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“Feeling like you’re on a prison ship” –
Understanding the Caregiving and Attachment
Narratives of Parents of Autistic Children
Dr Ben Grey
Senior Lecturer and Programme Convenor,
Attachment Studies, University of Roehampton
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Attachment and Autism – Just
more mother blaming?
Part of a wider study1 evaluating a therapy programme
for these families (SAFE: Systemic Autism-Related
Family Enabling)
Spectre of ‘The Refrigerator Mother’2
I am a parent of a young adult with autism – and
have worked in the child welfare system
Problems residing in family and social systems – not
individual parents or autistic children
As parents, we can be responsible for the ways we
influence our children without being to blame for the
fact that things don’t work out as intended3

1. M cKenzie et al. 2019 2. Term em erged from the work of Bettelheim
(1972) 3. See Dallos 2019
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Autistic Spectrum
Disorder
An impairment of
• Social interaction
• Social communication
Involving
• Repetitive and restrictive interests1
5-fold increase in UK since 1990’s to 3.8%
boys and 0.8% girls2

1: (DSM-V: American Psychological Association 2013) 2: (Taylor, Jick, & MacLaughlin, 2013)
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It’s all in the Genes?
• Genes account for 50% risk of developing
autism1
• No autism gene / genetic profile linking all
families2
• Recent study found3 a common profile linking
just 10% families studied:
• Genes associated with cognitive impairment
rather than autism symptoms
• Also found in the unaffected group
• What about the other 90%?
• Explanations for family problems rather than
search for ‘the cause of autism’?
1. Hallmeyer et al. 2011, Gaugler et al. 2015 2. Gaugler et al. 2014,
Crittenden 2017 3. Sanders et al. 2015 4. Crittenden 2017
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‘Exhaustion,
Isolation, and
Relational
Strain’
Nicholas et al.
(2016:927)

High levels of stress and anxiety in parents1
Unpredictability and uncertainty2
Guilt, blame and social stigma3
Social isolation4
Resilience and new ways of coping 5
High levels of physical and sexual abuse6

1:Nicholas et al. 2016; Keenan et al., 2016 2: Barke et al., 2016 3: Gill and Liamputtong, 2011, 2013; DePape and Lindsay, 2016
6: Mandell et al. 2005

4: Selman et al., 2018 5: Bayat, 2007; Kuhaneck et al., 2010
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Emotional / mental health disorders in
parents frequently predate arrival of
the autistic child1

Complex
Relational
Difficulties

Many parents have also earlier
experiences of trauma and abuse2

Trauma and mental health difficulties in
parents’ impact on parent-child
relationships3
Autism diagnosis primarily relational i.e. only possible through assessing
relationships rather than individual4

1. Bolton et al., 1998; Demir et al., 2008; Jokiranta et al., 2013 2. Roberts et al., 2014, 2015; Dallos et al. 2020 3. Crittenden 2016, Hesse 2016 4. Crittenden 2017
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Attachment theory provides a model for
understanding how human beings survive
danger, form protective relationships and
promote the survival of their children …

Why
Attachment is
relevant …

The attachment of infant to caregiver is
where all our innate (genetic) qualities, both
those that are universal to our species, and
those that are unique to each individual,
meet experience … Biology and
experience meet in the infant–caregiver
relationship. Put another way, attachment
shapes the early development of the human
brain.
Crittenden and Baim 2017 (p. 385-386)
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Autistic children can
show full range of
attachment patterns1

Attachment
and Autism

Lower levels of security
(45-53%) in autistic
children2

Overlap of symptoms
between all kinds of
Attachment Insecurity &
Autism3

Attachment vs. Autism?
Attempts to clarify the two4
begs the question – do
autism symptoms have an
interpersonal function?5
1. Teague et al. 2017 2. Rutgers et al., 2004; Teague et al., 2017; Rozga et al. 2018 3. McKenzie and Dallos 2017 4. Rozga et al. 2018, Coughlan 2019 5. Crittenden 2017
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Autism challenges attachment theory? One study: Less
attachment security in autistic children but no relation
to parental sensitivity1

Caregiving
impacts
‘Autistic
symptoms’

