Parent visits to children in foster care and institutional care: What difference does it make?

Abstract
This study was conducted in the French-speaking part of Belgium. The aim of this study is to examine how parental presence, quality of the parent-child relationship, and parental visitation arrangements influence the psychological state of children in foster families and institutional care. Our sample consisted of 568 children placed in foster care and 661 children placed in institutions. 
Our results show that children who no longer meet with their birth parents are not in the worst psychological condition, but they do not do especially well. The quality of the relationship between birth parents and children significantly affects the children’s psychological state. If the relationship is good, the effect is positive, but the reverse is also true.
These results suggest that it is impossible to define a general rule regarding the value and frequency of parent-child meetings. 
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Introduction 

Belgium is a small but highly complex country in political terms. There are 5 levels of government (federal, community, regional, provincial and municipal). The legislation concerning prevention, youth care and youth protection depends on the communities, i.e. it is different for the Flemish, German-speaking and French-speaking communities called the Wallonia-Brussels Federation (Chartier & Blavier, 2021). In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, the rules stipulate that if a placement is to be considered, priority should be given to kinship foster care, then to foster care and consider institution car as a last resort (Décret portant le code de la prévention, de l'Aide à la jeunesse et de la protection de la Jeunesse du 18 janvier 2018).. However, due to a lack of means and foster families, there is a big gap between the rules and reality. If children need to be placed and cannot be placed in a kinship foster family, children are placed where there is space and very often end up in an institution due to the lack of a foster family. In the Wallonia-Brussels federation, Although the policy is to favour family placement, one third of these children are placed in foster families, while two thirds reside in institutions (Saluwé, 2013). Therefore, it is not the criteria that define the orientation towards a type of placement but rather the available places.
In the French community of Belgium, the sole objective of all placement measures is the reunification of the biological family, even though workers in foster care services consider that, for 70% of children placed in foster care, a return to their birth family is completely unthinkable (Chartier & Blavier, 2021). For this reason, authorities favor maintaining the link between biological parents and their children in foster care or in an institution. 

This link is maintained primarily through visits by parents to their children in care. These visits can take place in the child’s institution, at the foster care facility for children placed in foster care, at the parents’ home, or elsewhere. The frequency of visits varies according to the placement and the parents’ involvement. Finally, they may be mediated, supervised or semi-supervised by a social worker or take place without a social worker.
Attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1969; Thompson, 1998) has several important implications for decisions about parent-child visitation arrangements. For example, visitation should be regular and frequent when social workers believe that a reunification plan should be considered for the child, especially during infancy. On the contrary, if the project is not a reunification project, parental visits may be particularly stressful for children between 6 and 36 months of age who have not yet developed the understanding or communicative competence to negotiate separations. Furthermore, if caregivers identify a disorganized attachment type, parental visits without intensive therapeutic follow-up may be deleterious for children (Haight et al., 2003).
Several researchers have found positive effects of parental visits for children in care. Parental visits would thus help maintain a long-term attachment as well as a sense of belonging to the family (Carignan, 2007; Delfabbro et al., 2002; Deprez & Wendland, 2015). These children and youth would also have less of a sense of abandonment, as well as a better understanding of their identity as well as their history (Borgman, 1985; Cantos et al., 1997; Delfabbro et al., 2002; Deprez & Wendland, 2015). Some research on long-term placements shows that contact with biological parents can promote a child's social and emotional development, helping to make foster care more stable (Oyserman & Benbenishty, 1992; Berridge, 1997; Cantos et al.,1997; McWey & Mullis, 2004; Schofield & Ward, 2011).
In particular, institutionalized youths who maintain contact with their families show greater satisfaction with their placements than those who do not. In addition, studies show that children who have regular visits from their biological parents exhibit less problematic behavior (Bar-Niret & Schmid, 1998; Palareti & Berti, 2010; Smith et al., 2004). 
