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tue of their greater tendency to apply their
negative cognitive (e.g., appraisals of threat to
self) and affective (e.g., high levels of emo-
tional reactivity, avoidance, involvement)
scripts developed in the face of interparental
difficulties to novel or challenging social
settings.

Consistent with resource allocation formu-
lations (Hobfoll, 1989; Milgram, 1998), the
second hypothesized class of processes is
rooted in the assumption that frequent, pro-
longed operation of emotional security in any
family subsystem requires considerable expen-
diture of biopsychosocial resources that de-
plete children of the reserves necessary to
resolve other important goals, tasks, and chal-
lenges (see Davies, Forman, et al., 2002).
Through this process, difficulties in preserv-
ing security may create deviations in homeo-
static balance and efficient psychobiological
resource allocation that reverberate across mul-
tiple levels of functioning. Thus, in accor-
dance with the concept of allostatic load
(Evans, 2004; Lupien et al., 2006; McEwen &
Stellar, 1993; Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman,
2002), insecurity in family relationships may
result in physiological dysregulation and ac-
companying problems maintaining homeosta-
sis and mounting effective physiological
responses to stress in several biological sys-
tems, including sympathetic—adrenomedullary,
hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenocortical (HPA),
and serotonergic functioning. If concerns about
security deplete psychosocial resources of chil-
dren as EST suggests, then the sequelae of
insecurity may also be manifested in disrup-
tions in neuropsychological functioning. Be-
cause attention focusing and shifting, task
persistence, response inhibition, problem solv-
ing, and organization of effective responses to
challenge require particularly large reservoirs
of psychobiological resources, insecurity may
be particularly likely to undermine these di-
mensions of neuropsychological functioning
and, through this process, increase the proba-
bility of developing along maladaptive trajec-
tories (Posner et al., 2003).

Integrating resource allocation and devel-
opmental psychopathology models, a third
broad pathway proposes that the mental health
sequelae of emotional insecurity are partially
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mediated by difficulties in resolving stage-
salient tasks (Cicchetti et al., 1990). Stage-
salient tasks specifically refer to challenges
that become prominent at a given developmen-
tal period and remain important throughout an
individual’s lifetime (Cicchetti, 1993). For ex-
ample, during the toddler period, developmen-
tal challenges include exploration of social
and physical worlds, development of a sense
of mastery, individuation, and an autonomous
sense of self, the acquisition of internal state
language, and the internalization of moral stan-
dards (e.g., Beeghly & Cicchetti, 1994; Cic-
chetti, 1993; Cicchetti & Schneider-Rosen,
1986; Cummings et al., 2000). Because stage-
salient tasks are challenging and require ac-
cess to considerable resource capacities, their
successful resolution may be particularly sen-
sitive to preexisting individual differences in
adaptation or maladaptation. Thus, in a cas-
cading series of processes, insecurity may pose
significant long-term problems for the psycho-
logical well-being of children by setting the
stage for subsequent failure in resolving im-
portant developmental tasks (Cicchetti & Toth,
1991; Waters & Sroufe, 1983).

Given the focus of EST research on the
impact of security on child adjustment in nor-
mative contexts, important questions remain
regarding the operation of these pathways in
contexts of high risk. Although EST suggests
that children from both normal and abnormal
contexts share some common forms of risk
and sequelae, our theory provides grounds for
hypothesizing that there may also be impor-
tant differences in the magnitude and nature
of associations between children’s insecurity
and developmental outcomes across these
contexts.

The magnitude of paths among child
security and outcomes in domestically
violent families

If greater exposure to interpartner difficulties
in violent homes does intensify and prolong
children’s difficulties preserving security as
EST suggests, then it follows that the experi-
ence of quantitatively greater degrees insecu-
rity in the interparental relationship may
expend an even greater toll on children’s ad-
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justment through the three proposed pathways
in Figure 2. In the context of the first pathway,
extreme negative forms of emotional reactiv-
ity to interparental difficulties stemming from
exposure to domestic violence may engender
greater inflexibility and intractability in react-
ing to new settings as children use extant re-
sponse patterns as guides or analogs to
identifying similar threats in new settings (see
Johnston & Roseby, 1997). The tendency for
individuals to seek out confirmation for their
representational scripts of how the world op-
erates may not only be reflected in the selec-
tive processing of threatening cues in
subsequent contexts among child witnesses of
domestic violence, but also in their active se-
lection of pathogenic niches or settings (Bel-
sky & Cassidy, 1994; Scarr & McCartney,
1983).

