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Rates of aggression and violence in children, teens, and young adults remain 
a pressing concern in the vast majority of developed countries. Canada is no 
exception. From 1997 to 2006, violent crime rates among youth in Canada 
increased by 12%, setting them 30% higher than those recorded in 1991 
(Milligan, 2008). Youth charges for assault accounted for the bulk of this 
increase, representing 80% of apprehensions for violent crime in 2006. 
Among assault charges, a 21% increase occurred for aggravated assault 
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and a 40% increase for assault with a weapon. Homicides also increased by 
41%; however, they accounted for less than 1% of violent youth crime with 
fewer than 100 youth charged per year.

Rates of bullying and victimization in school contexts also remain at 
high levels. In a 2006 survey of Canadian youth in grades 6 to 9 conducted 
as part of the International Youth Health Survey, students responded to 
questions about bullying at school, assaults requiring medical assistance, 
threats of extortion, and being the victim of theft (Savoie, 2007). Over 40% 
reported victimization in the 12 months preceding the survey, with two 
thirds of these students reporting repeated victimization. Perpetration of 
violent behaviours was also high with 13% of students admitting to carry-
ing a weapon. Students reported that they typically began engaging in these 
behaviours at age 12 or 13. These results are generally consistent with the 
2007 Ontario Student Drug Use and Health Survey (Adlaf, Paglia-Boak, 
Beitchman, & Wolfe, 2007) of students in grades 7 to 12, in which 9% of 
students reported carrying a weapon in the past 12 months; 11% reported 
perpetrating an assault; and 5% reported engaging in gang-related vio-
lence. Canada is certainly not alone with respect to the problem of youth 
violence and bullying. In a 2005 report by the United States Center for Dis-
ease Control (CDC, 2006), 35.9% of youth in grades 9 to 12 reported being 
in a physical fight in the preceding 12 months and 18.5% reported carrying 
a weapon (gun, knife, or club) within the preceding 30 days.

Although many assume that aggression and violence is a problem 
restricted primarily to boys, the past two decades of research have shown 
otherwise. Rates of violent offending continue to remain substantially 
higher for boys, but trends show that female violent offending is increasing 
disproportionately in Canada, the US, and elsewhere (Adlaf et al., 2007; 
Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). The shrinking gap between boys and girls in 
rates of violence is concerning, particularly in conjunction with recent 
studies of young women’s aggressive behaviour in romantic relationships. 
For example, Straus and Ramirez (2007) found that severe physical attacks 
toward romantic partners among young adults were comparable for males 
(11.0%) and females (11.6%). In cases where only one partner reported 
engaging in severe aggressive acts, it was substantially more likely to be 
the female (29.8%) rather than male partner (13.7%). These findings con-
cur with Archer’s (2000) conclusion based on his meta-analytic review of 
82 studies examining sex differences in perpetration of intimate partner 
violence: women were slightly more likely than men to perpetrate violence 
toward their partners, but also slightly more likely to be injured in violent 
partner altercations. In sum, youth violence continues to present a signifi-
cant challenge nationally and internationally.
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The economic costs of youth violence, including social and criminal 
justice services, are substantial and rising. These costs extend into the 
future because of long-term social, economic, and health related problems 
that emerge as high-risk violent youth mature into adulthood (e.g., Trul-
son, Marquart, Mullings, & Caeti, 2005), and are particularly concerning 
when one considers associated costs of increased risk for partner and child 
abuse (e.g., Gebo, 2007; Thornberry, 2005). Prevention is clearly a priority, 
but risk reduction programs are also important. It is imperative that these 
programs draw from the most compelling research evidence and target 
factors with clear concurrent and prospective relations to risk onset and/
or exacerbation. Furthermore, given the rising rates of female aggression 
and violence, intervention programs need to target risk factors that are rel-
evant to both girls and boys. Gender-tailored programs may be necessary 
in some domains; however, we also emphasize that there are many risk and 
protective factors in common across girls and boys and these should not 
be disregarded.

