Oh, The Behaviors! Developing “Value Competency” – Part Two
Welcome to part two of our post about “value competency.” As Part One explained, trauma
causes children to develop values that are often at discord with those of the adoptive family.
Thus, “value competency” is the ability to live—long-term—with children who, due to their
traumatic histories, have a different set of values than the adoptive family. Values drive
behavior. So, a family member possessing a distinctly opposing set of values doesn’t always act
in a manner preferable to moms, dads, brothers and sisters. This concept is similar to a longstanding adoption concept—“cultural competency”—the ability to flourish and nurture healthy
identity development when the adoptive family is comprised of members from various cultures.
The end result of living with children whose values are very different is that parents become
worn down. The home environment is often riddled with conflict. Statements and questions like,
“Mom, he stole my cell phone again!” Or, “Why did you eat a whole bag of candy?” quickly
escalate into loud, unpleasant arguments. The family atmosphere becomes heated, and the
cool down period can be hours or days long! No family member benefits from this type of
interaction.
So, following we offer some solutions to become a “value competent” parent. You can learn to
live more peacefully while waiting for the value system of your adopted son or daughter to catch
up to that of your other family members:
“What” to Do to Develop “Value Competency:”
Ensure a Strong Male Presence or a Father and Child Relationship. Overall, fathers can
influence their children’s values and success in many areas. For example, during the grade
school years, the father’s influence is important for academic achievement. In adolescence,
closeness to fathers is related to the postponement of sexual activity among adolescent
daughters—this is critical for all daughters but even more essential for the daughter who
experienced sexual abuse prior to her adoption. Adolescents’ attitudes about alcohol are more
like those of their father. Fathers may be the primary role models for adolescents because
drinking is more prevalent among males. Fathers may have a greater impact on their
adolescents in areas where they are more involved than mothers or where they serve as the
primary role models. Children are stronger in moral development and empathy—concern for
others—when two parents or a presence of two parenting figures are psychologically present.
Make Time to Eat Dinner Together. Basketball practice, grocery shopping, play dates, therapy,
laundry, attending special occasions, psychiatrist visits, home work and so on—where does the
list end? With this whirlwind of appointments and after school participation in sports and clubs, a
family activity that has been particularly compromised is family dinner. Yet, there is clear
research that families who eat together—regularly—have kids that are less likely to smoke,
drink alcohol, use drugs, get depressed, develop eating disorders, consider suicide, and the
more likely they are to do well in school, and they delay having sex. An array of positive values
occurs when families are able to sit together at the table and enjoy a meal and time with each
other.
Apply Skills Learned at Work or Through Community Participation. As adults, we have been
exposed to co-workers, fellow church parishioners, family members, etc., whose values are
different from our own. We learn to navigate these relationships to maintain our job, participation
on a committee, or a relationship with our brother-in-law. Reflect on the skills you use to

manage in these situations. Can you apply any of these skills at home in your interactions with
your troubled adoptee?
Examine Expectations Keep in mind that developing values is a process—a long process! If you
reflect on your own childhood, it is likely that honesty, integrity, benevolence, compassion,
commitment, a work ethic, understanding the value of a dollar or an education, didn’t fully occur
until young adulthood. “Normal” moral development is initiated during the “terrible twos” and isn’t
complete until well into late adolescence. During adolescence, in particular, teenagers try on the
values of their peers for a time. They want the latest clothes, hair style and music. In these
years, parents are left wondering, “Who is this child?” However, as adolescents become young
adults, the parental value system returns and these kids go on to be “just like their Mom or
Dad.” As a society, we are pushing kids to achieve more and more. Yet, Mother Nature still
operates at the same pace she did when we were growing up. So, we must align with Mother
Nature and keep our expectations realistic as to the depth and array of values any child
possesses during the growing up years.
Involve the Child in Restitution. Many traumatized children develop a pattern of saying “Sorry.”