Planned direct contact between biological parents and their foster children is considered the primary intervention for maintaining and enhancing the parent-child relationships that are necessary for successful family reunification (Haight et al., 2003). More frequent contact improves the quality of interactions between children and their biological parents (McWey & Mullis, 2004) and enhances the prospects of family reunification (Davis et al., 1996) compared to children who receive no visits (Cantos et al., 1997). Mothers who visit their children frequently and have home visits have a significantly higher rate of family reunification than those who do not (Leathers, 2002). Specifically, the number of parent-child visits correlates with the likelihood of these children returning to live with their parents sooner, as opposed to children who are rarely or never visited by their parents (Davis et al., 1996; Fanshel, 1982; Lawder et al., 1985). Orlando et al. (2019) point out that early parent-child visits are a crucial and untapped opportunity for starting parenting interventions. They add that these early visits are a key occasion that, with support from social workers, can strengthen parents’ commitment to the visitation process and even increase their uptake of other necessary services. However, other studies have shown, on the contrary, that there is no link between maintaining contact during placement and the chances of reunification (Festinger, 1996; Frame, 2002; Kimberlin et al., 2009). In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, practitioners believe that parents who are present, engaged, and have positive effects on their child have a higher chance of reunification (Chartier & Blavier, 2021).
Indeed, several studies suggest that, all too often, visits do not achieve their goals and do not always have a positive effect on children. Observations by social workers (Fanshel, 1982) and direct observations by researchers (Haight et al., 2001) show that mothers differ greatly in whether and how they interact in an adaptive and engaging manner with their children during their visits.
Some studies indicate that certain children react negatively to visits. For example, Humphreys and Kiraly (2010) observed negative reactions to parent-child contact, such as the child’s tendency to cling to the foster family, sleep and appetite disturbances, crying, screaming, isolation, and moroseness. Neil et al. (2003) found that one-third of children living in institutions perceive parental visits as stressful, which can lead to a decrease in their overall well-being. The results of the study by Yazawa et al. (2019) suggest that parental visits and their frequency are not actually associated with better psychological status; instead, visits by the father are correlated with greater depressive symptoms among institutionalized children. It is also important to mention that many of the children being monitored by child welfare services are in that position because they have experienced neglect and abuse, sometimes severe, within their biological families. In some situations, visits trigger traumatic memories that are reflected in emotionally distressing reactions. These reactions can cause social workers and foster families to question the appropriateness of parental visits (Sen, 2010). Howe and Steele (2004) argue that children with disorganized attachment patterns are likely to be retraumatized if they come into contact with the adults who abused them again. They recommend that contact be interrupted until the children feel safe and are able to handle the stress of parental visits. In addition, when children are placed in foster care, frequent visitation can potentially be difficult for them because it creates conflicting loyalties and makes it more difficult for them to bond with the foster family (Leathers, 2003). Furthermore, visits that do not go well do not affect only the children; the biological parents are also emotionally affected (Orlando et al., 2019). Visits can be difficult for biological parents. They may need help to overcome the trauma and anger resulting from their children’s placement before they benefit from visits. They also need support in dealing with the psychological complexities of visitation, such as saying goodbye and setting boundaries (Haight et al., 2002).
The quality of interactions between parents and children during visits varies considerably. Social workers state that 26% of birth mothers have a superficial relationship with their child, 15% have a very good relationship with their child, and the remainder have a relationship somewhere in between (Haight et al., 2003). Fanshel (1982) found that 8% of the children exhibited visible anxious behaviors, while 29% showed pleasure about visits. Thus, considerable variation in the quality and appropriateness of interactions with mothers is observed during visits (Haight et al., 2001). According to Haight et al. (2003), the type of parent-child attachment is an important factor influencing the quality of visits. The more regular the visits, the more positive the child’s attachment to the parents. On the other hand, they also found that, for children with disorganized and disoriented attachment patterns, regular parent-child meetings, without intensive therapy, can be detrimental. Several studies have shown that the quality of contact  has a psychological impact on children in institutions. Children with poor visit quality had higher levels of psychosocial problems (Hukkanen et al., 1999 ; Attar-Schwartz, 2008).
Several studies have found that frequency influences the quality of these visits (Haight et al. 2002). The greater the frequency, the more positive the effect on the well-being of the child in care (Borgman, 1985; Fanshel & Shinn, 1978). 
