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The study discussed here by GUNNEL
OSTERMAN, ANDERS MÖLLER and INGEGERD WIRTBERG aimed to
find out if any observable themes or patterns recur when
using the Marte Meo (MM) method with adoptive parents, and
if the parents feel that working with this method helps them
to interact with their child. The study used qualitative
methods and comprised two parts:
- use of the MM method with couples who had adopted their
first child within the past two months, and
- semi-structured interviews with the parents.
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The study group consisted of seven parent couples, who had
adopted children aged 5-15 months from overseas.
The principle of the MM method is for the child’s need to be
approached at its own tempo and rhythm. It encourages and
motivates the parents to adjust their interplay to the child’s
actual behaviour, leading to better adjustment to the child’s
tempo and rhythm. This is important because initial video
filming reveals that most parents adopt a tempo that is too
fast for their child. During this initial period, the MM method
may be one way of working to meet adoptive parents’ need
for advice and support in their efforts to be sensitive to the
developmental needs of their child.
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Introduction

The history of adoption is as long as
the history of the human race. But the
adoption of children from other
countries flourished after World War II,
when thousands of European children
were orphaned. Sweden now admits
about 750 internationally adopted
children per year. Half of them are
under the age of two when they arrive,
with the majority coming from China,
Korea, Vietnam and Colombia (MIA,
2009).
In the work discussed, we shall focus
on Marte Meo(2) as an intervention with
families who have newly completed an
international adoption. It is part of a
research and development project
entitled The Marte Meo Method for
Newly Adoptive Families at the Partille
Infant Care Unit in Gothenburg,
Sweden.

•••

The Marte Meo Method

The Marte Meo Method (MM) has its origins in the
Netherlands and was developed in the early 1980s
within a clinical context by Maria Aarts (2000). It is
based on the idea that children develop and grow in
interaction with supportive caregivers. Thus, the
main approach is to help caregivers see the needs of
their child in the context of different stages of his or
her development and to stimulate them to modify
their behaviour in a way that will promote the child´s
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development. The assumption in MM is that there is a prototype for
developmentally propitious dialogue that provides the carers with relevant
information and the child with necessary support at different stages of his or her
development (Øvreeide & Hafstad, 1996; Aarts, 2000). The therapist uses this to
analyse and select sequences from the video recording.
The MM method emphasises the requirement to determine parents’ information
needs concerning their child. The central tool in MM is video vignettes (abstracted
from films made of the family in different contexts), which are analysed, discussed
and reviewed with the caregivers in a clear and understandable way. Characteristic
of work with MM is the use of concrete language that captures the essence of what
occurs between parent and child through interaction in everyday situations. The
method can be used when problems arise or, as presented here, preventively
(Hedenbro & Wirtberg, 2000; Hafstad & Øvreeide, 2001; Axberg et al, 2006).
The child’s needs become apparent through discussion and reflection by the parents
and counsellor on the interaction between parents and child. Parents are reinforced
in terms of their ability and gain new, constructive ideas about how they can best
live together and support their child.
MM is used extensively in Scandinavia, but there is a discrepancy between its
popularity and evidence supporting its effectiveness. No robust evaluation of the
work is available, although there is some encouraging evidence. In Norway, Kari Vik,
for example, interviewed 15 mothers displaying signs of post-natal depression six
weeks after giving birth and found that it increased sensitive mother-child
interaction and decreased depressive symptoms (Vik & Hafting, 2009). Berg-Nielsen
(2008), also in Norway, is conducting a RCT (Randomised Control Trial) effect
study to find out if a manual-based MM intervention delivered by a qualified MM
therapist achieves better results than ‘ordinary’ methods designed to improve childparent interaction.
In the study presented here, MM is used to support parents in their interaction with
their internationally adopted children. However, the model can be used more widely
to improve interaction or resolve problems, such as conduct disorders among young
and older children, or even difficulties presented by elderly people in geriatric care.

•••

Other Video Intervention Programmes
To Support Child-Parent Interaction

MM has many similarities with other video-based models such as VIPP (Videofeedback Intervention to Promote Positive Parenting), which offers a structured
attachment-based programme and appears to be effective in promoting maternal
sensitivity, secure infant-mother attachment and the prevention of disorganised
attachment (Juffer et al, 2007). A recent study from Lithuania also shows that
mothers significantly improve their sensitive responsiveness in relation to their child
through participation in the project (Kalinauskiene et al, 2009).
Video Interaction Guidance (VIG) aims to improve communication and relationships
between carers and children by focusing on interaction in everyday situations.
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Fukkink (2008) describes, in his meta-analysis of video based models, significant
positive effects on parenting behaviour and child development.