Greater concerns about security for chil-
dren from violent homes may also result in
the magnification of vulnerability to psycho-
pathology by undermining the balanced expen-
diture of biopsychosical resources. Interpreted
in relation to the second pathway in Figure 2,
one implication of this resource allocation
model is that resulting disruptions in children’s
capacities to marshal physical and psycholog-
ical resources and maintain homeostasis
through efficient resource allocation to biolog-
ical systems may become a particularly robust
mediator of the association between insecu-
rity and psychopathology for child bystanders
of domestic violence. Likewise, from a multi-
ple levels of analysis perspective in develop-
mental psychopathology (Cicchetti & Blender,
2004; Cicchetti & Dawson, 2002), the higher
disruptions in the allocation of resources ac-
companying higher levels of insecurity of chil-
dren exposed to violence may also be
manifested in greater difficulties in resolving
stage-salient tasks (see Pathway 3 in Figure 2).

The family-wide component of EST can
also inform predictions about the magnitude
of risk experienced by insecure children in
violent homes. According to EST, some di-
mensions of family functioning may serve as
moderators of the relationship between
children’s insecurity and their adjustment prob-
lems (the lower part of Path 5 in Figure 1).
Indices of fragile functioning such as parental
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psychopathology, family instability, and fam-
ily disengagement are specifically hypoth-
esized to potentiate the risk insecurity poses
to children’s functioning, whereas family psy-
chological strengths and resources are pro-
posed to mitigate the deleterious consequences
of insecurity for children’s adjustment. In sup-
port of this pathway, research with commu-
nity samples found that associations between
child insecurity in the interparental relation-
ship and child maladjustment were signifi-
cantly stronger at higher levels of family
problems, while dimensions of family har-
mony served as protective factors that re-
duced the vulnerability of high levels of
insecurity for children’s developmental out-
comes (Davies, Harold, et al., 2002).

Despite the fact that definitive conclusions
about the role of family risk factors in models
of security will require replication of these
findings, they do provide bases for develop-
ing predictions about the magnitude of risk
associated with children’s insecurity in ad-
verse contexts such as domestic violence. In-
terpartner violence is specifically associated
with disproportionate increases in exposure to
other forms of family adversity and a relative
dearth of supportive dimensions of family
functioning. For example, recent reviews in-
dicate that the median co-occurrence rate of
interpartner violence and child physical abuse
is approximately 40%, with higher rates in
more extreme samples (e.g., battered women;
e.g., Appel & Holden, 1998). In addition, in-
terparental aggression is associated with higher
levels of depression, trauma, anxiety, and per-
sonality disorders, schizophrenia, and alcohol
and substance use (Coker et al., 2002; Dutton,
1992; Kernic et al. 2000; Radford & Hester,
2001) and lower levels of cohesion and sup-
port (Holden et al., 1998; Howes et al., 2000;
Levendosky et al., 2003). Accordingly, in com-
parison to children from nonviolent homes,
the relatively low levels of support and height-
ened discord may amplify the magnitude of
the pathways among insecurity and psycho-
logical problems for children in violent homes.
For example, a primary assumption of Path 1
in Figure 2 is that children utilize “scripts” for
responding to interparental difficulties as
guides in identifying and coping with danger
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in subsequent contexts that contain similar
challenges and stressors. Thus, by virtue of
their exposure to a larger array of family risk
factors such as parent psychopathology and
family instability, children from domestically
violent homes may be particularly likely to
enlist these scripts as a means of coping with
the greater family discord than are children in
nonviolent homes. Thus, the mediational path
outlined in Path 1 of Figure 2 may be partic-
ularly robust for children exposed to domestic
violence as their tendencies to experience vig-
ilance, distress, regulation of exposure to stress,
and negative internal representations in the
face of interparental difficulties proliferate and
crystallize into broader patterns of responding
to family stress and, ultimately, psychological
problems.

