
Advances in Psychotherapy – 
Evidence-Based Practice

Childhood 
Maltreatment
2nd edition

W
ekerle / W

olfe / C
ohen / B

rom
b

erg / M
urray

C
hildhood M

altreatm
ent

Christine Wekerle
David A. Wolfe
Judith A. Cohen
Daniel S. Bromberg 
Laura Murray 



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Childhood Maltreatment



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Advances in Psychotherapy – Evidence-Based Practice

Series Editor
Danny Wedding, PhD, MPH, Saybrook University, Oakland, CA

Associate Editors
Larry Beutler, PhD, Professor, Palo Alto University / Pacific Graduate School of Psychology,  

Palo Alto, CA
Kenneth E. Freedland, PhD, Professor of Psychiatry and Psychology, Washington University 

School of Medicine, St. Louis, MO
Linda C. Sobell, PhD, ABPP, Professor, Center for Psychological Studies, Nova Southeastern 

University, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
David A. Wolfe, PhD, ABPP, Adjunct Professor, Faculty of Education, Western University,  

London, ON

The basic objective of this series is to provide therapists with practical, evidence-based treatment 
guidance for the most common disorders seen in clinical practice – and to do so in a reader-friendly 
manner. Each book in the series is both a compact “how-to” reference on a particular disorder for use 
by professional clinicians in their daily work and an ideal educational resource for students as well as 
for practice-oriented continuing education.

The most important feature of the books is that they are practical and easy to use: All are structured 
similarly and all provide a compact and easy-to-follow guide to all aspects that are relevant in real-life 
practice. Tables, boxed clinical “pearls,” marginal notes, and summary boxes assist orientation, while 
checklists provide tools for use in daily practice.

Continuing Education Credits

Psychologists and other healthcare providers may earn five continuing education credits for 
reading the books in the Advances in Psychotherapy series and taking a multiple-choice exam. This 
continuing education program is a partnership of Hogrefe Publishing and the National Register of 
Health Service Psychologists. Details are available at https://us.hogrefe.com/cenatreg

The National Register of Health Service Psychologists is approved by the American 
Psychological Association to sponsor continuing education for psychologists. The National 
Register maintains responsibility for this program and its content.

https://us.hogrefe.com/cenatreg


This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Childhood 
Maltreatment
2nd edition

Christine Wekerle
McMaster University, Hamilton, ON, Canada

David A. Wolfe
Western University, London, ON, Canada

Judith A. Cohen
Drexel University College of Medicine, Pittsburgh, PA

Daniel S. Bromberg
Special Psychological Services, LLC, Bloomfield, NJ

Laura Murray
Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication information for the print version of this book is available 
via the Library of Congress Marc Database under the Library of Congress Control Number 2018945003
Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication 
Child maltreatment
	 Childhood maltreatment / Christine Wekerle, McMaster University, Hamilton, ON, Canada, David A. Wolfe, 
Western University, London, ON, Canada, Judith A. Cohen, Drexel University College of Medicine, Pittsburgh, PA, 
Daniel S. Bromberg, Special Psychological Services, LLC, Bloomfield, NJ, Laura Murray, Johns Hopkins University,
Baltimore, MD. -- 2nd edition.
(Advances in psychotherapy--evidence-based practice ; v. 4)
Previously published under title: Child maltreatment.
Includes bibliographical references. Issued in print and electronic formats.
ISBN 978-0-88937-418-8 (softcover).--ISBN 978-1-61676-418-0 (PDF).--ISBN 978-1-61334-418-7 (EPUB)
	 1. Child abuse.  2. Abused children--Rehabilitation.  3. Abused children--Services for.  I. Wekerle, Christine, 1962-, 
author  II. Title. II. Series: Advances in psychotherapy--evidence-based practice ; v. 4