•••

The Attachment Process:
An Extended Interaction

Attachment theory emphasises the central role that relationships play in human
development (Bowlby, 1988; Broberg et al, 2006). The theory is especially important
in adoption research and has influenced current views on adopted children’s needs,
resources and difficulties (Broberg, 2007).
The thesis is that attachment is established primarily through the pattern of
interaction between parents and child and that its quality and consequences for the
child’s development vary, depending on how open and harmonious the emotional
interplay has been (Bowlby, 1988; van IJzendoorn et al, 1995; Broberg et al, 2006). For
the adult, the caring process in attachment implies ‘placing oneself at the service of
the child’ or allowing the child’s needs to take precedence (Berg Brodén, 1997).
Attachment problems are significantly more common among adolescents who were
adopted after one year of age, and who have spent more than six months in an
orphanage (van IJzendoorn et al, 1995).

Parental Sensitivity Supports The Attachment Process
Parents in general vary in sensitivity when interacting with their children. Daniel
Stern uses the concept of ‘tuning in’ to describe parents’ ability to convey that they
understand the child’s feelings in such a way that the child feels understood and
affirmed. Through the parent’s emotional presence and sensitivity to the child’s
signals, reciprocal processes of adaptation, interaction and intimacy are created
(Stern, 2003). For most children, these processes begin at birth (or perhaps even
before), but for adoptive families it starts at the initial meeting between parent and
child. The use of video feedback in the MM method is designed to promote sensitive
behaviour by the parents and the healthy development of their child.

The Adopted Child’s Experience Of Attachment
The ability to adapt to a new life situation is influenced by the adopted child’s
previous experiences, about which the parents are often unaware. Parents may need
help in recognising and interpreting the child’s behavioural signals. These may be
subtle if they have gone unobserved or have been ignored earlier in life (Gray, 2002).
The child may also need parental help in order to express his or her own needs.
Examples of this are a child who does not cry when hurt or who cannot judge when
he or she is hungry. Other difficulties may emerge if the child has experienced only
superficial relationships or, even worse, little opportunity to develop any attachment
ties at all (Lindblad, 2004). Several studies have shown that after spending long
periods in orphanages, children usually show insecure attachment patterns (Juffer &
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Rosenboom, 1997; Chisholm, 1998, 2000; Rutter et al, 2001; van IJzendoorn & Juffer,
2006).
Considering the importance of good, mutually satisfying interaction and the existing
challenges when adoptive parents and children meet, there are surprisingly few
studies of early interaction between children and adoptive parents (SOU, 2003). This
is despite the fact that the current research consensus in Sweden and elsewhere is
that there is a two- to three-fold over-representation of adopted children in clinical
populations in child, adolescent and adult psychiatry. The older the child at the time
of adoption, the greater the risk of mental and social adjustment problems (Hjern et
al, 2002). For example, a study of the situation of foreign adopted children in
Norway found that, in accordance with earlier studies, adjustment during the initial
years was difficult for most families and that the problems were partially associated
with the child’s age at adoption (Dalen & Saetersdal, 1988, 1992).

•••

Gender Differences In Parenting Style

Opinions about the effects of different styles of parenting abound, but there is
surprisingly little scientific information or careful reflection about this (Juffer et al,
2007). Existing studies usually concern maternal parenting but BakermansKranenburg and colleagues (2003) showed that interventions in non-adoptive families
that involved fathers appeared to be significantly more effective than interventions
focusing solely on mothers.
Halldén (1992) differentiated between two dominant ways in which parents approach
the task of shaping their child’s development. According to Halldén’s research, the
child is seen ‘as a project’ by mothers, and often as being ‘in the making’ by fathers.
The attitude of men differs from that of women in that they perceive development as
being guided more by the child’s inner strengths, abilities and stages of development,
and see raising children as more a question of watching over and guiding the process
than actively intervening and steering it.
According to von Greiff (2004), parents may experience anxiety due to feelings of
having to be nearly perfect in order to be good parents. She also stresses that while
other parents tackle problems as they arise, adoptive parents foresee difficulties
when reflecting on the child they are going to adopt and on their parental roles.
This entails thoughts such as ‘other people are going to judge whether or not I’ll be
a good parent’. In a study of modern parenthood in Sweden, Bäck-Wiklund and
Bergsten (1997) describe how mothers in particular are stressed by striving to give
the child ‘the best of the best’. They further show how men have a tendency to see
parenthood as something ‘natural’ that works itself out. Women, in contrast,
emphasise their own responsibility and importance and feel that it is they who shape
the child’s future.