Contingent responsiveness critical not sensitivity to
signals per se2
Lower parent-child relatedness, limit setting, and
parental engagement in parents of ASD children3
Sensitivity of parents predict development of their
ASD children’s communication (16-year study)4
Sensitivity of parents predicts secure attachment;
securely attached ASD children better communication,
empathy and social skills: also at 1-year follow up5

1. Van Ijzendoorn et al. 2007 2. Crittenden 2017 3. Beurkens et al., 2013; Falk et al., 2014 4. Siller & Sigman, 2008 5. Rozga et al., 2018
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Reflective Functioning – how parents think about
child’s mind key to child development1

It’s all in the
mind

Insightfulness of mothers related to ASD child
attachment & child engagement2, & ability to manage
inclusive education up to 9 years later3
Attachment Security in mothers Adult Attachment
Interview (AAI) related to child relational and functional
behaviour4
Parents’ corrective intentions to parent better than
their own traumatic or adverse childhoods often
derailed by unconscious aspects of their pastexperience5

1. Fonagy, 2006; Luyten et al., 2017; Slade 2009 2. Oppenheim et al., 2009, 2012 3. Dolev et al. 2014 4. Seskin et al., 2010 5. Dallos et al., 2020

10

5

10/29/20

Adapted Strange Situation Procedure (SSP)
used with shorter separations and older children1
Quantification of qualitative categories –
attachment is assessed qualitatively

Methodological
Problems

Cultural differences5
Multiplicity of problems studied – co-morbid
difficulties, widening definition of autism 6
Lack of systematic understanding - Little
attention to fathers

1. McKenzie and Dallos 2017 2. Teague et al. 2017 3. Goodman and Glenwick, 2012 4. Crittenden and Landini 2011 5. Bauminger et al., 2010 6. Teague et al. 2017, Stedman et al. 2019
7. Teague et al. 2017, Crittenden 2017
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A Formulation Approach to Researching Autism

(Crittenden et al., 2014; Crittenden, 2017; Dallos et al., 2020a,b; Mckenzie and Dallos, 2017)

• 'Autism’ is not a causal explanation: It is a phenomenon that may be
explored through attachment procedures & other research
• ‘Autism’ and ’Attachment’ cannot be artificially separated
• ‘Autism symptoms’ may have a relational function –
• Autism exists within a family and wider social system, not just an individual
child.
• Rather than finding ‘the cause of autism’ it may be more helpful to try an
understand the ‘problems of living’ experienced by families where there is
autism

12
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Studying the Problems of Families with Autism
Ideographic, Case-based
approach needed to tease
out complexity, & theorise
differences1

Qualitative analysis:
Attachment analysis founded
upon qualitative observation
and discourse analysis2

Functional Formulation:
explore function &
meaning of behaviour in
specific relationships4

Relational approach:
examine mentalisng,
caregiving and trauma3

Systemic understanding
of child and parent in
family & social context5

1. Crittenden 2017 2. Crittenden and Spieker 2018 3. Grey and Farnfield 2017a 4. McKenzie and Dallos 2017, Dallos et al. 2019 5. Brewerton et al. 2017, Hudson et al. 2017
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Research
Questions

1. How do parents of autistic make
sense of their child and how might
this impact on the parent-child
relationship?
2. What role, if any, does past trauma
play in this?
3. Does the parental understanding of
autism itself impact on caregiving?

14
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Analysis part of a wider study of a systemic, attachment-based
intervention for families with ASD child(ren) (SAFE: McKenzie et
al. 2019)
16 parents – Autism – Type 1 and 2 (less severe)

Recently diagnosed (within 1 year)

Sample

Child aged 5 – 15

Fathers and Mothers

UK sample
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Researcher
invited to
analyse
already
existing
data set:

Parent Development Interview (PDI1) – semistructured interview that assesses parental
representations of caregiving
Expanded to include a shortened
Adult Attachment Interview (AAI)2
Added autism-related questions and include
a sibling without autism (if present in family)

Data Set

Ethics – analysis contributing to wider study3
– names, ages, genders, and other details when not relevant to
analysis may be altered in presentation

