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Lodge, a residential treatment center for emotionally disturbed boys. She also serves as a consultant to the foster care 
program for the state of Colorado and has been a foster parent herself. 

Vera has done numerous workshops around the United States and abroad. She has also presented conferences from Israel 
to Australia. Vera’s work with children and their families is indicative of her sensitivity and caring. She has trained hundreds 
of professionals in adoption and foster care expanding their knowledge around placement issues for children. 

Dr. Fahlberg is the author of a multi-volume work titled Putting The Pieces Together and co-author of Preparing Children 
for Adoption. 

INTRODUCTION

As the child grows up, he must accomplish varying developmental tasks related to psycho-
logical maturation. The child cannot accomplish these tasks on his own, nor can his parents 
accomplish them for him. The tasks are achieved only in the context of the parent-child rela-
tionship. Therefore, we can expect that parent separation or loss will have a major impact on 
the child’s psychological development.  

This occurs for four primary reasons: (1) Depending on circumstances, the child has lost ei-
ther all or a major part of his parent-child relationship; (2) At times of stress, humans regress 
to earlier levels to regroup their strengths; (3) The child’s energies are used to cope with 
feelings relating to the loss and are not available for coping with more age-appropriate de-
velopmental tasks; and (4) Usually after a parent separation or loss, the remaining parent is 
coping with his/her own psychological stress, and he/she is not as available for helping the 
child accomplish the developmental tasks at hand. 

The steps in the psychological maturation process always follow the same order. 
Therefore, if we know the age of the child at the time of the parental separation or loss, we 
can predict the psychological areas in which the child will be particularly vulnerable. If after 
such loss, the child may be so unfortunate as to live in an environment which does not help 
him regroup strengths, cope with feelings, and re-establish psychological equilibrium, we 
can expect serious long-term effects secondary to the parent separation or loss. Indeed, 
many children who are in today’s foster care system or who have been adopted are, to one 
degree or another, psychologically “stuck” at the age of the initial parental separation. 

EFFECTS OF LOSS ON THE TASKS OF VARYING AGES

First Year. The primary tasks to be accomplished within the parent-child relationship 
during the first year of life are three-fold: (1) the meeting of dependency needs; (2) the 
building up of feelings of trust, security, and attachment; and (3) the first steps in sorting 
out the significance of various external and internal stimuli. Frequently, children who 
enter the child welfare system during their first year of life do so because these identified 
needs are not being met. These children may not show severe effects secondary 
to separation and loss. Indeed, these children may blossom in their new environ- 



A C T
    Participant 
Resource 
Notebook

 

 

4-61
ACT
©2005 Kinship Center®  Revised 2009

A  
Developmental 
Perspective
Resources

ment. However, other children whose needs are being met, but who still face parent loss, will 
show the effects of such loss. There will likely be a regression to earlier levels of dependency 
and feelings of trust, security, and attachment will surely be undermined. After the loss, 
remedial measures will have to be taken to address these two areas. That is, the parent must 
be extremely careful to meet dependency needs and to facilitate attachment. 

The third task relates to the child’s learning how to learn (Gesell, et al., 1946). The first steps in 
sorting out external and internal perceptions depend on the parent figures, who are mediators 
between the child and his environment. Even infants pick up the rhythms of a household and 
begin to develop a primitive sense of cause and effect. The three- or four-month-old child 
who is hungry starts to calm down when he sees the parent figure who usually provides the 
physical nourishment (Spitz, 1965). This same child who is fed when hungry, but not at other 
times, starts to connect the internal sensations of hunger with the externally-provided relief 
supplied by food and starts to recognize hunger as a discrete form of discomfort associated 
with a particular form of relief. Another example is the seven- to eight-month-old child living in 
a family whose parent consistently comes home from work at the same time each day. He will 
probably show anticipatory excitement in response to a car at that time of day. With parent 
loss or separation, there are usually concomitant changes in the daily routine, thus, cause 
and effect acquisition is interrupted. 

The Toddler Years (1-3). The primary issue for the toddler switches from dependency to 
independency with increasing autonomy. Together with the autonomy issues are the identity 
issues. This is the time of life when the youngster becomes aware of himself as a person 
separate from his primary caretaker. It is the time when true ego development begins. The 
child becomes increasingly aware of the implications that various sights, sounds, and smells 
have, as well as internal body states, such as a full bladder. This is also the time of very rapid 
language acquisition. 

