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“The parent-child connection is the most 
powerful mental health intervention 
known to mankind.” –Besser van der Kolk



Overview
• Role of Adult Survivor in a Child’s Healing
• Overview of Effects of Trauma on Children

– Legal Perspective
• Practical ways Adults Survivors can be involved in 

Child’s Healing
• Impact on Child if Adult Survivor not a part of Healing 
• Struggling w/ Parenting after Abuse
• Reserving Judgement & Bias as Advocates
• Child Advocates supporting Adult Survivors w/ 

Parenting



Tiffani, Micah, and Mariah

• Tiffani has two children
– 12-year-old Micah
– 10-month-old Mariah

• Mariah’s father has been physically and 
emotionally abusive to Tiffani

• Micha has seen the abuse and feels scared



“We can offer our presence, compassion and sense of perspective in supporting 
parents to strengthen their relationships with their children in ways that are 

personally meaningful and helpful to them. The well-being of survivors is 
intertwined with that of their children and by strengthening their relationships, 

both will benefit and thrive.” (Blumenfeld)

Parent-Child Relationship and 
Healing from Trauma



Role of the adult survivor in a child’s 
healing

“Based on the research about resilience and 
with more than 30 years of wisdom, we have 

learned that the single most important resource 
for children in fostering resilience and healing 

from the traumatic effects of experiencing 
domestic violence is a secure attachment 

relationship with a loving parent or caregiver 
over time.” (NCDTM)



Role of the adult survivor in a child’s 
healing

“There is neuroscientific evidence that all of us, children 
and adults, have embodied trauma that impacts our lives. 
But with the right support and relationships, we can learn 

to regulate the effects of trauma on our brains, 
strengthening our ability to adapt to the many adversities 

of modern life. This is part of developing resilience, the 
ability to meet and overcome challenges in ways that 

maintain or promote well-being. An empathetic and safe 
relationship with a skilled adult can regulate the effects of 

childhood trauma on the brain.” (Price-Mitchell)



Role of the adult survivor in a child’s 
healing

“We know that a consistently loving, nurturing 
relationship with a parent or other caregiving 

person who is involved in a child’s life over time 
is the single greatest resource for a child’s 
healthy development and recovery from 

exposure to family violence and other trauma.” 
(Lieberman, Van Horn)



Dr. Karen Treisman: Good Relationships 
are the key to healing trauma



Effects of Trauma on Children: Infants, 
Toddlers, & Preschoolers

What you may observe: How you can help (and support parents to 
help):

Sleep or feeding disturbances Support parents in keeping their children close 
to them

Being upset at reminders and doing their best to 
avoid reminders

Help the child anticipate what will happen

Feelings of helplessness and passivity Give choices

Specific new fears Provide reassurance when the child needs it

Loss of recently acquired developmental skills 
(e.g., walking or talking)

Name the child’s feelings

Clinginess and separation anxiety Expect to need to do these over and over again. 
It is normal for children to need repeated 
reassurance.

Thinking and talking about the traumatic events

Irritability, aggressiveness, easily startled



Effects of Trauma on Children: School-
Age Children

What you may observe: How you can help (and support parents 
to help):

Post-traumatic Play Listen to child’s concerns

Feeling guilty about the trauma and 
responsible for what happened

Answer questions truthfully and simply

Fears of being overwhelmed by their feelings Support the parent in letting the child stay 
close to them

Concerns about their own safety and the safety 
of others

Offer reassurance that you and the parent are 
working together to keep them safe

Impaired concentration and difficulty learning Name the child’s feelings and encourage the 
child to find ways to express them through 
language, play or drawing

Aggressive behavior, anxiety Help the child anticipate what will happen next

Withdrawn behavior Give choices

Headaches, stomach aches, and difficulty 
learning

Expect to have to do these things again and 
again.



