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Unravelling child

maltreatment: 
What are the prevention 
ingredients?

Lenneke Alink January  29, 2020

What is prevention?

Australian institute of family studies; Bromfield & Holzer, 2008 

Distinction not always clear!
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Can we prevent child maltreatment?
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Euser, Alink, Stoltenborgh, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Van IJzendoorn, 2015

Meta-analytic evidence

• Curative interventions targeting maltreating parents: 
small/medium effect (d = .364)

• Preventive interventions targeting at-risk families/general 
population: small effect (d = .263)

• Somewhat larger effect sizes than Euser et al.: broader inclusion 
(also non-RCTs and interventions aiming at reducing risk factors 
for CM)

Meta-analytic evidence
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Advice report Dutch Health Council

• Role of attachment in preventing (consequences of) child maltreatment

• Not enough evidence for ability of attachment-based interventions to 
prevent child maltreatment

Some effective attachment based 

interventions

• Attachment Video-feedback Intervention (AVI; Cyr et al., 
2015)

• Video-feedback Intervention to Promote Positive Parenting 
(VIPP; Juffer et al., 2017) 

• Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up (ABC; Dozier & 
Bernard, 2016)

• Parent–Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT; Thomas & 
Zimmer-Gembeck)

www.vippleiden.com

Mostly used as secondary/tertiary prevention
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Can we prevent child maltreatment?

Small/medium 
effects

No/small effects

Little evidence, 
no/very small effects

Room for improvement
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Risk factors
Family Child

Alink, Prev oo, Van Berkel, Linting, Klein Velderman, & Pannebakker, 2018

Intergenerational transmission

Madigan, Cy r, Eirich, Fearon, Ly, Rash, Poole, & Alink, 2019
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More risk factors

Mulder et al. 2018. Risk factors for neglect

Focus of secondary prevention

(Cicchetti & Rizley, 1981)

Enduring vulnerability factors Transient challengers

• Who should prevention be aimed at?

• E.g., low SES, single parents, 
parents with own experience of 
maltreatment

• Risk: stigmatization and blind eye for 
maltreating families without risk 
factors

• Possible targets for 
prevention/intervention

• But: causal role needs to be 
confirmed
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Mechanisms: some possible targets

• Parent-child relationship

• What goes wrong?

- Stress regulation

- Emotion processing

- Attributions

Reijman et al., 2014, Child Maltreatment; Reijman et al., 2014, Child Psy chiatry  Hum Dev

Hyporeactivity
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Stress and maltreatment: 

meta-analyses

• 11 studies (N = 524) baseline

• 11 studies (N = 503) reactivity

• Maltreating parents significantly higher stress levels at 

baseline

• No significant effects for stress reactivity

• Mainly abuse!

Reijman, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Hiraoka, Crouch, Milner, Alink, & Van IJzendoorn, 2016

Emotion recognition

• Meta-analysis

• More child facial emotion recognition errors by 
parents at risk for abuse and abusive parents 

make compared to comparison parents
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Stress and negative attributions

Stress

Automatic 
processing

Decreased focus on 
situational information

Negative attributions

He spilled the 
milk because he 

wants to get 
back at me

Social Information Processing (SIP) theory (Milner, 1993, 2003)

PACT:
Parental Attributions of Child behavior Task 

Ambiguous situations with young children

Do you think this is… Would you…
naughty become angry

pitiable comfort
irritating punish

cute?                        smile? 

Beckerman, Van Berkel, Mesman, & Alink (2017). Child Abuse & Neglect
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Stress and negative 
attributions

Beckerman, Van Berkel, Mesman, & Alink, (2017). Child Abuse & Neglect

Beckerman, Van Berkel, Mesman, & Alink, (2018). Child Abuse & Neglect

Stress and negative 
attributions

Mothers
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Stress and negative 
attributions

Beckerman, Van Berkel, Mesman, & Alink, (2018). Child Abuse & Neglect

Fathers

A note about causality

So far: 

Correlational, not causal!
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Causality?

• No main effects for white 
noise and cognitive load for 
moms and dads

• Only effect of cognitive load 
for moms with high reported 

risk (stress and child abuse 
potential)

• Only evidence for causality 
in high risk group

Other examples of causality –
current research 

• Manipulating household 

chaos

• Manipulating stress

• Translation to “real world”: family-based 

intervention in risk groups
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So…
• Possible meaningful mechanisms within 

parent-child interactions:

Parental experienced stress and stress regulation

Deficits in recognizing emotions

Negative attributions

What’s next?
• Can we increase effectiveness of 

prevention/intervention?

• Focus on mechanisms  individualized 

approach

• More causal research to make sure we are 
targeting the right thing
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Thank you!


