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Introduction 

Children’s early relationships with their parents and 
other caregivers provide the foundation for their 
later development. For example, caregiving that is 
sensitive to children’s signals and developmental 
needs helps support healthy brain development, 
social-emotional well-being, and cognitive and 
language skills (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). Conversely,  
children who experience adversity in their early 
caregiving relationships—the lack of consistent 
caregivers as seen in institutional care or mal-
treatment at the hands of birth parents —are at 
risk for problematic outcomes (Dozier & Rutter, 
2016; Juffer et al., 2011). The placement of these 
vulnerable children in safe and stable foster or 
adoptive families leads to substantial recovery (van 
IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006; Zajac, Raby, & Dozier, in 
press). Nonetheless, problems do persist for some 
children, especially those that experienced more 
severe hardships prior to placement. 

A growing number of intervention programs has 
been shown to be effective at promoting the 
healthy development of foster or adoptive children 
during infancy or early childhood by improving the 
parent-child relationship (Dozier & Bernard, 2017; 
Juffer, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van IJzendoorn, 
2017; Leve, Fisher & Chamberlain, 2009; Purvis, 
Cross, Dansereau, & Parris, 2013; Spieker, Oxford, 
Kelly, Nelson, & Fleming, 2012; 

Weiner, Schneider, & Lyons, 2009). A common 
feature of these relational interventions is an  
emphasis on training parents to interact with  
their children in ways that are sensitive to devel-
opmental needs. Importantly, these evidence- 
based interventions are distinct from so-called 

“attachment therapies” that are not supported  
by research and that have the potential to be  
extremely harmful to children (Chaffin et al., 
2006). 

In this paper, we describe one intervention—
Attachment Biobehavioral Catch-up (ABC; Dozier 
& Bernard, 2017)—in detail. ABC has many 
similarities with other evidence-based interven-
tions for young adopted and foster children. 
There is a large body of evidence supporting 
the efficacy of ABC (Bernard, Lee, & Dozier, 
2017; Bernard, Dozier, Bick, Lewis-Morrarty, 
Lindhiem, & Carlson, 2012; Bick & Dozier, 2013; 
Dozier, Lindhiem, Lewis, Bick, Bernard, & Peloso, 
2009; Dozier et al., 2006; Lewis-Morrarty, Dozier, 
Bernard, Terracciano, & Moore, 2012; Lind, Raby, 
Carron, Roben, & Dozier, 2017; Raby, Freedman, 
Yarger, Lind, & Dozier, 2018; Yarger, Hoye, & 
Dozier, 2016). In fact, ABC has received the 
highest rating (“well-supported by research evi-
dence”) from California Evidence-Based Practice 
Clearinghouse, a registry of programs relevant to 
child welfare professionals. 
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The Attachment and 
Biobehavioral  
Catch-up intervention 

ABC consists of 10, one-
hour sessions carried out 
in parents’ homes. ABC is 
a manualized intervention 
that targets parenting 
behaviors relevant to the 
needs of young children with 
histories of adversity. Two 
key parenting behaviors are 
responding in a nurturing 
manner when children are 
distressed and following 
children’s lead when they 
are not distressed. Similar 
to other evidence-based 
programs, parents are 
educated on the importance 
of these parenting behaviors 
during the intervention 

sessions and are presented with video examples. 
A unique feature of ABC is that parents also 
receive feedback about the behaviors while they 
are interacting with their children during the 
intervention session. The interventionists, whom 
we refer to as “parent coaches,” are expected to 
make comments at least once per minute, thus 
resulting in parents’ receiving extensive feedback 
(about 60 times in an hour session) regarding how 
their behaviors fit with intervention targets. The 
feedback scaffolds parents’ behaviors, making 
it more likely that parents engage in relevant 
behaviors than would be the case otherwise. 
Comments can describe the behavior (e.g., “He 
bumped his head and you said, ‘honey are you 
ok?’”), links to the intervention target (e.g., “What 
wonderful nurturance”), and link to a child outcome 
(e.g., “That is the kind of thing that will let him 

know he can count on you being there for him.”). 
This in-vivo feedback has been shown to be critical 
in promoting change in parents’ behaviors (Caron, 
Bernard, & Dozier, 2016). 

ABC was originally developed for infants in foster 
care. More recently, ABC was adapted to address 
the unique needs of toddler-age children in foster 
care as well as children who have been adopted 
internationally after experiencing institutional 
care. For each of these groups of children, ABC’s 
effectiveness was rigorously evaluated with a 
randomized controlled trial in which families were 
randomly assigned to receive ABC or a control 
intervention. In the next section, we summarize 
results from those research trials. We summarize 
the findings related to changes in parenting quality 
as well as the evidence for improvements in four 
behavioral outcomes for children: attachment 
security, social-emotional well-being, self-regulation 
abilities, and language skills (see Figure 1). 

