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Tools

THERAPEUTIC PARENTING OF THE ABUSED  
AND NEGLECTED CHILD

Developed by Allison Davis Maxon, M.F.T. 

•    Maximizing structure and predictability

     Children need to be able to predict what is going to happen next. Increased structure will    
     allow them to decrease their internal anxiety and distress.

•    Being available when the child goes into a state of “distress”

     This distress can look like anger, irritability, isolation and provocation. Children need to 
     learn that they can count on their adoptive parents to assist them in managing their dis- 
     tress states. These children often lack self-awareness and self-expression skills.

•    Intervening in a non-reactive, calm manner when disciplining

     These children are easily triggered into a stress-response-this has to do with brain devel-
     opment and physiology, over which they have no control. Using empathy with conse- 
     quences is effective (refer to Resource section for examples of “Love and Logic”  
     Parenting, pages.

•    Keeping consequences related to the infraction

     Children need help learning causative thinking, which helps them understand how things 
     are connected in a logical way. It will eventually assist them in seeing how their actions  
     create consequences.

•    Modeling healthy coping skills

     Adoptive parents need to take good care of themselves, so they have plenty to give to 
     their children. By actively using humor and engaging in play on a daily basis, adoptive  
     parents will teach their children how to “de-stress.”

•    Assisting children in “catching up”

     Many behaviors children exhibit are a result of their being under-socialized. Adoptive    
     parents need to actively assist children in catching up socially, emotionally, and devel- 
     opmentally. Children are most easily socialized through interactive play, such as: sing- 
     ing, dancing, wrestling, charades, and board games. Through play, children learn that 
     life can be fun, how to take turns, how to be playful, empathic, delay gratification,  
     manage impulses, and be honest.  
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•    Utilizing the concept of “therapeutically joining”

     When children have a problem, misbehave or make a mistake, it is best if adoptive par-
     ents “align” themselves with children against the problem. This strengthens children’s  
     emotional connections to their adoptive parents (who are now not the enemies but their  
     allies) and allows adoptive parents to teach children healthy problem solving skills. The  
     adoptive parent’s goal is to “tease out” the problem and engage the child in coming up  
     with viable solutions. Adoptive parents can then help the child practice what they have  
     learned…again and again. 

•    Looking for the underlying need that is producing the behavior

     Behavior is purposeful but children typically are not aware of their unconscious 
     needs. Asking them “Why did you do that?” is usually not helpful. The job of adoptive  
     parents is to decode why their children are behaving a certain way, and then assisting  
     them in developing socially acceptable ways to get those needs met. Acquiring this 
     information also helps the parents to develop empathy for the child.

Allison Davis-Maxon, M.F.T., is the Regional Executive Director, Child Placement and Education Programs 
at Kinship Center in Santa Ana, California. She is an ACT facilitator.