1. Aber et al. 1985 2. George et al. 1985 3. Protocol published as McKenzie et al. 2019
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Whilst the issues, dilemmas,
discourse patterns and pain are all
real, any relation to specific
people or families is unintended
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Within case analysis – Attachment-based discourse
analysis
• Meaning of the Child Interview (MotC)1
• Adult Attachment Interview (AAI)2

Both assess self-protective transformations of meaning in
interview transcript

Analysis

• AAI: past trauma and strategy of self protection
• MotC: caregiving and reproduction: child as long-term survival

Individual Case formulation from MotC and
AAI coding - how best to understand parentchild relationship?
Between case analysis: circular process of:
Data reduction, Data display, Data Analysis
leading to abstraction and theory building3

1. MotC: Grey and Farnfield 2017a,b 2. Crittenden and Landini 2011 3. Miles and Huberman 1994
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An
Interpersonal
Approach to
Qualitative
Analysis

“I gave birth to hope and I have found
disappointment.” Oprea and Stan (2012:4193)

“I had a difficult child and was perceived as a
bad mother. IF ONLY I HAD KNOWN ALL ALONG
THAT I WAS NOT THE CAUSE OF ALL THIS!” (Gill
and Liamputtong, 2013:52 author emphasis)
What does this mean for the child?
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Analysis example - Jenny

• We [Jenny and her autistic child] had that little moment together you know I love taking him out
in the buggy.
• And how how did you feel this morning when that happened?
• Uh, I just love him, you know, and I actually I said to [sibling] I was looking at his massive fat legs
and I said, ‘he just got like the cutest fattest legs ever.’ and I said ‘I just want another one, I want
it’ all over again, and, and she's like really ‘you wanna do that again’ and I said ‘I do I would do it
again in a heartbeat if I could’ and that sounds crazy because it's been so hard, you know so many
difficult times? Even his birth also was like horrendous but I would if I if I could have another one
of him, I would, because he's just he's a joy in so many parts of it, you know, my life, he brings so
much joy.

20
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Competing Representations
• Jenny is trying to illustrate the depth of her connection to her child with
autism,
• Her language also reveals the more painful emotions that she seeks
distance from.
• Annotations tracks self-protective shifts in meaning,
• She holds multiple and competing ‘representations’ of the child apparent
in generalised semantic statements, connotative language, & images she
employs.
• The importance is not isolated phrases but patterns across the narrative

21

Transcript Annotation

• We [Jenny and her autistic child] had that little moment use of cliched language robs statement of emotional force
together you know I love taking him out in the buggy.
• And how how did you feel this morning when that happened?
• Uh, I just love him, you know, and I actually I said to [sibling] I was looking at his massive fat legs image of disgust,
objectifying quality and I said, ‘he just got like the cutest fattest legs ever.’ ‘Cutest’ attempt to row back from this,
but still an objectifying quality and I said ‘I just want another one, I want it’ ‘it’ and ‘another one’ impersonal
language, even as she is trying to express intensity of connection all over again, and, and she's like really ‘you
wanna do that again’ and I said ‘I do I would do it again in a heartbeat if I could’ mum uses sibling’s voice to ‘prove’
the lengths she is prepared to go and that sounds crazy because it's been so hard, you know so many difficult
times? Evocative language (‘hard’, ‘crazy’, ‘difficult’) Even his birth also was like horrendous the powerful affect is
contained around how bad things have been; use of the word ‘even’ suggests that much of the rest of parenting is
‘horrendous’, implying the difficult birth was a high point but I would if I if I could have another one of him,
impersonalises him, as he can be reproduced I would, because he's just he's a joy in so many parts of it, awkward,
distancing language you know, my life, he brings so much joy. Attempt to emphasise intensity
Coding annotations in red; images and connotative language highlighted in yellow
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Findings

1.

These parents carried a high level of
attachment related trauma, from which they
had been largely uncomforted/unprotected

2.

This shaped how they experienced and cared
for their children in unique and powerful
ways, often undermining their explicit attempts
to offer their child something better.

3.

Many parents experienced a chronic lack of
agency in relation to their parenting

4.

This may be related to the discourse of autism
as ‘separate’ / ‘other’, as well as innate and
unalterable – which challenges the caregiving
system

23

The ongoing
effects of
developmental
trauma

Almost all parents (14/16)
reported developmentally
inappropriate dangers in
their early life from which they
were neither protected from
or comforted.

