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ABSTRACT 

Increasing numbers of infants in western countries are spending large 

amounts of time in childcare but little research attention has been paid to the 

critical transition period between leaving the mother, or other primary 

caregiver, and entering the group care setting. Studies following small groups 

of infants have been undertaken but nothing has been done to access the 

significant amount of information held by the experienced carers who settle 

these infants in to care. This thesis reports on South Australian research that 

makes available rich information about the influences that promote the 

likelihood of a positive transition for infants settling in to care.  

 

There is no currently available profile of behaviours that indicate to the 

observer that an infant has successfully made the transition and has settled in to 

care. Using information from the Early Childhood field, Child Development 

research and experienced carers, two profiles have been developed which 

describe the infant who has „settled‟ in to care and the infant who has not yet 

settled. The possibility that some infants adjust to care by becoming detached 

and withdrawn and are overlooked by caregivers is also explored. 

 

One hundred and thirteen qualified and unqualified childcare staff in 

community based and private childcare centres in South Australia were 

surveyed with an instrument developed by the researcher, from existing 

research into infant attachment, temperament and adjustment to care. In the 

primary study, quantitative and qualitative data was gathered and analysed to 

develop profiles of behaviours of the „settled‟ and the „not settled‟ infant. 

These results (the profiles) were triangulated in a secondary procedure, through 

the use of focus groups, with qualified and unqualified childcare staff. In the 

second study, quantitative and qualitative procedures were used to determine 

common understandings about the time infants take to settle in to care, whether 

some infants never settled and the processes and procedures, including the use 

of primary carers, that assist an infant to make the transition from home to 

centre care. 
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The results indicate that successful attachment to more than one carer is 

important for an infant to be considered settled in to care. Positive 

temperamental traits assist the infant to settle more easily, but difficult 

temperament traits are not seen by carers to be a particular barrier to infants 

achieving a settled status. No support was evident for findings from other 

research that had indicated that some infants adjusted to care by becoming 

withdrawn and detached. 

 

The caregivers‟ information on the time infants take to settle into care 

reveals that in their collective experience the range is half a day to 10 months, 

with an average of two to three weeks. Specific parental attitudes and centre 

practices are reported as highly influential in determining the time it takes an 

infant to settle. Information from respondents about infants who never settled, 

why they thought that was and what happened to the infants, as well as the 

detail on when caregivers would recommend a child was withdrawn from care 

are also reported. Respondents support the use of a primary care system for 

infants entering care.  

 

The findings of the research have implications for researchers‟, 

caregivers working with infants in child care and the administrators of 

childcare centres. The profiles offer researchers an opportunity to select infants 

who have „settled‟ into care when undertaking research with infants in group 

care. This would reduce any unwanted effects on the data that were due to 

including infants not yet settled in to care.  

 

Childcare staff wanting to track their interactions with, expectations of 

and support for infants as they enter care and settle in could also use the two 

profiles to guide their interactions with the infants. The detail of the results also 

has information for administrators of child care centres in setting staffing 

policies and rosters, determining minimum ages for infants entering care and 

deciding policies and procedures around infant attendance patterns, orientation 

visits and primary caregiving policies and practices for their centres. 

 

 



 viii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DECLARATION 

 

I certify that this thesis does not incorporate without acknowledgment any 

material previously submitted for a degree or diploma in any university; and 

that to the best of my knowledge and belief it does not contain any material 

previously published or written by another person except where due reference 

is made in the text. 

 

 

Valerie Aloa 

Date:  

 



 ix 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I would like to sincerely thank: 

 

Dr. Phillip Slee for his support, encouragement and advice in the final „years‟ 

of this research. 

 

Professor Alan Russell for his early „years‟ support and advice in the 

development of the research, and his willingness to re-engage with the research 

after his years in Dubai. 

 

Kylie Lange for the extensive statistical advice and assistance delivered so 

patiently and clearly and especially for responding to my call for help in the 

final weeks and four years after our last meeting. 

 

My de Lissa Institute of Early Childhood and Family Studies colleagues, 

especially Glenn Cupit for years of steady support and advice, Cris Zollo for 

ongoing support but especially for help with important „finer‟ details of 

referencing and with using the computer and Christy Ward for „covering‟ for 

me when the tasks got heavy. 

 

The busy Childcare workers who took the time to complete the survey and 

return it.  

 



 x 

The thoughtful focus group participants who were willing to engage with the 

results and provide insight and explanation. 

 

My daughters; Amber who helped with data entry and other tasks, Alyse who 

willingly responded to distress calls when the computer did what I told it to do, 

not what I wanted it to do and both with Crystal have put up with years of 

distracted behaviour and my despair at ever finishing. Thank you for your 

encouragement and unfailing faith that I would finish. 

 

Mark, who began the journey with me, my sister Shirley who has been here at 

the end with food and wine, patience and support and finally all those who 

asked and refrained from asking, over the years, „how‟s the Ph.D?‟ 

 

 



 xi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEDICATION 

 

This thesis is dedicated to my parents Dulcie Liege (Burke) and  

Fredrick Albert Blumson. 

Born and raised in Ceduna in South Australia‟s outback, neither finished more 

than 8 years of school, but they fought for education opportunities for their five 

children. Their indominatable spirits and personal resilience demonstrated for 

us that quiet persistence pays off. Their tolerance of my „feistyness‟ and their 

emotional support encouraged me to explore and experience the wider world. 

This completed Ph.D is a direct result of their love for me and the curiosity and 

risk taking they encouraged and supported.  

