
Child 
Psychological 
Maltreatment

What Multidisciplinary Team (MDT) 
Professionals Need To Know



Michigan CPS not doing enough 
to protect kids, state audit finds. 
HHS objects

Kara Berg
The Detroit News

Michigan's Child Protective Services is still not doing 
enough to protect possibly abused or neglected children, 
such as not doing face-to-face assessments of a suspected 
abuse or neglect victim within a day, according to an audit 
released Tuesday by the Office of the Auditor General.

https://www.detroitnews.com/staff/4395567002/kara-berg/
https://www.detroitnews.com/staff/4395567002/kara-berg/
https://audgen.michigan.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/r431128516F-48762.pdf
https://audgen.michigan.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/r431128516F-48762.pdf


LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

 What is “Mental Injury” or “Child Psychological 
Maltreatment”;

 Levels of severity and inclusion of such mental 
injury or psychological maltreatment and the 
reason for its inclusion in the definition of child 
abuse pursuant to the Child Protection Law;

 How to identify such forms of child abuse;
 Caregiver behaviors that constitute 

psychological maltreatment and could result in 
mental injury to a child;

 How should the MDT investigate cases involving 
mental injury of child psychological 
maltreatment;

 Interviewing a child who has been subjected to 
psychological maltreatment or behaviors that 
may have resulted in (or threaten) mental 
injury;



LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 
FOR TODAY, 
CONT.

 How to reduce trauma to children during the 
investigation and after;

 Safety Plans to prevent mental injury or 
psychological maltreatment;

 Treatment options;

 Explore simple ways to mitigate cognitive and 
other biases when investigating these cases.



Michigan Penal Code (Excerpt)
Act 328 of 1931

 750.136b Definitions; child abuse; degrees; penalties; 
exception; affirmative defense; enhanced sentence; 
"prior conviction" defined. 

 g) "Serious mental harm" means an injury to a child's mental 
condition or welfare that is not necessarily permanent but results in 
visibly demonstrable manifestations of a substantial disorder of 
thought or mood which significantly impairs judgment, behavior, 
capacity to recognize reality, or ability to cope with the ordinary 
demands of life. 



Michigan 
Penal Code 
(Excerpt)
Act 328 of 
1931

What does this really mean?



Psychological 
maltreatment 
defined in 
clinical terms:

American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (2018).

A repeated pattern of extreme of extreme incident(s) 
of caretaker behavior that thwart the child’s basic 
psychological needs (e.g., safety, socialization, 
emotional and social support, cognitive stimulation, 
respect) and convey a child is worthless, defective, 
damaged goods, unloved, unwanted, endangered, 
primarily useful in meeting another’s needs, and/or 
expendable.



Child psychological abuse

Child psychological abuse is nonaccidental verbal or symbolic acts by a child’s 
parent or caregiver that result, or have reasonable potential to result, in significant 
psychological harm to the child.  (Physical and sexual abusive acts are not 
included in this category.) Examples of psychological abuse of a child include 
berating, disparaging, or humiliating the child; threatening the child;  
harming/abandoning – or indicating that the alleged offender will harm/abandon – 
people or things that the child cares about;  confining the child (as by tying a 
child’s arms or legs together or binding a child to furniture or another object, or 
confining a child to a small enclosed area [e.g., a closet]); egregious scapegoating 
of the child; coercing the child to inflict pain on himself or herself; and 
disciplining the child excessively (i.e., at an extremely high frequency or duration, 
even if not at a level of physical abuse) through physical or nonphysical means.

Diagnostic And Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition 
– Text Revision. (2022). 



Diagnostic criteria for psychological harm
1. Significant impact on the child as evidence by any of the following:

a. More than inconsequential fear reaction.
b. Significant psychological distress (i.e., psychiatric disorders, at or near 

thresholds) related to, or exacerbated by, the act(s).

