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Webinar recordings, slide 
decks and resources are 
available at:
• https://institutefsp.org/co

vid-19-rapid-response

IAFSP Rapid Response Virtual Home Visiting

https://institutefsp.org/covid-19-rapid-response


If you have a specific 
question for one of our 

speakers, please use the 
Q&A function

Q&A and Chat Features

Please use the chat box 
to respond to questions 

we ask you!
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Content Outline

1. Define Reflective Functioning (RF)

2. Discuss why RF is important

3. Explain various levels of RF

4. Practice determining RF



• Receiving a gift

• Going on a date

• Feeling fully understood and accepted by someone

• Receiving flowers

Which of these experiences make you feel best in a 
relationship?



Reflective Functioning

Holding mind in mind – with curiosity

Seeing oneself from the outside and others from the inside

Awareness of what we are feeling and sense of our self/personalities

Acknowledgment of limitations in our ability to ever really “know” 
and that we might get it “wrong”

Having a language for communicating about internal experiences and 
representing them symbolically 



Reflective Functioning

OTHER SELF

COGNITION

EMOTION



Broccoli or Goldfish?



Why is RF Important?



Why is RF Important to the Child?

• Behavior becomes 
predictable



Why is RF Important to the Child?

• Promotes and maintains attachment security



Why is RF Important to the Child?

• Facilitates the appearance-reality distinction



Why is RF Important to the Child?

• Enhances communication



• Negative

• Absent

• Low or Emerging

• Definite or Ordinary

• Marked or Exceptional

Levels of Reflective Functioning



Negative RF

Caregiver provides bizarre explanation 
about the child’s behavior

“The devil sent him to punish me”

“She wants to be sexy today”



Absent RF

Parent gives no indication that their child may have an 
internal life and that his thoughts may be distinct from her 
own.

Questions about what child may be thinking are responded to 
with brief and vague answers “She’s fine”





Low or Emerging RF

A recognition that the child has mental states, that she 
has feelings, thoughts and intentions of her own.

He’s sad”, “She’s angry”, “He likes apples”

Linking these states to behaviors is inconsistent 



Ordinary RF

We can describe a parent as reflective once they manifest 
the capacity to link the child’s (or caregiver’s own) internal 
state to behavior or to other internal states.

Consistent use of “because” to explain child’s behavior and 
how it may be connected to child’s internal state.



Marked or Exceptional RF

Affect can vary in 
intensity

Affect can diminish 
and build over 

time

Feelings can be 
disguised or are 

unobservable

One set of feelings 
can trigger another 

set of feelings

Affect has 
dynamic, 

transactional 
properties

Internal working 
model of emotions 

and intentions



• Wondering stance (Creation of a playspace for the caregiver)

• Holding the caregiver in mind (or working at a level the 
caregiver can manage)

• Presenting the child’s mind

• Curiosity about caregiver’s history and how it relates to 
current situation

Ways to Enhance RF



• Making Links

“How were tantrums handled in your family?

• Identify need to refer for additional supports

Ways to Enhance RF



“I had just finished work and I stopped to pick up my son from 
daycare. I had nothing prepared for dinner so I stopped by the 
supermarket to pick up a few things.  Even before getting out of 
the car, my son started to fuss and whine.  I realize that he is 
behaving this way because he is hungry and tired and just 
wants to go home.  So I told him: “I know you don’t want to go 
to the store, but we don’t have any food at home to make 
dinner.  How about I get you a banana to eat and you can sit in 
the cart and pick what we will have for dinner?”  That seemed 
to calm him down.”

Vignette 1



“I had just finished work and went to pick up my son from daycare.  I 
was already tired but we had nothing prepared for dinner so we had 
to stop at the supermarket.  As soon as I parked the car, he started 
fussing and whining and would not stop.  I told him that if he doesn’t 
stop it right now he will have no dessert.  I moved through the aisles 
trying to get what we needed and he just kept getting worse and 
worse, screaming, hitting me and I was just not going to have that.  
So I spanked him and told him he is an ungrateful brat. I said “ You 
are doing this on purpose to drive me crazy! You never let me do 
what I need to do.” I had to leave the store without getting the stuff 
we needed.   I was so mad.” 

Vignette 2



“He’s fine.  Seeing me and his dad fighting doesn’t 
bother him.  He just keeps playing.  He even starts 
acting out when we fight.  Like we would be in the 
middle of a bad argument and he comes to ask me to 
get a glass of milk.  It’s like he doesn’t even notice.”

Vignette 3



“Sometimes she gets frustrated and angry in ways I’m not sure I 
understand.  She points to one thing and I hand it to her, but it 
turns out that’s not really what she wanted.  If feels very 
confusing to me when I am not sure how she’s feeling, 
especially when she’s upset.  Sometimes she’ll want to do 
something and I won’t let her because it’s dangerous and she’ll 
get angry.  I may try to pick her up and she obviously didn’t 
want to be picked up because she’s in the middle of being 
angry and I interrupted her.  In those moments it’s me who has 
the need to pick her up and make her feel better, so I’ll put her 
back down.” 

Vignette 4



“She didn’t sleep all night because of how 
scared she got by how angry I was.”

Vignette 5



Vignette 6

“How can I get 
him to stop 
screaming when 
I try to get him 
out of the car to 
go to school?”



“He’s just like his father.  He likes it when I cry.”

Vignette 7



Questions?
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Connect

rapidresponse@nationalalliancehvmodels.org

www.institutefsp.org
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