RC569.5.C55C47 2018 618.92’85822306 C2018-903377-0
C2018-903378-9

The authors and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information contained in this text is in accord 
with the current state of scientific knowledge, recommendations, and practice at the time of publication. In spite of 
this diligence, errors cannot be completely excluded. Also, due to changing regulations and continuing research, 
information may become outdated at any point. The authors and publisher disclaim any responsibility for any 
consequences which may follow from the use of information presented in this book. 
Registered trademarks are not noted specifically as such in this publication. The use of descriptive names, registered 
names, and trademarks does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from 
the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
Cover image: © ideabug – iStock.com
The cover image is an agency photo depicting models. Use of the photo on this publication does not imply any 
connection between the content of this publication and any person depicted in the cover image.
© 2019 by Hogrefe Publishing
http://www.hogrefe.com

PUBLISHING OFFICES
USA: Hogrefe Publishing Corporation, 7 Bulfinch Place, Suite 202, Boston, MA 02114

Phone (866) 823-4726, Fax (617) 354-6875; E-mail customerservice@hogrefe.com
EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing GmbH, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany

Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com

SALES & DISTRIBUTION
USA: Hogrefe Publishing, Customer Services Department,  

30 Amberwood Parkway, Ashland, OH 44805
Phone (800) 228-3749, Fax (419) 281-6883; E-mail customerservice@hogrefe.com

UK: Hogrefe Publishing, c/o Marston Book Services Ltd., 160 Eastern Ave.,  
Milton Park, Abingdon, OX14 4SB, UK
Phone +44 1235 465577, Fax +44 1235 465556; E-mail direct.orders@marston.co.uk 

EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany
Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com

OTHER OFFICES
CANADA: Hogrefe Publishing, 660 Eglinton Ave. East, Suite 119-514, Toronto, Ontario, M4G 2K2
SWITZERLAND: Hogrefe Publishing, Länggass-Strasse 76, 3012 Bern

 

ISBN 978-0-88937-418-8 (print) • ISBN 978-1-61676-418-0 (PDF) • ISBN 978-1-61334-418-7 (EPUB)
http://doi.org/10.1027/00418-000

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication information for the print version of this book is available via the Library of Congress 
Marc Database under the Library of Congress Control Number 2018945003

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Child maltreatment

Childhood maltreatment / Christine Wekerle, McMaster University, Hamilton, ON, Canada, David A. Wolfe, Western University, 
London, ON, Canada, Judith A. Cohen, Drexel University College of Medicine, Pittsburgh, PA, Daniel S. Bromberg, Special Psychological 
Services, LLC, Bloomfield, NJ, Laura Murray, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD. -- 2nd edition.
(Advances in psychotherapy--evidence-based practice ; v. 4)
Previously published under title: Child maltreatment.
Includes bibliographical references. Issued in print and electronic formats.
ISBN 978-0-88937-418-8 (softcover).--ISBN 978-1-61676-418-0 (PDF).--ISBN 978-1-61334-418-7 (EPUB)

1. Child abuse.  2. Abused children--Rehabilitation.  3. Abused children--Services for.  I. Wekerle, Christine, 1962-, author  II. Title. II.
Series: Advances in psychotherapy--evidence-based practice ; v. 4
RC569.5.C55C47 2018 618.92’85822306 C2018-903377-0

C2018-903378-9
The authors and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information contained in this text is in accord with the current state 
of scientific knowledge, recommendations, and practice at the time of publication. In spite of this diligence, errors cannot be completely 
excluded. Also, due to changing regulations and continuing research, information may become outdated at any point. The authors and 
publisher disclaim any responsibility for any consequences which may follow from the use of information presented in this book. 
Registered trademarks are not noted specifically as such in this publication. The use of descriptive names, registered names, and trademarks 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations 
and therefore free for general use.
Cover image: © ideabug – iStock.com
The cover image is an agency photo depicting models. Use of the photo on this publication does not imply any connection between the 
content of this publication and any person depicted in the cover image.
© 2019 by Hogrefe Publishing
http://www.hogrefe.com

PUBLISHING OFFICES
USA: Hogrefe Publishing Corporation, 7 Bulfinch Place, Suite 202, Boston, MA 02114

Phone (866) 823-4726, Fax (617) 354-6875; E-mail customerservice@hogrefe.com
EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing GmbH, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany

Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com

SALES & DISTRIBUTION
USA: Hogrefe Publishing, Customer Services Department, 

30 Amberwood Parkway, Ashland, OH 44805
Phone (800) 228-3749, Fax (419) 281-6883; E-mail customerservice@hogrefe.com

UK: Hogrefe Publishing, c/o Marston Book Services Ltd., 160 Eastern Ave.,  
Milton Park, Abingdon, OX14 4SB, UK
Phone +44 1235 465577, Fax +44 1235 465556; E-mail direct.orders@marston.co.uk 

EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany
Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com

OTHER OFFICES
CANADA: Hogrefe Publishing, 660 Eglinton Ave. East, Suite 119-514, Toronto, Ontario, M4G 2K2
SWITZERLAND: Hogrefe Publishing, Länggass-Strasse 76, 3012 Bern

Copyright Information
The e-book, including all its individual chapters, is protected under international copyright law. The unauthorized use or distribution of
copyrighted or proprietary content is illegal and could subject the purchaser to substantial damages. The user agrees to recognize and uphold
the copyright.
License Agreement
The purchaser is granted a single, nontransferable license for the personal use of the e-book and all related files.

Making copies or printouts and storing a backup copy of the e-book on another device is permitted for private, personal use only.
Other than as stated in this License Agreement, you may not copy, print, modify, remove, delete, augment, add to, publish, transmit, sell, 

resell, create derivative works from, or in any way exploit any of the e-book’s content, in whole or in part, and you may not aid or permit 
others to do so. You shall not: (1) rent, assign, timeshare, distribute, or transfer all or part of the e-book or any rights granted by this License 
Agreement to any other person; (2) duplicate the e-book, except for reasonable backup copies; (3) remove any proprietary or copyright no-
tices, digital watermarks, labels, or other marks from the e-book or its contents; (4) transfer or sublicense title to the e-book to any other party.

These conditions are also applicable to any audio or other files belonging to the e-book. Should the print edition of this book include 
electronic supplementary material then all this material (e.g., audio, video, pdf files) is also available in the e-book-edition.
Format: PDF

ISBN 978-0-88937-418-8 (print) • ISBN 978-1-61676-418-0 (PDF) • ISBN 978-1-61334-418-7 (EPUB)
http://doi.org/10.1027/00418-000

http://www.hogrefe.com
mailto:customerservice@hogrefe.com
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com
mailto:customerservice@hogrefe.com
mailto:direct.orders@marston.co.uk
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com
http://doi.org/10.1027/00418-000
http://www.hogrefe.com
mailto:customerservice@hogrefe.com
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com
mailto:customerservice@hogrefe.com
mailto:direct.orders@marston.co.uk
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com
http://doi.org/10.1027/00418-000


This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Dedication

First and foremost, this book is dedicated to all victims who have lost their 
lives to causes related to child maltreatment – your imprints on this world are 
not lost. To all those who have survived abuse and neglect – your daily efforts 
to engineer your own resilience journey is acknowledged and admired. We 
appreciate the participation of all child maltreatment research participants in 
building the evidence base upon which this book is based. We recognize the 
tremendous efforts of trainees, research assistants, and other support persons 
who make the research enterprise happen on a daily basis. A special note of 
research thanks goes to Mr. Ronald Chung, who married his sweetheart Cindy 
during the creation of this book.

Second, this book is dedicated to professionals who, in their own ways, 
form a river of resilience to keep victims buoyant and moving forward. This 
book is dedicated to the memory of professionals who have shown a persistent 
devotion to violence prevention. We acknowledge the sizeable contributions 
of Dr. Mark Chaffin and Dr. Murray Strauss. We wish to remember further 
two individuals: Dr. Anne-Marie Wall, 1964–2005, an alcohol researcher who 
came to embrace work in the family violence field, coediting The Violence and 
Addiction Equation with Dr. Wekerle; and Dr. Angus MacMillan, 1930–2015, 
a pediatrician who advocated for the need to establish a children’s hospital, in 
part, to reflect the sensitivity in approach that children need in health care. His 
lifelong work in child health and violence prevention at McMaster University, 
inspired his daughter, Dr. Harriet MacMillan, a pediatrician and child psy-
chiatrist, to initiate the Child Advocacy and Assessment Program (CAAP) 
at McMaster’s Children’s Hospital. She now leads the Violence, Evidence, 
Action Group (VEGA; http://projectvega.ca/). 