2. Reasonable potential for psychological harm, as evidenced by either of the 
following:

a. The act (or pattern of acts) creates unreasonable potential for the 
development of a psychiatric disorder (at or near diagnostic thresholds) 
related to, or exacerbated by, the act(s). Note: The child’s level of 
functioning and the risk and resilience factors present should be taken 
into consideration.

b. The act (or pattern of acts) carries a reasonable potential for significant 
disruption of the child’s physical, psychological, cognitive, or social 
development.  A significant disruption would involve development that 
is substantially worse that would have been expected, given the child’s 
developmental level and trajectory evident before alleged 
maltreatment.

3. Stress-related somatic symptoms (related or exacerbated by the acts) that 
significantly interfere with normal functioning.

Brassard, M. R., Hart, S. N., Baker, A. A. L, & Chiel, Z. (2019).  The APSAC Monograph on 
Psychological Maltreatment 2019. The American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children 
(APSAC). https://www.apsac.org



Subtypes of psychological 
maltreatment:

 Spurning: 

 Caregiver acts that reject and degrade a 
child. 

 Includes belittling, degrading, 
humiliating, rejecting, shaming,.

 Blaming a child for abuse or telling the 
child that they are dirty or damaged 
because of abuse, etc.



Subtypes of 
psychological 
maltreatment:

 Exploiting/Corrupting:

 Caregiver acts that encourage a child to develop 
inappropriate behaviors and attitudes, including 
antisocial, self-destructive, criminal, deviant, 
maladaptive.

   This can include modeling, permitting, or encouraging 
negative behavior, modeling cruelty or a lack of empathy.;

 Acts that undermine a child’s important relationships;

 Encouraging developmentally inappropriate behavior, like 
parentification, adultification, infantilization);

 Grooming;



Subtypes of psychological maltreatment:

Terrorizing:  

Embodies acts that threaten, or are 
likely to physically kill, abandon, or 
place the child’s loved ones/objects in 
recognizably dangerous or frightening 
situations.  This can include threats of 
violence, threats of abandonment, and 
placing the child in a loyalty conflict.

Emotional Unresponsiveness:

Caregiver acts that ignore the child’s 
attempts and needs to interact (failing 
to express affection, caring, and love 
for the child) and showing little or no 
emotion in interactions with the child.



Subtypes of 
psychological 
maltreatment:

 Isolation:

These are acts that consistently 
and unreasonably deny the child 
opportunities to meet needs for 
interacting/communicating with 
peers or adults inside or outside 
the home.  Also involves isolating a 
child because of poor physical 
condition of home or interpersonal 
climate.



Types of psychological 
maltreatment:

Mental health, medical, and 
educational neglect:

These represent caregiver acts 
that ignore, refuse to allow, or fail 
to provide the necessary treatment 
for the mental health, medical, 
and educational problems or needs 
of the child.  Included in this is 
ignoring the need for treatment or 
refusing to allow treatment for 
serious problems.



Psychological Maltreatment:

“…can be understood to derive 
its power from being an attack 
on basic need fulfillment…”

Hart, S. N., Brassard, M. R., Baker, A. J. L., & Chiel, Z. A. (2018).  
Psychological Maltreatment of Children. InJ. B. Klika & J. R. Conte (Eds.), 
The APSAC Handbook of Child Maltreatment (4th ed., pp. 145 – 162). Sage.



Attacks on basic need fulfillment…

The threat and 
impact of 

terrorizing for 
safety;

Spurning for 
self-esteem;

Isolating to 
deprive of love 
and belonging.



Severity Considerations:

 Severity is calculated by considering the following:

 Intensity, frequency, and chronicity;

 Number of subtypes of and other types of 
maltreatment

 Degree to which caregiver/perpetrator-child 
relationship is pervaded by PM;



Severity considerations:

Severity is calculated by considering the following:

 Salience of the subtypes of PM for the developmental 
periods in which it occurs and the developmental 
periods that will follow;

 Extent to which harm to the child has occurred, is 
developing, or is likely;

 Mitigating influences;

 Willingness and ability of maltreating parent to 
change and improve caregiving.



Why focus on 
severity?

