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Enhancing Parental Sensitivity in Families with an Evidence-Based 
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Early caregiving experiences set the stage for children’s developmental trajectories. Children who experience early 
adversity are more likely to show difficulties regulating their behaviors, emotions, and physiology than children who 
do not experience adversity. Parenting interventions designed to enhance parental sensitivity and responsiveness 
can buffer children from the detrimental effects of early adverse experiences and ultimately enhance child outcomes. 
One such intervention is Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up (ABC), an evidence-based home visiting program 
developed to enhance parental sensitivity and responsive care. In this paper, we review the intervention objectives 
and effectiveness of ABC. We then describe efforts made to supervise the fidelity and dissemination of ABC, 
including its implementation in diverse cultural contexts and with Spanish-speaking families in the United States. 
Lastly, we discuss the potential of ABC as a novel intervention to be implemented within the child welfare system 
in Spain and Latin America.

Las experiencias tempranas son clave como cimientos de las trayectorias de desarrollo. Sufrir adversidad temprana 
está relacionado con dificultades en regular el comportamiento, las emociones y la fisiología. Las intervenciones 
que promueven la sensibilidad parental pueden proteger a los niños de las consecuencias negativas de la adversidad 
temprana y promover trayectorias de desarrollo positivas. Una de estas intervenciones es Attachment & Biobehavioral 
Catch-up (ABC), un programa de visitas domiciliarias basado en la evidencia que promueve un cuidado sensible y 
contingente. En este artículo, revisamos los objetivos de la intervención ABC y su eficacia. Describimos también la 
supervisión de la fidelidad al programa y su diseminación, incluida la implementación de ABC en diversos contextos 
y con familias de habla hispana en Estados Unidos. Por último, discutimos el potencial de implementar ABC en 
España y Latinoamérica como una innovación en el campo de la intervención familiar y la protección a la infancia.
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The first years of life set the stage for long-term social-
emotional, cognitive, and neurobiological development (Knudsen, 
2004; Sroufe et al., 2010). Exposure to chronic stress and ina-
dequate caregiving during this critical period may be especially 
detrimental for child development (Knudsen, 2004; Shonkoff et 
al., 2012; Sroufe et al., 2010). Responsive and sensitive care early 
in life promotes a secure attachment and adaptive behavioral and 
physiological regulation, optimal patterns which are related with 
long-term positive outcomes (Feldman, 2012; Groh et al., 2017). 
Therefore, the use of evidence-based interventions designed to 
enhance parental sensitivity and responsiveness is an effective 
way to promote child development, especially among children 
who have experienced early adversity (Campbell et al., 2014).

There are several evidence-based early intervention programs 
that focus on enhancing sensitivity and nurturing care, and 
some of these models have demonstrated both enhancement 
of parental sensitivity as well as the promotion of positive 
outcomes in children (see meta-analysis by Mountain et al., 
2017). Specifically, various meta-analyses suggest that short-
term interventions which focus on changing parenting behaviors 
are the most effective (e.g., Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 
2003; Mountain et al., 2017).  Given the detrimental impact of 
early adversity on social-emotional and cognitive development, 
children who are in the child welfare system are among those 
who need responsive and nurturing care the most, and therefore, 
would especially benefit from this type of intervention (Muzi & 
Pace, 2021; Shonkoff et al., 2012).

Despite the high need for implementing evidence-based 
interventions early in life, in Spain, interventions commonly 
delivered within the child protection system are more likely to 
target older children than younger children. Targeting younger 
children is especially important given that it is more difficult to 
remediate the detrimental effects of early adverse experiences 
on child development later in development than with targeted 
early interventions (Arruabarrena & Paúl, 2012). In Latin 
America, early intervention programs often focus on perinatal 
health and reduction of infant mortality, and the breadth, 
funding, and quality of early interventions significantly varies 
across countries (Cardia et al., 2016). Thus, there is a scarcity 
of evidence-based programs which specifically target the 
detrimental impact of early adversity. Additionally, whereas in 
Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian countries there have been no-
table efforts towards implementing evidence-based programs for 
children and families in the child protection system, in Spain 
there are still very few evidence-based programs in this field. 
Some noteworthy exceptions are the implementation of Triple 
P and SafeCare in the Basque Country (de Paul et al., 2015), or 
positive parenting psychoeducative interventions—most of them 
delivered in a group format—focused on supporting foster care 
processes, such as reunification (e.g., “Caminar en familia”; 
Balsells et al., 2015) or families receiving a variety of social 
services (Rodrigo, 2016).