Research Evidence Supporting the ABC 

Parental sensitivity to their children’s signals is seen 
as the intervention mechanism. Therefore, the 
most basic test of the efficacy of ABC is whether 
it results in changes in the target parenting 
behaviors. Indeed, ABC has been shown to result 
in improvements in foster parents’ skill in following 
their children’s lead that persisted at least 2 years 
after the completion of the intervention (Bick & 
Dozier, 2013). ABC also enhances parenting quality 
among parents of children adopted internationally. 

•	 The Attachment and 
Biobehavioral Catch-up 
(ABC) intervention was 
developed to help 
caregivers nurture and 
respond sensitively to 
the signals of young 
children with histories 
of adversity.

•	 The effectiveness of  
this brief intervention 
has been rigorously  
evaluated using 
randomized controlled 
trials. 

•	 ABC has been shown 
to improve the quality 
of children’s attach-
ments to their parents, 
enhance children’s 
social-emotional 
well-being, and boost 
children’s self-regulation 
and language skills.

Figure 1. The positive effects of the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up for  

enhancing parenting quality and promoting key developmental outcomes for adopted  

and foster children.
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Adoptive parents who received ABC followed 
their children’s lead more, were less intrusive with 
their children, and showed more enjoyment of 
their children than parents in the control condition 
(Yarger, Bernard, Caron, Wallin, & Dozier, in press). 
As with foster parents, the positive effects of ABC 
continued to be observed 2 years later (see Figure 

2). This evidence supports ABC engaging the 
intervention mechanism.

Because of their histories of maltreatment and 
unstable placements, children in foster care and 
children adopted internationally have difficulty 
forming secure, organized attachments with their 
parents (Dozier & Rutter, 2016). Foster parents who 
received ABC reported that their children were 
less likely to avoid them when they were distressed 
(e.g., acting as if they were not hurt or scared, or 
intentionally moving away from the parent when 
upset) than reported by parents in the control 
condition (Dozier et al., 2009). Similarly, among 
children adopted internationally after experiencing 
high levels of adversity prior to adoption (e.g., long 
duration of institutional care), more of the children 
who had received ABC formed secure attachments 
to parents than children in the control condition (Raby, 
Dozier, & Carlson, in preparation;  (see Figure 3). 

Children in foster care and children who 
were adopted internationally are also 
at risk for problematic social-emotional 
functioning. Parents of children in 
foster care and parents of children 
adopted internationally who received 
ABC reported that their toddler-age 
children had fewer behavior problems 
than parents in the control condition 
(Dozier et al., 2006; Yarger, Lind, Zajac, 
Raby, Bernard, & Dozier, in preparation). 
Children adopted internationally 
whose parents received ABC also 
demonstrated less aggression and 
oppositional behavior while interacting 
with their parents than children in 
the control condition (Yarger et al., in 

preparation) and exhibited more prosocial behavior 
while interacting with both their parents and a 
stranger than children in the control condition (Lind, 
Raby, Goldstein, Bernard, & Dozier, in preparation). 

During early childhood, children begin to 
develop the ability to regulate their thoughts and 
behaviors. These self-regulation skills provide 
a foundation for children’s adjustment at later 
ages, having implications for their academic 
performance (Blair & Raver, 2015). In two separate 
samples, foster children whose parents had 
received the ABC intervention demonstrated 

Figure 2. The positive effect of the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up Intervention  

on parents’ following their children’s lead (“sensitivity”) up to 36 months post-intervention.  

From Yarger, Bernard, Caron, Wallin, and Dozier (in press). 

Figure 3. The positive effect of the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up Intervention on 

attachment security among children adopted internationally who experienced high levels of 

adversity prior to adoption. From Raby, Dozier, and Carlson (in preparation).
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stronger self-regulation skills than foster children 
in the control group (Lind et al., 2017; Lewis-
Morrarty et al., 2012). Unlike children in the control 
condition, the self-regulation abilities of children 
who received ABC were similar to those of low-
risk children who had never been involved with 
the foster care system. In addition, foster parents 
who received ABC reported that their children 
had fewer attention problems that children in the 
control condition (Lind et al., 2017).

Another important milestone of early childhood is 
developing a rich vocabulary for communicating 
with others. Infants whose foster parents received 
ABC developed a more advanced receptive 
vocabulary than children whose parents had 
received the control intervention (Bernard et al., 
2017). This effect was replicated with toddler-age 
children in foster care (Raby et al., 2018). Moreover, 
the positive effect of ABC on the toddler-age foster 
children’s vocabularies was shown to be mediated 
by improvements in foster parents’ skill with 
following their children’s lead (see Figure 4). 