These, then, will be the areas of development most affected by parent loss or separation at 
this stage. It is quite common for children who experience parent separation at this point in 
their lives to have difficulty developing an appropriate balance between dependency and 
autonomy. Some seem to withdraw and become more dependent; they seem to be saying, “It 
is not safe for me to become independent.” Another child, with a different temperament is likely 
to go to the other extreme, becoming too independent. Such a child is apt to parent himself. 
He may withhold affection and seem stubborn and resistant in all areas for a prolonged 
period of time (Fahlberg, 1982).  

Identity formation at this age seems to relate to several factors including the sex of the child, 
the child’s position in the family, and the child’s name. Obviously, the child’s sex does not 
change with parent loss. But his position in the family may radically change, particularly if the 
loss comes about by the child’s moving from one family to another. 

Position in the family not only relates to the child’s birth order but also to other factors. Clearly, 
a first male child born into an extended family in which there have been no male children for 
several generations will have a different position than a female child. 

The child’s position in the family is, to some degree, determined by the child’s temperament. 
For example, in one family the comment, “This is our active child,” may carry a positive 
connotation; while in another family that trait may be viewed as negative. A child recognizes 
his name by at least one year of age, and the given name becomes a part of his identity. 
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Changes of first names, especially at this particular stage of development, may cause 
problems for the child in developing a strong sense of self. 

Since young children in a period of rapid language acquisition are usually dependent on 
a family member to initially be the “interpreter” for others, loss of this person will have a 
significant impact on language development. Although the actual vocabulary used with 
children this age may not vary so much from one family to another, the rhythm of speech, the 
pronunciation, and the way words are connected seems to vary considerably. 

Preschool Years (Oedipal State) (3-5 ½ - 6). Continued individuation, increased 
independence and proficiency in the self-care areas, and continued marked growth in 
the area of language development are the hallmarks of this age. The biggest problems in 
resolving separation-loss issues seem to relate to two internal psychological struggles and 
the particular thinking characteristics of these pre-school children. 

Play is the medium used for resolution of two major internal psychological issues: The big 
vs. little struggle, and the good vs. bad struggle. The child this age receives many conflicting 
parental messages. He hears comments such as “Big boys don’t wet their pants, they use 
the potty,” combined with messages such as, “No, you are too little to be outside the fence.” 
The child of this age has to come to grips with the fact that he is neither big nor little but 
rather a combination of both. This is when the first real balance between dependency and 
independency is achieved. 

The infant was primarily dependent. The toddler’s independency needs are strong in the 
service of individuation and ego development. The preschooler is truly a combination of both. 
The child who successfully accepts this psychological position – that it is okay to be both 
dependent and independent – is well on the way to having a healthy balance between these 
two factors to fall back on the remainder of his life.  

The other internal psychological struggle has some similarities. The child must learn to accept 
himself as a good person who sometimes does naughty things, not as a person who is either 
good or bad. Indeed, these two issues are reflected in the majority of the preschooler’s 
play (Hymes, 1969). He is involved in a variety of independent vs. dependent play, such as 
house, school, doctor. A psychologically healthy preschooler goes back and forth between 
the dependency and independency roles, enjoying each. The other recurrent theme in play 
is “good guys” vs. “bad guys” play; again most preschoolers relish both roles. 

Children this age have characteristic thinking patterns as well. Egocentricity and magical 
thinking are especially prominent at this stage. Fear of parental abandonment is the 
preschooler’s greatest fear. These particular characteristics combine to pose some predictable 
reactions to parental separation or loss. In his attempts to make sense of the events in his 
world, the child nearly always perceives the events as occurring because he was “bad” in 
some way. It becomes very important, in trying to correct this misperception, to decode 
the child’s particular brand of magical thinking. It is common for children this age, when 
angry at a parent, to either verbalize or at least think “I hate you” or “I wish I had a different 
mommy (daddy).”  Then, if a loss occurs, the child may attribute it to his “bad” thoughts, thus, 
reinforcing the perception of himself as the cause. 

Another form of magical thinking needs to be closely watched for. This relates to the child 
thinking that something he does or says can change the loss. Just as he perceives himself 
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as responsible for the loss, he perceives himself as responsible for either regaining or not 
regaining the parent. 