In this review, we introduce the Attachment and Biobehavioral 
Catch-up (ABC) intervention, an evidence-based, short-term, 
home visiting program designed to enhance parental sensitivity 
for children who have experienced early adversity. Given 
that there is both a critical need and an opportunity for social 
intervention innovation in the child welfare system in Spain, 

we believe ABC can support local efforts to expand services 
for vulnerable families. Although we are less familiar with the 
complex and diverse child welfare systems of Latin American 
countries, the implementation of short-term interventions focus-
ed on enhancing parental sensitivity—such as ABC—could be 
immensely helpful in supporting Latin American families and 
children in their communities (Cardia et al., 2016). In fact, there 
is evidence suggesting that ABC enhances parental sensitivity 
(Berlin et al., 2019) and is culturally relevant for Latino families 
who live in the United States (U.S; Aparicio et al., 2016). Thus, 
ABC is a novel intervention that has the potential to ameliorate 
some of the detrimental effects of early childhood adversity of 
families within welfare systems in Spain and Latin America by 
enhancing parental sensitivity and in turn, promoting positive 
child development.

Attachment and Biobehavioral Catch-up

The literature on the effects of secure attachment on development 
is vast, linking secure attachment to optimal patterns of neurological 
development, regulatory coping systems in response to stress, and 
to overall mental health (see Schore, 2001 for a review). However, 
children who have experienced early adversity (e.g., chronic 
distress, abuse, disruptions in their relationships with their parents) 
are more likely than other children to develop disorganized 
attachments (Dozier et al., 2001; van IJzendoorn et al., 1999). Dis-
organized attachment, in turn, is a risk factor for externalizing and 
internalizing problems in childhood and psychopathology in late 
adolescence (Groh et al., 2017). Thus, there is a critical need for 
early intervention programs which can attenuate some of the risk 
factors associated with early adversity. 

Grounded in attachment theory and informed by the literature 
on stress neurobiology, ABC was created to promote three key 
parental behavior targets, particularly relevant for parents of 
children who have endured significant adversity: 1) providing 
nurturing care to enhance attachment security and organization; 
2) following a child’s lead to support physiological, emotional, 
and behavioral self-regulation; and 3) avoiding intrusive and 
frightening behaviors. 

Providing Nurturing Care

Secure, organized attachments are likely to develop when 
parents are emotionally available and responsive to their infants, 
particularly in times of distress (de Wolff & van Ijzendoorn, 1997). 
Examples include a father who asks his child, “Are you OK?” after 
the child falls, or a mother who holds her child close when the baby 
is crying. Yet, there are many factors that may pose a barrier to 
parents’ ability to provide such nurturing care. First, children who 
experience adversity are less likely to elicit nurturing responses 
and behaviors from their parents than are other children, and, as 
a result, their parents respond “in-kind” by failing to consistently 
nurture them in times of distress (Stovall-McClough & Dozier, 
2004). Second, parents who experience high levels of parenting 
stress or those with insecure states of mind regarding attachment 
may find it difficult to provide nurturing care to their children 
(Pereira et al., 2012). Thus, a central aim of ABC is to promote 
attachment security and organization among vulnerable children by 
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enhancing their parents’ ability to nurture and comfort them, even 
when children do not elicit it or when nurturance does not come 
naturally to the parent. 

Following the Lead with Delight

As previously noted, early experiences of adversity may 
reshape neurobiological development. Indeed, alterations to the 
stress-response system are evident among human and nonhuman 
primate infants who are separated from their parents (Bernard & 
Dozier, 2010; Bruce et al., 2009; Levine, 2001). The development 
of optimal physiological regulation is crucial for young children 
setting the stage for subsequent behavioral and emotional self-
regulatory capabilities (Posner & Rothbart, 2000). Human infants 
depend on their parents to serve as co-regulators of physiology and 
behavior (Hofer, 2006), and self-regulation skills develop most 
optimally when infants are scaffolded by parents via contingent 
and responsive interactions (Shonkoff et al., 2012). As such, a 
second aim of ABC is to build a child’s self-regulatory capacity 
by enhancing a parent’s ability to follow their child’s lead, and 
take enjoyment (i.e., delight) in those interactions. For example, a 
child may be playing with a truck and his parent may say “Oh, here 
comes the truck driver” (i.e., following the child’s lead) while the 
parent applauds the child and smiles (i.e., delighting).

