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Seasoned foster parents Suzy andChristina
Brennan-Seery tellLiadánHyneswhy
fosteringwas the right choice for them, the
difference it hasmade in their lives and in
the lives of the children they care for, and
their advice for prospective foster parents

Fosteringis
amazing—
yougetto
supportachild
andhelpthem
bethebest
theycanbe

S uzy, 46, and Christina, 37, have been
foster carers to seven children in
total. Both Cub Scout leaders, they
knew that for various reasons they
would not be able to have children

of their own. Christina, who suffers from
Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, says “I wouldn’t
want to pass it on.”
“And Iwas a bit older, and Iwasn’twilling to

do it,” herwife Suzy addswith a laugh.
Christina had retired fromherwork as a vet-

erinarynurse because of her condition, sowas
at home 24/7, available to look after children,
when she began to look into foster care. “I’d
read a lot of books in general about fostering. I
always found the stories very interesting. I kind
of thought that could be somethingwe could
do. Thatwas how it started.We had a discus-
sion, andwe said, ‘yeah, sure,we’ll give it a go’.”
Having got in touchwithOrchard Fostering

in 2017, theybegan the process of getting clear-
ance to become foster carers.
“Therewas an initial house visit inMay2017,”

Christina explains. “We found out then that
theywanted to proceedwith the full application
to become foster carers.You’re assigned an as-
sessing socialworker, and youworkwith them
for as long as it takes.”
The process,which theydescribe as “very in

depth”, took sixmonths.
“Whenyou’reworking through the assess-

ment stage, if you need to take a breather, or a
step back to consideryour situation, they allow
you the time to do that.You are allowed to take
stock,” Suzy says, adding; “therewere some
things that came up forme, that I had towork
through, thatwere personal frommypast, to
make sure that this iswhatwewanted to do.”
“Everything gets brought up fromyour past,”

Christina adds. “You have to do an assessment
onyour own parents’ parenting style.”
“You learn a lot about yourself, and you learn

a lot about your relationships. Itwas a process
thatwe both enjoyed,” Suzy explains.

Eventually theywere approved for place-
ments. “The firstwaswithin aweek of us being
approved,” Christina recalls. “We got a phone
call saying that therewere two boys,wouldwe
be happy to take them.
Before a newchild or children arrive, foster

carers do not getmuch information on their sit-
uation beyond name, age, school, religions and
cultural needs.
“Food is a very, verygood ice breaker,” Suzy

agrees, of putting children at their ease. “You
start offwith food, and then it’s activities after
that.We joined themup to a boxing gym, that
helped them then copewith theirwhole situa-
tion.”

Establishing routines
“Routine is one of themost important things—
it is for any child—but especially for trauma-
tised children, they absolutely thrive off rou-
tine.And if you deviate off routine at all, that
can upset things,” Christina explains.
“Regardless ofwhere a child has come from,

the fact that theyhave been put in care, that
creates trauma in itself. So they’re all trauma-
tised, if thatmakes sense,” Suzy adds.
Theyonlyhad the two brothers for a fort-

night.Ayear later, they received amessage
from the older boy saying howmuch hemissed
them and thanking them for everything they
did for them in that time: “The older ladwho
was doing his JuniorCert,wewent and got him
the exampaper books, and sat downwith him
and helped him.”
It’s little things, Suzy explains: “We’re not re-

inventing thewheel.Wemake little changes, to
try to support any child that’s in our care.”
Christina adds, “it’s a privilege for us to be

able to look after these children”.
They are currently looking after a preteen

girlwho has beenwith them for six years,who
theyhave awonderful relationshipwith.
Their fostering agency, Orchard fostering,

has a socialworker on call 24/7,which both

SuzyandChristinaBrennan-
Seeryhavebeen fosterparents

to sevenchildren in total.
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T here was a timewhen commu-
nity and human connection
were knitted inextricably into
our daily lives. It might have
been chatting at the office, on

the bus or train, or as we bought a coffee,
orwaited for others, at the bank, the
church or supermarket.
The shift to remoteworking and online

everything has divested us ofmany simple
opportunities to chat, greet and connect.
It’s a pity, not least because these interac-
tions are good for us, for ourwellbeing and
ourhealth.