Although translation of elements of EST to
high-risk contexts has converged to suggest
that associations between insecurity in the in-
terparental relationship and child psychopa-
thology may be particularly robust for children
exposed to domestic violence, there is one
component to our model that may actually
counteract or dilute the strength of these path-
ways. A specific possibility raised by the indi-
rect path component of EST (Path 4 of
Figure 1) is that parenting difficulties (e.g.,
maltreatment, emotional unavailability) and at-
tachment insecurity mediate destructive inter-
parental processes and, in the process, may
serve to dilute pathways between insecurity in
the interparental relationship and child psy-
chological problems. However, questions re-
main about the extent to which these family
risk factors function as explanatory processes
in models of interparental discord that substan-
tially attenuate or counteract the processes in-
volved in the amplification of the paths
between child insecurity and psychopathol-
ogy in violent homes. For example, utilizing
samples of families recruited from the com-
munity, studies have shown that child insecu-
rity in the interparental relationship continues
to predict child psychological problems even
after taking into account parenting practices
(e.g., warmth) and attachment security (Davies,
Harold, et al., 2002; Forman & Davies, 2005).
However, the substantially higher incidence
of extreme dysfunction in parent-child rela-
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tionships (e.g., maltreatment; disorganized at-
tachment) within violent homes may conspire
against the moderating conditions that forge
stronger paths between insecurity and psycho-
pathology by overriding (at least in part) the
risk of exposure to interparental violence. For
example, the developmental correlates of high
levels of insecurity in the interparental rela-
tionship are remarkably similar to the psycho-
logical problems experienced by maltreated
children (e.g., aggression, depression, anxi-
ety, emotional lability; Shields & Cicchetti,
2001). Studies that simultaneously examine
multiple components of EST in high-risk
contexts will be necessary to address this
complex constellation of processes and its im-
plications for elucidating the developmental
sequelae of children who experience high levels
of insecurity in the interparental relationship.

The nature of paths among child security
and outcomes in domestically violent
Sfamilies

Applying our theory to children experiencing
high levels of adversity further underscores
the possibility of exploring qualitatively dif-
ferent forms of insecurity in the interparental
relationship and psychological problems. Al-
though three different strategies for preserv-
ing security in the interparental relationship
and larger family system (i.e., secure, insecure-
preoccupied, insecure-dismissing) have been
identified in middle-class samples (Davies &
Forman, 2002; Forman & Davies, 2005), the
greater prevalence of insecurity in high con-
flict homes may permit the identification of
novel developmental trajectories of psychopa-
thology (for details, see Direct Paths of Do-
mestic Violence section). On the one hand,
expected increases in the incidence of the two
patterns of insecurity and psychological prob-
lems exhibited by children exposed to domes-
tic violence may increase the power to test
predictions about the specificity of associa-
tions between types of security and forms of
psychological problems. For example, the ex-
cessive worrying, vigilance, and rumination
about family discord that characterize preoccu-
pied children have been specifically proposed
to cohere into broader patterns of internaliz-
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ing symptoms (e.g., anxiety, depression, so-
cial withdrawal) as children use this type of
insecurity pattern or script in new interper-
sonal settings. Through a similar process, dis-
missing children’s tendency to downplay the
significance of interparental relations may in-
crease risk for externalizing symptoms by
breeding larger patterns of emotional disen-
gagement in interpersonal relationships, hos-
tile views of the social world, and impulses to
violate moral and conventional standards
(Davies & Forman, 2002; Finnegan, Hodges,
& Perry, 1996; Kobak, Cole, Ferenz-Gillies,
Fleming, & Gamble, 1993).

On the other hand, the prospect of identi-
fying different forms of insecurity in the face
of high levels of interparental dysfunction may
also result in a more comprehensive under-
standing of the multiplicity of developmental
pathways experienced by child witnesses of
domestic violence. For example, if children
exposed to domestic violence are at risk for
developing a masking pattern of insecurity as
our theory suggests, then a key task is to iden-
tify whether it explains, in part, the height-
ened vulnerability to specific forms of
psychopathology exhibited by children from
violent homes. A central untested prediction is
that masking children may exhibit dispropor-
tionate risk for a wide range of internalizing
symptoms (e.g., anxiety, depression, posttrau-
matic stress disorder) by virtue of their greater
sensitivity and motivation to defend against
the emergence of old threats to their welfare
in other social settings (Cole et al., 1994,
Johnston & Roseby, 1997; Shipman et al.,
2000).

