such attitudes in society are likely
to heighten experiences of stigma.
A key aspect of childhood is trying to make
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sense of yourself, the world around you and
your place in it. It’s therefore a worry that such
negative judgements can be internalised and
incorporated into a child’s sense of identity.
Understanding how this contributes to
feelings of low self-esteem, poor selfconcept, depression, anxiety and behavioural
problems is crucial to assessing how best to
intervene.
There are times when measures put in
place to support and protect children in care
may inadvertently contribute to their sense of
difference. For example, having rules around
attending sleepovers, reduced privacy,
information sharing, regular visits, reviews
and meetings and what is often a very alien
experience of birth family contact. Giving
foster carers greater discretion over how to
apply rules might help children live a more
‘normal’ life. Where there are unavoidable
requirements, talking them through openly
with children and enabling them to share their
experiences and feelings can help mitigate
against negative feelings of difference.

Bullying
A study called Bullying and Children in the
Welfare System by Susan Dougherty in 2007
and updated in 2013 found that bullying rates

are signiﬁcantly higher for children in care.
This is a manifestation of stigma and many
factors contribute towards it, including the
way in which the child is perceived as
different by not living ‘at home’ and what
others know about their birth family
experiences. Children may experience a
range of behavioural, emotional, cognitive and
social difﬁculties that mark them out as
different.
Joining a new school can put children
under increased scrutiny without a muchneeded peer group and support structure
around them. It may also encourage a child to
maintain secrecy. The forms of bullying that
resonated most with the children interviewed
in Dansey’s study were exclusion from social
groups, the withdrawal or threat of withdrawal
of friendship, not being accepted and
rumours being spread about them. It makes
sense that children who have internalised
stigma and may be expecting or looking for
evidence of being treated differently will be
more likely to perceive rejection. It is also
possible that children in care fall into bullying
and victim roles, potentially needing help in
increasing their empathy towards others as
well as building their own resilience.
The negative impacts of bullying are well
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documented although, surprisingly, no
research seems to focus on children in care.
Bullying is likely to be even more detrimental
on top of existing disadvantages and these
children are especially in need of strong
supportive relationships. They need to feel
connected to and cared about by others.
Increased social isolation as a result of
bullying or the perceived risk of bullying is
therefore likely to be particularly damaging.
Research into low academic achievement for
children seems to ignore the powerful
contribution that social and emotional factors
can have on a child’s ability to reach their
academic potential or even to see the value in
exploring this. In their publication, Future in
Mind, the Government’s Children and Young
People’s Mental Health Taskforce
recommends a holistic approach to fostering
resilience within schools, although what this
might look like seems unclear.

“If everybody knew they
would be bugging me
about it and making that
as an insult to me and I
wouldn’t want my life or
my family to be hurt, that
is why I don’t tell nobody.
They would spill it, spill
the beans and stuff, then
that’s the end of me, there
is no Celine no more”
(Celine, 12*)
Keeping secret
Children who participated in Dansey’s 2012
doctoral research study showed us that the
perceived threat of stigma and bullying was
powerful enough to silence them into
keeping their foster care status and
information about their birth family secret.
One seven-year-old explained that she kept
it a secret because her foster carer told her
to in order to avoid being bullied. Older
children talked about calling their foster
carer ‘Auntie’ or ‘Mum’ to avoid anybody
ﬁnding out that they were not living with
their birth family. It would be interesting to

How can we help?
l

Supporting the development of selfesteem and a healthy and positive sense
of identity: Providing children with someone
to talk to, training foster carers in these areas
and increasing opportunities for social
engagement.
l Linking children up with others in the
same position: This may increase social
connectedness and reduce the sense of
difference.
l Increasing resilience, social skills and
coping strategies: Children have identified
‘standing up for yourself’ as the best
protection against bullying and may need help
to do this.
l Enabling positive and supportive
relationships for the child: The more they
have, the better; within the foster family, birth
family as appropriate, school and within the
wider community.
l Tackling stigma and bullying through
education and bullying prevention strategies
within schools, youth groups and the care
system, linking in with policy and anti-bullying
charities.
l Talking openly about who children choose to
tell about being in foster care and how to
manage when they do not want to.
l A web-based forum for children in care may
provide them with helpful resources and
support through information and links to
others in their situation.

learn whether and to what extent foster
carers might contribute or avoid contributing
to such secrecy. Although possibly a selfprotective strategy, it will surely come at a
cost and must be a challenge to maintain.
Children may increase their acceptance and
therefore connectedness and self-esteem
through appearing ‘normal’ but it can leave
them feeling removed from others. Believing
in a need for secrecy about being in care
can be linked to feelings of shame – a highly
powerful and potentially damaging emotion
that is connected to depression, which can
be hard for a child to manage alone.
Children who are concerned about their
background being discovered and worried
about being rejected may isolate themselves
in an attempt to avoid detection. Attending
parties, play dates and sleepovers can be
particularly difﬁcult. They are also likely to
struggle with not being able to talk openly
and honestly with their peers about their
lives. This, in turn, can reduce their ability to
form strong and supportive friendships and
beneﬁt from the associated positive
outcomes, including improved self-esteem

“I think they would say,
‘I’m not going to be your
friend any more, just
because you’re in foster
care’” (Sinead, 8*)
and adaptability, empathy, self-regulation
and resilience. Peer relationships are an
integral part of the school experience,
providing a potentially very important secure
base for children with difﬁcult home lives.
A study of children in kinship care by
Elaine Farmer called Other Children Say
You’re Not Normal Because You Don’t Live
With Your Parents found those who kept
their care arrangements secret had fewer
people in their social networks and
experienced higher rates of anxiety and
depression. We need to ﬁnd out whether this
is also the case in regular non-kinship foster
care and what the relationship might be
between emotional health difﬁculties and
social connectedness.
On the brighter side, some children who
were interviewed talked about having a
close friend who they could talk to. Some
highlighted the importance of knowing
someone else who was also in foster care. If
children feel they have to be a different
version of themselves at school, in the foster
home and with their birth families then this
may threaten their sense of coherence and
self-identity, which may have further
implications for their emotional wellbeing.
It is important that this is recognised and
that they are given suitable support.
Maintaining secrecy also does nothing to
challenge stigma and its impact, for the
individual or within wider society. Children
should not have to choose between
disclosing information about themselves and
risking being bullied or keeping this a secret
and missing out on the beneﬁts of close
friendships.
*Names have been changed to protect identity
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