Restoringcommunication
habits
In fact, there is a discomfort in people now
when it comes tomaking calls, having a
chat, approaching a stranger, that frankly
was not there before. Is it a lockdown effect
?Well, yes, for thosewhowere teenagers at
the time, but for others it’s just simply that
they’ve gotten out of the habit.
We are a nation of great talk-

ers andwe need to protect
this veryprecious spontane-
ous aspect of ourselves.
Youmay say, it’s a new

world and does it really
matter?Actually, it does
matter because ourwell-
being is directly linked to
the diversity of our social
portfolio— the richness and
evenness of our relationship
types.
Andwhile it’s easy to rely on a small few

family relationships, it’s not alwayswise
and it’s not the onlyway. If you are fortu-
nate enough to have family and loved ones,
onwhomyou can rely for support, fun and
joy, then count your good fortune,because
not everyone does. These relationships, in-
stead of being loving and nourishing, can
be a source of high stress, lacedwith duty
and demand.
It’s important to look at all social con-

nection points and to build a diverse social
map,withmanyvaried relationships, big
and small and not to underestimate the im-
portance of anyof them.
Aswell as family and close friends, there

mayalso be other interesting social ac-
quaintances atwork, in sport, orwith a

groupwithwhomyou share a hobby. Think
of it like scaffolding: themore contacts
and connections you have, the steadier the
structure, and the less likelihood there is
for destabilisation, if orwhen a connection
comes apart—metaphorically speaking.
Thus after a breakup, divorce or bereave-

ment, themore roles that you have in life
towhich you can switch your attention and
energy, themore resilient you are from the
impact of the life change.
A recent study in the Journal of Person-

ality andPsychology lookedmore deeply
into the value and dynamics of the smaller
social connections in life— the phone call
to a friend or familymember, the chatwith
a stranger.
In this study, itwas found that these

small social connections had a greaterval-
ue than had previously been thought. In
particular, the receiver of the social gesture
reported greater appreciation than antic-
ipated and thiswas considerablyhigher,
when the gesture, be it a greeting, a chat or
a phone call,was unexpected.
Researchers also found that people had

many reasons for holding back—notwant-
ing to intrude or feeling that the social ges-
turemaynot be receivedwell. In fact, the
oppositewas always the case.

Reachingout
So give some thought to reaching out,
greeting, saying hello to that person, or
making that phone call that you have been
intending tomake. In this context, it’s
worth noting that an eight-minute phone

callwas found to be as uplifting as
meeting in person, in terms of the
wellbeing effect.

In the case of an old friend
or loved one, it’s easy to see
howconnecting again could
be a nourishing, enjoyable
experience, chatting about
old times, catching up.
But the study showed

strong benefits towellbeing
evenwhen the connectionwas

with a stranger. Sowhat exactly
is happening andwhyare these small

connections good for us?
At amicro level, it breaks the cocoon of

your ownworld and internal thoughts that
can be on a loop—offering a natural break
for themind. It connects youwith another
in amini bond,whichmakes you feel less
alone, and can expandyourhorizon as you
listen to someone else, someone new, their
story and experience.
Whenwe are noticed, chatted to, greet-

ed, orwhenwe are remembered, itmakes
us feel valued, that our presence hasmean-
ing, and serves ourneed to have our exist-
encewitnessed by another. In essence, it
counteracts the emotional and psychologi-
cal ravages of loneliness.
So consider reaching out to that friend or

familymember that iswell due a call.
Remember that small talk has big ben-

efits, and consider talking to someone you
don’t know today. Itwillmake their day, and
nowyou knowwhy.
Finally, the social gesture, however small,

is good for everyone. Create the chats and
don’t hold back.We are hardwired for social
connection,which iswhywemust not let
this gift of Irish life slip away fromus.

Stephanie Regan is aClinical Psychothera-
pist, and co-host of theTough Love Podcast:
Stephanieregan.ie or@stephanietoughlove

Inanonlineworld, few
thingsaremorebeneficial
thansmallhuman
gesturesof connection

Whenwe are noticed,
chatted to, greeted,
or remembered, it
makes us feel valued,
that our presence
hasmeaning

Calling a friend or family
member, greeting people in
the local supermarket and
taking time for in-person
interactions are just a fewof
thewayswe can enhance our
wellbeing,writes
Stephanie Regan

Stephanie
Regan

like you do anyother loss that youwould go
through.You’ve had a child in your life. The
child leaves.Youmayormaynot have contact
with that child. Butwe have a good sense that
we have done our best for the childwhen they
arewith us.”
Living in the present is keywith navigating

being a foster carer. “There’s no point in liv-
ing in the past, because you can’t change that,”
Christina says. “Andwe don’t dwell on the fu-
ture,” Suzy adds.
“Wemake plans, but they’re always fluid.

Nothing’s set in stone,” Christina explains.
“Nothing for anyof us is set in stone,” Suzy

says.
Typically, after a child leaves, they take a

break before the next replacement, for some
recovery time, to process their own emotions.
“Because you go through a grieving process,”
Christina says.
As a couple, they are entirely “on the same

page.We’remind readers,” Christina laughs.
“We’re so solid.We know that ifwe’ve gotten
through everything thatwe’ve gotten through,
there’s nothing going to get between us.”
To be foster carers, “you need to be honest

and openwith each other. Parenting is hard.
Parenting traumatised children is harder.”

