
T
he dawn of a new year is, for many, 

a dis tinc tive time of re flec tion and

re newal. It is an op por tu nity for us

to make im por tant de ci sions about what

we want to bring into the world and in

what areas we want to grow, de velop, and 

change.

One sig nif i cant guide for our per sonal

and pro fes sional growth is lo cated in the

char ac ter is tics of a re la tional child and

youth care ap proach. These twenty-five

char ac ter is tics pro vide a uni fy ing phi los o --

phy which de fines our en gage ment with

young peo ple and their fam i lies. They are

straight for ward, un der stand able, and rel e --

vant to range of prac tice set tings. They

are also com pre hen sive and pro found

enough to guide a lifetime of practice.

The char ac ter is tics orig i nated from an

ex am i na tion of the prac tice and lit er a ture

of the field (Garfat, 2004), have been re --

vised and ap plied to fos ter care set tings

(Fulcher & Garfat, 2008), and fur ther de --

vel oped to re flect the on go ing growth of

the field (Garfat & Fulcher, 2012). They

are a mean ing ful con tri bu tion to the rich

his tory and knowl edge base that informs

and guides our daily practice.

To sup port the po ten tial for deeper

learn ing and ap pli ca tion it is help ful to or --

ga nize the twenty five char ac ter is tics

within a struc tured yet flex i ble frame work 

which includes:

• Iden ti fi ca tion of one uni fy ing char ac ter -

is tic to which the oth ers con nect 
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• Or ga ni za tion of the other char ac ter is -

tics into three cat e go ries

• Rec og ni tion of an an chor char ac ter is tic

within each of the cat e go ries

This frame work is de signed to sup port

learn ing and ap pli ca tion in col lege

coursework and train ing en vi ron ments as

well as in su per vi sion and per sonal ap pli --

ca tion by CYC practitioners. 

Daily life events as a uni fy ing

char ac ter is tic

The ther a peu tic use of daily life events

is the cen tral iden ti fy ing char ac ter is tic of a

re la tional child and youth care ap proach.

Daily life events are those mo ments which 

are “open for ther a peu tic use when the

prac ti tio ner and young per son en gage in

ex plor ing its mean ing to gether and in

learn ing from each other” (Stu art, 2013,

p. 295). Each of the other char ac ter is tics

dem on strate how this use of daily life

events in te grate into the larger CYC ap --

proach as well as de scribe the qual i ties of

those who use daily live events ef fec tively.

The use of daily life events links to each of 

the other char ac ter is tics and uni fies them

in a struc tured sys tem. It rests at the

cross roads of the other char ac ter is tics

con nect ing with each one to cre ate a uni --

fied whole. In fact, it is often iden ti fied as

the foun da tional characteristic of our

approach (Garfat, 2002). 

Being, in ter pret ing, and doing

With the use of daily life events at the

core, the re main ing char ac ter is tics of a re --

la tional CYC ap proach can be or ga nized

into three gen eral cat e go ries. These cat e --

go ries are being, in ter pret ing, and doing,

each in clud ing eight characteristics. 

Being: The first cat e gory or group ing is 

fo cused pri mar ily on our way of being

with oth ers and in cludes:

• Love

• Being in re la tion ship

• Flex i bil ity & in di vid u al ity

• Hang ing in 

• Hang ing out

• Par tic i pat ing with oth ers as they live

their lives

• Coun sel ing on the go

• Work ing in the now

No tice how these eight char ac ter is tics

range from in ter nal mo tives (e.g. love) to

the tem po ral (e.g. work ing in the now).

Being with a young per son re quires both

an in ter nal aware ness and an abil ity to

sense and re spond to the mo ments that

make up our everyday lives.

In ter pret ing: A sec ond group ing of

char ac ter is tics pro vides a focus on how

and what we are in ter pret ing in these mo --

ments of in ter ac tion. This group includes:

• Mean ing mak ing

• Strengths & re sil iency

• Ex am in ing con text

• Needs based focus

• Re spon sively de vel op men tal

• Fam ily ori ented

• Re flec tion

• It’s all about us

No tice that these eight in clude both a
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focus on oth ers (e.g. needs based focus) as

well as a focus on self (e.g. it’s all about us). 

Doing: The third group ing guides us in

what we do – our move ment and ac tions

– with oth ers. It in cludes:

• Con nec tion & en gage ment

• Meet ing oth ers where they are

• Rit u als of en coun ter

• Doing with not for or to

• Being emo tion ally pres ent

• Intentionality of ac tion

• Pur pose ful use of ac tiv i ties

• Rhythmicity

These eight focus pri mar ily on our out --

ward ac tions. They are what make the

first two cat e go ries vis i ble to others.

These three clas si fi ca tions are nei ther

rigid nor lin ear. Each char ac ter is tic has

com po nents that might be de scribed in

each of the cat e go ries. The frame work

does, how ever, high light the pri mary focus 

and func tion of each characteristic. 