The current state of research has not yet identified a single rule for deciding when, for how long, and how often contact would be beneficial to the child. It is important to note that the frequency of visitation should be age-appropriate. The importance of parental visits differs for infants, school-aged children and adolescents. Thus, children under age 3, who need to build rather than maintain a bond with their parent, should have daily visits (Déprez & Wendland, 2015). However, Kenrick (2009) found that foster infants with very frequent contact with their parent (5 or 6 times per week) showed significant levels of distress and disruption, due to the changes in environment and the disruption of the infants’ routines. Similarly, the purpose of parent-child meetings must be considered when determining their frequency. The frequency of parent-child meetings should be higher for children who are in a reunification project with their parents. However, Humphreys and Kiraly (2011) showed that the rate of reunification of children and parents who had frequent contact was the same as for children who had less contact with their parents. On the other hand, social workers may underestimate the risks of maintaining parent-child encounters when children exhibit problematic attachment patterns. In this case, social workers may decide to maintain parent-child meetings despite their negative impacts on children’s development and well-being. Of particular concern are children whose behaviors are disorganized and disoriented. For these children, visiting their parents once a week in the absence of intensive parent-child support can be counterproductive and harmful (Haight et al., 2003). Sinclair et al. (2001) found that there was no uniformity among children in how often they wanted contact with their birth parents; some children wanted no contact with their parents at all. On the other hand, children were unanimous in their desire to be consulted about the question.
Supervised or mediated visits involve bringing parents and their child together only in the presence of a caseworker. Their objective is to maintain a link with the biological parents while trying to protect the child, and they are recommended whenever a child is in physical or psychological danger from contact with one of the parents (Berger & Rigaud, 2001). They are relatively common; 47% to 67% of parent-child visits are mediated (Farmer & Moyers, 2008; Hunt et al., 2010; Taplin & Mattick, 2014). During these parent-child meetings, the supervising social worker must assess whether contact is harmful or beneficial. In general, they must consider for which children, under what circumstances, or by what means, contact should be promoted or discontinued (Selwyn, 2004). Supervision of parent-child contact is intended to improve the parent-child relationship and the quality of their encounters (Bullen et al., 2017). However, Bullen et al. (2015) note that, when supervision is overly intrusive, parents can find it painful and it can deter them from meeting with their children. If caseworkers limit the topics of conversation, it can generate parental disengagement (Höjer, 2009). In addition, the realities on the ground unfortunately do not always allow a child to feel secure, since the supervisors may change from one visit to the next or supervise several families at the same time, which does not always allow them to be physically and psychologically available. Finally, the workers are not always sufficiently trained and familiar with their supervisory role (Berger, 2011).
On the other hand, Beek and Schofield (2004) found in their study that children who had unsupervised contact with their parents were exposed to stressful or harmful relationships. They concluded that managing parent-child contact requires balancing the risk factors and protective factors associated with each situation. Caregivers highlight potential problems with unsupervised parent-child encounters: risk of further sexual abuse, being allowed to use alcohol and drugs, watching pornography during visits, or not being fed properly (Atwool, 2010).
Methodology
Sample and Data Source
This research was conducted over two years. In the first year, we collected data on 568 children placed in foster care as of June 30, 2017: 30% of all cases monitored by the Foster Family Support Services in charge of medium- and long-term follow-up in the Wallonia-Brussels Federation. The files were selected randomly. In the second year, we complemented this sample by collecting data on 661 children placed in institutions, or 19% of the children placed in institutions in the Wallonia-Brussels Federation. This sample represents 18% of the children placed with Youth Protection Services and 28% of the children placed with Specialized Early Childhood Services. Statistically, these samples are considered representative. 
Procedure
We met with the social workers in their departments. We randomly selected a sample of files for which we filled out a chart coding different types of information directly with the social workers: 
· Gender, age, age of placement
· Parental presence: Are they known and present in their child’s life? Are they known but absent from their child’s life? Are they unknown or deceased?
· Regularity of visits by parents: Are parent-child meetings regular or irregular? If there are no more meetings, what is the reason? Is it due to a ban on contact by the authorities because the parent is irregular or because the meetings are “toxic” for the child? 
· Frequency of parent-child meetings.
· Type of supervision of the meetings: Are they permanently supervised by a facilitator? Are they semi-supervised – that is, is a facilitator present sporadically during the meeting – or are they held without a facilitator?
· Location of parent-child meetings: Do they take place at the institution or foster care facility? Do they take place outside?
· A score from 0 to 10 given by the caregivers (based on a reference system) for the quality of the parent-child relationship, the quality of the child–foster family relationship and the child’s psychological state, according to their perception. 
This research was approved by the ethical committee of the Faculty of Psychology of Liege. The parents and the children were not met. The children were not directly observed. The researcher met with the caseworkers and asked them to provide a score based on their knowledge of the child. The caseworkers were familiar with the children's situation. They see them every day for the workers who work in institutions and at least once a month for the workers who work in the services that supervise the foster families.