All these parents showed
evidence of either unresolved
trauma or non normative
strategies of attachment
organised around serious
danger (cf. Dallos et al. 2020)

This danger shaped the
context in which the child
was perceived and
experienced.

All these relationships were
seen as struggling in different
ways; ways that made sense
in the light of past
experience.

24
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Systemic formulation of Attachment and Autism (adapted
from McKenzie and Dallos 2017:642)
Autistic
Symptoms

Parental
sense of
exhaustion,
shame,
helplessness

Escalating
family
tensions

Attachment
insecurity
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A dyadic formulation of autism and caregiving
Autistic
Symptoms
(Child rejects
or withdraws)

Pain of
ruptures take
on selfprotective
meaning from
past

Ensuing
ruptures hurt
and shame
parent and
child

Parent rejects,
merges,
and/or
withdraws to
function as a
parent

26
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Trauma Scripts, Corrective Intentions and Defensive
Caregiving

CHILD

Child Self-Protective
Request:
I need support (exaggerate
request) or
This is overwhelming
(withdraw/self-regulate)

Parental Attachment
Response
1) Implicit Trauma script
2) Corrective/Replicative
intention

Child Attachment Need
Anger, Distress, Confusion,
Frustration

PARENT
Defensive Caregiving:
Sense of Failure (not doing
what I promised myself)
elicits defensive caregiving:
Give up, Reject, Merge,
Withdraw

Adapted from Dallos (2019:120)
and Grey and Dallos (in press)
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But still to this day I’ve never met my biological father…. He
just didn’t want anything to do with me (whispered)….
...

Claire –
Separation
and
Abandonment
themes

Did you ever feel rejected, frightened or hurt physically or
emotionally by your parents as a young child?
(long pause)… Me and my Mum have this conversation quite
often… because, not finding out… that the man who I thought
was my Dad wasn’t my Dad… and not finding out until the
age of ten… I think, have or has really affected me.
…
Um… I was young. Um… (long pause) I don’t know where
they had gone. I really don’t. And… I think I was left with like…
my aunt and uncle… Again, I don’t really remember them
now. I literally felt abandoned… and I don’t even think it was
for that long. But… at the time, when you’re that young… I
was just, I did… I just thought that they had gone! (pause)…
and it felt like a lifetime… but I don’t think it was.

28
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Children brought into mum’s fear of
abandonment
[Children’s father is an overseas charity worker and often away for long periods– mum
has heard he is not returning when expected]. Julie is the child with autism (aged 7).
They um… to be honest… they’ve probably got to a point where they’re like ‘oh Mum’s crying
again’ (laughs) ‘Cause it has happened quite a lot! Um… but at first obviously, I had to tell
them that Dad wasn’t coming home. So there was just Simon, Julie, Kitty, Indie and me… and
Kitty, Indie and Simon started crying. I cried with them. Julie sat there in silence… (pause) and
then three hours later… um… she burst out crying. And I was just like ‘oh my goodness!’ I was
like, ‘What, what, what’s wrong’ I thought something just happened again… but then she just
said ‘Dad’ not coming home…!’ (teary voice) So , that made me cry again. So then… you
know… we are the sort of family where… I’m not afraid to cry in front of them. You know, I
would rather us all cry together and had hugs and things like that… and just kind of deal with
Julie, you know? I suspect really… I’ll have to start all over again. (laughs)
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• Claire struggles with anxiety and depression

“I’ll have to
start all over
again”
Child
retraumatises
mother

• Claire wants to create the kind of family
where people are are open with each other
and there are no secrets
• But the children are caught up in her distress
at her partner’s absence.
• Julie is experienced as ‘other’ for not sharing
in the distress (note the power of the image:
‘Julie sat there in silence’).
• Her delayed distress is seen as the source of
Mum’s further distress ‘made me cry’ & the
source of Mum’s re-traumatisation (‘I’ll have
to start all over again’).