SEVERITY DRIVES TREATMENT



Prevalence Rates of 
Child Psychological 

Abuse
Why is it so hard to measure?



Psychological maltreatment in the context of 
high-conflict divorce and post-separation 

custody and parenting time disputes:

o A DIVORCE HAPPENS…

o EVERY 36 SECONDS;

o 2,400 EACH DAY;

o 16,800 EACH WEEK;



The problem:

HIGH CONFLICT PARENTAL SEPARATION AND DIVORCE:

o Parents are unable/unwilling to work together;
o Frequently in court;
o Have motive and means to make it possible;



Parent-Child Relationships Following 
High-Conflict Divorce:

o After six years?

o 20% of children 
continued to have a 
strained relationship 
with a parent;

o Note the complexity;

o Move beyond either/or, 
dichotomous thinking;

o Consider multiple 
hypotheses;



Parent-Child Relationships in High-
Conflict Separation and Divorce

The most stressful 
event of their lives;

Parents regress, or 
not, and draw 

emotional support 
from their children;

Parents exhibit 
unhealthy caretaking 

PATTERNS OVER 
TIME;

One, or both, 
parents is utilizing 
the court system; 



Commonly Seen Psychologically Abusive 
Behaviors in Parent-Child Relationship in 

High-Conflict Cases 
 Enmeshment - breakdown of healthy intrafamilial and intergenerational 

boundaries

 Parentification – role reversal with child, child becomes parent's caregiver;

 Infantilization – parent inhibits normal development;

 Adultification – child enlisted as peer, 

Forms of exploiting and corrupting: modeling, permitting, or encouraging 
developmentally inappropriate behavior;

Context in which it occurs determines whether parenting behavior is healthy or not;

Brassard, M. R., Hart, S. N., Baker, A. A. L, & Chiel, Z. (2019).  The APSAC Monograph on 
Psychological Maltreatment 2019. The American Professional Society on the Abuse of 
Children (APSAC). https://www.apsac.org

Garber, B. D. (2011). Parental alienation and the dynamics of the enmeshed parent-child 
dyad: adultification, parentification, and infantilization.  Family Court Review, 49 (2), 322 – 
335.

https://www.apsac.org/


Difficulties determining 
prevalence: Differentiation from poor 

parenting is a challenge.



Difficulties 
determining 
prevalence:

Psychological maltreatment is 
associated with other forms of abuse.



Difficulties determining 
prevalence:

 Psychological maltreatment is 
likely under-recognized due to 
its relatively low level of 
priority in social services.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://blogs.ubc.ca/qualresearch/metaphors-how-they-help-us-to-understand-social-life-and-maybe-make-positive-change/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Best guess?

 Conservative estimate suggests 
that one-third of children in the 
US experience psychological 
maltreatment in their lifetime;

 Of those, 10% to 15% experience 
severe and enduring forms. 



Why is this so 
important?

Impacts and Consequences:

1. Problems of intrapersonal thoughts, feelings, 
behaviors;

2. Emotional problems and symptoms;

3. Social competency problems and antisocial 
functioning;

4. Learning problems and behavioral problem in 
academic settings;

5. Physical health problems/adverse biological 
changes.



Psychological 
maltreatment is 

associated with other 
forms of child 
maltreatment:

 Important to recognize impact of psychological 
maltreatment along with other forms of 
maltreatment.

 What do other forms of abuse communicate?

Four Types of Abuse

1. Neglect;

2. Physical Abuse;

3. Sexual Abuse;

4. Emotional Abuse;



Assessment Ideals:

 Multiple hypotheses;

 Confirmatory/Dis-confirmatory evidence

 Multiple sources of data;

 Interviews, observations, collaterals, records, outside 
evaluation, etc.