Bid ding for con nec tion

To gether the three cat e go ries – being,

in ter pret ing, and doing – form the ac ro --

nym BID, high light ing the bids for

con nec tion that are at the cen ter of our

re la tional work. To make a bid is the act of 

mak ing an offer for some thing. It is an old

word dat ing from be fore the twelfth cen --

tury and is de fined as an “at tempt or

ef fort to win, achieve, or at tract”

(Merriam-Web ster, n.d.) as in mak ing a bid 

for reelection. 

In re la tional child and youth care, we

make bids to con nect with oth ers. This

bid for con nec tion is a two-way ex change. 

Our re sponse to a child’s bid has the po --

ten tial to en hance at tach ment and

pro mote de vel op ment, just as it does for

parents who 

… re spond con sis tently and

ap pro pri ately to their child’s so cial bids

and ini ti ate in ter ac tions geared to the

child’s ca pac i ties, in ten tions, moods,

goals, and de vel op men tal level are most 

likely to have chil dren with se cure

ma ter nal at tach ments. (Howes, 2007)

Howes fur ther ex plains that “one can

as sume that this is also true for al ter na tive 

care givers”. 

It is our re spon si bil ity in cre at ing a car --

ing prac tice to be “keenly tuned in to

re spond ing to kids’ bids for con nec tions

and that [we] make pre-emp tive at tempts

to con nect” (Laursen, 2008). The idea of

re spond ing to or mak ing a bid for con nec --

tion comes alive in this frame work when

we rec og nize that it in volves work ing in

the cross roads of being, in ter pret ing, and

doing (see figure 1 over the page).

Three an chor char ac ter is tics

A third com po nent of this being-in ter --

pret ing-doing frame work in cludes the

rec og ni tion of an chor char ac ter is tics. The

an chor char ac ter is tics pro vide strength

and sup port to the other char ac ter is tics

within each cat e gory. Iden ti fy ing an chors

within each cat e gory of fers prac ti cal guid --

ance to those be gin ning in the field as they 

focus on in their own de vel op ment. It

prioritizes, in a way, what might be an es --

sen tial start ing point in ones per sonal
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growth and de vel op ment.

The three anchors in this

framework include:

• Love – in the cat e gory of

being

• Mean ing mak ing – in the

cat e gory of in ter pret ing

• Con nec tion & en gage ment 

– in the cat e gory of doing

Love serves as a “pre-req --

ui site of healthy

de vel op ment” (Smith, 2006)

and with out a basic love for

oth ers and a will ing ness to be 

stretched and grow in that

love may be an in di ca tion of

the need for an in di vid ual to

con sider a dif fer ent field.

Mean ing mak ing is the pro cess through

which each of us – worker or child – in --

ter prets ev ery thing else in clud ing, for

ex am ple, what con sti tutes a strength of

char ac ter (Free man, 2013). In the cat e --

gory of doing, con nec tion and en gage ment

sum ma rizes the core of what young peo --

ple and fam i lies need in todays world.

Con nec tion and en gage ment it is end of

our work and not a means to an end. Love 

and mean ing mak ing, along with con nec --

tion and en gage ment, are the an chors of

our work in using daily life events

therapeutically and CYC work in general.

These an chors pro vide guid ance for

the life time of our ca reer. Each one of

them – cer tainly each one of the char ac --

ter is tics – is deep and com pre hen sive

enough to pro vide guid ance for a life time

of practice.

Con sid er ations

for per sonal ap pli ca tion

The char ac ter is tics and frame work are

made use ful when we apply them and in --

te grated them into our work and life. In

this mo ment of re flec tion and re newal,

con sider how you might fur ther in te grate

the char ac ter is tics of a re la tional child and

youth care ap proach into your work and

life. Don’t push or force these char ac ter is --

tics into your work. Rather, relax into

them re spect ing your own per son al ity and 

style. There might be things you want to

change in your self, or in your ap proach,

but there is noth ing more pow er ful than

being au then tic in your re la tion ship with

oth ers. For give your self for past mis takes

and missed op por tu ni ties. Take own er ship 

of in te grat ing these char ac ter is tics into
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your own practice and give it your best. 

Ques tions for class, team, or

in di vid ual re flec tion and dis cus sion

1. Which cat e gory or char ac ter is tic(s)

seem come more nat u rally to you?

Why do you think that might be?

2. In which ones would you like to grow

or im prove? What’s your plan to do

so?

3. Which char ac ter is tics do you ad mire in 

oth ers? Why?

4. What do you think about the idea of

in te grat ing the char ac ter is tics of a

re la tional child and youth care

ap proach into your life, not just your

work?

Con clu sion

The char ac ter is tics of a re la tional child

and youth care ap proach pro vide a uni fy --

ing phi los o phy which de fines our work

with young peo ple and their fam i lies. The

frame work pre sented here pro vides fur --

ther sup port and or ga ni za tion for

dis cuss ing, learn ing, and ap ply ing them in

our lives. 

A new day is dawn ing for the field of

child and youth care. As we grow in our

ca pac ity to live out the char ac ter is tics of

re la tional child and youth care, we have

the po ten tial to cre ate new and pow er ful

ex pe ri ences in our lives and work, bring --

ing great things into the world together.
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