Future Directions 

In summary, the Attachment and Biobehavioral 
Catch-up intervention has been shown to 
enhance parenting quality, improve the quality of 
children’s attachments to their parents, enhance 
children’s social-emotional well-being, and boost 
children’s self-regulation and language skills. 

These findings are bolstered by the results of 
randomized controlled trials of ABC with high-risk 

birth parents (Bernard et al, 2012; Yarger et al., 2016). 
Similar results involving other parenting-focused 
early interventions with foster or adopted children 
have also been reported (e.g., Juffer, Bakermans-
Kranenburg et al., 2017). In other words, evidence-
based programs exist that can help promote the 
healthy development of adopted and foster children. 

There are additional questions that warrant 
additional research. For example, some 
internationally adopted children who 
experienced institutional care during the first 
few years of life fail to exhibit developmentally 
appropriate levels of wariness of unfamiliar 
people (Dozier & Rutter, 2016). The ABC 
intervention was adapted to address these 
clinically significant issues with parents of 
children adopted internationally. However, the 
base rate of these “indiscriminately friendly” 
behaviors was too low to allow for an evaluation 
of whether those efforts were successful. Studies 
involving children adopted from institutional care 
at even later ages are most likely needed. 

Children with histories of adversity who receive 
ABC or one of the other evidence-based parenting 
interventions to developing in a healthy manner 
during early childhood. A remaining question is 
whether these early interventions may result in 
sustained improvements in children’s functioning 
that persist into middle childhood and adolescence. 
This is an important issue because children in foster 
care and children adopted internationally are at risk 
for problematic outcomes related to attachment, 
social-emotional functioning, and self-regulation 
abilities during these later years (Juffer et al., 2011). 

Figure 4. The positive effect of the Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up interven-

tion on the receptive vocabulary abilities of toddlers in foster care via improvements in 

foster parents’ following the child’s lead (“sensitive caregiving”).  

From Raby, Freedman, Yarger, Lind, and Dozier (2018).
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Another future direction at the intersection 
of research and clinical practice is effectively 
disseminating the evidence-based interventions 
to families in need. In general, there is a gap 
between the needs for interventions and the types 
of interventions that are available (Kazdin, 2017). 
In addition, implementing an evidence-based 
intervention in the community with adequate fidelity 
can be difficult. Much smaller treatment effects are 
often seen in the community than when tested in 
randomized clinical trials (Durlak & DuPre, 2008).

Ongoing research with ABC offers suggestions 
for how to disseminate these evidence-based 
intervention broadly while also maintaining 
fidelity and effectiveness when implemented 
in the community. Specifically, the system for 
training, supervision, and certification in ABC is 
organized around the component that has been 
shown to be critical in promoting change in 
parents’ behaviors, namely the parent coaches’ 
provision of live feedback about parents’ use 
of the target behaviors during the intervention 
sessions (Roben, Dozier, Caron, & Bernard, 2017). 
ABC is currently being disseminated at multiple 
sites across the United States and internationally. 
Both the analyses of the changes in parents’ 
behavior from pre- to post-intervention at various 
dissemination sites (Caron et al., 2016; Roben et 
al., 2007) and a recent randomized controlled trial 
in the community (Berlin, Martoccio, & Harden, in 
press) have reported effects sizes that were similar 
to those observed in the laboratory-based trials. 
These dissemination studies with ABC provide a 
template for successfully implementing evidence-
based interventions in the community to promote 
the healthy development of adopted and foster 
children.

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Research

•	 Interventions that focus on improving parents’ 
sensitivity to their children’s signals have been 
shown to promote healthy outcomes for adopted 
and foster children who experienced early adversity.

•	 Additional research is needed to examine the 
impact of these interventions on other clinically 

significant issues, such as indiscriminately friendly 
behaviors.  

•	 Another task for future research is examining 
whether these early interventions result in sustained 
improvements in children’s functioning that persist 
beyond early childhood and middle childhood and 
adolescence.

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Practice

•	 There is an urgent need to successfully disseminate 
these evidence-based interventions to families in 
need.

•	 Monitoring the implementation process to ensure 
that these interventions are implemented in the 
community with adequate fidelity is crucial. 

Implications for the Future of Adoption: 
Policy

•	 Parents of children who have experienced early 
adversity often need services to promote their ability 
to care for their children adequately.

•	 Policies should encourage intervention programs 
to have a strong evidence base in order to receive 
public funding.
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