Assessment of 
psychological 
maltreatment 
should 
investigate:

Child factors;

Caregiver factors;

Family factors;

Community/Environment factors

Relationships between these;



The Child interview

Forensic Interview guidelines, training, and 
ongoing training;

Published Standards by USDOJ;
Extensive research history on reliability of 
children’s interviews/testimony;
See works by Dr. Debra Poole, Dr. Michael 
Lamb, for more;

Newlin, C., Steele, L. C., Chamberlain, A., Anderson, J., Kenniston, J., Russell, A., 
Stewart, H., & Vaughan-Eden, V. (2015, September). Child forensic interviewing: Best 
practices. https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh176/files/pubs/248749.pdf



The Child interview

Not everyone who interviews children does so with the forensic guidelines:

 Children and adults do not speak the same language;

 Inconsistency in children’s statements can be normal;

 Children’s responses to questions may not be answers to questions;

 Children do not have adult-like abilities or capacities to relay their personal 
experiences;

 Need for developmentally informed questions;

Walker, A., G. (2013). Handbook on Questioning Children.  ABA Center on 
Children and the Law, Washington D. C.



Use a Model:



Use a Model:



Use a model to assist in your investigations:



Organize your data:

Brassard, M. R., Hart, S. N., Baker, A. A. L, & Chiel, Z. (2019).  The APSAC 
Monograph on Psychological Maltreatment 2019. The American Professional Society 
on the Abuse of Children (APSAC). https://www.apsac.org



Guidelines for discriminating positive/Health Parenting, poor/dysfunctional 
parenting, and emotionally (psychologically Abusive/neglectful parenting:

Wolfe, D. A. & McIsaac, C. (2011).  

Wolfe, D. A. & McIsaac, C. (2011). , as cited in Brassard, M. R., Hart, S. N., Baker, A. A. L, & 
Chiel, Z. (2019).  The APSAC Monograph on Psychological Maltreatment 2019. The American 
Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC). https://www.apsac.org



Include assessment of societal and 
cultural context:

 Community context;

 Social circumstances;

 Economic circumstances;



Diagnostic criteria for psychological harm

1. Significant impact on the child as evidence by any of the following:
a. More than inconsequential fear reaction.
b. Significant psychological distress (i.e., psychiatric disorders, at or 

near thresholds) related to, or exacerbated by, the act(s).
2. Reasonable potential for psychological harm, as evidenced by either 

of the following:
a. The act (or pattern of acts) creates unreasonable potential for the 

development of a psychiatric disorder (at or near diagnostic 
thresholds) related to, or exacerbated by, the act(s). Note: The 
child’s level of functioning and the risk and resilience factors 
present should be taken into consideration.

b. The act (or pattern of acts) carries a reasonable potential for 
significant disruption of the child’s physical, psychological, 
cognitive, or social development.  A significant disruption would 
involve development that is substantially worse that would have 
been expected, given the child’s developmental level and 
trajectory evident before alleged maltreatment.

3. Stress-related somatic symptoms (related or exacerbated by the 
acts) that significantly interfere with normal functioning.

Brassard, M. R., Hart, S. N., Baker, A. A. L, & Chiel, Z. (2019).  The APSAC Monograph on 
Psychological Maltreatment 2019. The American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children 
(APSAC). https://www.apsac.org



Reducing Trauma:

 Trauma screening and 
awareness;

 Childhood Trauma Questionnaire;



Reducing Trauma:

 Understanding trauma helps explain worldview;

 Trauma unrelated to maltreatment;

 May be seen in failure to meet developmental milestones;

 May be seen in psychological, behavioral, or physical distress;

 Review risk factors and mitigate;



Interventions:
 Probably no specific treatment programs for psychological maltreatment;

 Hard to change established relationships;

 Interventions are systemic;

 Everyone is part of the solution;

 Parenting capacity;

 Psychoeducation;

 Support;

 Skills based training;

 Coping skills;

 Appropriate parenting;

 Conflict management skills;

 Involvement of extended family;

 Sanctions, when appropriate;

 Children best served by prevention methods?;

 A public health and child’s rights approach;



Contact Information

ASHISH S. JOSHI
Joshi | Attorneys + Counselors

Ann Arbor
a.joshi@joshiattorneys.com

BEN BURGESS
The Fountain Hill Center, 

Grand Rapids
bburgess@fountainhillcenter.com
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