http://projectvega.ca/


This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Acknowledgments

This second edition represents an update covering the vast volume of new 
research in child maltreatment. We thank our publishers, acknowledging 
especially Robert Dimbleby and series editor Dr. Danny Wedding, and are 
grateful for their ongoing interest in child maltreatment knowledge exchange. 
The current authorship provides expertise in assessment and treatment issues, 
consistent with the current gold standard of trauma-focused cognitive behavior 
therapy with pediatric clients. Ongoing research that reflects the contributions 
of international teams and practitioners across diverse disciplines and sys-
tems, as well as those with lived experience, remains essential to upholding 
the foundational principles of doing no harm and acting in the best interests 
of the child. As professionals, we recognize the primacy of the child’s and 
adolescent’s right to safety and freedom from violence. Without physical and 
psychological safety, it is very challenging to optimize development and gal-
vanize resilience. We are very pleased to join with you as part of the global 
collective to put children first, end violence, and to work toward peace and 
justice for all of the world’s children.



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

Contents

Dedication   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                 � v
Acknowledgments  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           � vi

1	 Description  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       � 1
1.1	 Terminology  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                         � 1
1.2	 Definitions  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          � 4
1.2.1	 Neglect  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                             � 5
1.2.2	 Physical Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       � 6
1.2.3	 Sexual Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        � 7
1.2.4	 Psychological or Emotional Abuse  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       � 7
1.2.5	 Diagnostic Considerations  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              � 8
1.3	 Epidemiology  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        � 9
1.4	 Course, Prognosis, and Context  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          � 11
1.5	 Recognizing, Reporting, and Disclosing Maltreatment  . . . . . . . .        � 13

2	 Theories and Models of Child Maltreatment  . . . . . . .       � 19

3	 Diagnosis and Treatment Indications  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .              � 25
3.1	 Clinical Interview and Assessment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       � 27
3.2	 Forensic Mental Health Assessment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      � 31
3.3	 Specific Disorders Associated With Childhood Maltreatment  . .  � 33
3.3.1	 Mood Disorders, Self-Harm, and Suicidality  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � 34
3.3.2	 Anxiety Disorders   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                    � 35
3.3.3	 Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and Dissociation  . . . . . . . . . . . . .             � 36
3.3.4	 Substance Use Disorders  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               � 37
3.3.5	 Eating Disorders  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                      � 38
3.3.6	 Asymptomatic Victims  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 � 38

4	 Treatment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        � 41
4.1	 Methods of Treatment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 � 44
4.1.1	 Stabilization and Skills Building  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         � 47
4.1.2	 Trauma Narrative and Processing Phase  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   � 54
4.1.3	 Integration and Consolidation Phase  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      � 61
4.1.4	 Traumatic Grief Components (Optional)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   � 69
4.1.5	 TF-CBT Termination  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  � 72
4.2	 TF-CBT Mechanisms of Action  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         � 72
4.3	 Efficacy and Prognosis  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                � 73
4.4	 Variations and Combinations of Methods  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  � 74
4.5	 Challenges in Carrying Out the Treatments  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                � 75
4.6	 Cross-Cultural Issues  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  � 76



Childhood Maltreatmentviii

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

5	 Case Vignette  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     � 79

6 	 Further Reading  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  � 83

7	 References   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       � 85

8	 Appendix: Tools and Resources  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    � 91

About the Authors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           � 98



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From C. Wekerle, D. A. Wolfe, J. A. Cohen, D. S. Bromberg, & L. Murray: Childhood Maltreatment (2nd ed.) (ISBN 9781616764180) © 2019 Hogrefe Publishing.