Studying child adaptation in contexts of
domestic violence also provides opportunities
to expand our understanding of the scope and
nature of developmental sequelae of security
in family relationships. Reflecting the general
state of the literature on interparental discord,
EST is only in the very early stages of pre-
cisely identifying the long-term, mental health
consequences of children’s difficulties in pre-
serving a sense of security in the interparental
relationship, with the main focus on distin-
guishing between child internalizing and ex-
ternalizing symptoms. For example, operating
from the premise that experiences of specific
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forms of mental illness hinge partially on in-
dividual differences in how difficulties with
insecurity are expressed by children, our
person-based reformulation of EST generates
specific predictions about which organiza-
tional patterns of insecurity (i.e., preoccupied,
dismissing, masking) are precursors to inter-
nalizing and externalizing symptoms. Al-
though this is a useful starting point in the
search for the multiplicity of paths and out-
comes developing out of difficulties in pre-
serving security, it does not fully address the
question of why children who witness domes-
tic violence experience a wide array of differ-
ent disorders. A growing body of research
indicates that children growing up in domes-
tically violent homes must endure the burden
of experiencing a wide array of specific disor-
ders and symptoms, including depression, anx-
iety, conduct, posttraumatic stress, and
dissociative disorder (Jouriles et al., 2001; Kil-
patrick & Williams, 1997; Rossman, Bing-
ham, & Emde, 1997; Silvern & Kaersvang,
1989). Therefore, a formidable objective is to
identify the specificity and range of risk in-
curred by insecurity for children’s mental
health prognoses, with a particular eye toward
understanding the conditions that forge spe-
cific pathways between insecurity and partic-
ular forms of psychopathology.

Two components of EST may serve as use-
ful tools in achieving this objective. First, the
different forms of insecurity outlined in the
person-based formulation of EST may assist
in distinguishing between children who de-
velop specific types of disorders. For exam-
ple, dismissing patterns of insecurity and
normative forms of dissociation share a simi-
lar organizational function of blunting of over-
whelming subjective distress and fear (Davies
& Forman, 2002; also see Cole et al., 1994).
However, regardless of whether security is con-
ceptualized along categorical indices or a sin-
gle continuum, simple bivariate models will
not be sufficient to delineate the multiplicity
of outcomes experienced by children in vio-
lent homes. For example, in returning to our
discussion of the correspondence between in-
security and normative forms of dissociation,
research suggests that dissociative disorders
do not simply fall on the extreme end of a
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quantitative spectrum of dissociative experi-
ences. Rather, some of the data suggest that
dissociative disorders are qualitatively dis-
tinct from normative dissociation experiences
(Griffin, Resick, & Mechanic, 1997; Putnam,
2000; Waller & Ross, 1997). Thus, significant
gaps remain in our understanding of the pro-
cesses by which insecurity evolves into spe-
cific forms of psychopathology. Likewise, the
other types of insecurity within the person-
based formulation of EST (e.g., preoccupied,
masking) and the variable-based approach to
examining insecurity along continua do not
readily map onto the genesis or maintenance
of specific forms of mental illness.

In further illustrating the importance of a
second component of EST aimed at identify-
ing moderators in the association between in-
security and child adjustment (see Path 5 in
Figure 1), the specific pathogenic processes
set in motion by threats to security may vary
as a function of child characteristics and the
larger ecology of the family unit. For exam-
ple, dissociative and posttraumatic stress dis-
orders signify common underlying difficulties
in processing and integrating traumatic expe-
riences into perceptual and memory systems
(Fletcher, 1996; Foa, Steketee, & Rothbaum,
1989; Putnam, 2000). Accordingly, insecurity
stemming from exposure to traumatic bouts of
violence between parents may only develop
into these specific types of disorders if family
conditions undermine children’s abilities to as-
similate and accommodate the traumatic ex-
periences into their working models of the
world. Thus, censuring communication about
family violence or denying the occurrence of
traumatic incidents witnessed by the child may
serve as potentiating conditions in pathways
between insecurity and posttraumatic stress
and dissociative disorders. Conversely, some
forms of parent discourse centered on the co-
construction of the meaning of the stressful
events for the welfare of the child and family
may stave off these potential pathological se-
quelae of insecurity by facilitating the process
of integrating affectively charged experiences
within views of the self and larger world
(Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991; Laible,
2004; Root & Jenkins, 2005; Winter, Davies,
Hightower, & Meyer, in press).
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Challenges also remain in identifying the
different family circumstances that are respon-
sible for transforming the operation of the
fear system underlying threats to security into
depressogenic or aggressogenic processes (see
Jenkins, 2002). Within the framework of EST,
difficulties in preserving security may de-
velop into bouts of depression when interpa-
rental violence occurs in a broader context of
disengaged, unsupportive family relation-
ships. Without the support and cohesiveness
of the family, insecurity in the interparental
relationship may evolve into depression by
engendering a specific pattern of learned help-
lessness in which children hold fast to the
belief that efforts to defend against continued
dangers to their welfare are futile (Abram-
son, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Fletcher,
1996; Seligman, 1975; Toth, Cicchetti, & Kim,
2002).