Openingup
It can take a long time for a child to get com-
fortablewith foster carers. Initially, therewill
bewhat is referred to as the honeymoon period.
“Everything is great, and the children can do
everything they’re told. They’re scared, because
theydon’t knowwhatwill happen next,” Suzy
explains. “Once they’ve settled, then the be-
haviours can show.And that can take anything
from sixweeks to sixmonths. Because they
have to feel safe before they’ll open up.And they
know that you’re going to be there for them re-
gardless ofwhat happens.”
Sticking to a routine is key to helping a child

to feel safe. “Letting themknow in advance
what’s happening. Plan everything and really
stick to the plan. Listening to their concerns in
relation to ifwe’re going somewhere.What are
theyworried about?” Suzy says.
I ask them to describe the qualities they

thinkmake a person suitable for this role, and
they list off calmness, patience, love, an open
mind, being accepting and non-judgmental.
“Andwilling to support regardless ofwhat’s go-
ing to come in. If theyhave room at their table,
room in their heart, a spare room, and arewill-
ing to learn about themselves,” Suzy says. “It’s a
constant learning curve.”
Aswell as their preteen, they currently have

a babygirl. Shewill be one year old theweek
afterwe speak, Suzy andChristina picked her
up fromhospitalwhen shewas two and a half
weeks old. Throughout our conversation, her
happy squeals and squeaks can be heard in the
background.The twowomen lovingly reply to
her.
“Shewas only four pounds inweight, be-

cause shewas sevenweeks early. She’ll be one
nextweek.We do refer to ourselves asmammy
around her. Shewas a tiny little puppet,” Suzy
says.
You get the sense of two peoplewho find

greatmeaning inwhat they are doing. “We get
tomake a difference,” Suzy explains. “We get
to support a vulnerable person through the
roughest parts of their life.And help them to be
the best that they can be. Fostering is amazing
to do— though itmaynot be for everyone.”
“It’s not for everyone,” Christina says. On

coming into a child’s life, and assuming a pa-
rental rolewithout being their actual parent,
she explains: “It’smore difficult for the child
than it is for us.We’re OKwith it.We know that
we’ve a job to do. But I often find the children
find it hard to knowwhatway should they re-
fer to us.We obviously say to them, ‘you have a
mammy,we’re Christina and Suzy’.”
It’s important, Suzy adds, that the children

knowwhere they come from. “Andwe’re not a
replacement.We’re an addition.Wemaybe in
the role of a parent, but they still know that they
have their biological parents.We’re substitute
mammies.”

If you are interested in fostering orwould like to
knowmore about fostering, please contact Or-
chardFostering onwww.orchardfostering.ie,
info@orchardfostering.ie, or tel 01 6275713

women describe as helpful; “you’re never alone.
That has been invaluable.”
Jennifer Sinnott is theManagingDirector of

Orchard fostering. “Orchard fostering are con-
tracted byTusla to recruit and support foster
carers throughout the country. Orchard Fos-
tering foster carers receive theweeklynation-
al fostering allowance, aswell as training and
other supports fromus such as a dedicated link
socialworker, availability to 24/7 on call social
work service 365 days a year, regular support
groups and in person fostering community
events, access to our therapeutic services such
as systemic psychotherapy, trauma informed
psychotherapy, occupation therapy, play thera-
py, and a large social care support team.”
“There are a number of independent foster

care agencies contracted byTusla to recruit and
support foster carers inwhat is a very challeng-
ing time for foster care— this is borne out by
the statistics of just 3,866 foster carers currently
opening their homes to 5,067* children.” (*Fig-
ures are correct for endQ2 2023 and figures do
not include unaccompaniedminors / separated
children seeking international protection.)
Jennifer describes themost important qual-

ities a foster carer needs. “Apatient and caring
nature, aswell as a high degree of empathy and
resilience. Individuals also need to have the
time, energy andmotivation tomake a positive
impact on the lives of these children andyoung
peoplewho really need it. Foster parents are
from allwalks of life, andwewelcome all indi-
viduals to consider fostering, regardless of re-
ligion, race, sexual orientation,marital status,
and importantly, no upper age limit to foster
either.”
Naturally, foster carers get attached to the

children in their care.What is it likewhen they
move on.
“Heartbreaking,” Suzy says swiftly. “Every

time a child leaves you, they leavewith a little
bit of you.Andwe hope that theywill always
remember the good time that theyhadwith
us.Wewant to create a safe, fun environment.
We sit around the table in the evening having
chats over dinner, find out howeveryone’s day
has gone.What activitieswe’re going to do. To
try and help them see that they are valued. That
somebody actually cares.”
“We all dealwith loss all the time anyway,”

Suzy continues. “So you dealwith it nearly

‘Every time a child leaves
you, they leavewith a little
bit of you.Andwe hope
that theywill always
remember the good times
they hadwith us’

TheBrennan-Seerys arenowcaring fora
one-year-old child.Photo: Mark Condren
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