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Introduction

When children and teens have been traumatized by their parents or other 
caregivers, they are at risk to manifest a variety of symptom patterns that reflect 
serious problems in forming attachments with their current caregivers in which 
they would turn to them for safety, comfort, guidance and companionship.   

These symptom patterns reflect poorly organized attachment patterns, habitual terror, and 
excessive shame.  Major developmental skills fail to develop well leaving them at risk for 
dysregulation or rigid control when faced with stress.   The following are common features of 
these children and youth.
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Impaired DevelopmentImpaired Development

Minimal: joy, humor

reciprocal enjoyment (fun, love)

eye contact

selective attachment

• indiscriminately charming

empathy

guilt/remorse

emotional communication

inner-state language re: self & other

cause/effect thinking

awareness of bodily functions 

appropriate physical boundaries

continuing sense of self across 
various experiences and moods

Each deficit often creates resistance to the 
experience
Each deficit often creates resistance to the 
experience

Symptom Patterns

Pervasive Fear and Shame

Excessive need to Control

Oppositional-Defiant Behaviors

Affect Dysregulation
• rage, terror, despair

Hurting others and self 
• emotional and physical

Poor response to discipline, 
frustrations, responsibilities

Lies, Excuses, Blaming

Good/Bad Splitting

Sense of entitlement; demanding

Victimhood Identity

Destructive, stealing, hoarding

Manipulation

Dissociation

Hypervigilance

Avoidance of specific thoughts/ 
feelings/behaviors



If these children and youth are living with a caregiver who has the ability and commitment to 
facilitate the development of attachment security, then an underlying goal of their 
psychotherapy is to enable them to achieve such trust and security with their caregiver. 

At times these children and youth are living with caregivers who might not be seen as 
attachment figures.  This may be the case in group homes or with adolescents who are clear 
that they do not want “a parent”.  If we focus on the ability to experience “attachment 
security”, rather than “attachment” we are speaking of the child learning to feel safe with and 
trust the adults who are responsible for their care, rather than a “personality trait” of the child 
or achieving a permanent relationship.

Attachment-based principles of relationship development ought to be a central part of 
psychotherapy for these young people who need to learn how to relate well with their 
caregivers even if  a permanent “attachment” with their caregivers is not the treatment goal.  
These young people need to feel safe with and learn to trust their primary caregivers if they 
are to achieve personal stability and proceed along a healthy developmental path. 

Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy

DDP is a relationship focused psychotherapy that facilitates the child’s ability to engage in 
attachment-based relationships with his primary caregivers and other significant adults in his 
life.  This treatment is likely to be more effective if the adults with whom the child lives are 
present and active in the treatment.  Developing good relationship skills can best be done 
with the adults with whom one lives.  Actually practicing and utilizing these skills in the 
treatment is likely to be more effective than simply talking about the skills needed from a 
cognitive-behavioral perspective.  Also, the presence of the adult will enable the therapist to 
be confident that the adults are employing the appropriate relationship skills that will 
optimize the child’s ability to develop the same skills.  We cannot expect young people to 
learn the relationship skills that they need if they are in relationships with adults who are not 
using congruent skills.
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Possible goals for children with trauma and attachment problems through  
using DDP

1. Emotional Development  

a. Identifies and names emotional states of self and others
b. Regulates emotional states, first through engaging in the co-regulation of emotional 

states and gradually learning to auto-regulate these states
c. Communicates his emotional states through engaging in meaningful dialogue about 

his inner life with his caregivers
d. Positive emotions (fun, love, excitement) emerging due to less shame and anxiety

2. Relationship Repair

a. Learns to identify and perceive relationship conflicts as a normal part of relationships
b. Manifests less shame and can acknowledge own behaviors that hurt relationships
c. Engages in relationship repair initiated by caregiver
d. Begins to initiate relationship repair

3. Accepting Comfort  

a. Identifies when he needs comfort and support and accepts this aspect of himself
b. Is receptive to comfort and support initiated by his caregivers
c. Actively seeks comfort and support from his caregiver when in distress 

4. Increasing Reflective Functioning toward self

a. Is aware of his thoughts, feelings, wishes, judgments, values, perceptions, memories
b. Is able to perceive the connections between his reflective functioning and his 

behaviors
c. Is able to communicate all aspects of his inner life to his caregivers

5. Increasing awareness of the inner-lives of others

a. Is becoming aware of the thoughts, feelings, wishes of his caregivers
b. Is often able to accurately guess the motives of his caregivers for their behaviors 

toward him
c. Is able to communicate his perceptions of the inner-lives of others and improve his 

skills

6. Increasingly coherent and organized autobiography

a. Is able to explore past traumas and losses while remaining emotionally regulated
b. Is able to make sense of past traumas and losses with new meanings that emerge 

from new relationships with caregivers and others
c. Is able to integrate memories and discover the strengths and vulnerabilities that 

emerged from his past
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7. Imitation

a. Seeks to spend time with his caregivers
b. Seeks guidance from caregivers for skill development and his sense of self
c. Is beginning to want to be like his caregivers with regard to their values and beliefs

8.  Self-Discovery:  

a. Is developing a realistic view of central aspects of self, through experiencing the 
intersubjective experiences of his caregivers toward him

b. Is able to manage transitions better and shows a more stable sense of self
c. Experiences less shame. Is able to face his misbehavior and manifest a realistic sense 

of guilt when appropriate
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About DDP Network

DDP Network is a worldwide body that promotes DDP and supports 
professionals, parents and caregivers in finding out about the therapy 
and the parenting approach. We provide information about the therapy, 
how to become certified in DDP, the parenting approach, resources, 
training courses and conferences.

Contact

Web: ddpnetwork.org
Email: contact@ddpnetwork.org

http://ddpnetwork.org
http://ddpnetwork.org

