The psychology of separation: James and Joyce Robertson
[image: Bowlby_BW_Small.jpg]John Bowlby’s theory of attachment has an important implication, that separation from the mother could have long lasting negative effects on the emotional well-being of the child. He made sweeping generalisation when he said that...
“acute distress is the usual response of young children (between about six months and three to four years of age) to separation from the mother, regardless of circumstances and quality of substitute care; and, by implication, that there is no distinction between the responses of these infants at different levels of development”
[image: sep3.gif]Although there was existing work on separation suggesting that the experience was damaging to the children, much of the evidence was derived from retrospective or follow-up studies of children who had spent time in institutional care or residential nurseries. These studies were scientifically limited as the effects of separation from the mother could not be differentiated from the possible effects of the lack of stimulation and multiple caregivers within the settings.
Anna Freud (1960), criticised Bowlby’s generalisations saying that the children studied thus far had had to cope with far more than just separation from the mother, they had also had to cope with...
[image: anna freud.jpg]“the change from family to group life, a transition very difficult to achieve for any young child. Whereas the mother herself had been the undisputed possession of the child, the nurse as substitute mother had to be shared inevitably with a number of contemporaries. Also, inevitably, it is never one single nurse who substitutes for the all day and all night care of the mother”
Yarrow (1961), adds that
 “maternal separation has never been studied under pure conditions”
This provoked James and Joyce Robertsons to explore the matter further. James was a psychoanalyst working with Bowlby at the Tavistock Clinic, London and Joyce was a social worker. They were employed by Bowlby to shed light on the issue of separation and also worked alongside Anna Freud. They made a unique contribution to the literature by using naturalistic observations of infants in hospital and in high quality, individualised foster care with one child per family, just as the children would have experienced at home.
Bowlby’s colleagues Heinicke and Westheimer (1965), speculated that ...”if it were possible to contrast a minimal care situation with one involving highly individualised care, then one might get quite different results.” 
James and Joyce decided to try to ...“clarify the subject by looking more closely at the influence of variables on the behaviour of healthy young children during a ten-day separation from the mother. In order to achieve maximum coverage we would become foster-parents to a series of young children, giving care for twenty-four hours a day and making written and filmed observations while doing so”. 
[image: sep7.jpg]A unique couple
1. A uniquely influential couple in the field of child health
1. In the 1950s James Robertson, a young psychoanalyst, pioneered research into the psychological effects of separation.
1. Created two internationally acclaimed films deemed to be of ‘historic and national importance’ that demonstrated that separation from the mother can be traumatic and may leave long lasting and possibly permanent emotional disturbances. 
1. Created a further four films of children fostered within James and Joyce’s own home where the high standard of substitute care provided  improved the effects of the separation. 
1. Each film is a complete case study but as a series the films complement each other by showing how the young child's ability to cope with separation from the mother is affected by 
1. Age
1. [image: sep2.jpg]level of maturity
1. previous parent-child relationships
1. quality of substitute care 
1. Impact of the films gradually transformed hospital practice in the 1960s.
1. Visiting and staying with the child became freely encouraged, a practice now sufficiently widespread for its novelty to be too easily taken for granted.
1. Admitting the mother to help care for the child makes hospital a much happier place for the young child and is described as a ‘positive measure of preventative mental health’. 
1. The films have had a wide range of uses in teaching - in paediatrics, nursing, child care, psychology, psychiatry, and the social sciences - and in promoting both professional and lay discussion of the emotional needs of young children. 
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Film on YouTube
https://youtu.be/s14Q-_Bxc_U?si=sSfoxLjdxqIBXn0Y

	Questions 
1. What did Bowlby say about separation? (Paragraphs 1 and 2)






2. What were the problems with the evidence for separation? (Paragraphs 3 and 4)








3. What did the Robertsons do? (Bottom of p.1 and top of p.2)








4. What are the applications from this study? (Bullet points)











If you are interested in this topic then you might want to do some more research on the Robertsons and the films they made. 
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