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FIRST STEP 
OBSERVATION GUIDANCE 
 

Responsive interaction 

Babies and young children naturally reach out for interaction through babbling, facial 

expressions, and gesture and adults usually respond to them. This back-and-forth 

process is fundamental for development. As well as being enjoyable, responsive 

interactions are very important for healthy development: they promote cognitive 

growth and they help children to manage their feelings. 

 

 

 

       Here are some examples of responsive interaction: 

A child giving clear signals: 

 The child looks or speaks to the adult to share interest, curiosity or pleasure 

 The child turns to the adult for reassurance if a stranger enters  

 The child seeks comfort from the adult when they are upset or hurt 

 The child smiles or responds verbally after the adult speaks or touches them 

 The child vocalises, speaks or moves freely when with the adult 
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Supporting children’s emotional well-being can involve an adult: 

 

 Noticing when the child is distressed, scared or unhappy 

 Acknowledging and naming the child’s feelings  

 Making sympathetic, soothing sounds or touching comfortingly when the child is 

distressed 

 Smiling or touching a child affectionately after the child smiles or speaks 

 Encouraging the child when they find an activity difficult 

 Following a child’s lead in play or conversation 

 Making positive comments to the child 

 Waiting until a child is ready to respond, after a child pauses or moves away  

 Greeting other adults who interact with their child  

 Speaking with and about a foster carer in a friendly way 

 

Supporting children’s learning and development can involve an adult: 

 

 Following the child’s lead in play or conversation 

 Allowing the child to freely play and explore toys or materials 

 Waiting to get the child’s attention before starting a new activity 

 Introducing a new activity or toy to the child 

 Watching with interest when the child is engaged in an activity 

 Varying the pitch and tone of voice according to the child’s communication 

 Focusing attention on an activity with the child 

 Having eye contact during an activity 

 Praising and encouraging the child’s attempts or successes in an activity 
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Stressful Interaction 

Babies and young children in particular need to have regular responsive interaction. 

The stress that builds up when responsive interactions are absent is harmful for 

development. Children who are highly stressed are likely to have difficulty in trusting 

adults, their learning and concentration may be affected, and they may be experiencing 

distress. 

Here are some examples of interactions that are likely to be stressful for children. 
When these aspects of interaction are seen repeatedly, closer observation may be 
needed to understand the child’s experience. 

     Does the child- 

 Look away from the adult most of the time? 

 Move quickly without settling, from one activity to another? 

 Run or scooter around the room or space continuously? 

 Shriek, scream, giggle or laugh continuously? 

 Repeatedly turn their face away, look or lean or move away from the adult? 

 Move away or physically resist the adult’s involvement in their activity or play? 

 Cry, shake their head, spit, vomit or say ‘no’ when the adult approaches? 

 ‘Freeze’, becoming completely still, while with the adult? 

 Withdraw and become passive, with a blank facial expression? 

 Sleep when with the adult, at times when their usual routine would be to be awake? 
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Stressful Interaction- further points to consider  

 

Does the adult - 

 Talk loudly, shout, or use a high pitched voice to the child? 

 Ignore or speak over the child? 

 Make negative comments about the child to the child, or to others in the child’s 

presence?  

 Handle the child roughly? 

 Touch the child or speak suddenly and unpredictably? 

 Shout, cry, or switch mood rapidly while with the child? 

 Remain silent for long periods while with the child? 

 Go on presenting the child with more toys, or more food or drink, when child signals 

they have had enough by moving away or becoming still? 

 Look blank, or surprised, or smile, or move away when the child is distressed?  

 Maintain a blank or sombre facial expression while with the child? 

 Look away from the child for most of the time? 

 Enter into conflict with other adults or professionals in the presence of the child? 

 Give child conflicting messages? 

 Deny the reasons why the child entered care, or blame the child? 

 Deny or minimise painful or difficult experiences for the child? 

 Regularly wake the child from sleep? 

 Regularly change the child’s nappy when not needed? 

 Use the child to communicate to other adults? 

 Express negative feelings about the child’s foster carer? 

 Change contact plans unpredictably so that there is no regular routine? 
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Points to consider in relation to contact arrangements for children 

 
 

 How does the child present in their home environment before contact? 

Are they settled, happy, playing, distressed, unwell? 

 

 How much travel time is there for the child in the average week? 

 

 How long and how stressful is the journey to contact? 

 

 How does the child present during the journey to contact? 

Are they quiet, chatty, excited, tired, withdrawn, anxious? 

 

 Are the child’s routines for feeding and sleeping affected by the timing of contact? 

How is any impact on the child’s routines handled? 

 

 How do parent and carer relate to each other? 

 

 How does the child respond to one adult leaving and another arriving? 

 

 How does the child present during the journey home and after contact at home? 
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This guidance is produced by First Step for social workers and other professionals working with 

children and young people in care.  

First Step is a multi-disciplinary screening and assessment service commissioned by the London 

Borough of Haringey to identify the psychological, emotional and mental health needs of children 

and young people who are in care or entering care. 

For any enquiries about First Step guidance documents and training programmes, please 

contact the First Step office by emailing first.step@tavi-port.nhs.uk or phoning 0203 961 3410.  

Other guidance documents available from First Step are: 

Play and children’s development 

Transitions (forthcoming) 
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