Avoiding Intrusive and Frightening Behaviors

Experiences of significant distress, such as poverty, dis-
crimination, and physical or mental health concerns, may impede 
a parent’s ability to provide nurturing care and contingent 
responsiveness to their children (Mesman et al., 2012). Moreover, 
parents with histories of unresolved trauma and those with high 
levels of parenting stress are at increased likelihood to engage in 
frightening behaviors with their children (e.g., yelling, hitting, 
threatening; Jacobvitz et al., 2006). These negative parental 
behaviors may be especially detrimental to young children who 
have experienced adversity early in life given their need for 
responsive and nurturing care. Therefore, a tertiary aim of ABC 
is to reduce the likelihood that parents will engage in behaviors 
that are frightening or intrusive as these may undermine a child’s 
capacity to develop secure, organized attachments (Schuengel et 
al., 1999) and adaptive self-regulatory capabilities (Bernard & 
Dozier, 2010).

Overview of ABC 

ABC is a 10-session, home visiting intervention originally 
developed for foster parents with infants between 6 and 24 months 
of age, and it has now been adapted for birth parents involved in 
Child Protective Services (CPS), parents of internationally adopted 
children, and for parents of toddlers between the ages 24 and 48 
months old. Parent Coaches, professionals trained to implement 
ABC in the home, present manualized content which addresses the 
three key parental behavior targets described above. Parents who 
are participating in the intervention are also presented with videos 
of interactions between other parents and children to illustrate 
concepts and target behaviors. One guiding goal in ABC is to 
change parental behaviors in the same environment in which the 

behaviors occur (i.e., the home), with the expectation that these 
changes will be more sustainable over time. See Table 1 for a 
session overview of the ABC model.

Table 1. 
Overview of ABC Sessions

Intervention Sessions Topic

Sessions 1 and 2 Providing nurturance even when children do not elicit it

Sessions 3 and 4 Following the lead and delighting in the child

Session 5 Reducing intrusive and over-stimulating behaviors

Session 6 Reducing frightening behavior

Sessions 7 and 8 Recognizing and overriding voices from the past

Sessions 9 and 10 Consolidating and celebrating change

In-the-Moment Comments

The key mechanism of change in the ABC program is ITM 
commenting. These in vivo comments aim to provide immediate 
feedback and direct parental attention to the intervention behavior 
targets. Comments provide parents with extensive behavioral 
descriptions of the intervention target and highlight the importance 
of such behaviors as contributors for optimal child development. 
Every time a parent engages in one of the behavior targets (e.g., 
nurturance, following the lead), the parent coach has an opportunity 
to comment. For instance, if the child pretends to eat a toy ice cream 
cone, and the parent says, “What yummy ice cream!” the parent 
coach might say, “She pretended to eat the ice cream and you said, 
‘What yummy ice cream.’ You’re following the lead! These little 
moments help build self-regulation.” One of the unique aspects 
about ABC is that parent coaches are expected to make at least 
one comment per minute throughout the 60-minute intervention 
session. The frequency and quality of ITM comments have been 
found to predict parental behavior change (Caron et al., 2016).

Efficacy of ABC

The efficacy of the ABC intervention has been assessed in 
multiple randomized clinical trials (RCTs) with different popu-
lations, such as CPS-involved children and their birth parents 
(Bernard et al., 2012), foster children (Bick & Dozier, 2013; Lind 
et al., 2017), internationally adopted children (Yarger et al., 2020), 
and children enrolled in Early Head Start a program subsidized by 
the US government dedicated to promoting physical, cognitive, 
social, and emotional development in childhood (Aparicio et 
al., 2016). Both positive parental and child outcomes have been 
observed among families who complete the program, when 
compared to a control intervention that focuses on language and 
motor development.

