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ABSTRACT
Objective: to present and reflect on the articulation between the Attachment Theory, Symbolic Interactionism and Grounded Theory in 
the study of bonding and interaction between caregivers and institutionalized children.
Method: the data were collected between April and July 2015 through intensive interviews, structured observation and a field diary, at 
a shelter institution that welcomes children between zero and eight years old in a city in the South of Brazil. Fifteen caregivers and six 
children participated in the research.
Results: the Attachment Theory and Symbolic Interactionism permitted understanding the implications of the establishment and rupture 
of bonds and the strategies the caregivers use in this interaction. The Grounded Theory guided the elaboration of the theoretical model 
“Perceiving the work/care for institutionalized children”.
Conclusion: the articulation among the Attachment Theory, Symbolic Interactionism and Grounded Theory demonstrated its consistency 
for the study developed, contributing to care in the context of children’s shelter.
DESCRIPTORS: Child, institutionalized. Caregivers. Interpersonal relations. Qualitative research. Nursing. Grounded theory.

TEORIA DO APEGO, INTERACIONISMO SIMBÓLICO E TEORIA 
FUNDAMENTADA NOS DADOS: ARTICULANDO REFERENCIAIS PARA A 

PESQUISA

RESUMO
Objetivo: apresentar e refletir sobre a articulação entre a Teoria do Apego, o Interacionismo Simbólico e a Teoria Fundamentada nos Dados 
no estudo da formação de vínculos e interação entre cuidadores e crianças institucionalizadas. 
Método: os dados foram coletados de abril a julho de 2015, por meio de entrevista intensiva, observação estruturada e diário de campo, em 
um abrigo institucional que acolhe crianças de zero a oito anos, em um município do Sul do Brasil. Participaram da pesquisa 15 cuidadores 
e seis crianças. 
Resultados: a Teoria do Apego e o Interacionismo Simbólico possibilitaram compreender as implicações da formação e quebra de vínculos 
e as estratégias utilizadas pelos cuidadores nesta interação. A Teoria Fundamentada nos Dados conduziu a elaboração do modelo teórico 
“Percebendo o trabalho/cuidado com crianças institucionalizadas”. 
Conclusão: a articulação entre a Teoria do Apego, o Interacionismo Simbólico e a Teoria Fundamentada mostrou-se consistente para o 
estudo desenvolvido, contribuindo para o cuidado no contexto do abrigamento infantil.
DESCRITORES: Criança institucionalizada. Cuidadores. Relações interpessoais. Pesquisa qualitative. Enfermagem. Teoria fundamentada.
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TEORÍA DEL APEGO, INTERACCIONISMO SIMBÓLICO Y TEORÍA 
FUNDAMENTADA EN LOS DATOS: ARTICULANDO REFERENCIALES 

PARA LA INVESTIGACIÓN

RESUMEN
Objetivo: presentar y reflexionar sobre la articulación entre la Teoría del Apego, el Interaccionismo Simbólico y la Teoría Fundamentada 
en los Datos en el estudio de la formación de vínculos e interacción entre cuidadores y niños institucionalizados.
Método: los datos fueron recolectados de abril a julio de 2015, por medio de una entrevista intensiva, observación estructurada y diario de 
campo, en un refugio institucional que acoge a niños de cero a ocho años, en un municipio del sur de Brasil. Participaron en la investigación 
15 cuidadores y seis niños.
Resultados: la Teoría del Apego y el Interaccionismo Simbólico posibilitaron comprender las implicaciones de la formación y ruptura de 
vínculos y las estrategias utilizadas por los cuidadores en esta interacción. La Teoría Fundamentada en los Datos condujo la elaboración 
del modelo teórico “Percibiendo el trabajo / cuidado con niños institucionalizados”.
Conclusión: la articulación entre la Teoría del Apego, el Interaccionismo Simbólico y la Teoría Fundamentada se mostró consistente para 
el estudio desarrollado, contribuyendo para el cuidado en el contexto del abrigo infantil.
DESCRIPTORES: Niño institucionalizado. Cuidadores. Relaciones interpersonales. Investigación cualitativa. Enfermería. Teoría 
fundamentada.

