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distinguishes CPM from nonabusive dysfunctional parenting is the fact that patterns 
of CPM are typically chronic, severe, and escalating (Wolfe & McIsaac, 2011).

Whether CPM refers to behavior on the part of parents or to the consequences 
that result for the child is related to the core conceptual problem concerning the 
meaning of the term psychological in CPM. The key area of confusion has to do with 
whether psychological refers to parental behavior and/or child outcomes that are non-
physical (or psychological/emotional) in nature. McGee and Wolfe (1991) have con-
structed a matrix to explain the multiple conceptual perspectives from which scholars 
view CPM. In this model, CPM can be defined based on both child outcomes and 
parental behaviors. Table 6.1 displays a modified version of this matrix, which shows 
various combinations and possibilities for understanding the concept of CPM. As this 
matrix shows, parent behaviors can be physical or nonphysical and can result in either 
physical or nonphysical (e.g., psychological or emotional) consequences to the child. 
Parent behaviors that are physical and result in physical consequences (e.g., touching 
a child with a cigarette that results in a burn) fit the commonly accepted view of child 
physical abuse. According to McGee and Wolfe, researchers have defined CPM using 
the remaining combinations of parenting behaviors and psychological outcomes. 
Some would classify a situation in which a parent engages in physical behavior (e.g., 
touching a child with a cigarette) that results in physical as well as nonphysical out-
comes (e.g., anxiety and fear) as CPM. On the basis of this model, additional physical 
behaviors carried out by parents (such as sexual abuse or physical neglect) that result 
in negative psychological outcomes would also be considered CPM.

In contrast, some parental behaviors can be nonphysical in nature and still result 
in either physical or nonphysical harm to the child. For example, insensitive parenting 
(e.g., not responding to a child’s needs for nurturance and attention), which we 

Consequences 
to the Child

Parent Behaviors

Physical Nonphysical

Physical Physical abuse Psychological maltreatment

Example: Choking a child results in 
injury to the child’s trachea.

Example: A parent’s lack of supervision 
results in a child’s being poisoned.

Nonphysical Psychological maltreatment Psychological maltreatment

Example: Repeatedly beating a child leads 
to low self-esteem in the child.

Example: Repeatedly yelling and screaming 
at a child leads to low self-esteem in  
the child.

Table 6.1  Conceptual Perspectives on Psychological Maltreatment

SOURCE: Adapted from McGee & Wolfe, 1991.