•••

Aims And Methods Of The Study

The aims of the present study are to see if there are any observable themes or
patterns that recur when using the MM method with adoptive parents, and if the
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parents feel that working with it gives them support and help in their interaction
with the child.
The study comprises two parts:
(1) use of the MM method with couples who had adopted their first child within the
past two months; and
(2) qualitative, semi-structured interviews with the parents.
The couples were interviewed by the first author on four occasions: when first
informed of time for the forthcoming adoption, directly after the arrival of their child,
immediately after completing work with the MM method and six months later.
Qualitative interviews were used to assess the significance that parents attributed to
working with MM.

•••

Study Group

The study group comprised seven parental couples, who were invited to participate
when they first received approval for adoption in 2003/04. They were contacted by
the agencies for international adoption. The couples had lived together for seven to
13 years and were 30 to 40 years of age. Seven children participated: four boys and
three girls – from Korea, China and India –, who were five to 15 months of age at
arrival. Each child had experienced three to four earlier separations: from their
biological mother, from orphanages, from foster homes or both. According to their
adoptive parents, all of the children were physically and mentally healthy.
All of the parents hoped that MM would help them gain a good start in parenting.
Some expressed the desire for general information and advice on parenthood and
how to reach a better understanding of their children. Others wanted more specific
help with questions regarding attachment, hyperactivity or how to help their child
at mealtimes. One mother commented, ‘If I establish good contact now, perhaps I
can avoid the need for child psychiatry in the future.’

•••

Procedure

The MM filming and review of the films took place in the family’s home. Everyday
situations, such as changing nappies, playing and mealtimes, were filmed. Work with
MM started within four weeks of the child’s arrival and parents were initially
interviewed twice, after which the MM began.
Work with the families continued for about six months. An average of four (range
3–7) filming sessions and reviews were carried out for each family. The number of
MM filming sessions was agreed with each couple and discussed in relation to their
expressed wishes and need for support. All families completed the entire MM
process.
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The Qualitative Interviews

Qualitative interviews made it possible to study each interviewee’s narrative. The
aim of these was to understand and describe parents’ experiences of working with
identified themes. Qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted at home
during the evenings on four different occasions.
A qualitative content analysis was used. The first step was to read the transcribed
interviews several times before looking for themes related to the aims of the study.
These themes emerged on two different levels: a manifest level, which was directly
observed in the interviews; and a latent level containing interpretations. Themes
were then elaborated and conceptualised.

•••

Results

Interplay And Tuning In
The most common theme to emerge from working with the families was the child’s
need to be approached according to his or her own tempo and rhythm. In order to
support the attachment process, the child’s need for flexibility and attunement was
clarified. Emphasis was placed on noticing where the child focused his or her
attention and on the initiatives that the child took. It is easy for parents to become
overactive in their eagerness to be good parents and give the child adequate
stimulation and attention. Adjusting the pace of interaction to the child increases his
or her ability to make contact and facilitates interaction with parents.
Differences in the parental behaviour of mothers and fathers were also found, with
mothers appearing to be more controlling and active in relation to their child, while
fathers were more flexible and hesitant.