INTRODUCTION
Interaction is the means used for the primary 

socialization of individuals, playing a fundamental 
role in human development, as they are born with-
out knowing. Hence, adults will guide children’s 
actions for them to learn how to cope with the situ-
ations in their life.1 Children achieve this when they 
imitate adults, as well as through the penalties and 
rewards they receive, and also by the words the 
adults use to identify the world and everything it 
contains.1 It is through interaction with adults that 
the children come to know the world around them 
and socialize with others.

It is through interaction with the attachment 
figures, usually parents or caregivers, whom the 
children identify with, that they create their self-
image and their perception of the world. These 
figures come to play a central role in the evolution-
ary development of the child’s personality, acting 
in their way of feeling, thinking and acting.2 Thus, 
when individuals interact for a period of time, they 
share a perspective that will lead their view of their 
experiences.1 Therefore, since their childhood, indi-
viduals are influenced to learn a perspective on the 
world and the things it contains, in order to use it 
as their point of view.

When children are deprived of family life, 
because they are at a personal and social risk, they 
need to be referred to a welcoming institution. The 
institutionalization of children is a measure used 
for their protection, according to the Statute of the 
Child and Adolescent.3 In most cases, however, it 
can weaken and expose them, since it can lead to the 
rupture of the bonds they possess with their families 
and their social networks and, consequently, cause 

problems related to physical and emotional devel-
opment, aggravating their condition even further. 
Studies show that affective deprivation, exposure 
to hardly stable and impersonal patterns of care, 
coupled with the rupture of bonds, can affect the 
development of sheltered children, generating 
physical symptoms (weight loss, loss of appetite, 
insomnia, motor delay) and emotional symptoms 
(depression).4-6

In this sense, it is imperative that the profession-
als responsible for the care of the sheltered children 
be prepared to offer humanized and integral care in 
order to favor their full development. For caregivers 
to be able to effectively perform this care, however, 
they need to be provided with proper psychological 
support and qualification, so that they can deal with 
the various difficulties that arise daily in the context 
of violence, without despairing or revictimizing the 
victim with precipitated and unsafe acts.7

In shelters, caregivers take responsibility for 
caring for children by playing the role of the adult, 
which is usually represented by the parental fig-
ures. In this context, the theoretical framework of 
Symbolic Interactionism is inserted as a possibility 
to signify the interactions of the caregiver with the 
institutionalized child. Drawing a parallel with the 
concept of attachment,8 the need for interaction and 
social stimulation is highlighted with a view to the 
development of attachment and bonding.

The constitution of the self and the acquisi-
tion of symbols are created in the interaction with 
other individuals, being witnessed first through the 
actions and words of others, which are a mirror for 
the perception of one’s own existence.1 In that sense, 
Symbolic Interactionism favors the understanding 
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of the childhood experience, in a wide range of con-
texts, through “the senses and interactive practices 
between the child and his/her daily care”,9:918 as 
well as between the child and the family, caregiv-
ers and peers.

In addition, Attachment Theory facilitates the 
understanding of “initial intimate relationships, 
their continuity, and how they affect the child’s af-
fective development, interpersonal style and social 
behavior”.10:42 In addition, this theory permits un-
derstanding child development from the complete 
dependence of the child to the development of a 
sense of individuality, self-regulation of affect, self-
esteem and social capacity.10

Based on the above, it can be observed that 
institutionalization can affect children in different 
ways, interfering in their development and in their 
affective bonds, and it is important that caregivers 
be equipped to receive and assist them.11 Thus, the 
following guiding question was raised: how can 
the Attachment Theory, Symbolic Interactionism 
and Grounded Theory be articulated in the study 
of bonding and interaction between caregivers 
and children in the context of a shelter? The objec-
tive was to present and reflect on the articulation 
among the Attachment Theory, Symbolic Inter-
actionism and Grounded Theory in the study of 
bonding and interaction between caregivers and 
institutionalized children.

In view of the importance of interaction for 
the primary socialization and development of indi-
viduals, knowing the interactive relationship in the 
caregiver-child dyad in early childhood, based on 
the understanding of the caregiver and the observa-
tion of the child, can offer important contributions to 
the care to this small being who has already experi-
ence, despite his / her young age, the rupture of the 
attachment behavior and the bond with the mother. 
In this perspective, nurses can devise care strategies 
to intervene and facilitate the bonding, which is that 
fundamental for the children’s growth and develop-
ment, and for their mental health in adulthood, in 
view of their proximity to the child population in 
diverse contexts, such as hospitals, primary health 
care units and specialized health care services.