Data Analysis
We analyzed descriptive statistics and compared the population of children in foster families with that of institutionalized children. Then, using SPSS software, we identified variables that can mutually influence each other and their predictive value by performing correlation analyses and simple and multiple regressions. The significance threshold for regressions was p < 0.05.
Results
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Our sample includes 613 girls and 620 boys. There is no difference in gender representation between children in institutions and those in foster care (χ2 (1233) =0,090, p<0,764). Our results show a significant difference in the age distribution between children placed in foster families and institutions (t(1226) = 2.309, p <0,11). The mean age is higher for children in institutional care. It is likely that children placed in foster care remain in there but are no longer monitored by foster care services after they reach the age of majority (18 years), which would explain this difference. The mean age at the time of placement of children in foster families was 3.07, σ = 3.41; for children in institutional care, it was 5.95, σ = 4.34. There is a significant difference between the age at placement of children placed in families and those placed in institutions (t(1227) = -12,024, p <0,01). The older the children were, the more likely they were to end up in institutional care.
We found that 21% of children in foster families had never lived with their birth parents, compared to only 11% of children in institutions. Two percent of children in foster families and 1.6% of children in institutions had never had any contact with either parent since birth, While 57% of children in foster care and 34% of children in institutions had lived with their parents for less than 3 years. Mothers were much more involved in their child’s life than fathers: 49% of the mothers of children in foster care and 69% of the mothers of children in institutions were known and present, while 35% of the fathers of children placed in foster families and 47% of the fathers of children in institutions were known and present (Table 1). Known fathers and mothers were present in the same proportions; the difference between the presence rates for fathers and mothers was due to the fact that 16% of fathers were unknown. Sixty-one percent of children placed in foster families and 79% of children placed in institutions remained in contact with their parents via supervised or unsupervised meetings. We observed that 23% of the children placed in foster families and 36% of the children placed in institutions were currently meeting with both parents. Whereas mothers were more present in the child’s life overall, fathers were more present if the mother was also present in the child’s life. Institutionalized children had significantly more maternal presence in their lives than children in foster families (χ2 (1231) = 104.932, p < 0.000). The same phenomenon was observed for fathers, who were more present in their child’s life when the child was placed in an institution (χ2 (1230) = 80.913, p < 0.000).
<Table 1 about here>
Children placed in foster families were significantly more likely to have meetings prohibited by the authorities because of irregularity on the part of the parent (Table 2). The difference between children in institutional care and those in foster families is significant: children in institutional care had mothers who were more present and regular and fewer meetings prohibited by the authorities (χ2(928) = 80.828, p < 0.000). The same observations are made about fathers (χ2(1171) = 45.858, p < 0.000).
<Table 2 about here>
The most common frequency of meetings for children placed in foster families was once a month, although meetings were increasing to twice a month, mainly due to changes in the practices of some placement services (Table 3). The frequency of parent-child meetings differed significantly between children placed in foster families and in institutions. Mothers of children placed in institutions were most likely to meet with their children once a week, while those of children placed in foster families usually had one meeting a month (χ2 (972) = 1969.981, p < 0.000). The same finding was also significant for fathers (χ2 (743) = 743.000, p < 0.000).
<Table 3 about here>
The preferred location for meetings between parents and children placed in foster families (Table 4) was the foster care service, followed by the child’s parents’ home.
The preferred place for parents to meet their children in institutional care was the institution or placement service. The second most important place was the biological parents’ home. There was a significant difference between children in foster families and institutions regarding the location of both mother-child (χ2 (713) = 573.608, p < 0.000) and father-child (χ2 (481) = 421.772, p < 0.000) meetings. Institutionalized children had more meetings in the biological parents’ home and fewer in the institution than those in foster families.
<Table 4 about here>
Most meetings between biological parents and their children in foster care were supervised or semi-supervised. Fathers were much more likely than mothers to meet with their children without a supervisor. On the other hand, most meetings between parents in children in institutional care were unsupervised (Table 5). There was no significant difference between children placed in foster families and those in institutions regarding the type of supervision of father-child encounters (χ2(465) = 3.783, p < 0.286). However, mothers whose children were in institutions had significantly fewer supervised visits and more visits at home (χ2(715) = 24.698, p < 0.000).