Interplay Related To Eye Contact
In several families the children had a poorly developed ability to make eye contact
and lacked persistence in maintaining dialogue, qualities that were revealed in an
inability to respond to the parents’ initiatives. Sometimes this left the parents feeling
rejected and lost in relation to their child. Several parents consequently intensified
their efforts to make contact, thereby causing the child to withdraw even more. It
was apparent when studying the videos that the interaction between child and
parent was unsynchronised. When the child was slow in responding, the response
was often missed by the parents. Scrutiny of the videos showed that the parent and
child had different working models regarding the tempo and timing of interaction.
Eye contact in interaction with small children comprises the basis for
communicating and sharing feelings. By using the video vignettes, the counsellor
was able to show parents how the child sought eye contact or took initiative by
babbling, reaching for the parent or showing a desire to share experiences. This
encouraged and motivated the parents to adjust their communication to the child’s
actual behaviour. Being aware of what was really happening ‘at the moment’ was an
important facility for communication and for sharing emotions.
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Interplay Related To The Child’s Focus And Initiative
Kim, a six-month-old boy, displayed a slow tempo, was restrictive with emotions and
baby talk, and the few initiatives he took to make contact with his parents were
vague. He had initial difficulties focusing and often looked away. His inability to give
sufficiently clear responses to his parents’ initiatives resulted, early on, in increased
efforts by his parents to find new portals for contact. The more active the parents
were, the more passive Kim became.
Initially, the counsellor helped Kim’s parents to become aware of the child’s focus
and to recognise his initiatives. The boy’s need for a slower tempo was continuously
elucidated. In addition, the importance of waiting for him to initiate interaction was
emphasised. Interaction soon became more in tune with the child’s tempo and
initiative-taking and he quickly showed more enjoyment and persistence in the
contacts which, in turn, inspired his parents to make repeated efforts. Kim’s need for
physical contact was also discussed. All of the parents were motivated to seize
opportunities to touch their child and stimulate efforts for him or her to speak by
making sounds. Baby massage was introduced in several cases; mothers in particular
felt this made it easier to make contact and increased their intimacy with their child.
In one video vignette, we observed a mother feeding her nine-month-old son. The
pace was fast and forced. The child tried several times to reach the food with his
hands, but the mother moved the plate away. During the review the mother
commented, ‘I see that he is, in fact, interested in the food.’ She expressed feeling
stressed at mealtimes and thought it could have been because the child healthcare
centre had emphasised that the child should eat more. During the next review it was
obvious that the mother allowed the child to decide the pace at which he ate.
In another family, the child, Adam, clearly expressed his aversion to solid food,
behaviour which the parents experienced as a problem. During the filming, he
showed what he liked and was interested in his parents playing during mealtimes.
He smiled and confirmed his amusement of car talk and ‘brrumm brrumm’ noises, but
at the same time clearly showed no interest in opening his mouth. On the few
occasions when the parents succeeded in getting him to eat porridge by ‘driving the
car into the garage’, he showed his distaste by turning away the next time the spoon
came towards him. Filming was interrupted and the parents were advised to place
some porridge directly in front of him on the table. He poked at it carefully at first,
but gradually became more active and then proceeded with intense concentration to
spread it over the table with both hands. It was impossible not to see how interested
and involved he was as the porridge was joyfully splattered about. The parents
commented positively on Adam’s initiative and laughed together.
When looking at the video vignette, it was apparent to the parents that the key to
their son’s nourishment was nurturing his interest in food. This involved not just
putting the food in his mouth, but also letting him acquaint himself with it in his
own time and his own way. The vignette confirmed that this was a very pleasurable
situation for Adam, and at the review his mother spontaneously commented:
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I could see he made more of a mess, but he was so pleased and was concentrating so
much that I didn’t notice. Imagine if we hadn’t seen this… we would have forced
him to eat, and how would that have turned out?
Adam began carefully acquainting himself with different foods and at a video
viewing three months later, showed interest both in the food and in eating unaided.

•••

Evaluation

The first evaluation occurred directly after completion of work with the MM
method. The second was undertaken six months later.

Parents’ Views Of MM
Working with MM was described by the parents as guidance or a type of training.
One father felt that ‘MM was a good pedagogic method for learning’ by which he
could observe himself and thereafter correct his technique. Another parent felt that,
for her, the films were a confirmation that ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.’
The parents experienced working with the MM method as flexible and stimulating,
and said that it met their needs and demands. Several pointed out that by providing
explicit examples, the video vignettes made it possible to have objective discussions
and test alternatives to what had occurred in the past. The vignettes were
experienced not only as an opportunity to talk, or to talk about, but also to do, or
actually ‘re-do’. Seeing what happened ‘in pictures’ was felt to provide greater
weight and understanding regarding what had been discussed. Several parents
emphasised the value of seeing themselves with their child on film the way things
actually were, without the possibility of distortion or rationalisation.
Recurring comments from parents concerned the feelings they experienced of
support, security and faith in their own capabilities. Many said that working with
MM contributed to a better understanding of the child and that exploring the child’s
interests, needs and experiences together had given them increased understanding
and insight into the child’s situation.
Another observation concerned the difference experienced in both the child and
themselves when they moved from continuously attempting to stimulate a response
from the child to a more flexible attitude, where they chiefly directed their attention
towards the child’s own initiatives and adjusted their responses thereafter. Several
parents also described that this produced a more relaxed interaction.