Effects of Trauma on Children: 
Adolescents

What you may observe: How you can help (and support parents 
to help):

Detachment, shame, and guilt Provide environment in which the teen can 
talk about concerns

Self-consciousness about their fears & intense 
feelings

Give choices

“Acting out” and sensation-seeking behaviors 
that may include life-threatening reenactments

Support parents in letting their teens stay close 
to them– even relatively independent teens 
may need extra support after traumatic event

Abrupt shift in relationships Help teens anticipate what will happen next

Radical changes in attitude and changes in self-
identity

Answer questions honestly

Premature entrance into adulthood or 
reluctance to leave home

Help teens find ways to express their strong 
feelings: journaling, writing stories or poems, 
art

Upset at reminders of trauma, avoidance Listen

Coping behaviors that may include self-
endangering behaviors (substance use, cutting)

Expect to have to do these things again and 
again.



Effects of Trauma on Children:
From legal perspective

• Important for child advocacy field to 
understand full extent of harm and exposure 

**Identify the actions of the Adult survivor that 
mitigated the harm or exposure- this can help release 

blame from the survivor**

• Harm and exposure of children can lead to 
conclusions that constitute abuse and neglect



 Talk about the traumatic event with children: children do not benefit 
from ‘not thinking about it’ or ‘putting it out of their minds’. Listen, 
answer questions and provide comfort and support. Listening and 
comforting a child without avoiding or over-reacting will have long-
lasting positive effects on the child’s ability to cope with trauma 

 Stability and Consistency: children need to know they can rely on 
regular structure in the home and daily life. It is frightening for 
traumatized children to sense that the people caring for them are 
themselves disorganized, confused and anxious. Children need a sense 
of stability and consistency from their caregiver in day-to-day life. 

Healing after Trauma: 
Role of the adult survivor in healing

“Children’s developmental trajectory is critically mediated by appropriate, affective 
relationships with loving and consistent caregivers…” (Ginsburg) 



Healing after Trauma: 
Role of the adult survivor in healing

Protection: cut short or stop activities that are upsetting or 
re-traumatizing for children. Try to restructure or limit 
activities that cause escalation of symptoms in the 
traumatized child. Create safety.

Giving children choice and a sense of control: giving 
children choice or some element of control in an activity or 
in an interaction with an adult will allow them to feel safe 
and help defuse situations where the child feels out of 
control and therefore anxious. 



Healing after Trauma: 
Role of the adult survivor in healing

Connection & Trust!



Impact on child if the adult survivor 
is not part of healing

“Experiencing domestic violence can also pose 
risks for children’s ongoing, healthy 

development, especially when these 
experiences are not moderated by protective 

factors, such as a strong attachment relationship 
with the non-abusive parent.” (Blumenfield)



Impact on child if the adult survivor 
is not part of healing

• Various reasons why parent unable to be part 
of the child’s healing
– Custody arrangements
– Removed from home or in foster care
– Parent is battling own mental health 
– Out of state 
– Don’t have the tools, support or resources



Parents struggling w/ parenting after 
abuse

“We know that from many first-hand accounts that abusive partners often 
undermine survivors’ parenting role… this undermining and abuse can leave 

survivors feeling inadequate, uncertain about their capacity to parent, and guilty 
about not being able to protect their children from exposure to violence in their 

homes.” (Blumenfield)

“It can take a while to develop a trusting relationship, and as advocates, we can 
offer reassurance that we’re not going to judge their decisions. We can also 

acknowledge their strengths and courage in surviving and seeking support. It can 
be helpful when we reframe ‘resistance’ as the parent’s way of protecting 

themselves against harm and trying to keep herself and her children emotionally 
safe.” (Blumenfield)



Parents struggling w/ parenting after 
abuse

Questions to ask yourself:
• Do I routinely observe parenting strengths?
• What do I identify as positive, or think is working 

well, in the parent-child relationship I see?
• Am I able to share my observations directly with 

parents?
• When do I share my observations about strengths 

with parents, what effect does this have on 
them?



