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Therapeutic Parenting is underpinned by the following 

strategies:  

Structured routine – e.g., bedtimes, mealtimes at the 

same time every day. Children may benefit from sitting 

at the same seat at the meal table and using the same 

cutlery as well. Children will have the same seat when 

travelling in the car. 

Strict boundaries – e.g., changes in what the child is/is 

not allowed to do will only occur over time. Children will 

not be allowed to do one thing today and a different 

thing tomorrow. 

Empathic response – this will underpin all interactions 

with the child, particularly when disciplining. Connect 

with the child first, then reflect to them what they are 

feeling i.e. “I can see you are finding this difficult” 

Forming new pathways in the brain –interactions will 

have to be repeated many times before a child is able to 

see or respond to a situation differently. 

The role of oxytocin – oxytocin is a key hormone in the 

formation of a bond between parent and child. We can 

help increase it through listening, gentle touch/cuddles, 

doing yoga, playing, or making music and by practising 

emotional presence. 

Consistency of appropriate strategies to understand the 

connection between cause and effect – e.g., using 

natural consequences rather than unconnected 

punishments (see table below). 

Reducing fear in child – e.g., by using empathy and 

acceptance, rather than being judgemental or punitive in 

response to their behaviour. 

Supporting child in recovering from early 

developmental trauma – as parents we will also  

recognise and challenge survival strategies used by our 

children to keep them safe in the past e.g., nonsense 

chatter, compulsive stealing/lying, and using food as a 

substitute for love. 

Empathy for the child’s perspective and difficulties they 
face – e.g., putting yourself in your child’s shoes and 

holding in mind what their internal view is of the world 

Mentalisation – e.g., thinking about what your child’s 
thinking might be through curiosity and naming the 

need. We can use stories about children who might have 

experienced similar situations to our child to help them 

make sense of their own thoughts, behaviour, or 

feelings. 

Enabling child to accept co-regulation – e.g., keeping the 

child close to us when they are distressed, rather than 

assuming that they will be able to calm down on their 

own. This may involve swaddling or getting down on the 

child’s level, or just keeping the child nearby.  

Developing strategies for self-regulation – e.g., stepping 

back from an emotional response and always trying to 

offer your child a considered response to their 

behaviour. You may need to step out the room and make 

a cup of tea before responding to your child if you feel 

yourself becoming unregulated in your response.  

 

Why do some children need therapeutic parenting? 

Children who have experienced trauma and abuse in 

their life are affected in many ways and develop 

particularly behaviours as a result. Underlying these 

behaviours is often a deeply insecure child with an 

unhealthy attachment cycle. An unhealthy attachment 

cycle develops if a child’s needs have not been met 
adequately in the first few years by their primary care 

givers. Instead of having a secure attachment and 

experiencing carers as a safe base from which to explore 

the world, they will have insecure-avoidant, insecure 

ambivalent or disorganised attachment patterns  

The strategies mentioned above provide an effective 

response to the impact of insecure attachments in 

children which may include some of the following 

behaviours.  

Dysregulation – they will struggle to self-regulate (calm 

down) their feelings of fear, stress, or anxiety. High levels 

of cortisol will mean they are on high alert, ready to fight 

or flight at the slightest perceived threat. They may also 

have an inability to control angry or aggressive 

responses.  

Development of destructive(survival) behaviours – this 

can range from lying, stealing, aggression to sexualised 

behaviour. It may also include nonsense chatter, spiteful 

or rude remarks. Underneath these behaviours the child 

will be fearful. The world appears unsafe to them, and 

they will feel torn between wanting someone to care for 

them and not being able to trust this person to meet 

their needs.  

Shame- they will have a belief within themselves that 

there is something wrong with them and that they are 

unlovable. Children might try to avoid connecting with 

this emotion by using rage either towards themselves or 

others.  

Lack of emotional language – children will not have the 

words to express what they are feeling. They will be 

responding from their back brain (survival instinct), 

rather than from their front brain (thinking brain).  