In the context of elucidating develop-
mental trajectories of aggression and conduct
problems, one prediction derived from the
functionalist perspective on emotion is that
threats to security in the face of interparental
violence may be particularly likely to lead to
hostile, defiant outbursts by children when they
appraise their parents as blocking their ability
to attain security (Jenkins, 2002). Moreover,
as outgrowths of high levels emotional reac-
tivity and arousal in the emotional security
system (Cummings & Zahn-Waxler, 1992;
Zeanah & Scheeringa, 1997), displays of ag-
gression and antagonism may intensify and
crystallize when it serves a “detouring” func-
tion that distracts parents from engagement in
destructive conflicts (Buchanan & Waizen-
hofer, 2001; Emery, 1989; Kerig, 1995). This
detouring process may facilitate the attain-
ment of security by reestablishing of some
degree of stability in the family, particularly
in families where anger can be safely ex-
pressed (e.g., parents with low potential for
abusing children). Although our illustrations
of potential moderating conditions in path-
ways between insecurity and specific forms
of psychopathology have primarily centered
on the family system, delineating child char-
acteristics (e.g., temperament, genotype) that
shape associations between insecurity and psy-
chopathology is likely to generate progress in
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understanding the outcomes of insecure chil-
dren from violent homes (Caspi et al., 2002;
Moffitt, Caspi, & Rutter, 2005; Vasey, El-
Hag, & Daleiden, 1996).

The implications of the emotional security
theory for public policy and intervention
initiatives

Our ultimate objective in refining and testing
EST is to utilize the resulting scientific knowl-
edge to inform public policy and clinical treat-
ment initiatives that reduce mental illness and
promote mental health. Progress in generating
and disseminating knowledge on the psycho-
logical and physical perils children face in
witnessing domestic violence has already re-
sulted in greater awareness of this public health
problem in the community (Graham-Bermann
& Edleson, 2001; Holden, 1998; Jaffe, Baker,
& Cunningham, 2004). Public health profes-
sionals, in turn, have responded by using the
knowledge as a blueprint for protecting chil-
dren through the development and modifica-
tion of policy, legislation, and prevention and
intervention programs (Baker, Cunningham,
& Jaffe, 2004; Cicchetti & Toth, 1993; Edle-
son, 2004; Johnston & Roseby, 1997; Ross-
man, Rea, Graham-Bermann, & Butterfield,
2004). However, the generation of policy, leg-
islation, and services for children and families
experiencing domestic violence is still in its
infancy as public health, community, and le-
gal systems continue to grapple with the treat-
ment implications of a small, complex corpus
of data on domestic violence. For example,
difficulties in translating scientific informa-
tion to policy and treatment initiatives are re-
flected in considerable differences in laws and
policies across states and the resulting vari-
ability in responses to child exposure to do-
mestic violence at the level of the criminal
justice system, child protection services, and
treatment programs for domestic violence
(Dunford-Jackson, 2004; Edleson, 2004). At
the extreme, hasty efforts to apply scientific
knowledge to family law, policy, and services
pose a very real danger of producing negative,
unintended consequences for children (e.g.,
see Edleson, 2004). Thus, considerable care
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should be exercised in applying research re-
sults on the emotional security theory to com-
munity and public health services. In fact, given
the early stages of research on the emotional
security theory and its implications for high-
risk contexts, it is premature to offer any au-
thoritative recommendations for treatment or
public policy. However, we outline, at a broad
level, the potential translational implications
of EST for alleviating the burden of child men-
tal illness.