Some factors that increase risk for aggression and violence in children 
and teens are immutable, such as difficult temperament (van Zeijl et al., 
2007), but exposure to socially determined risk factors can be altered. 
Family influences, including adverse parenting behaviour and exposure to 
family violence, have garnered much attention in research on the roots of 
aggression and violence. In this chapter, we discuss the facets of parenting 
and parent–child relationships that may pose risk for aggression and vio-
lence in teens. Our discussion focuses on how parenting behaviours shape 
children’s attachment representations, which in turn regulate children’s 
cognitive, affective, and behavioural functioning, particularly in interper-
sonal contexts. We move from research to intervention, provide a rationale 
for a brief manualized program that supports parents and caregivers of 
high-risk teens, and present evidence of its effectiveness across communi-
ties in Canada.

parenting and child and adolescent 
aggression
Research on parenting styles has consistently revealed key features that 
either place children at risk or buffer them from adversity with respect 
to social-psychological health in general, and aggression and violence in 
particular. Parenting characterized by high warmth, behavioural control, 
and autonomy promotion—that is, “authoritative parenting”—predicts a 
range of positive child outcomes (e.g., Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Rob-
erts, & Fraleigh, 1987; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). In contrast, parenting that 
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is low in warmth, high in behavioural control, and low in autonomy pro-
motion—that is, “authoritarian parenting”—places children at risk for 
many negative outcomes, including aggression (Barber, 2002; Grolnick, 
2003). Similarly, children suffer when parenting is neglectful or disen-
gaged, low in warmth, and low in behavioural control and autonomy pro-
motion (Baumrind, 1972; Brown & Whiteside, 2008; Gray & Steinberg, 
1999; Steinberg, Lamborn, Darling, Mounts, & Dornbush, 1994).

Looking more specifically at the components of general parenting 
styles, distinct parenting behaviours have been shown to predict child 
outcomes (Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 1989). The most robust finding 
in this regard is the central importance of parental warmth as a protec-
tive factor across childhood age, sex, and culture (Khaleque & Rohner, 
2002; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 1999; Stattin & Kerr, 2000). Parental 
warmth protects youth from developing aggressive behaviours during ado-
lescence and prospectively buffers them from responding to conflict with 
aggression (Scaramella et al., 1999).

A number of other aspects of parent–child relationships and family 
functioning have deep and lasting effects on child and adolescent aggres-
sion and violence. Most important among these is exposure to family vio-
lence. Meta-analytic reviews clearly show that exposure to family violence is 
concurrently and prospectively related to increased risk for aggression and 
violence in childhood and adolescence (Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt, & Kenny, 
2003). Of note is the fact that exposure to parental partner violence pro-
duces negative effects on par with those found for direct maltreatment, 
including physical and sexual abuse (e.g., Carroll, 1994; Kitzmann et al., 
2003). For example, Maxwell and Maxwell (2003) compared the effects 
of child physical abuse with observing family violence and found that 
the latter was the most significant predictor of adolescent aggression. Not 
only do such studies underscore the profound effects of exposure to fam-
ily violence on child and youth aggressive behaviour, but they have also led 
some researchers to argue that exposure to family violence is potentially 
even more damaging than either direct abuse or neglect alone (Somer & 
Braunstein, 1999). The strong effects of observing family violence may be 
due to implicit lessons learned within these emotionally provocative and 
personally salient contexts, lessons that guide the future use and meaning 
of aggression within close relationships (Moretti & Obsuth, 2011; Moretti, 
Penney, Obsuth, & Odgers, 2006). As we discuss later, such experiences 
can have deep effects on the adolescents’ emerging belief systems and 
interpersonal response patterns.
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the mediating role of attachment 
representations
As research has progressed, interest had moved beyond the mere identifica-
tion of which specific parenting behaviours increase versus buffer risk, to a 
search for the mechanisms that mediate the impact of parenting behaviours 
on child adjustment. A number of theoretical models propose that inter-
nalized beliefs and expectations exert lasting and substantial influences on 
adjustment and behaviour over the course of development, and thus are 
likely at play in mediation processes. Attachment theory focuses on the 
intrapersonal and interpersonal beliefs and expectations that emerge from 
parent–child interactions. Over time, beliefs—sometimes referred to as 
“if-then” interpersonal contingency beliefs (Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996)—
consolidate into “internal working models” that embody rich and multi-
faceted relational information (Bowlby, 1973). These representational 
structures guide attention, encoding, and interpretation of relational 
events; they also give rise to affective experiences of emotional arousal and 
provoke behavioural sequences of approach or avoidance. Although the 
foundations of internal working models are based on experiences within 
early caregiving relationships and set the course for navigating subsequent 
close relationships (Hamilton, 2000; Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & 
Albersheim, 2000), later experiences such as interpersonal loss, adversity, 
and experiences in intimate relationships also influence attachment rep-
resentations and interpersonal behaviour (Waters et al., 2000; Weinfield, 
Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000).