30
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Linda – disconnection
and withdrawal
• Linda managed
• a volatile, alcoholic mother
• early experiences of neglect
• keeping a tight lid on her difficult
feelings
• managing her needs
independently
• She does not want to inflict her
moods on her children and so
disconnects from them
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Linda’s manages the relationship through
separation

• “You're so used to a traumatic life, that when traumatic things happen you
don't react properly, mum” and I'm like, “I do, I'm just used to it”.
(Linda’s autistic son, aged 15)
“He actually said that “you're making me feel really really bad because you're
not even angry you're just crying about your journal” But I wasn't I couldn't be
angry, I was more sad, I was just disappointed and sad, so I think that was odd
for him because he's used to being told off he's used to me getting do this
now blah blah blah”
(Linda’s son following an incident where he destroyed a precious diary/journal)

32
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The Language of Disconnection
• Linda on Autism:
It causes stress, but I think I think we get on really well And I don't overly
notice it or care because I'm used to it, so I'm aware that it affects the other
people notice and I'm aware that it affects his life and school life and friend
life and things like that, but within our own family it's there's no it's not
different it doesn't matter

• Linda on Conflict with her son:

I don't mind it, it's emotional, its normal, its normal to get angry. I think he
deals with it well … we all get angry, we all have bad times, it's good that
he expresses it.

33

Merger and Enmeshment –
Connecting through fear: Carol
• Childhood characterised by by rejection and emotional absence:
• [I was] desperately, constantly looking for approval from my parents... you know, for
somebody to go ‘God Carol you’re doing really, really well!’ and my Dad didn’t care and
my Mum was so busy
• Blame and shame evident in her experience of her child with ASD, (aged 10) ‘Why can’t
you just be normal?’
• Redirected through connecting with the child’s fear and seeing herself as her child’s
protector and defender against a hostile world
• School want to ‘rip’ her from her child like a ‘plaster’
• Relationship based on high anger and fear rather than shared intimacy and pleasure

34
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Its me and her against the world
• I do feel sometimes… like I’m losing my sense of self… because I’m
just… enveloped in the… in the fight! ‘Cause that just what it feels
like… I feel like sometimes it’s me and her against the world… you
know… So I feel… like we’re… like we’re like one sometimes. Um…
but you know… and sometimes… it feels like… empowering that I
can… or like I’m fighting a cause you know… But other times I just
feel like… … ‘cause you know… I keep trying to hold on to… that it
will, that it will get better… that this will… that we’ll win the fight.
• it’s just completely consuming… you know and I feel like… I can’t
get… away you know I can’t… I can’t escape
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Carol – Connect through fear and anxiety
I think… she values the time where maybe we’re not doing anything… to be
honest. Maybe just watch a film… and snuggle up together. You know… so it’s
just being near me… close to me… and… yeah… just feeling like… you know…
for her to feel… I think she spends so much of her life… feeling… like she’s not
understood. And you know… the world feels like such a scary place to her… but
when she’s with me it’s one of the few times that she completely relaxes… and
you know you see it her she just kind of melts… you know… um… you know…
we might just snuggle up on the sofa and watch a film together… but it’s one of
the few times when she’s completely relaxed… because she feels safe and
understood.

36
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Desperately
imposed
‘normal’

I am very aware of how… potentially how I am
around Ella will influence how she’s feeling
about things so… Just trying to maintain those
high energy levels, you know like ‘Oh morning
!’ you know ‘School today! You’re doing
fantastic Ella! Here’s your uniform!’ and she’s
screaming at me and I’m going ‘It’s going to be
wonderful! You’re going to have a great day!’
And… you know just trying to maintain that
kind of positivity about everything… for her…
is… exhausting! Doing that on a daily basis…
um… you know… and to try and show her, you
know, to try and model how you know… life
can be good!
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For Dave, being a parent meant containing his
anger in the way his own father could not:

Dave –
Conflicting
Intentions

I couldn't control it, … just feeling like, you know, I
should be controlling this, I should be a parent,
that sort of stuff, putting myself under pressure,
but it is what it is really. I was in B&Q today, and a
lady had a young lad … and he was … playing up
around the shop and stuff, … whizzing around say,
on the wheelie thing … and I just thought, he's
just got autism.

38
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I want to
break free!