Disorganised – a child from trauma will not have the 

skills of organisation or memory. They will struggle to 

manage day to day tasks such as getting ready for school 

or remembering where to find things. This can be very 

stressful particularly in a busy classroom environment.  



What is the difference between Standard Parenting and 

Therapeutic Parenting? 

Therapeutic Parenting Standard Parenting 

Time in  

 

Time out/planned 

ignoring 

Discipline must be done with an attitude of 

playfulness, rather than judgement. Using 

unexpected, silly interventions to engage the joy 

response in a child, rather than the fear response is 

helpful. Any strategies that might encourage a shame 

response should be avoided. The parent will keep the 

child close to them in discipline, ensuring the 

attachment is maintained and not disrupted.  

Structure and routine Spontaneity 

Children from trauma need structure and routine to 

feel safe. They will find transitions and surprises 

stressful as this adds to their feelings of being out of 

control. Any transitions should be carefully planned 

whenever possible.  

 

Natural consequences Unrelated 

consequences 

Early life trauma means neural pathways have not 

formed to link cause and effect so any behaviour we 

show as parents should try to model clear patterns of 

this. For example, if a child is punished in school, we 

will not remove their iPad from them when they get 

home as a punishment. Or if they eat all the biscuits, 

we will not send them to bed early.  

 

Co-regulation Self-regulation 

Children will need help to turn off their “smoke 
detectors” and return to a regulated state. They will 
respond well to your slow, lowered tone of voice, to 

being close to your heartbeat and to your emotional 

presence, which is attuned to their internal world.  

Rewards and praise Star/reward charts 

Therapeutic parents are careful in giving rewards and 

praise. Children will find it hard to accept praise and 

are likely to find it stressful. Any praise will be low key, 

and rewards will be given unconditionally, rather than 

based on behaviour. The traditional star chart system 

often leads to increased feelings of shame as the child 

is fearful of not being good enough to manage the 

goals set. 

Naming the need Asking why 

Naming the need builds pathways in the child’s brain 
between cause and effect. A child may not know why 

they are behaving in a certain way and asking them 

“why” will only increase their feeling of shame. 

However, stating what you think their need might be 

behind their behaviour will encourage them to begin 

to make those links.  

Expectations of the child 

Children from trauma will not meet developmental 

milestones in the way that securely attached children 

will do. We need to be careful not to expect this of 

them but to accept them as they are.  

Use of empathy and curiosity 

Accepting the child as they is essential to facilitating 

healing from trauma. With this attitude we can 

communicate empathy and curiosity towards the 

child. We can show that we will support them, despite 

their behaviours and that their view of the world is 

important to us. The PACE model encourages the use 

of both responses as a way of helping the child to 

understand that it is not about what they have done 

wrong but about what has happened to them in their 

early life.  
 

 

For more information contact -  

National Association of Therapeutic Parents (NATP) 

Tel: 01453 519 000 

Website: https://www.naotp.com/ 

Coect: https://www.coect.co.uk/ 
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What is Therapeutic Parenting? 

Therapeutic Parenting is a way of life underpinned by 

empathy and compassion. It is a deeply nurturing style of 

parenting and effective in helping children who have 

experienced trauma or abuse in their early years. When 

we live through adverse childhood experiences our 

brains become wired in a way which leaves us on high 

alert, with increased stress hormones and low levels of 

oxytocin. Therapeutic Parenting works to rewire the 

brain’s pathways and build new neuro connections. This 
improves a child’s understanding of cause and effect, 

helps them to develop new skills of organisation and 

lowers their levels of stress, fear, and shame. It 

ultimately aims to help a child develop an ability to trust 

others and build healthy attachments which will last 

throughout their life. 

One of the key models used in Therapeutic Parenting is 

PACE (by Dan Hughes). Playfulness, Acceptance, 

Curiosity and Empathy are all part of the PACE model 

and are explained in this leaflet.  
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