Parental Outcomes

In each of these RCTs, ABC has been shown to be effective 
in improving parental sensitivity and positive regard, as well as 
decreasing intrusive behaviors, compared to parents receiving 
a control intervention. In a study with CPS-involved parents, 
those who received the ABC intervention showed higher levels 
of sensitivity during a parent-child play interaction compared to 
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parents who received the control intervention, and these changes 
were sustained 3 years later (Yarger et al., 2016). Similar results 
have been found with adoptive (Yarger et al., 2020) and foster 
families (Bick & Dozier, 2013. Moreover, parents who complete the 
ABC intervention have also been shown to develop more coherent 
attachment narratives (Raby et al., 2021) and enhanced attention to 
infant emotions as measured by neural activity using event-related 
potentials than parents in a control intervention (Bernard, Simons 
et al., 2015).

Child Outcomes

In addition to having positive effects on parenting behaviors, 
the ABC intervention has been found to contribute to a wide 
range of short- and long-term positive child outcomes. In a study 
with CPS-involved children, those whose parents received the 
ABC intervention developed secure attachments at a higher rate 
(52% and 33%, respectively) and fewer developed disorganized 
attachments (32% and 57%, respectively), as measured by the 
Strange Situation procedure (Ainsworth et al., 1978), compared to 
those who received the control intervention (Bernard et al., 2012). 
When these children were nine years of age, the ones whose parents 
completed ABC when they were infants reported higher levels of 
attachment security, as measured by the Kerns Security Scale, than 
those who received the control intervention (Zajac et al., 2020).

ABC has also been shown to be effective in promoting 
children’s physiological regulation. For instance, infants whose 
parents completed the ABC intervention showed more normative 
patterns of diurnal cortisol production than those who received the 
control intervention (Bernard, Dozier et al., 2015). The effects of 
ABC on cortisol regulation were sustained three and seven years 
after participating in the intervention (Bernard, Hostinar et al., 
2015; Garnett et al., 2020). ABC effects have also been seen on 
children’s autonomic nervous system regulation suggesting that the 
implementation of ABC during infancy is effective in promoting 
healthy patterns of autonomic regulation among children exposed 
to early adversity (Tabachnick et al., 2019).

Furthermore, ABC has been linked to other positive outcomes 
such as those associated with better executive functioning (Lewis-
Morrarty et al., 2012; Lind et al., 2017), language development 
(Raby et al., 2019), and DNA methylation (Hoye et al., 2020). 
These findings underscore that the promotion of early parental 
sensitivity has cascading effects on child outcomes across a wide 
range of domains and extending through middle childhood. 

Dissemination of ABC

Given the demonstrated efficacy of the ABC intervention, 
the next logical step was to make the intervention available to 
organizations serving underserved communities nationally and 
internationally. However, fidelity is critical for the success of 
an intervention in community settings (Hulleman & Cordray, 
2009). To address this challenge, EB Caron developed a detailed 
coding system to quantify and measure the frequency and quality 
of comments parent coaches made in session (Caron & Dozier, 
2014). This careful observational review through video coding 
of commenting in session was integrated into the training and 

implementation process. This fidelity monitoring method ensures 
that parent coaches are correctly identifying and commenting on 
parental behaviors that are consistent with the three central tenets 
of the ABC intervention. Data from our RCTs and initial attempts 
of implementing ABC in community settings suggested that ITM 
comments are one of the critical aspects of fidelity in ABC (Caron 
et al., 2016), with more frequent and high-quality comments 
leading to greater change in parent behavior. 

We believe this comprehensive system of supervision coupled 
with fidelity monitoring via ITM coding is key to our ability to 
successfully implement ABC in communities within the U.S. and 
internationally. For example, we have found large effect sizes (d = 
0.83 – 0.89) for increases in parental sensitivity from pre- to post-
intervention observational assessments across our dissemination 
sites (Roben et al., 2017) and similar patterns of fidelity and 
increases in parental sensitivity have been found recently in a 
telehealth version of ABC (Roben et al., 2022; Schein et al., 2022). 
These effects are as large as those found in RCTs and suggest that 
the ABC intervention can be disseminated with high effectiveness 
as a result of a strong fidelity assessment method. 