<Table 5 about here>
According to social workers, the quality of the relationship between biological parents and their children in care was generally considered good. Approximately half of the parents had a good relationship with their children but exhibited inappropriate behaviors during parental visits. However, even though parents were more present in the lives of children in institutions, the quality of their relationships was significantly worse than in the case of children in foster families. Children in foster families have better relationships with their mothers (β = –0.148, R2 = 0.022, p < 0.000) and fathers (β = –0.148, R2 = 0.022, p < 0.001).
<Table 6 about here>
The caseworkers interviewed estimated that 73% of children in foster families were in good psychological condition compared to 57% of children in institutional care (Table 7). Thus, there is a significant difference between children in institutions and those in foster families regarding their psychological state (t (1228)= 0,6329, p<0,001): children in foster families were in better psychological shape than those in institutional care.
<Table 7 about here>
We found that factors related to parent-child meetings had little predictive value for children’s psychological state (Table 8). The quality of the relationship with the parents was the most important predictive factor. Children who had a good relationship with their parent were in significantly better psychological condition. The reverse was also true: those who had a poor relationship were in a poorer psychological state. Children in institutions who had visits with their mother outside or a mix of meetings at home and in the institution were in better psychological condition on average. Institutionalized children who had semi-supervised visits with their mothers had a better psychological state on average. Finally, institutionalized children who had more frequent visits with their father had a better psychological state on average. While these effects are significant for children in institutions, we do not observe a significant effect of these three criteria (place and type of mother-child meetings and frequency of father-child meetings) for children in foster care. 
<Table 8 about here>
Discussion
The purpose of our study was to assess the effect of parental visitation on the psychological status of children in foster families and institutional care and to analyze whether there was a difference between the two populations.
We noted that parents were significantly more present when their child was placed in an institution. This is logical, as we recall that one of the criteria for moving toward placement in a foster family is the lack of parental presence. Scholte (1997) found that a low level of presence of the biological parents increases the chances of success in foster care.
Consequently, before we conclude that placing children in institutions keeps their biological parents more involved in their lives, it is worth comparing the percentages of parents who leave their children’s lives after placement. Indeed, we observe a difference according to placement type: 13% of mothers of children placed in institutions cease contact with their child after placement, versus 24% of mothers of children placed in foster families. 
We also found that mothers of children in foster care were significantly more likely to have their meetings prohibited by the authorities: 24% versus 11% for children in institutions, a difference of 13 percentage points. 
Thus, family service workers ask for contact bans more than workers in institutions, and our hypothesis is that this difference stems from the fact that irregular meetings create many more problems and more frustration when the child is placed in a foster family (such as the foster family having to travel, waiting for workers to be available to supervise, disappointment for a child for goes somewhere and waits in vain, etc.). In addition, foster care workers are probably quicker to request that contact be cut off, as they are very careful not to cause trouble for the child or the foster care system and therefore jeopardize the placement.
In institutions, on the other hand, a parent’s irregularity and/or absence from at a meeting probably causes fewer difficulties for the workers (including no need to travel, no need to manage the foster family’s frustration, etc.) and perhaps generates fewer negative reactions from the child. Moreover, we observed that caregivers who work in institutions have the idea that it is better for children to maintain a poor relationship with their parents than to be deprived of any contact with them. During our data collection interviews, some workers would say things like: “We know that the relationship is of poor quality, but this child has nothing left. Isn’t a poor-quality relationship better than nothing at all?”
In combination, the perspectives of caseworkers in institutions and those working in foster care means that children in foster care are twice as likely to have visits with their mothers prohibited, but in return they experience fewer negative effects of these visits. If the same proportion of mothers of children in institutions were forbidden to meet with their children, that is, 13%, then 26% of mothers would be absent from their child’s life, which is the same percentage as for mothers of children in foster care. We can therefore conclude that it is the fact that fewer visits are prohibited by the authorities that keeps parents more present when their children are placed in an institution, and not the placement in an institution itself. Thus, it is not the kind of placement that influences parents’ presence but the resulting requests for no contact.
We observed that children in institutional care were in significantly worse psychological condition than children in foster care. These results are consistent with the results of the meta-analysis by Li et al. (2019), which showed that children in foster care have fewer psychological problems and are more resilient than those in institutional care (Sim et al., 2016). 