Identification of children at greatest risk

for experiencing mental illness in

violent homes

Research indicates that the majority of
children exposed to domestic violence (i.e.,
55-65%) do not experience clinically signif-
icant levels of psychopathology at any one
time (Hughes, 1997; Hughes et al., 2001).
When these findings are interpreted in the
context of the considerable financial and
organizational constraints of agencies and
programs designed to protect and serve chil-
dren and families (Edleson, 2004), the task
of identifying children and families who ben-
efit most from prevention and intervention
programs assumes even greater urgency. The
knowledge gained about the specific family
and child characteristics that potentiate child
vulnerability in pathways among destructive
interparental conflict, emotional security, and
child psychopathology has the potential to
improve our ability to identify children and
families most in need of treatment (Path 5 in
Figure 1). Our model specifically proposes
that children possessing specific character-
istics (e.g., difficult temperament) or facing
discord in the broader family system are at
disproportionately greater risk for experienc-
ing psychopathology. As tests of these hypoth-
eses progress in identifying the magnitude of
associations between domestic violence and
child psychopathology across various classes
of contextual characteristics, the resulting body
of findings may help to inform debates re-
garding when and how to intervene to pro-
tect child and adult victims of domestic
violence.
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Delineation of targets and goals
of treatment

Successfully reducing the incidence of mental
illness in childhood will also require comple-
menting scientifically informed progress in the
ability to identify families most in need of
treatment with corresponding advances in treat-
ment programs. A first step toward this objec-
tive is to outline the specific goals of the
intervention. As a theory designed to address
the multiple etiological roots and antecedents
of child psychopathology, the EST can pro-
vide direction in the identification of interven-
tion targets. Figure 1 specifically illustrates
that there may be multiple sites for treatment.
First, if future research supports our conten-
tion that child insecurity in the interparental
relationship partially explains the high preva-
lence of psychopathology experienced by chil-
dren exposed to domestic violence (see Paths
1 and 3 of Figure 1), then one implication is
that programs may be able to reduce child
mental illness by focusing on fostering a sense
of security.

However, from the EST perspective, any
program that attempts to alter components of
the goal-corrected system of emotional secu-
rity (e.g., emotional reactivity, internal repre-
sentations) must consider treatment in relation
to its impact on the family system. Because
high levels of reactivity in discordant homes
hold some adaptive value for children in the
immediate context of the family, treatment pro-
grams that change how children cope with
interparental dysfunction based on a single,
one size fits all, standard of healthy coping
will be ineffective in reducing child psycho-
pathology, and may actually amplify children’s
vulnerability to psychopathology. For exam-
ple, despite some accompanying long-term
risks, high levels of emotional (e.g., worry-
ing) or behavioral (e.g., mediation) involve-
ment in the destructive interactions of violent
parents may, under some conditions, actually
help children to identify and effectively man-
age potential threats to the family system. Con-
sequently, failure to fully appreciate the
underlying meaning and short-term efficacy
of the way a given child copes with interpa-
rental conflict may have unintended, negative
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consequences for how stress is managed in
the family unit.

If research supports these assumptions, then
any treatments designed to alter child re-
sponse patterns to interparental dysfunction
must, at a minimum, be developed and imple-
mented in a way that insures that any resulting
changes in family processes do not inflict ad-
ditional risk to children. However, even if treat-
ment programs are able to identify targets of
change that enhance child security, the EST
suggests that children will revert to previ-
ously established patterns of coping devel-
oped over lengthy histories of exposure to
destructive family interactions as they con-
tinue to negotiate the intransigent perils of
family processes that were not targets of inter-
vention. Thus, from an EST perspective, max-
imizing the effectiveness of intervention
programs designed to reduce child psycho-
pathology will hinge on improvements in
multiple family subsystems, including the inter-
parental and parent—child relationships.

By the same token, practitioners in many
settings may not always be privy to the com-
plex transactions among children’s coping strat-
egies and the specific dynamics of their family
systems due to limitations in time, resources,
or authority to intervene in family matters.
Such cases raise a key question. How do we
begin to foster the mental health of these chil-
dren if the EST warns against the dangers of
modifying children’s patterns of adapting in
violent homes? If insecurity in family relation-
ships does increase the vulnerability of chil-
dren from dysfunctional homes by disrupting
the efficient allocation of biopsychosocial re-
sources and fostering the reflexive use of re-
sponse patterns to parental conflict in new
social settings (see Figure 2), then it may be
possible to develop clinical initiatives that in-
terrupt these pathogenic processes without al-
tering children’s patterns of security. Guided
by the processes in Figure 2, specific clinical
goals for children might include (a) process-
ing and integrating stressful events stemming
from exposure to interparental violence and
discord into their schema and world views
(Fletcher, 1996; Lieberman, 2004); (b) foster-
ing flexible patterns of appraising, interpret-
ing, and coping with extrafamilial relationships
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in ways that are tailored to the unique features
and circumstances of the relational context
(Conduct Problems Prevention Research
Group, 1999); and (c) successfully resolving
stage-salient tasks (e.g., Cicchetti, 1993; Sroufe
& Rutter, 1984).

