
Forms gradually as the 
child experiences a 
history of interactions 
with an adult—so the 
kinds of interactions that 
occur between a child 
and an adult come to 
define the relationship 
between them.
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WHAT ARE DEVELOPMENTAL 
RELATIONSHIPS?
It is well known that children’s relationships with 
adults can be a powerful part of their growth and 
healing while living in care. They can provide the 
emotional support and guidance a child needs to 
manage the difficulties they face and the strength 
to engage productively in the milieu.

Some relationships with adults have an especial-
ly strong influence on a child’s development be-
cause they support their core developmental and 
psychological needs. These include:

• feeling connected, accepted, and cared for
• being able to master skills that matter to them,

and
• gaining independence

Authors Li and Julian refer to these as Develop-
mental Relationships and consider them to be the 
active ingredient in many of the services provided 
to children.

HOW DO DEVELOPMENTAL 
RELATIONSHIPS FORM?
These relationships develop over time through 
positive interactions, each with the potential to 
strengthen the child and build the adult-child 
bond. The diagram describes these interactions.

The relationship forms 
gradually as the child 
experiences a history 
of interactions with an 
adult—so an important 
skill for adults is to be 
intentional about the kinds 
of interactions they have 
with them.

Research identifies several characteristics 
of adult-child interaction that play a 
powerful role in the child’s development.
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Connecting 
Adult conveys caring and 
acceptance, tunes in to 
child, responses align 
with child’s feelings 
and needs

Scaffolding 
Growth 
Adult offers 
challenges with 
support where 
needed, progressively 
increases difficulty, 
reduces support as 
child gains mastery

Supporting 
Independence
Adult follows child’s 
lead, gives choices, 
gradually shifts power 
to child

Reciprocal 
Exchange 
Back and forth exchange 
between child and 
adult,mutual 
responsiveness, 
balanced and in-sync
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WHY DO 
DEVELOPMENTAL 

INTERACTIONS 
MATTER? 

They act like micro-nutrients,
nourishing the child’s self-concept,

boosting their inner resources, and building 
their relationship with the adult. Most involve

ordinary things that we do without thinking. They
may happen in a few seconds, but have a cumulative

effect if we make them a regular part of the child’s day.



QuickTRIPs are translations of RCCP research for practitioners. 

QuickTRIP Authors 
Charles Izzo, BCTR Researcher; Jennifer A. Gerfen, Student, Cornell 
University; Andrea J. Turnbull, Extension Faculty, BCTR.

Q U I C K T R I P :  D E V E L O P M E N T A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N  C A R E  I  |  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 5  |  P A G E  2

Copyright: Permission is granted to reprint this QuickTRIP with the following ac-
knowledgment: Izzo, C.V., Gerfen, J.A.., Turnbull, A.J.. (September 2025). Quick-
TRIP: Developmental Relationships and Developmental Interactions, Ithaca, NY: 
RCCP, Bronfenbrenner Center for Translational Research (BCTR), College of Hu-
man Ecology, Cornell University. For more information and to obtain additional 
QuickTRIPs, visit the RCCP at www. rccp.cornell.edu.

How might purposeful developmental interactions play out in the milieu?

1. Keesha (11 years old) moved to the group home
last week. She doesn’t want to be here, and hasn’t
gotten to know the other kids yet. Some of the staff
seem nice—especially Kat, who always makes a
point to smile and say hi.

Yesterday, Kat noticed Keesha singing her favorite 
song while doing homework. Today, Keesha hears her 
playing the same song while prepping dinner. 

3. Kat measures in the first ingredient, then reads
the next one for Keesha to measure. They go back
and forth in a kind of rhythm until Keesha hesitates
at ¼ teaspoon salt. Kat sees that she’s unsure about
fractions and coaches her on the next couple of in-
gredients. Once she sees that Keesha is getting it,
she lets her do the rest, giving tips only when need-
ed. At dinner, the other kids comment on the sauce—
Kat gives Keesha a quick glance and they both smile.

2. “Do you want to help me make the sauce?” Kat
asks warmly, holding out a spoon.

Keesha has always been interested in cooking, but 
whenever she tried at home she made a mess and 
upset the grown-ups. 

“Sure,” Keesha says. She’s a little surprised that Kat 
is showing a special interest in her. 

“Here, I’ll show you how to add the ingredients,” Kat 
says, setting out measuring cups and spoons. 

4. Next Saturday morning, most of the kids are on an
outing with staff and Kat asks, “Hey Keesha, wanna
bake something with me?”

“I’ve never done it before,” Keesha says timidly, but 
remembers feeling good around Kat. She shrugs, 
“Ok”.

Kat says, “We can put on your playlist—but I’ve nev-
er connected to this speaker. Do you know how?”

“Oh, that’s easy!” Keesha laughs, as she grabs the 
speaker and shows Kat how to connect.

“What should we make?” Kat asks. Keesha says she 
used to love having banana bread every Sunday when 
visiting her brothers. They find a recipe together and 
Kat points her to the ingredients. 

5. Keesha feels more confident and Kat asks if she 
wants to read the ingredients herself. Keesha says, 
“Sure,” and reads slowly as she adds each one.

Kat sees she doesn’t know how to crack the eggs and 
offers to demonstrate. When Keesha tries, the egg 
breaks in her hand and she tenses up, worried about 
the mess she made.

Kat stays calm “No worries. Watch me again,” smil-
ing. Keesha’s next egg makes it into the bowl, and 
Kat shows genuine excitement for her. She feels like 
she matters to Kat!

Later, they sing together as they clean up and Keesha 
starts to feel more connected with her. When the 
kids return, Keesha feels proud to offer everyone a 
slice of her creation. 

6.Keesha stays in the group home for 8 months and
continues helping out in the kitchen. When she goes
through hard times, Kat is consistently there for her,
helping her learn ways to cope and always staying
respectful and non-judgmental. She starts to see that
other staff care for her as well, and she feels that her
contributions are valued.

Keesha arrives at her next placement with a more 
positive sense of who she is. Keesha expects the 
adults might be genuinely interested in her and is 
more open to trusting and connecting with them. Her 
first request to her new staff: “Could I please help 
with the cooking?” 

Connects with child in small ways
x

Connects and offers growth activity
X

Involves a reciprocal exchange that scaffolds 
skills and builds connection

Offers growth activity; Supports independence; 
Connects child to family memory

Progresses to higher level skills; Supports 
independence; Strengthens connections

Developmental interactions improve self-
concept and open child to other adults. 