We are well aware that the difference in psychological state between children placed in foster care and those placed in institutions can be explained by many other criteria such as the age of placement, the number of previous placements, the reasons for the placement. The aim of our research is to highlight the factors related to the visits that influence the psychological state of the children.
Our data show that the difference in frequency of meetings with their parents between children in institutional and foster care is not predictive of their psychological status. These results are similar to other studies that show that it is not the frequency of contact but the quality of contact that positively or negatively influences children's psychological state (Hukkanen et al., 1999 ; Attar-Schwartz, 2008). Children in foster care met with their parent on average once a month. During our data collection interviews, foster care workers explained that this frequency is based on service policy and not on a case-by-case analysis. 
The transfer of institutionalized children to foster care is therefore almost always accompanied by a reduction in contact with the parent from once a week to once a month. The consequence of this situation is that parents who are not subject to a court order refuse foster care because they refuse to see their children less often. For this reason, children with regular, present parents stay in institutions longer and move into foster care less frequently.
We found that institutionalized children who have frequent encounters with their fathers had a better psychological state on average. Our results are therefore not in line with studies showing that frequent contact has a positive effect on the child’s well-being except in the case of fathers’ meetings with their institutionalized children (Borgman, 1985; Fanshel & Shinn, 1978).
More than the type of meeting, it is the quality of the relationship between the parents and the children during these meetings that emerges as the factor that best predicts the children’s psychological state, and especially the quality of the relationship with the father. In general, the relationship between the birth parents and their children in care is a good one. Children who had a good relationship with their biological parents were in significantly better psychological condition. The reverse was also true: those who had a poor relationship had a worse psychological state. However, even though parents were more present in the lives of children in institutions, the quality of the parent-child relationship was significantly worse than for children in foster care. 
Most parental meetings with institutionalized children are unsupervised. Our results show that children in care who benefit from semi-supervised meetings or meetings outside the institution, or who alternate between meetings at home and in the institution, have better psychological health than the others. We can hypothesize that, due to a lack of resources, institutional caseworkers soon tend to organize unsupervised parent-child meetings and only maintain supervision in the most problematic situations. The presence of a caseworker, even at a distance, in semi-supervised meetings appears to be beneficial for the children’s psychological state. These findings should be compared with those of Beek and Schofield (2004), who found that children who had unsupervised contact with their parents could be exposed to stressful or damaging relationships. 
In conclusion, children placed in institutions are generally in worse psychological health than children placed in foster care. It is clear that this difference in psychological status can be explained by multiple factors such as age at placement, having experienced maltreatment, number of prior placements and other factors. However, if we analyze the factors related to the visits, we find that the worse psychological health can be explained primarily by poorer-quality relationships with their parents, probably because their meetings are less supervised and institutions are less likely to ask the authorities to ban contact when relationships are harmful. Contrary to one of our basic hypotheses, our statistical analyses did not reveal a significant impact of the existence of parent-child encounters and their frequency on the psychological state of children in care. We therefore agree with Déprez and Wendland (2015), who emphasized that it is impossible to establish a general rule that governs the positive or negative effects of parents’ meetings with children in care; rather, it is necessary to determine for which specific children these encounters are positive and beneficial, and for which children they are likely to generate further problems, requiring either special care or a suspension of meeting.
Implications and Conclusions 
Policy implication
Our results show that it is essential to move beyond the opposition between maintaining the family bond at all costs and limiting or even suspending contact as much as possible to protect the child. Our analyses suggest that it is impossible to define a general guideline for all types of situations. However, there is a series of factors that must consistently be taken into account, and each caseworker should then analyze children’s situation on a case-by-case basis, taking these different factors into account. Using these criteria, family service providers should be able to opt for more frequent meetings if they are positive for the child so that the child does not remain in foster care longer than necessary. Conversely, practitioners working in institutions should be able to reduce the frequency or, if necessary, suspend meetings if the quality of the relationship between the child and the parent is negative and therefore has a negative impact on the child’s psychological state.
Practice implication
Our results suggest that it is essential to develop a tool based on the criteria identified to guide workers in this analysis and in their decision-making process, which has serious consequences for the well-being and future of the children in care. Such a tool would allow all stakeholders to evaluate and develop shared references, which is a necessity in child protection (Robin, 2010).