1	
Description

My father began screaming.… It snowballed from there. I do remember 
his face being distorted by rage, barking at us like a drill sergeant. I re-
member veins bulging…. He hit my brother upside the face. I was next.… 
He knocked me down again, incensed, and then dragged me to the bed…. 
I thought I was going to die.… My dad and I bumbled our way through my 
youth…. I began to show troubling behavior. I began to steal … trying to 
fill something inside, trying to find power in my powerless life…. If I was 
so lovable, then why did those closest to me seem to see fit to treat me so 
badly?… I have so much compassion for my dad. He endured so much as 
a child, and then he was shipped off to war. He had suffered from PTSD.… 
While he and I did not speak for most of my early career, we have a healthy 
and loving relationship now. Through a combination of therapy and self-
examination, he has fought hard for the happiness he has, and [now] … 
allows me to feel a lot of safety…. 

� Jewel, American singer–songwriter–writer  
(Jewel, 2015)

1.1	 Terminology

Worldwide, over 1 billion children were exposed to violence in 2014 (Hillis, 
Mercy, Amobi, & Kress, 2016). The Global Partnership to End Violence 
Against Children estimates that 120 million females and tens of millions of 
males are sexual abuse victims (UNICEF, 2014). Child maltreatment can be 
understood only by examining the nature of close relationships. Only through 
the context of relationships can such illogical, illegal, and illicit actions be 
repeated, over hours, over days, over years. “It is a private family matter” is a 
phrase that illustrates how child maltreatment was once treated; however, after 
decades of rigorous research and robust results, we are now realizing that child 
maltreatment is a serious public health issue with humanitarian and human 
rights import. As musician Jewel’s quote above reminds us, caregiver vulner-
abilities deserve our compassion. Because of the drive to attachment, and later 
affiliation, children tilt toward tenderness. In a meta-analytic review of the 
adverse childhood events (ACEs) literature by Hughes and colleagues (2017), 
there was a strong urgency felt by all involved parties to prevent maltreatment, 
minimize its negative impact by targeting reoccurrence, and build resilience. 
With four or more ACEs, there was a 5–10 times increase in the likelihood of 
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problematic alcohol and drug use, 3–5 times increase in the likelihood of sexual 
health risk behaviors, and over 30 times increase in the likelihood of a suicide 
attempt. While cumulative stress in childhood is the key concern, five of the 
ACEs involve child maltreatment (physical, sexual, emotional abuse, neglect, 
exposure to intimate partner violence), while three are caregiver vulnerability 
factors (household substance abuse, mental health problems, criminality). The 
annual costs of maltreatment are estimated at between US $124 billion and US 
$585 billion in the US (Fang, Brown, Florence, & Mercy, 2012).

The adults’ issues do deserve therapeutic attention. Parental socioeconomic 
stress, personality vulnerabilities, addiction, partnership problems, social isola-
tion, cognitive impairment, and psychopathology certainly impact parenting. 
The adults’ stress narrows their attentional capacities, leading to an overfocus 
on child problem behavior and an underattention to child discovery and positive 
behaviors. There is robust evidence for the harm of spanking and verbal abuse 
toward children, and yet, in developing countries in particular, most children 
experience adversive, coercive parenting. Overwhelmed adults also disengage 
from child care. However, the fact remains that adults take care of children; 
children do not parent and protect adults. The child’s stress systems are over-
whelmed due to their dependent and in-development nature. Behaviorally, the 
child will freeze, faint, flee, or fight. Increasingly, youths are becoming more 
active, reporting their maltreatment directly to national and international child 
helplines (Bentley, O’Hagan, Raff, & Bhatti, 2016). Data from 2003–2013 
from Child Helpline International – a global network of helplines – documents 
the fact that over 4 million children have reported violence, primarily at the 
ages of 10–18 years old; 60% of reportees were girls, and 58% of physical 
abuse perpetrators were family members (Child Helpline International, 2013).  
There is a changing landscape of dangers to youth: In 2015, the Internet Watch 
Foundation and partners removed over 68,000 URLs with child sexual abuse 
images worldwide (International Watch Foundation, 2016). The details alone 
should shock us into our advocacy roles as professionals: 3% of victims were 
assessed as 2 years old or under, with most victims assessed to be 10 years old 
and under; 85% of images were of girls, with 39% of images showing extreme 
violence. The drivers for this content are persons in developed nations: Most of 
these sites were hosted in North America and Europe.