Many of the parenting behaviours associated with aggressive and 
violent behaviour are similarly associated with insecure attachment in 
young children and adolescents (Benson, Buehler, & Gerard, 2008; Doyle 
& Markiewicz, 2005; Karavasilis, Doyle, & Markiewicz, 2003). Exposure 
to family violence and maltreatment also has deleterious effects on child 
attachment (e.g., Cicchetti, Toth, & Lynch, 1995; Lyons-Ruth & Jacob-
vitz, 1999). Research has shown that parenting and attachment style each 
uniquely predict child adjustment, including aggressive behaviour (Muris, 
Meesters, Morren, & Moorman, 2004; Muris, Meesters, & van den Berg, 
2003; Roelofs, Meesters, ter Huurne, Bamelis, & Muris, 2006), suggest-
ing that once established, attachment representations carry forward—or 
mediate—the impact of parenting on adjustment.

Given the common pathway between parenting and aggression on the 
one hand, and parenting and attachment on the other, it is not surprising 
that studies reveal significant relationships between various types of inse-
cure attachment and aggressive and delinquent behaviour (e.g., Greenberg, 
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Speltz, DeKlyen, & Endriga, 1991; Greenberg, 1999). For example, Allen et 
al. (2002) found that anxious-preoccupied attachment at age 16 predicted 
increasing delinquent behaviour between the ages of 16 to 18 years. Oth-
ers have shown that avoidant patterns of attachment relate to aggressive 
and delinquent behaviour as well. For example, early studies revealed that 
anxious-avoidant attachment was related to non-compliant behaviour in 
very young children both concurrently and prospectively from infancy to 
grades 1 to 3 (Greenberg, Speltz, DeKlyen, & Jones, 2001; Renken, Egeland, 
Marvinney, Mangelsdorf, & Sroufe, 1989; Speltz, DeKlyen, & Greenberg, 
1999). Further, Rosenstein and Horowitz (1996) found that avoidant-dis-
missing attachment was characteristic of male adolescents diagnosed with 
conduct disorder, substance abuse, and anti-social and narcissistic person-
ality disorders.

Several processes may be related to the mediating role of attachment in 
the relation between parenting and risk for aggression and violence. First, 
these effects may be mediated at the cognitive level. As previously noted, 
beliefs formed on the basis of repeated experiences within the caregiver-
child relationship form a working model (i.e., a set of expectations and 
behaviours to draw upon) for interpersonal relationships within and out-
side of the family. For example, some children may have learned that their 
caregivers only respond to their needs when their pleas for attention are 
amplified through increasingly aggressive and demanding behaviours, as in 
anxious-preoccupied attachment. Hence, they come to believe that others 
only respond to dire and demanding expressions of need; for these children 
aggression and intimacy become interwoven over time. These children learn 
that aggressive and potentially destructive behaviour has a functional role 
in attachment relationships and use it to demand and sustain the engage-
ment of others with them. Other children who experience their caregivers 
as rejecting withdraw from them, as in anxious-avoidant attachment, and 
come to anticipate similar behaviours from others. They are thus unlikely 
to seek others for comfort (i.e., high avoidance) and may interpret ambigu-
ous social cues as motivated by hostile and controlling intentions. Aggres-
sive behaviour becomes a way to stave off potential rejection or attack and 
close relationships offer little in the way of trusted comfort.

