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4 Parent-Child Therapies 
for Better Behavior

Many families living with ADHD use behavior therapy and the family 
training programs below to break the cycles of bad behavior and defiance.

Family and Parent Training Programs
Parent-management training is based on the 
premise that bad behavior results when chil-
dren realize they can get what they want by be-
having badly. Say your child throws a fit when 
you ask him to turn off the video game; if you 
give in even some of the time, he learns that 
he will sometimes succeed. The goal of parent 
training is to break this cycle, and help parents 
discipline children more effectively. 

Parents are taught to change their reactions 
to a child’s behavior — good and bad. They 
learn to show their child what they expect, and 

then give well-defined rewards and praise when 
their child behaves accordingly — or consis-
tent consequences when he doesn’t. Therapists 
will also work with a parent and child together 
to solve specific challenges. Sometimes this in-
volves ignoring minor bad behavior. Parents 
learn how to give instructions in an authorita-
tive way, use time-outs effectively, praise chil-
dren, and create a rewards system.

Helping parents learn to praise good behavior 
is one of the toughest challenges therapists face. 
A few tips: Specify the praiseworthy behavior, 
be enthusiastic while not overdoing it, and 
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finish up with a non-verbal gesture — a kiss on 
the cheek or a hug.

Collaborative Problem Solving
This program was created by Ross W. Greene, 
Ph.D. for defiant teens who are too big and 
strong to be put in a time out. Its principles 
can also help children for whom rewards and 
consequences don’t work. The program gives 
kids skills they lack — from social skills to 
executive-function skills — instead of using a 
reward-and-punishment system. 

The first step is to identify and understand 
the child’s concern about a problem (comple-
tion of homework or chores), and reassure 
him that the problem will be resolved by the 
child and the adult together. The second step 
is to identify the adult’s concerns about the 
same problem. The third step invites the child 
to brainstorm solutions with the adult, and to 
find a plan that is mutually satisfactory. 

What you learn: How to ask your child 
questions in a way that helps him explain what 
sets off his defiant behavior, plus how to share 
your own concerns with him and help him 
share his.

Parent-Child Interaction Therapy 
(PCIT)
PCIT is a program that looks beyond a child’s 
bad behavior to examine troubled relation-
ships — and how changing them can improve 
behavior. It helps parents become better at 
managing their child’s behavior with real-time 
coaching. It is best for children ages two to sev-
en, and is offered in university-based centers 
and by individual therapists.

The family interacts while listening to advice 
from therapists behind a one-way mirror. 
The therapist helps parents identify ways in 
which they are contributing to the problem, 
such as getting more and more agitated while 
your child becomes agitated. This therapy 
does not treat ADHD, but tries to lessen the 
comorbidities, like ODD, anxiety, irritation, 

and depression that can do the most damage 
to behavior. The advantage of PCIT is that the 
child associates these skills with their parent, 
not the therapist.

Group programs teach the principles of 
PCIT to a group of up to 25 parents, and have 
the benefit of providing support for parents 
and costing less than private therapy. Three 
programs are: 

A.  COPE (Community Parent Education) — 
taught, continuing-ed style, at night by 
paraprofessionals to parents of children up 
to adolescents

B.  Incredible Years — for parents of preschool-
ers, and focusing on early intervention to 
prevent defiant behavior from worsening

C.  Positive Parenting Program — targeting 
teens and also providing strategies for 
managing marital problems caused by 
defiant behavior.

Vive
Vive is an intensive family therapy program 
for parents of older kids with behavioral prob-
lems. It uses the principles of parent manage-
ment training, but involves two separate thera-
pists: a “mentor” for the struggling youth, and 
a “coach” for the parents. This technique is for 
families in crisis who can devote a substantial 
amount of time, and money. Fees can be up to 
$3,000 a month. 

The teen’s mentor will meet him or her at 
school or work, while the coach usually speaks 
with the parents by phone. Then, family ses-
sions are conducted together in the family’s 
home. The mentor can help the teen with prob-
lems at school or work along with behavior, 
and the coach can help reduce parental stress 
like marital bickering.

The program can help kids become more re-
flective about ADHD and impulsivity, and help 
families recognize patterns in ways of reacting 
to each other. Then everyone can focus on us-
ing the strategies that work positively for them. 
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