These statistics highlight the need to support two of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs): SDG 5.2, to “eliminate all forms of violence 
against all women and girls in public and private spheres” (United Nations, 
2017); and SDG 16.2, to “end abuse, exploitation, trafficking, and all forms of 
violence and torture against children” (United Nations, 2017). For clinicians 
engaged in cases of family violence, it is important to be aware of the full 
range of violence and risks, as well as the resilience resources. We need to be 
prepared to consider cross-cutting issues, such as the environment and poverty, 
alongside human rights and public health initiatives in violence prevention, as 
expressed in the principles underlying the SDGs.

While we may think of child maltreatment as relevant to a child or family, 
its ripples extend much further. Violence is a social determinant of health, and 
there are disparities in the ways in which violence affects relationships, par-
enting, and communities. In a 27-year birth population cohort, economic and 
social instability were found to be predictors of child maltreatment (Doidge, 
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Higgins, Delfabbro, & Segal, 2017). Higher rates of maltreatment are linked 
to economic and financial crises in countries, as well as poor adult financial 
health in terms of employment and property ownership (Currie & Widom, 
2010). The implications of poverty include spill-over effects that further 
impact physical health. 

An ongoing concern is the disproportionate numbers of socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged children in out-of-home care. For example, according to 
Statistics Canada, in 2011 (Turner, 2016), Aboriginal children aged 14 and 
under accounted for 7% of Canadian children but 48% of foster care children 
(Aboriginal is the term used in the study for this report and reflects predomi-
nantly First Nations children, but also Métis and Inuit children. For the report 
on the 2011 National Household Survey data [Turner, 2016]). Of these, 44% 
lived with at least one Aboriginal parent. Indigenous cultural practices pro-
mote well-being, as they target a balance in mental, physical, emotional, and 
spiritual well-being, as well as the maintaining of a tangible connection to 
community resources. Children and youths living in indigenous communi-
ties are also exposed to land-based trauma, where the ongoing requirement to 
defend and protect land and water resources is heightened with environmental 
concerns over corporate and government challenges to treaty rights. Recently, 
a connection was made between government and public health concerns such 
as clean water, degradation of land, and available green space, on the one 
hand, and location and (re)location of children and families on the other. In 
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United 
Nations General Assembly, 2007);, rights to intellectual property, traditional 
knowledge, language, and ancestral domains, as well as treaty and land rights, 
are detailed. Article 22 specifically addresses children, stating that they have 
a right to “full protection and guarantees against all forms of violence and 
discrimination” (p. 9). People in governmental positions and professionals 
in care and contact positions are duty bearers, upholding our duty to sup-
port well-being and to address violence. As such, we have a responsibility to 
respect, promote, and realize human rights, and to abstain from human rights 
violations. 

The portrait painted herein of child maltreatment is one of adult disadvan-
tage and poor decision making, often in the context of historical and current 
violence and deprivation. The body of research is clear that maltreatment is 
an environmental and relationship toxin, a modifiable health risk factor, and 
a driver of health care costs. Yet, in day-to-day experience, violence is one 
adult’s choice among a myriad of other options for that one child. A parent’s 
capacity to buffer a child from the parent’s own stress, as well as to scaffold a 
child’s response, is critical to developing the adaptive serve-and-return mutual 
attention interactions, which include the capacity for interactive repairs – the 
how to of reconciling conflictual interactions. A serve-and-return interaction 
occurs when a child is given feedback on their actions or verbalizations from 
the parent, thereby engaging the child in a reciprocal manner. Interactive 
repairs involve exchange between the parent and child working together to 
remedy conflict, allowing for the parent to take responsibility for correcting 
a potentially harmful interaction. An example of this would be the parent 
explaining the use of punishment that is reasonable or apologizing for a harsh 
discipline approach, letting the child know what they should expect in the 