This tool must take into account the following criteria :
The effect of visits on the child
This tool should assess the child’s psychological state as well as the impact of placement trauma, as in some situations, visits can trigger traumatic memories that manifest themselves as emotional distress. Howe and Steele (2004) recommend that, in cases where a child is highly traumatized, contact should be discontinued until the child feels safe and is able to deal with the stress of the contact. The effect of parent-child meetings on the child is a measure that is currently not consistent and may even be non-existent. Does the child experience the visits as positive or, on the contrary, are they a source of anxiety and even sometimes of fear? Based on his clinical experience, Barnum (1987) proposed different ways of interpreting the problematic behaviors observed in a child after parent-child encounters. He noted that the child’s behaviors may be an expression of the grief experienced following the separation. Since the child is attached to the parent, the separation that follows the meeting represents suffering for the child that will be experienced as a succession of micro-losses. The child’s behavior can also reveal a reaction to the intense stress of the encounter. In fact, certain meetings can be harmful, even toxic, for the child. Among other things, the parent may take advantage of these times to continue abuse that had started́ within the family environment. Finally, the child’s problematic behaviors may result not from the parental visit per se, but the negative influence of the current living environment. Barnum (1987) suggested that the child’s perception of a caregiver’s obvious disagreement with the biological parent’s visit may result in feelings of anxiety and regressive behaviors. 
The frequency of visits 
It is important to note that the frequency of visits should also take the child’s age into account. Children under the age of 3, who need to build the bond with their parents, should have frequent visits (Déprez & Wendland, 2015). And the child’s opinion is essential in this decision-making process. In a study they conducted with 150 children in care who were over the age of 5 years, Sinclair et al. (2001) found that children had varied opinions regarding the frequency of parent-child contact they desired; some even wished to cut off contact. However, all the children wanted to be consulted about the arrangements for contact.
The regularity of parent-child contact
The regularity of parent-child contact is also a consideration for practitioners when setting up parent-child contact arrangements. Browne and Moloney (2002) found that children who had irregular meetings were more likely to be confused about their future than children who had frequent, regular visits, or who had been abandoned by their biological family. It is therefore advisable to adapt the frequency of meetings according to the parents’ ability to maintain regular contact and to suspend them if they are not. 
The child’s opinion
As well as the child’s opinion, the parent’s wishes and abilities must also be taken into account. Is he or she asking to see more of the child? Sometimes the parent’s words and actions are dissonant. Are they asking for more meetings but not attending them? In these cases, it is best to tailor the frequency to the parents’ abilities so that they do not continually fail at a goal that is over-ambitious for their current level. Join-Lambert et al. (2014) emphasize that it is essential to create a relationship of trust between the parent and the caseworkers, primarily by focusing on what they think is best for them and their child.
The context of visits
The context in which the visits take place is also crucial. Are the caseworkers currently evaluating the quality of the parent-child relationship? In this case, if the meetings do not have negative effects and the child’s trauma is not too significant, frequent supervised meetings would be appropriate. Orlando et al. (2019) point out that early parent-child placement visits are a critical opportunity that should be leveraged for parenting interventions. They add that these early visits are a key time and, with support from social workers, can strengthen parents’ engagement in the visitation process and even increase their commitment to other services they need. In addition, Chartier and Blavier (2021) found that one in five parents disengages within the first year of placement. If the child is in a reintegration project, the frequency and duration of visits should be increased as the placement progresses and supervision should gradually be eliminated. It may also be necessary to reintroduce contact at very infrequent, supervised meetings when children idealize their parents too much. According to Berger (2011), a total lack of contact with the biological parent can give rise to idealization of that parent. Parental visitation thus gives children a safe place from which to observe their parents’ incompetence, which in turn allows them to make sense of the reasons for their placement. 
Strengths and Limitations
There are several limitations to this research. One of these is that his study is primarily based on assessments made by social workers. We did not observe or evaluate parent-child relationships on the ground. We did not interview children, parents, or foster parents about the visits. In addition, we did not measure with scientific and standardized tools the psychological state of the children and the quality of the parent-child relationship during the visits. We do not have data on the ethnicity of children in care.
 Thus, it would be essential to continue to assess the psychological status of children in care with scientifically standardized tools and in a longitudinal manner. It would also be essential to hear from parents, children and foster families.
 However, the data collected are consistent with the literature. This research should be continued by evaluating the quality of parent-child relationships and children’s psychological state with field measurement tools.



7