Second, attachment may mediate or moderate the relation between par-
enting and risk through its effects on emotion regulation. A number of 
researchers have argued that attachment representations are regulatory 
mechanisms that modulate emotional arousal (e.g., Bowlby, 1973; Cas-
sidy, 1994; Grossman & Grossman, 1993; Zimmermann, 1999). Early in 
development, these regulatory functions are largely performed by parents, 
but over time they become consolidated and internalized as a compo-
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nent of the attachment representation, providing a degree of autonomy in  
self-regulation (Spangler & Zimmerman, 1999). Parenting that optimizes 
attachment security also optimizes healthy emotion regulation (e.g., Allen, 
Hauser, Eickholt, Bell, & O’Connor, 1994; Calkins & Bell, 1999; Morris, 
Silk, Steinberg, Myers, & Robinson, 2007); conversely, parenting that is 
inconsistent and parenting that is rejecting and controlling is linked to 
insecure attachment and provides little scaffolding in the development of 
adaptive emotion regulation. As insecurely attached children move into 
adolescence and adulthood they are poorly equipped to manage emo-
tionally provocative events often present in increasingly complex social 
interactions. As a result, they are vulnerable to respond with aggression to 
challenging situations.

Finally, attachment may mediate the relation between parenting and 
aggressive behaviour through its relation to children’s moral development 
and development of prosocial values and attitudes (Laible & Thompson, 
2000). Parenting that is sensitive and mindful of the psychological world 
and autonomy of the child provides an ideal context for moral develop-
ment, empathy, and care and respect for others (e.g., Fonagy, 2000). On the 
other hand, parenting that disregards the internal psychological world of 
the child and instead focuses on managing or controlling their behaviour, 
will miss important opportunities to engage the child in moral reason-
ing and will limit the internalization of morality and prosocial reasoning. 
Fonagy (2000) argued that the caregivers’ capacity for reflective awareness 
of their own and their child’s internal world increases the likelihood of the 
child’s secure attachment and facilitates the development of mentaliza-
tion, or reflective function, in the child. Thus, insecure attachment places 
children at risk for aggression and violence by limiting their exposure to 
healthy relational experiences that promote a sense of social responsibility, 
social connection, and empathy.

An important advantage of attachment theory is that it provides an 
integrated model for understanding the cognitive, emotional, and social 
effects of parenting on child development over time. It also emphasizes 
the fact that child development—and most notably, a particular child’s 
relative level of risk and resilience—is dynamically embedded in relational 
contexts. As a result, an attachment perspective demands a developmental 
and systemic appreciation of risky behaviour which can be readily applied 
to the development of treatment programs. Next we briefly note the appli-
cation of attachment theory to intervention for children and youth, and 
describe a program specifically developed to reduce teen risk for aggression 
and violence.
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attachment-focused treatment programs 
for children and youth
Over the past two decades, a number of attachment focused treatment 
programs have been developed primarily for mothers of infants or young 
children. A meta-analytic review of 70 studies of attachment-based inter-
ventions revealed a medium effect size for enhancing parental sensitivity 
and a small effect size for increasing attachment security (Bakermans-
Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003). Other programs, with 
similar results, have been developed and evaluated since this review. For 
example, van Zeijl et al. (2006) used Video-Feedback Intervention to Pro-
mote Positive Parenting and Sensitive Discipline (VIPP-SD) with moth-
ers from highly distressed families and found that it enhanced maternal 
sensitivity and reduced infant overactive behaviours (e.g., cannot sit 
still, quickly shifts activity), particularly for infants with a reactive tem-
perament. Comparable findings emerged using VIPP-SD with mothers 
of seven- to ten-month olds: compared to control mothers, mothers who 
completed VIPP-SD became more sensitive, particularly if their infants 
were reactive in temperament (Klein Velderman, Bakermans-Kranenburg, 
Juffer, & van IJzendoorn, 2006).

The Circle of Security program (COS; Marvin, Cooper, Hoffman, & 
Powell, 2002) adopts a more tailored approach based on the attachment 
pattern of each child with his or her mother, the mother’s working model 
of the parent-child relationship, and maternal attachment behaviours 
toward the child. Parents are encouraged to reflect on their child’s needs 
for attachment and autonomy and to pay attention to the role of anxiety 
in provoking behaviour. Videotaped feedback is used to help parents iden-
tify and reflect on sequences of caregiver-child interaction surrounding 
problem behaviour and develop alternate parenting strategies. Toddler and 
preschool children whose parents completed the COS program showed 
significant increases in attachment organization and security (Hoffman, 
Marvin, Cooper, & Powell, 2006).