METHOD
In this qualitative research, Attachment The-

ory8 and Symbolic Interactionism1 were used as a 
theoretical framework. In addition, the Grounded 
Theory (GT) was used as a method, according to 
Charmaz’ perspective.12

The GT focuses on the elaboration of concep-
tual theory plans through inductive analysis based 
on the data.12 In the GT, the data constitute the basis 
and their analysis will establish the concepts. Its 
goal is to discover what occurs in the environments 
investigated and what the investigated subjects’ life 
is like. Thus, the data are being constructed through 
observation, interaction and material collected on 
the topic or the study environment.12

The research scenario was a shelter institution 
that receives male and female children from zero 
to eight years of age, located in a city in the South 
of the State of Rio Grande do Sul. It is an institu-
tion that houses children, referred by the Juvenile 
Court Judge and Guardianship Council, who can-
not remain with their families. Participants in the 
survey were professionals involved in direct care 
for children from zero to three years in the morning, 
afternoon and evening shifts, totaling 15 people, as 
well as six children from zero to three years, and 
the sample selection was intentional. This direct 
care included all the activities carried out by the 
caregivers with the children which favor physical 
and visual contact (feeding, bathing, changing dia-
pers, helping to crawl and walk, play and learning 
activities, comforting the children on the lap, rock-
ing, among others).

The choice of children from zero to three 
years old and the professionals who develop their 
care was due to the fact that it is at this stage that 
attachment behavior and attachment to the main 
care figure are developed.8 The inclusion criteria in 
the study were, for the caregivers: work at the insti-
tution for at least three months and provide direct 
care to children from zero to three years sheltered 
in the institution; and for the children: between 0 
and 3 years of age, in the institution for at least one 
month. Meanwhile, the exclusion criteria for the 
caregivers were: to belong to the technical team and 
to be caring for children older than three years; and 
for the children: to be adopted during the collection 
period, leaving the shelter.

The data were collected from April to July 
2015. Before starting the data collection, the re-
searcher made an approximation visit to the institu-
tion, where she got to know the environment and 
the professionals who worked there, explaining 
about the research and the procedures to be ex-
ecuted. Data were collected through an intensive 
interview12 (guided conversation that permits a 
detailed analysis of a theme or experience) with 
caregivers, structured observation of the interaction 
of each caregiver with each child, that is, an analysis 
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of how the interaction of the dyad (caregiver-child) 
takes place. The observation occurred in a three-
month monitoring period, observing the interaction 
of each caregiver with the six children, at different 
moments of care and leisure. In addition, data were 
supplemented with information on the history of the 
children present at the institution, provided by the 
shelter’s technical staff (psychologist, social worker 
and legal representative) and by the fi eld notes.

The data were recorded and later transcribed 
for full analysis. Thus, in line with GT, the transcrip-
tion of the data occurred concomitantly with the 
initial analysis, so that, with each new interview 
or observation, they evaluated the information, 
coding and categorizing them and later returning 
to the fi eld to continue and complement the data 
collection.

For the analysis of the data, the initial coding 
was carried out, followed by the focused coding. 
The theory emerged from the researcher’s refl ex-
ive interpretation of the research context.13 Thus, 
based on the selection of the codes, they elaborated 
the categories, and the coding defi ned the analytic 
structure, linking the data collection and the devel-
opment of the theory.12

Regarding the ethical premises, Resolution 
466 from December 2012 was complied with. A let-
ter of consent was requested from the participating 
institution and the participants were asked to sign 

the Free and Informed Consent Form. Approval 
for the project was obtained from the Ethics Com-
mittee through the Brazil Platform, under CAEE 
42696915.9.0000.5316 and Opinion 1.035.995. 

RESULTS 
The participants in the survey were 15 female 

caregivers, aged 22 to 58 years, who completed edu-
cation from elementary school to higher education. 
As for the family income, the participants declared 
gaining two to four minimum wages and the length 
of experience at the institution ranged from eight 
months to 12 years.

Based on the analysis, the theoretical model 
was constructed: Perceiving the work / care for 
institutionalized children. This model was delimited 
by three categories and their subcategories, being: 
Experiencing the impact of reality (Being institution-
alized; Getting attached and Letting go); Working 
with Care (Caring for and Educating; Working with 
the Unknown; Remaining Hidden; Learning in 
interaction with the children); and Facing the daily 
work (Lacking structure and materials; Lacking staff 
and training; Working as a team).