Development of treatment tools

With the identification of populations and tar-
gets of treatment in the first two steps of the
translational process, another goal is to de-
velop theoretically and scientifically informed
treatment tools. Given the early juncture of
research on EST in high-risk children and fam-
ilies, offering definitive recommendations
about specific therapeutic tools is premature.
However, in the event that our account of the
mechanisms mediating child vulnerability to
interparental discord is supported by future
research, our conceptual focus on organized
patterns of responding that evolve from expo-
sure to disturbances in the interparental and
parent—child subsystems specifically under-
score the potential value of therapeutic tools
designed to alter relationship quality and ex-
periences in the family system. Because rela-
tively stable patterns of security in the
interparental relationship are postulated to de-
velop rapidly in response to repeated expo-
sure to interparental discord, attempts to
intervene in the beginning stages of the gen-
esis of family disturbances is predicted to lead
to better prognoses for the children. More-
over, given that EST postulates that child se-
curity is partially embedded in sensorimotor
systems that develop out of relationship expe-
riences in the family and operate outside of
children’s conscious awareness, instituting
child psychoeducational programs designed to
alter cognitions (e.g., patterns of interpreting
family processes) and coping skills (e.g., in-
volvement) will likely be insufficient meth-
ods for disrupting the unfolding pathogenic
processes. Rather, although interventions de-
signed to alter relationship experiences in the
family generally require greater time, effort,
and expense than psychoeducational pro-
grams, our theory suggests that these psycho-
therapeutic treatments will provide more
efficacious and enduring means for reducing
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child psychopathology. For example, assum-
ing that the parent—child attachment relation-
ship is a central mechanism of effect in
domestically violent homes, adapting and re-
fining attachment-based therapies used in other
high-risk contexts to homes with domestic vi-
olence may be a fruitful clinical direction (Cic-
chetti, Rogosch, & Toth, 2006; Cicchetti, Toth,
& Rogosch, 1999; Lieberman, 2004; Toth &
Cicchetti, 1993; Toth, Maughan, Manly, Spag-
nola, & Cicchetti, 2002). Likewise, family
therapies may provide a useful foundation for
the development of a multicomponent inter-
vention program that is designed to enhance
relationship quality and security across multi-
ple family subsystems (Byng-Hall, 2002;
Cowan & Cowan, 2002; Liddle & Schwartz,
2002).

In addition, carefully planned prevention
trials can lead to an increased understanding
of causal pathways to dysfunction. Prevention
research is based on theoretical models of how
risk conditions are related to adverse out-
comes, positing processes that link the risk
condition to the negative outcome (Mrazek &
Haggerty, 1994), and theories of prevention
should specify developmental processes that
alter trajectories toward the onset or mainte-
nance of dysfunction. If the developmental
course is changed due to a prevention pro-
gram, and the risk of the disorder or negative
outcome is reduced, then the research results
will contribute to our understanding of the
developmental process (Coie et al., 1993).
Moreover, the synergy among theory, re-
search, and practice can contribute to the trans-
lation of basic research into intervention
initiatives and evaluations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, although the EST is a midlevel
theory designed to explain, in part, why chil-
dren exposed to high levels of interparental
discord experience heightened vulnerability to
psychopathology, little is known about how
and why children respond to and cope with
interparental difficulties in families experienc-
ing significant adversity. Reflecting this knowl-
edge gap, the unfolding mediating mechanisms
and the potentiating and protective conditions
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that shape the multiplicity of pathways under-
lying associations between interparental dis-
cord and child maladjustment in high-risk
contexts are poorly understood (Davies &
Cummings, 2006; Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt,
& Kenny, 2003). Thus, applying the EST to
clinical and abnormal family contexts may pro-
vide a means of advancing understanding and
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