 

 

 

 



 xii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table  Page 

5.1 Qualifications of Respondents 210 

5.2 Years of Experience Working with Infants 211 

5.3 Years of Experience in Childcare 212 

5.4 Funding Base for Centres and Staff Qualifications 213 

5.5 Comparative Statistics; respondents, South Australian and 

Australian Populations of Early Childhood workers. 

214 

5.6 Heard the Term Settled into Care 218 

5.7 Not Heard the Term: Qualified Staff Demographic Details 219 

5.8 Not Heard the Term: Unqualified Staff Demographic Details 220 

5.9 If Yes, Where Did/Do You Come Across the Term? 221 

5.10 Use of the Term „Settled into Care‟ 222 

5.11 Staff Who Had Heard the Term but Did Not Use It Themselves 223 

5.12 Where Staff Use the Term „Settled Into Care‟ 224 

7.1 Survey Items Sorted into Categories 248 

7.2 Settled into Care: Level of Agreement 254 

7.3 Settled Into Care: Level of Importance 259 

7.4 Items common to agreement and importance lists 261 

7.5 Settled into Care – First Draft of  Overall Chart (21 items) 263 

7.6 Settled into Care – Final 20 items 269 

7.7 Settled into Care: Hierarchical Cluster Analysis 276 

7.8 Comparison of Items 36 and 35 280 

7.9 Characteristics of Settled List Items 285 

7.10 Not Settled: Level of Agreement 289 



 xiii 

7.11 Not Settled – Level of Importance 294 

7.12 Agreement and Importance Compiled Rank List 399 

7.13 Not Settled Hierarchical Cluster Analysis 305 

7.14 Final List of Not Settled items 310 

7.15 Not Settled Items – Cross Tabulation of Categories 315 

7.16 Not Applicable Rank Order Importance (45 items) 319 

7.17 Not Applicable Final List  322 

7.18 Settled into Care: Final Items and Categories 325 

7.19 Not Settled into Care – Final Items and Categories 326 

7.20 Items by Category and Placement within Settled, Not Settled 

and Not  Applicable Lists 

328 

9.1 Shortest Time Taken to Settle in to Care 411 

9.2 Shortest Time Taken; Qualified and Unqualified Responses 412 

9.3 Longest Time Taken to Settle in to Care 414 

9.4 Longest Time Taken to Settle; Qualified and Unqualified 

Responses 

415 

9.5 Average Time Taken to Settle 417 

9.6 Average Time Taken to Settle in to Care; Qualified and 

Unqualified  

418 

9.7 Level of Concern after 4 Weeks 420 

9.8 Level of Concern after 8 Weeks 421 

9.9 Level of Concern after 12 Weeks 422 

9.10 Level of Concern after 16 Weeks 422 

9.11 Categories of Reasons Why Some Infants Take Longer To 

Settle Than Others 

424 

9.12 Details from the Categories of Reasons Why Some Infants Take 

Longer To Settle Than Others 

426 



 xiv 

9.13 Qualified and Unqualified Staff Responses Indicating Whether 

They Would Recommend an Infant‟s Withdrawal from Care 

428 

9.14 Qualified and Unqualified Responses Indicating the Reasons 

They May Use to Recommend an Infant Was Withdrawn From 

Care 

439 

9.15 Respondents‟ Indications of Whether They Had Cared for an 

Infant Who Did Not Settle into Care 

432 

9.16 Respondents Indicating Whether They Had Cared For an Infant 

Who Did Not Settle – Private and Community Centres 

432 

9.17 Frequency of Primary Care in Centres 443 

9.18 Primary Care in Private and Community Based Centres 444 

9.19 Use of Primary Carers Assists Infants to Settle 446 

9.20 Use of Primary Carers Assists Infants to Settle; Private and 

Community Centre Responses 

448 

9.21 Use of Primary Carers Assists Infants to Settle; Qualified and 

Unqualified Staff Responses 

449 

9.22 How Primary Care Assists Infants to Settle in to Care 450 

9.23 Why Primary Care Does Not Help Infants Settle 451 

9.24 Level of Agreement with Statement: 'The Use of Primary Carers 

Helps Infants to Settle into Care' 

453 

9.25 Level of Agreement with Statement: 'The Use of Primary Carers 

Helps Infants to Settle Into Care'; Private and Community 

Funded Centres 

454 

9.26 Level of agreement with statement: 'The use of primary carers 

helps infants to settle into care'; qualified and not qualified  

455 

9.27 ‘Other Comments‟  459 

 

 



 xv 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure   

7.1 Scatter plot – settled items ……………………………………. 

 

268 

7.2 Scatter plot - not settled items ………………………………… 

 

302 

9.1 Caregivers‟ replies about the shortest time infants have taken 

to settle into care ……………………………………………… 

 

413 

9.2 Respondents‟ replies as to the longest time infants have taken 

to settle in to care ……………………………………………... 

 

416 

9.3 Respondents‟ replies as to the average time taken by infants to 

settle in to care ………………………………………………... 

 

419 

9.4 Comparison of respondents‟ levels of concern at 4, 8, 12 and 

16 weeks ……………………………………………………… 

 

423 

9.5 Use of primary care in centres ………………………………... 

 

444 

9.6 Use of primary carers assists infants to settle ………………… 

 

447 

9.7 Level of agreement with statement: “The use of primary carers 

helps infants to settle into care” ………………………………. 

 

454 

 

 