Attachment and detachment, as can be seen in 
fi gure 1, are intertwined with all categories and sub-
categories, being the central link between caregivers 
and children in the context of the shelter.

Figure 1 - Explanatory theoretical model “Perceiving the work/care for institutionalized children”, 
articulating categories and subcategories



Texto Contexto Enferm, 2017; 26(4):e1940017 

Attachment theory, symbolic interactionism and grounded theory... 5/8

DISCUSSION
Based on the theoretical model presented, it 

can be observed that the central categories Living 
the impact of reality, Working with care and Fac-
ing the daily work, as well as the secondary phe-
nomena contained therein, are articulated around 
attachment and detachment. Therefore, work / care 
involving institutionalized children is an activity 
that is directly related to bonding and attachment 
between caregivers and children.

The proper development of attachment behav-
ior is imperative for the mental health of humans. 
There is a strong correlation between a child’s at-
tachment pattern and the pattern of maternal care 
received.8 Therefore, infants need care that meets 
their psychological and emotional needs, as well 
as care related to their physical needs.14 In addition, 
bonding is fostered by emotional manifestations 
that arise in the affective relations mediated and 
interpreted by social partners that assign meanings 
to the child.15

The Attachment Theory and Symbolic Inter-
actionism served as appropriate theoretical frame-
works for the elaboration and discussion of the re-
sults, as they support all the phenomena presented. 
Through the Attachment Theory, we were able to 
understand that Experiencing the impact of reality 
is permeated by diverse experiences of the estab-
lishment and rupture of bonds, generating a cycle 
that begins in the child’s institutionalization and, 
not always, is broken in the deinstitutionalization, 
as both the caregiver as the child will sometimes 
remember the relationship experienced for a long 
period of time.

Many variables are interwoven in the universe 
of social mothers, one of the most important being 
“the paradox they live daily as to the need and the 
fear of establishing bonds with the children, which 
can be broken at any moment”.16:584

The environment known to the child before 
the institutionalization is the one it is accustomed 
to, with its family that, even though it does not of-
fer the most adequate conditions for its physical, 
emotional and social development, is the reality 
the child knows. Thus, as from the institutionaliza-
tion, the child goes to live with strange people and 
with perspectives different from the ones he/she 
was accustomed to. Therefore, the care provided 
at the institutions should provide the children with 
support and guidance, so that the welcoming rep-
resents a space where they find not only wellbeing, 
but where they are also prepared to develop their 

autonomy and independence.17

Whenever children are separated unwillingly 
from the mother figure whom they are attached to, 
they feel distress, which intensifies when they are 
placed in a strange environment, under the care of 
unknown people.8 Thus, institutionalized children 
are subject to intense emotional exhaustion, espe-
cially when adapting to the institution, since this re-
quires the immediate acceptance of habits, schedules 
and rules that may be very different from what they 
experienced in the relationship with their family.18

“The need for greater constancy in care, lead-
ing to a recognition of their individuality”19:246 is 
highlighted as one of the main psychological de-
mands of children. Thus, in the rupture with the 
biological family, the substitute caregiver needs to 
offer a receptive and stable contact with children, 
in order to alleviate the traumas generated by ma-
ternal deprivation and permit the development of 
attachment.

A study using Attachment Theory related be-
havioral problems in late childhood with the roles 
of early maternal attachment and with the teacher’s 
relationship with the child.20 This indicates that 
children with avoidant and ambivalent attachments, 
compared to those with secure attachments, show 
higher levels of externalization and / or internal-
ization of behaviors. Teacher-child relationships, 
as well as externalizing and early internalization 
behaviors, are important ways to indicate that 
early maternal attachment relationships influence 
children’s late psychological development. The 
genesis of behavioral problems, related to the disor-
ganization of the bond, does not only result from the 
unregulated relationship of the mother-child dyad, 
but also from unfavorable relationships between the 
teacher and the child.20