Few programs have been developed for adolescents. Apart from the 
program we describe later in this chapter, only two attachment-based pro-
grams for adolescents and their families are evident in the literature to date. 
Attachment-Based Family Therapy (ABFT; Diamond, Reiss, Diamond, 
Siqueland, & Isaacs, 2002), originally modelled on Multidimensional 
Family Therapy (MDFT; Liddle, 2002), helps parents “reframe” problem 
behaviour in terms of relational issues, strengthen the working alliance 
between parent and teen, revisit and repair ruptures in the attachment 
relationship, and help parents provide a secure base for autonomy develop-
ment in their children. Results have been promising showing decreases in 
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depression, family conflict and other problem behaviors following their 
family’s completion of ABFT (Diamond, Wintersteen, Brown, Diamond, 
Gallop, Shelef, & Levy, 2010; Diamond, Diamond, Levy, Closs, Ladipo, & 
Siqueland, 2012).

The Multiple-Family Group Intervention (MFGI; Keiley, 2007) is also a 
brief manualized program, specifically designed for caregivers of incarcer-
ated adolescents and delivered prior to the teens’ release. Keiley (2002) 
argues that enhancing parent–teen bonds and reducing coercive inter-
action patterns may promote greater attachment security and in turn 
reduce risk for anti-social and delinquent behaviour. Through role plays 
and behavioural coaching during problematic scenarios, caregivers and 
teens develop skills necessary to avoid the escalation of negative affect and 
acting-out behaviour. Promising findings emerged from a recent pre- and 
post-treatment evaluation of MFGI (Keiley, 2007) in a sample of 67 care-
givers of 73 incarcerated teens. Six months post-treatment, recidivism was 
only 44% for the treatment group compared to the national norm of 65% 
to 85%. Results also showed significant declines in the teens’ externalizing 
behaviour and enhancement of teen–mother attachment.

As promising as these programs appear, further development of attach-
ment-based approaches for adolescents and their families is well overdue. 
Below we describe a manualized short-term intervention for parents and 
other caregivers of teens at high risk for aggressive and violent behaviour.

connect©: supporting parents and 
caregivers of youth at risk for aggression
Connect (Moretti, Braber, & Obsuth, 2009) is a 10-week manualized 
attachment-focused program for caregivers of teens engaged in aggres-
sive, violent, and anti-social behaviours. It was developed based on evi-
dence of the importance of parent–adolescent attachment in supporting 
healthy development, specifically in relation to engagement in aggressive 
and anti-social behaviour, and builds on the success of attachment-focused 
treatments for younger children. Connect focuses on the enhancement of 
the core components of secure attachment: parental sensitivity, parental 
reflective function and mindfulness, and dyadic affect regulation. Rather 
than simply teach parents a set of parenting techniques, it provides guid-
ance in considering the parent–teen relationship and the growing auton-
omy of their child, so basic parenting strategies can be tailored and used 
constructively to support the relationship and provide structure and safety.

Each session begins with the introduction of an attachment principle 
geared to capture key aspects of the parent–teen relationship and common 
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parenting challenges. The program coaches parents to attend to attach-
ment issues related to their adolescent’s behaviour; to reflect on these 
issues as they relate to their child’s state of mind and life experiences; to 
be mindful of their own emotional and cognitive reactions to their child’s 
behaviour; and to respond, rather than react, with empathy and clear 
limit-setting. Experiential activities, including role plays and reflection 
exercises are utilized to illustrate each principle. For example, one session 
focuses on conflict in relationships. In this session, parents are encouraged 
to reframe conflict as a natural part of all relationships that is particularly 
acute during periods of transition, such as adolescence. The message is 
clearly not to accept any degree of conflict or aggressive behaviour by their 
teen; however, parents are asked to: (a) “step back” in emotionally charged 
situations; (b) consider their teen’s behaviour in relation to his or her psy-
chological world and attachment needs; (c) reflect on their own psycho-
logical experience and emotional response; (d) weigh different response 
options in terms of their impact on their current and future relationship 
with their teen, their teen’s receptivity to feedback, and maximizing the 
development of healthy autonomy for their teen; and (e) think about how 
they can set appropriate limits with empathy and support. By anticipating 
domains of conflict and proactively navigating these hot spots in a shared 
partnership with their teen, parents are better equipped to sidestep coer-
cive interaction patterns that spin out of control. Being mindful of their 
own emotional response to their youth’s problem behaviour and the need 
to balance their own needs with those of their teen helps parents to move 
from a stance of anger, frustration, and blame to one of greater self- and 
mutual understanding and proactive choice in parenting.