Reserving judgement & bias of 
adult-survivors parenting

• Reflect on our own feelings and responses 
• Be aware of the importance of the relationship and 

being emotionally present 
• Be mindful of the parent’s own experiences, 

strengths, resources and their capacity
• Engage in reflective supervision for a safe space to 

process our responses and to get a perspective on 
our work

“The cumulative effects of domestic violence can erode a survivor’s sense of 
confidence, energy, and capacities, and alter their view of themselves, which 

includes being a competent, effective parent.” (Blumenfield)



Reserving judgement & bias of 
adult-survivors parenting

• Taking a strengths-based approach helps us to recognize, 
honor and promote what’s already working well within the 
parent-child relationship

• Remind yourself: you can’t fix everything in the moment. 
Sometimes, we can only plant a seed through our 
interactions, and we may not be able to see how it will grow 
in the future. 

“When we become aware that a child’s needs are being unmet and the parent is 
seemingly unaware, this can evoke strong feelings in us… When we have the 

opportunity to separate out our own feelings, we may find that we are identifying 
with the child or feeling judgmental towards the parents, or feelings defeated or 

helpless in our efforts to make a difference with this parent and family.” 
(Blumenfield)



Reserving judgement & bias of 
adult-survivors parenting

Questions to ask yourself:
• Are you experiencing strong feelings related to this 

parent or another member of the family? If so, give 
yourself a moment to explore where these feelings 
might be coming from (you feel angry, impatient or a 
sense of urgency to take action)?

• Do you find yourself harboring judgment or feeling 
disconnected or ineffective in your efforts to be helpful 
or supportive?

• What do I need to do to calm down, self-sooth, or re-
regulate? 



Reserving judgement & bias of 
adult-survivors parenting

“Sometimes, when we make a small shift internally, we can feel more 
empathy toward the parent, no matter the situation. We are then in a better 

position to reconnect with the parent emotionally and reengage in the 
advocacy work.” (Blumenfield)



Child Advocates supporting Adult 
Survivors w/ Parenting

Our role is to build trust & relationships with 
parents to support them with the parent-child 

relationship

“We can offer our presence, compassion and sense of perspective in supporting 
parents to strengthen their relationships with their children in ways that are 

personally meaningful and helpful to them”. (Blumenfeld)



Example: toddler who has fallen and scraped his 
hand
Feedback to parent: share how you noticed their 
ability to comfort and soothe their child, observing 
their attunement to child’s needs and how effective 
they are in helping the child feel better when they 
are upset

Child Advocates supporting Adult 
Survivors w/ Parenting

“By giving specific feedback, you can help to encourage and reinforce positive 
parent-child interactions… build on small moments of connection to address 

situations that are more challenging for the parent.” (Blumenfeild)



Child Advocates supporting Adult 
Survivors w/ Parenting

Strengthening Child Advocate and Parent 
relationship:

1. Focus on what the parent does well: give them 
the message of, ‘You can do it’ 

2. Reflect on the parent’s positive efforts: share 
positive changes in their parenting 

3. Resist the urge to ‘do for’ the parent: don’t take 
over their role



“Relationships are key assets in fostering resilience, more adaptive coping, and 
healing after experiencing domestic violence. The relationships that survivors who 
are parenting have with their children can be the single most important resource 

for healing and for supporting children’s well-being and healthy development over 
time. In a parallel way, the relationships that we form with parents can be 

enormously supportive and helpful in rebuilding their parenting role within the 
family and in strengthening the bonds between parents and children.” 

(Blumenfield)





Sources
• National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & 

Mental Health
• American Academy on Pediatrics
• The Child Trauma Academy 
• Roots of Action
• TedTalk

Recommendation: » 2014 – 2015 Webinar Series 
(nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org)

http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/trainingta/webinars-seminars/2014-10-part-series-building-trauma-informed-services-for-children-youth-and-parents-impacted-by-domestic-violence/
http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/trainingta/webinars-seminars/2014-10-part-series-building-trauma-informed-services-for-children-youth-and-parents-impacted-by-domestic-violence/
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