There is an important association between the 
establishment of a pattern of insecure attachment 
in childhood and the development of depression 
in adolescence because, in the second, the bonds 
established in childhood are tested, as the con-
stitution of a new identity happens only through 
sharing and interiorization processes.21 Thus, the 
importance of safe attachment to the development 
of human beings is highlighted, considering that 
the quality of attachment and attachment influences 
the emotional, cognitive and social development 
of children, future adults, which, if raised in more 
sensitive environments, can become more just and 
solidary citizens instead of reproducing the culture 
of violence.22 
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Symbolic Interactionism showed to be effec-
tive to understand the daily interaction between 
child and caregiver in the experience of the category 
Working with care, as they create and recreate their 
perspectives and ways of acting in the world based 
on their mutual relationships. Thus, the meanings 
of things are managed and modified through the 
interpretive process people use to cope with the 
things they are faced with.23

Caregivers organize care according to their ex-
periences and knowledge, adjusting it to the specific 
needs of each child. Thus, the adult interacts with 
the environment on the basis of his / her cultural 
baggage, changing it according to his / her needs 
as well as those of the child.24 Therefore, it is in the 
development of work and in the interaction with 
the child that the caregiver creates his perspec-
tives of care, influencing and being influenced by 
the coexistence with peers and the children, in the 
daily socialization. This elaboration and change of 
perspective can also be observed in the category Fac-
ing the daily work, in which the relations with col-
leagues and the environment directly influence the 
way in which care is organized and implemented.

In addition, it is in the interaction with the 
adult that the child starts to adopt his perspectives, 
the caregivers being a reference for the sheltered 
children as, based on the care they receive, they start 
to reproduce it with each other. Thus, in the case 
of institutionalized children, “the power to dictate 
behaviors and attitudes is due to the strength of 
learning through imitation at that age”.25:25

Thus, one can understand that the meaning 
of things has to be formed, learned and transmit-
ted through social interaction.23 Hence, in the social 
interaction with the caregiver and peers, children 
construct their operational models of the world, 
constituting a model of relationship, which delimits 
what will be experienced in future relations.2

The use of the Grounded Theory provided 
the elaboration of the theoretical model presented 
here and, through the coding and categorization, a 
relation could be established among the phenomena 
and between these and the theoretical framework of 
the Attachment Theory and Symbolic Interaction-
ism. A study that also used the Grounded Theory to 
elaborate a theoretical model proved its applicability 
for this construction and reproduction in scenarios 
that attend to children with chronic disease.26

The Grounded Theory broadens and improves 
the knowledge produced in research, proving to be 
an important method for use in health research.27 

Thus, GT is characterized as a valuable method to 
construct new theories, and “for the construction of 
a Grounded Theory, it is essential that the researcher 
has theoretical sensitivity to understand the subtle-
ties of the meanings of the data”.28:463

The effectiveness of the articulation between 
GT and Symbolic Interactionism is also presented in 
other studies,29-30 for the construction of theoretical 
models. There was no previous articulation among 
GT, Symbolic Interactionism and Attachment The-
ory though, but only studies that assessed realities 
based on the Attachment Theory individually.20-21,31 
It is important to note, however, that the Attachment 
Theory provides a useful model to understand the 
role of developmental relationships.31

A study points out that the relative lack of 
research based on the Attachment Theory limits 
the understanding of the caregiver’s relationships 
with the child, restricting knowledge about child 
development and making it difficult to create in-
tervention programs and public policies on child 
development.22

The theoretical model built on bonding and 
interaction between caregivers and institutional-
ized children offers contributions to nursing care 
in the context of children’s shelter, demonstrating 
the importance of inserting nurse practitioners in 
this scenario. We hope that the theoretical model 
developed can be applied to other contexts of child 
shelter as well. It is known, however, that being a 
process based on the Grounded Theory, no claim 
is made on being conclusive, being open to further 
reformulations based on studies that emphasize the 
work/care for institutionalized children, adding 
new perspectives to this reality.

CONCLUSION
The articulation between the Attachment 

Theory and Symbolic Interactionism as theoretical 
reference frameworks and the Grounded Theory as 
a method for the study of bonding and interaction 
between caregivers and institutionalized children 
proved to be successful, since it permitted the con-
struction of the theoretical model Perceiving the 
work/care for institutionalized children.

Through this research, we were able to un-
derstand the establishment and rupture of bonds 
between caregivers and children, and the references 
used were relevant for the construction of the theo-
retical model, fully corresponding to reach the in-
tended goal. Therefore, we highlight the substantial 
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contribution of these frameworks in the elaboration 
of qualitative research.
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