Implementation of ABC in diverse contexts and cultures

Although the mechanism of change upon which ABC is based – 
parental sensitivity as a way of enhancing child attachment and self-
regulation – is broadly universal (Mesman et al., 2016), parenting 
does not occur in a vacuum. As such, it is important to recognize 
that culture plays a key role on parenting beliefs and behaviors, 
alignment with the intervention content, and openness to delivery 
aspects, such as home visiting and ITM commenting (Castro et 
al., 2004; Kumpfer et al., 2012). Therefore, the cultural context in 
which families are embedded should be carefully considered when 
delivering ABC in diverse socio-cultural contexts, both within and 
outside the U.S. to ensure that the intervention is meaningful to 
participants. This is especially important to maximize the reach, 
engagement, and effectiveness of the intervention (Cabassa & 
Baumann, 2013; Gonzales et al., 2016).

To date, ABC is implemented in 9 countries across the world, 
including the U.S., Canada, South Africa, Taiwan, Australia, Swe-
den, Norway, Germany, and Russia. The process of adapting the 
intervention to those diverse contexts was carried out in close 
collaboration with local teams, as detailed in Costello et al. (2021). 
Given the cultural and ethnic diversity within the U.S., we have 
also faced the challenge of implementing ABC in culturally 
sensitive ways in this country. One example is our work with 
Latino families in the U.S, including the translation and adaptation 
of ABC materials and the development of a supplemental Spanish-
implementation support group for bilingual coaches in which 
cultural aspects related to the implementation of ABC are discussed. 

An additional effort in this area includes the development of 
guidelines and best practices for agencies which seek to implement 
ABC within culturally and linguistically diverse communities, 
both nationally and internationally. This framework aims to 
preserve a balance between fidelity and adaptation of evidence-
based interventions by maintaining the core components of 
ABC (e.g., focus on parental sensitivity, brief home-visiting 
intervention format, ITM commenting as central to delivery of 
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the intervention), while also exploring and incorporating cultural 
values and practices that may enhance the implementation of 
ABC within a target community. We believe this approach, rooted 
in best practices in international dissemination and cultural 
adaptations of evidence-based interventions, will allow us to 
implement the intervention in a meaningful and culturally hum-
ble way, while maintaining fidelity to the model and ensuring 
effectiveness (Escoffery et al., 2019; Gonzales et al., 2016).

Conclusion and future directions

The ABC intervention is an evidence-based home visiting 
program for families of young children which is grounded 
in attachment theory and informed by the literature on stress 
neurobiology. ABC’s short, 10-session format and its focus on 
changing parental behaviors has been shown to promote sensitive 
parenting through a combination of several techniques, with ITM 
commenting identified as the active ingredient of the intervention 
(Dozier & Bernard, 2019).

ABC has been shown to be effective in various RCTs on an 
impressive array of child and parent outcomes, including parental 
sensitivity, children’s attachment security and organization, and 
physiological and behavioral regulation (e.g., Bernard et al., 2012; 
Bernard, Dozier et al., 2015). These intervention effects are evident 
in different biological and behavioral levels of observation (e.g., 
diurnal cortisol levels, executive functioning, inhibitory control) 
and are sustained years after the intervention is completed (Korom 
et al., 2021). Beyond controlled experimental conditions, ABC has 
shown comparable effect sizes in improving parental sensitivity at 
a community level (Roben et al., 2017), which we attribute to the 
intensive fidelity monitoring and supervision process during the 
training year (Caron et al., 2016; Costello et al., 2019).

From this vantage point of solid evidence base and establish-
ed dissemination procedures, one of the most exciting future 
directions for ABC is to continue expanding its reach to diverse 
communities across the globe. We believe professionals, fami-
lies and, ultimately, children in Spain and Latin America could 
benefit from receiving ABC in their communities, both due to 
the need to expand access to such services in these countries, 
but also due to the feasibility and acceptability of ABC with 
Spanish-speaking families in the U.S. This exciting prospect can 
only be possible in close partnership with local stakeholders and 
community members to ensure there is a need for an intervention 
such as ABC, and to assess fit of intervention procedures to socio-
cultural and organizational contexts (Chamberlain & Saldana, 
2014). We are aware that innovations in child welfare systems 
and the introduction of novel interventions such as ABC can be 
challenging, yet we believe it is well worth the effort given its 
potential for both concurrent and long-term benefits for children 
and families in our communities. 
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