Individuals who, later in life, have very high expectations for themselves and who see them-
selves as really “bad” whenever they make a mistake or are naughty, and who then subsequently 

“dump” on themselves, frequently have experienced parental separation at this stage of their 
 life.

The child’s magical thinking may also relate to big-vs-little issues. This is especially likely to 
occur if a child leaves a family and other children remain in the family. Then the child’s magical 
thinking may explain the loss in such ways as “The baby stayed. Babies are preferable. It’s 
not safe to grow up.” Because this is also an age of heightened sexual awareness and of the 
young child’s “falling in love” with the parent of the other sex, the child may attribute parent 
loss, of either parent, to his own thoughts and feelings in this area.  

Even though it is very difficult to overcome the child’s egocentricity and magical thinking at 
this age, it is important to understand and decode the child’s thinking. This should be done 
so that, at subsequent ages as the child develops better conceptual skills, he can be helped 
to give up the old thinking. Unless one knows the particulars of the child’s magical thinking, it 
is very difficult to aid in changing the perceptions even in later years. 

Grade School Years (6 – 12) The latency-age child is dependent on the security of the 
family relationships to provide him with the psychological energy to master out-of-family 
issues. During the earlier years, most of his energy was expended on in-family skills and 
relationships. Now he must master problems and relationships outside the family unit. Most of 
the child’s energies go into academic learning, improving gross and fine motor skills, and peer 
relationships, primarily with peers of the same sex. Clearly, repeated moves or separations 
are likely to have a negative impact on the child’s academic and peer socialization skills. 

Another major area of psychological growth is conscience development. Conscience 
development starts prior to this age and continues long after, but it is during this period that 
the biggest growth occurs. The child moves from fear of displeasing adults to an internalized 
sense of right-vs-wrong, which is no longer dependent upon an adult’s presence.  

During these years there are major changes in the child’s ability to think and conceptualize. 
Around age nine, the child makes a major leap in conceptual development. At that point 
he takes all previously-learned material and re-examines it through new eyes. We know 
when the child achieves this, as he becomes a “know-it-all.” The positive aspects of this 
growth, however, allow the child to reexamine previous life events and incorporate them into 
his self-perception in a newer, psychologically healthier manner. Indeed, children who have 
experienced parent separation or loss at earlier ages frequently can benefit markedly from 
brief psychotherapeutic intervention at this stage. 

Adolescence. Adolescent issues are very similar to the psychological tasks of the 
toddler-preschool age; and, indeed, egocentric thinking and magical thinking re-emerge 
in adolescence. This is because both ages are times of marked growth in psychological 
separation-individuation issues. The young child’s task is to separate psychologically from 
the caretaker(s) and find his place within the family structure. The adolescent’s task is to 
separate psychologically from the family and find his place among peers and in society as 
a whole. During times of marked growth in individuation, control issues become prominent. 
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The toddler’s declaration of independence is contained in the three words, “me,” “mine,” and 
“no.” The adolescent acts out these same issues. “You can’t make me,” whether said verbally 
or behaviorally, is a major issue for adolescents. The goal of the supportive parenting figure 
during adolescence is not to “make” the child but rather to help the young person explore 
alternatives, make choices, and take responsibility for the choices. 

Teenagers can accomplish the individuation tasks of adolescence easiest if they have a 
stable parent pair to come up against, push off from, and individuate from. It is very difficult 
for the adolescent to accomplish the normal tasks of this stage if he is having to cope with 
physical separation or loss as well as, or in place of, psychological separation or loss.  When 
the teen’s primary job is to separate and individuate, it is particularly difficult for him to work 
on becoming a member of a new family unit at the same time. This is particularly true during 
early adolescence, when the psychological tasks are most prominent. It does become easier 
in later adolescence when the physical emancipation, as opposed to the psychological 
emancipation, is most prominent. 

CONCLUSION

By understanding the varying developmental tasks to be accomplished at varying ages, 
it becomes easier to understand both the short-term and the long-term effects of parent 
separation or loss. Since all adopted children have faced parent loss, and many have faced 
repeated losses, these are particularly important issues for the clinician working with such 
children. Once we understand which current issues may relate to early loss issues and how 
they relate to the separations, our task in helping the young person resolve these issues and 
change his behaviors becomes much easier. 
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