How Did Parents Describe Working With MM
When Asked Six Months Later?
Six months after the intervention, the parents continued to compliment the MM.
What was very apparent was their increased attentiveness towards their child. The
fathers in particular described how working with MM helped them really see the
child, pointing out – more than did the mothers – that they had gained more
understanding of the child’s signals and the importance of trying to understand,
listen and follow them. The mothers, in contrast, stressed the importance of seeing
9
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themselves in relation to the child, showing greater interest in what they had
actually been doing in relation to the child.
During this interview many parents described feeling secure and calm and trusting
in themselves as parents. One mother described how she and her husband were
‘cooler’ parents and that they would otherwise have had a ‘bunch of adoptive-parent
paranoid thoughts’. Another mother thought that it had helped her dare to trust
herself and her intuition, while still another asserted that it was ‘a flying start in the
right direction right from the beginning’. A father described some of the concepts in
the MM method as especially important for him, saying that certain comments had
helped him to understand his daughter and influenced his behaviour towards her. He
still thought about what, for him, were some central questions from the discussion,
such as ‘What helps her?’ and ‘What gives her support?’

•••

Discussion And Conclusions

Discussion
In using the MM method with new adoptive parents, concepts such as tuning in,
flexibility, rhythm and tempo in everyday situations were illuminated and translated
into concrete and comprehensible terms. With the help of the method, it is easy to
focus on what supports the development of the child and helps parents adjust their
interplay with him or her without having to feel corrected or criticised. One could
say that if attachment theory sheds light on the meaning of what occurs between
parent and child, then working with MM is a tool for identifying and stimulating the
attachment process through examining everyday interaction.
Adoptive parents are often seen as active and full of initiative. These characteristics
are naturally an asset, especially when the parents are forced to deal with questions
and comments concerning the adoption, which they encounter in many different
situations. However, initiative and the ability to act can sometimes conflict with the
newly arrived child’s need for a slower tempo and more flexible behaviour. This
provides the context for the discussion about the areas we chiefly concentrate on,
namely focusing on and following the child’s initiative at a tempo and rhythm that
are in sync with those of the child.
In the follow-up, it was especially interesting to note the difference between the
mothers’ and the fathers’ adjustment to their child’s development. This conformed
Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten’s (1997) and Halldén and colleagues’ (1992) observations
that the child is often seen by their mothers as a ‘doable project’ while fathers are
more likely to assume the role of ‘supervisor’.

Conclusions
Eight conclusions can be drawn from this study:
• It was apparent from the first video filming that most parents took the initiative at
a pace that was too fast for their child.
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• The child’s ability to focus chiefly on him- or herself and his or her inner
experiences is lost if too much energy is devoted to following and adjusting to the
adult’s initiatives.
• When the child’s tempo is slow and eye contact restrained, the parents tend to
switch between increasing the tempo, intensity and number of initiatives in their
interaction with their child, and withdrawing and being silent.
• There were initial differences between the mothers’ and fathers’ adjustment to the
child’s tempo and rhythm. Fathers waited for the child’s initiative to a greater extent
than the mothers, and were more flexible in their interplay. The mothers often
stayed physically closer to the child, resulting in the child turning away and/or a
stifling of the child’s initiative or response.
• Fathers generally expressed greater interest in focusing on seeing the child, while
the mothers were more concerned about seeing themselves in relation to the child.
• The parents experienced working with MM as positive.
• The parents said that working with MM continued over a sufficiently long period
of time, provided sufficient opportunities for contact, focused on the needs of child
and parents, emanated from the parents’ needs and occurred at home at a convenient
time.
• Adoptive parents are highly motivated, open and interested in sharing their
experiences of parenthood and are driven by a desire to do the very best for their
child.

Our current knowledge about adoption and all the challenges
it entails makes it reasonable to assume that some form of
structured advice should be offered early on in parenthood.
During the initial period, the Marte Meo method may be one
way of working to meet adoptive parents’ need for advice,
and of supporting them in their efforts to be developmentally
supportive towards their child.
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