This apology is accepted. Hours or days later, the negative behavior occurs again! “Sorry”
really needs to be, “I’m sorry. How can I make it up to you?” We must have the child who has
stolen from our purse, hit a sibling, or called a parent, brother or sister a name, make restitution
for these acts. Children with a history of trauma don’t always move into the family and simply
internalize the values and morals of the family. We must help them. When they are “mean”, they
must then do something “nice.” In this manner, they will finally learn that “I’m sorry” means, “I
hurt your feelings and I won’t do that again.” A thief needs to pay for the stolen item or give
something of equal value. For example,
Mike is now 14-years-old He was adopted when he was 2-years-old. Even as a toddler, he
entered bedrooms and took jewelry, CDs, loose change and so on. At present, he is adept at
stealing from Linda, his mother. If she leaves her purse unattended for a moment, likely her
cash will disappear. If she leaves her cell phone on a charger, it is gone. Most recently, her
favorite necklace disappeared.
The weekend following the theft, Mike and Linda were at the mall. Mike wanted an expensive
pair of jeans. Linda’s response was, “I would like to buy you those jeans. However, today I am
going to replace my necklace.” Off she went to the jewelry department with Mike trailing behind.
This is a perfect example of restitution! Overall, keep restitution short and simple. You want to
make a point, yet not belabor it. No one learns when a point is carried on and on! You also want
to make restitution easy on yourself. Hitting a sibling can result in folding that brother’s laundry,
making his bed or carrying his backpack to his bedroom. Referring to Mom as “stupid” may
mean helping Mom in the kitchen for a meal. Again, acting “mean” needs to be followed by
something “nice.”
Work to Maintain Empathy. Empathy is the understanding of another person’s feelings by
remembering or being in a similar situation. Without empathy, we will see the child as only an
ongoing array of problems and needs. We will lose sight of the person.
Empathy will also help you, as parents, through the hard times. When you are overwhelmed
with the behavior, when you become frustrated at how hard you have to advocate for services,
when you are angry and exhausted due to the child’s transfer of emotions to you, when you

wish you could have a break and there is no one available to provide respite, when your
typically-developing children want to send her back, when you feel guilty for how you believe the
brothers and sisters are being impacted, it is empathy that will help keep you going. It is saying
to yourself, “She didn’t ask to be beaten, raped, moved, abandoned, placed in an
orphanage and separated from her siblings. Yes, she needs to learn to function in a manner
acceptable to society. However, becoming whole is difficult when you missed the early pieces
so necessary for healthy development.”
This task will be emotionally painful. It is difficult to think about a child lying in an orphanage with
no one to soothe her crying. It is heartbreaking to think about a child being sexually abused,
bruised, hungry, cold, dirty and alone. Yet, at some point you must think about these things—for
yourself, the children you already parent and the child you adopt.
If you are ready to experience some empathy right now, ponder the powerful lyrics to the song,
“The Eleventh Commandment” written by Lisa Aschmann and Karen Taylor-Good,
and recorded by Collin Raye.
Make Use of Available Tools. Sandra McLeod Humphrey authored, “If You had to Choose,
What Would You Do? (school-age children)—and Barbara Lewis created, What Do You Stand
For? (teens.) These great books present all kinds of real-life scenarios in which a moral decision
is necessary. The discussion questions that follow each example offer the opportunity to
develop a process by which to make good moral choices. After sharing your day over family
dinner, move on to share a discussion about making sound, conscientious choices. All of your
children will benefit from such conversations about creating a strong moral code of ethics!
Utilize Therapeutic Intervention if Necessary. Trauma interrupts “normal” developmental
processes as was explained in our post, Affection is Wonderful!: Will the Behaviors Ever Stop?
Attachment Therapy is designed to facilitate developmental growth. If you are just now seeking
therapy for your adopted child, or you want a therapy that will help your child internalize a
positive set of morals and values, visit the Association for the Treatment and Training in the
Attachment of Children (ATTACh) to locate an adoption and trauma-competent therapist today!
You’ll “value” the assistance of the highly trained professionals registered with ATTACh.