Our first evaluation of the effectiveness of Connect was based on a wait-
list control study with 20 caregivers (17 females and 3 males) and their teens 
(7 females and 13 males, mean ages 15 and 14 years old, respectively) with 
follow-up at one year post-treatment (Moretti & Obsuth, 2009). Caregivers 
completed measures of parenting and youth externalizing and internaliz-
ing problems at four time-points: at the beginning of their wait-list place-
ment (approximately 4–6 months prior to treatment), at the beginning of 
treatment, at the end of treatment, and at one year following treatment.

Analyses revealed a small but insignificant decline in parent reports 
of teen problem behaviour during the wait-list period. In contrast, par-
ent ratings of youth behaviour problems pre- and post-treatment on the 
Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1981) revealed 
significant declines in youths’ externalizing and internalizing problems. 
Specifically, caregivers reported significant reductions in youths’ anxiety/
depression, social problems, rule-breaking behaviour, aggressive behav-

Pepler, D., & Ferguson, H. B. (Eds.). (2013). Understanding and addressing girls's aggressive behaviour problems :
         A focus on relationships. Wilfrid Laurier University Press.
Created from sfu-ebooks on 2023-10-25 16:25:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 W

ilf
rid

 L
au

rie
r 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



r e d u c i n g  r i s K  o F  a d o l e s c e n t  a g g r e s s i o n  a n d  v i o l e n c e     1 6 9

iour, oppositional defiant problems, and conduct problems. Further, 
caregivers reported significant increases in their sense of parenting satis-
faction and efficacy as measured by the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale 
(PSOC; Johnston & Mash, 1989). Not only were all post-treatment gains 
maintained one year later at follow-up, but caregivers also reported addi-
tional decreases in youths’ total problems, including anxiety and depres-
sion, social problems, rule-breaking behaviours, and conduct problems. 
Results confirmed that the program was equally effective with youth who 
scored above the 70th percentile on the CBCL as rated by their caregiv-
ers prior to treatment, thus ruling out the concern that the program was 
only effective for those with less severe aggressive, violent, and anti-social 
behaviour and not for youth in the clinical range on these indicators.

In response to the increasing demand for evidence-based, cost-effective, 
and accessible programs for caregivers and parents of at-risk youth, a stan-
dardized training program was developed to train mental health profes-
sionals to lead Connect groups across the province of British Columbia (for 
more information about Connect© research, training, and implementation 
see: http://adolescenthealth.ca/connect). Mandatory program evaluation, 
with standardized measures included in the treatment manual, was inte-
grated into program delivery. Over the course of a two-year trial, 50 lead-
ers in 17 communities were trained to deliver Connect. Results based on 
pre-post-treatment reports from 309 parents and caregivers (279 females 
and 30 males) of 309 adolescents (135 females and 174 males, mean ages 
13.73 and 15.53 years old, respectively) replicated our initial findings con-
firming treatment effectiveness (Moretti & Obsuth, 2009). Based on the 
Brief Child and Family Phone Interview (BCFPI; Cunningham, Pettingill, 
& Boyle, 2000), significant pre-post-treatment reductions were found in 
youths’ externalizing and internalizing problems. In addition, significant 
increases were reported in youths’ social participation, quality of relation-
ships, school participation, and global functioning. Following treatment, 
parents also reported significant decreases in youths’ suppression of affect 
as well as significant increases in youths’ ability to regulate their affect and 
reflect on their emotional experiences as measured by the Affect Regula-
tion Checklist (ARC; Moretti, 2003). Further, based on an adapted ver-
sion of the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979) parents reported that after 
treatment their teens were significantly less verbally and physically aggres-
sive toward them and they were significantly less verbally and physically 
aggressive toward their teens.