Dave’s corrective intentions are undermined
by his sense of shame, triggered by his child
Dave’s mother was part of a strict and socially
isolated religious group, and placed him in
situations where he felt humiliated
He wanted a different future for him and his
children
[My] mother was a constant embarrassment,
to be honest … one day I'm going to be free
of this woman, I can start living.’
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Trapped
Caught between competing intentions, Dave
cannot find a way of seeing himself an
effective parent
Dave feels trapped by his child, as he did by
his mother:
You just feel hemmed in, like you're in a,
sometimes you feel like you're on a ship, a
prison ship or something, trapped with
them and you can't get away.

40
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“You feel like
you are on a
prison ship”
Lack of agency

Peter: “I had to be like ‘dad’, uh, where
I have to kind of like shout at him in a
controlled way try and bring him down.
Then he just escalated and escalated it
and I was just like, oh”
Sandra: “you either leave him alone
and don't go near him, or he's just in
your face talking a load of crap ..
you've just got to come to terms with, ..
that's the way they are.”

41

Autism talk essentialises and
mechanises problems
Dave:
Sometimes I just don't understand him at all (laughs) I just
look at him, and I can't get through to him at all that's
frustrating .... I s'pose it is like that … there's lots of people
with mental illness and autism, and they're all sort of
locked inside their own head.

42
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Sarah – autism as ‘unknowable other’
Child as essentially ‘other’:
I don't know it's it's hard, it's hard, it's hard to, it's hard to know what he's
actually thinking. And I and we try and sort of second guess what he's thinking,
but … he just looks at you, blank like, I dunno, it's weird, it's weird, it's weird …
Child as unknowable – teleological pre-mentalising:
We realise that it's, you know, because sort of because of the autism, but it's
like ... it's different scales of it and you're just trying to work out what, which way
… it all clicks together for him in his head, and you're trying to second guess.
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How can
attachment
function if the
parent feels unable
to offer protection
and nurture?

44
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The apple
doesn’t fall far
from the tree

Attachment is also about
reproduction (Crittenden 2016)
– our long-term survival

What happens when our
child does not reflect us?

The warmest and least
stressed interviews were
fathers who actively
identified with the child’s
autism.

Alan ‘Now she’s got her
diagnosis… I see a lot
of… what I would
consider… as
symptoms…are things
that I feel as well. ‘

In most other cases –
autism was experienced
as alien, exacerbated by
autism-talk that
essentialised the child’s
differences

This intensified parental
rejection of the child or
withdrawal from the
relationship in some cases
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Cuckoo in the nest?
Claire: “I found myself saying… you know ‘why can’t you just be
normal?”
Louise: “He lives in his own world, and it’s all about what he wants and
how he can get the best out of other people for him.”
Sarah: ”It’s hard to live with a child that isn’t quite the child you
thought they were going to be.”
Sandra: “That's bad isn't it really, not being able to relate to your
child, but I suppose if you ain't got it, then you don't realise what it is
…. you've just got to come to terms with, do you know, that's the way
they are.”

46
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Attending to how the parent
gives meaning to the child’s
experience helps understand
the particular pain
experienced by the family

Look at ways of helping
parents to reconnect with the
ways the child is like them

Attend to the effects of past
trauma on family relationships

Lessons to be
learned
Essentialising ‘autism speak’
may be entrenching
problems by re-enforcing lack
of agency in parents

The role of shame - in failed
corrective intentions and
ruptured relationship - in
motivating defensive
caregiving

47

Peer review / double coding underway

Triangulation of other data sources / e.g. child &
other family members needed

Evaluation
Longitudinal information could assist analysis
Context is key: each story is different - this is not a
universal picture!

48
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Reflexivity
Researcher is a parent of a young adult with an autism
diagnosis…
Worked in the child protection system for many years, and
teaches on parent-child relationships
Attempt to ‘marry’ 2 often opposing understandings is
therefore personal
Aware at all times that my own life is the unwritten 17th case
study – work to preserve the individual stories of each parent
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Attachment Programme
MSc in ATTACHMENT STUDIES
Post Graduate Certificate in DMM attachment-based
Family Assessment and Intervention
Attachment Short Courses
PhD by Research
Blended learning short course structure designed to
enable attendance by professionals in work as well as
FT students
Benedict.grey@Roehampton.ac.uk
Digital Open Day 4th November, book your place at:
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/postgraduatecourses/attachment-studies/
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