Results also revealed changes in parenting experiences: parents reported 
significantly greater satisfaction and competence in parenting their teens 
as measured by the PSOC (Johnston & Mash, 1989) and significantly less 
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objective and subjective strain (e.g., anger, resentment, embarrassment, 
missing work or neglecting other duties, interruption of personal time, 
feelings of sadness, guilt, and fatigue) as measured by the Caregiver Strain 
Questionnaire (CGSQ; Brannan, Heflinger, & Bickman, 1997).

Regular attendance and satisfaction with programs is essential to their 
success. Attendance in both trials was excellent, with low dropout rates 
of 14% and with 84% of participants (excluding those who dropped out) 
attending at least 70% of Connect sessions. Our community sample of 309 
caregivers uniformly reported high levels of satisfaction with the program. 
All participants reported that the program was helpful or very helpful, 
97% felt that Connect helped them to understand their child a great deal 
better, and 86% noted a positive change in their relationship with their 
child as a result of applying what they learned in the program. Similar 
findings were reported in the wait-list control study.

It is not yet clear what processes promote change in attachment. Inves-
tigating these questions offers an unparalleled opportunity to learn more 
about the basic process of attachment. Thus, intervention trials are valu-
able beyond demonstrating treatment effectiveness—they offer unique 
opportunities to manipulate conditions and processes that we believe are 
critical to secure attachment. Research on intervention and attachment 
change thus far has suggested that caregiver sensitivity, or the ability of 
caregivers to cognitively represent the relation of their child’s behaviour 
to attachment needs and to respond appropriately, is central to moving 
children toward attachment security. However, other studies suggest that 
there may be more at play than just caregiver sensitivity (e.g., van IJzen-
doorn, 1995). 

Fonagy and others (Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002; Slade, Gri-
enenberger, Bernbach, Levy, & Locker, 2005) believe that the capacity of 
the caregiver to mentalize and reflect on the child’s emotional state, that 
is the capacity for “reflective function,” is crucial to attachment security. 
When caregivers can understand their child’s behaviour in relation to their 
child’s feelings and needs, this gives meaning to the child’s affective experi-
ence and provides opportunities for the caregiver to modulate these states 
with the child, thereby providing optimal conditions for the development 
of attachment security and emergent autonomy. However, in order for this 
process to unfold successfully, caregivers must themselves be able to access 
and modulate their own emotional experiences in relation to their own 
attachment experiences and feelings. This perspective suggests that the 
processes underlying change be deeper than simply changing caregiver 
behaviour. Changes in caregiver “state of mind” may also be critical to 
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treatment success. Our current research looks precisely at these issues with 
the hope that we might soon be able to understand why some caregivers, 
but not others, benefit from treatment.

In two recent studies (Moretti & Obsuth, under review; Moretti, Obsuth, 
Mayseless, & Scharf, 2012), we investigated the importance of parenting 
representations, attachment insecurity (anxiety and avoidance), and affect 
regulation as key targets of intervention and essential mechanisms in the 
change process. In the first study (Moretti & Obsuth, under review), we 
examined change processes in a sample of 784 caregivers who attended 
the Connect Program and completed pre- and post-treatment question-
naires of adolescent parent attachment (The Comprehensive Adolescent-
Parent Attachment Inventory, CAPAI; Moretti, McKay, & Holland, 2000), 
youth affect regulation (Affect Regulation Checklisk, ARC; Moretti, 2003), 
and youth externalizing and internalizing problems (The Brief Child and 
Family Phone Interview, BCFPI; Cunningham, Pettingill, & Boyle, 2000). 
Analyses revealed that decreases in attachment avoidance (i.e., fear of inti-
macy and discomfort with closeness and/or dependence) were related to 
decreases in externalizing problems while decreases in attachment anxiety 
(i.e., dependence and fear of rejection and/or abandonment) were related 
to decreases in internalizing problems. Furthermore, decreases in youth 
affect dysregulation were related to decreases in youth externalizing and 
internalizing problems following treatment. 

In the second study (Moretti et al., 2012), 31 caregivers completed the 
Parenting Representations Interview–Adolescence (PRI-A; Scharf & May-
seless, 1997, 2000, cited in Mayseless & Scharf, 2006, 2007) prior to and 
following their completion of the Connect program. The PRI-A is a semi-
structured interview that assesses parental representations of the child, 
the parent, and the child–parent relationship. Interviews are coded along 
dimensions related to attachment security and parenting behaviours. Fol-
lowing completion of the program, parents viewed their relationships 
with their adolescents as more secure across a number of dimensions. 
They reported fewer conflicts and increased levels of mutuality, reciproc-
ity, and open communication in their relationships. Interestingly, they 
reported increased levels of monitoring of their adolescents coupled with 
increased autonomy-granting and their teens’ increased acceptance of 
parental authority, suggesting that their capacity for a shared partner-
ship (between parents and teens) was enhanced through treatment. In 
the interviews following treatment, parents also conveyed a significantly 
greater self-understanding, understanding of their child, as well as a more 
elaborate perception of their child currently and going into the future. 
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Furthermore, they viewed their relationship with their child more posi-
tively, with less idealization and role-reversal. Overall, parents’ narratives 
following treatment were more secure and less anxious-preoccupied or 
dismissing. Importantly, changes in parental representations were related 
to changes in youth behaviour following treatment. Specifically, decreases 
in youth externalizing problems were related to increases in partnership 
and mutuality between parents and adolescents and increases in parents’ 
positive feelings about their relationship. Decreases in youth externalizing 
problems were also related to increases in youths’ acceptance of parental 
authority, and decreases in conflicts and power struggles in the parent-teen 
relationship. Similarly, decreases in youth internalizing problems were 
related to: increases in positive feelings and youths’ acceptance of parental 
authority; decreases in conflicts and power struggles in the parent–teen 
relationship; decreases in parent-reported experiences of pain and dif-
ficulties in their relationship with their teen; and decreases in parental 
self-sacrifice. 

summary and future directions
Attachment theory offers a perspective that helps us to understand the 
development and function of aggression and violence. It is inherently a 
developmental perspective and therefore provides an understanding of 
how behaviour patterns unfold over time and in relation to a wide range 
of cognitive, social, and emotional risk and protective factors embedded in 
relational contexts. Furthermore, because it does not preclude other levels 
of analysis, it provides a framework for integrating seemingly diverse mod-
els. For example, an attachment perspective is not necessarily in opposition 
with coercion theory, which argues that aggressive behaviour is shaped by 
parental responses to child behaviour and the relational consequences of 
such action (van Zeijl et al., 2006).

The findings reported in this chapter are promising, particularly given 
the serious and long-standing nature of aggressive and violent behaviour 
in these teens and the stress and difficulties experienced by their care-
givers. Aggression and violence of this nature and magnitude often pro-
vokes strong reactions in caregivers and clinicians to contain, control, and 
eradicate such behaviour. Yet such efforts often escalate the very problems 
they seek to diminish. Paradoxically, an attachment-focused approach that 
guides parents away from increasing control and toward connection with 
their teens reduces aggression in teens and their caregivers.

The evaluation of behavioural and other outcomes associated with 
treatment is important, but in-depth and careful evaluation of the under-
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lying processes is equally important. Building on solid theoretical roots, 
attachment-based interventions not only offer an effective evidence-based 
treatment but also allow for the examination of theoretically predicted 
change processes. Understanding these processes will help to refine basic 
theory and to hone our intervention strategies to better prevent and reduce 
the burden of suffering in children and families.

key messages:
1. Parenting behaviours shape children’s attachment representations, 

which in turn regulate children’s cognitive, affective, and behavioural 
functioning.

2. Secure parent–child relationships play a key role in child and adoles-
cent development—they serve as major protective factors and can 
buffer teens from newly emerging or continued engagement in risky 
behaviours.

3. Effective treatment programs focusing on parent-teen relationships 
are key to maintaining and enhancing healthy adolescent development 
and supporting youth through the transition to young adulthood.

4. Over the past two decades, evidence has grown for the effectiveness of 
attachment-based programs in reducing the severity of emotional and 
behavioural problems in young children. Brief, manualized treatment 
programs that target parent–teen attachment, such as the Connect 
program, also offer promise in reducing youth problem behaviours 
and enhancing caregivers’ experiences of parenting.

5. More research is required to understand which treatment components 
and underlying change processes are most significant in accounting 
for and maintaining treatment effects.
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