
Being a parent can be a very rewarding and 
joyful experience. But being a parent can 
also have its share of stress. Parenting stress 
is caused by the pressures (stressors) that are 
placed on parents personally and in relation to 
their child: 
•	 typical events and life changes (e.g., moving 

to a new city or not being able to soothe a 
crying baby)

•	 unexpected events (e.g., losing a job 
or discovering your child has a medical 
problem)

•	 individual factors (e.g., substance abuse or 
traumatic experiences)

•	 social factors (e.g., relationship problems or 
feelings of loneliness and isolation)

•	 community, societal or environmental 
conditions (e.g., persistent poverty, racism or 
a natural disaster)

Numerous researchers have concluded that 
how parents respond to stressors is much more 
important than the stressor itself in determining 
the outcomes for themselves and their children. 
Parents are more likely to achieve healthy, 
favorable outcomes if they are resilient. 
Resilience is the process of managing stress 
and functioning well even when faced with 
challenges, adversity and trauma. 

Some stressors parents face can be managed 
easily so that problems get resolved; for 
example, calling a relative or friend to pick-up 
a child from school when a parent is delayed. 
But some stressors cannot be easily resolved. 
For example, parents cannot “fix” their child’s 
developmental disability, erase the abuse they 
suffered as a child or be able to move out 
of a crime-plagued neighborhood. Rather, 
parents are resilient when they are able to 
call forth their inner strength to proactively 
meet personal challenges and those in relation 
to their child, manage adversities, heal the 
effects of trauma and thrive given the unique 
characteristics and circumstances of their family. 

Demonstrating resilience increases parents’ 
self-efficacy because they are able to see 

evidence of both their ability to face challenges 
competently and to make wise choices about 
addressing challenges. Furthermore, parental 
resilience has a positive effect on the parent, 
the child and the parent-child relationship. By 
managing stressors, parents feel better and 
can provide more nurturing attention to their 
child, which enables their child to form a secure 
emotional attachment. Receiving nurturing 
attention and developing a secure emotional 
attachment with parents, in turn, fosters the 
development of resilience in children when they 
experience stress.

Sometimes the pressures parents face are so 
overwhelming that their ability to manage stress 
is severely compromised. This is the case with 
parents who grew up in environments that 
create toxic stress. That is, as children, they 
experienced strong, frequent and prolonged 
adversity without the buffering protection 
of nurturing adult support. As a result, these 
parents may display symptoms of depression, 
anxiety, or other clinical disorders that inhibit 
their ability to respond consistently, warmly and 
sensitively to their child’s needs. For example, 
depressive symptoms in either mothers or 
fathers are found to disrupt healthy parenting 
practices so that the child of a depressed 
parent is at increased risk of poor attachments, 
maltreatment and poor physical, neurological, 
social-emotional, behavioral and cognitive 
outcomes. However, numerous research studies 
show parents can be helped to manage clinical 
symptoms and reactions to their own histories 
of poor attachments and trauma, to protect 
children from adversity and trauma as best they 
can and to provide more nurturing care that 
promotes secure emotional attachment and 
healthy development in their children. 

All parents experience stress from time-to-
time. Thus, parental resilience is a process that 
all parents need in order effectively manage 
stressful situations and help ensure they and 
their families are on a trajectory of healthy, 
positive outcomes.
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The Center for the Study of Social Policy (CSSP) works to create new ideas and promote 
public policies that produce equal opportunities and better futures for all children and 
families, especially those most often left behind. The foundation of all of CSSP’s work is a 
child, family and community well-being framework that includes a focus on protective and 
promotive factors. Using an ecological perspective: 

•	 protective factors are conditions or attributes of individuals, families, communities or 
the larger society that mitigate or eliminate risk 

•	 promotive factors are conditions or attributes of individuals, families, communities or 
the larger society that actively enhance well-being

Taken together, protective and promotive factors increase the probability of 
positive, adaptive and healthy outcomes, even in the face of risk and adversity. 

The Strengthening Families™ and Youth Thrive™ frameworks exemplify CSSP’s 
commitment to identify, communicate and apply research-informed ideas that contribute 
to the healthy development and well-being of children, youth and families. As numerous 
studies affirm the importance of early childhood experiences in influencing adolescent and 
adult behavior, these frameworks provide a view of two interrelated phases of the lifespan 
developmental continuum: Strengthening Families focuses on families of young children 
(0-5 years old) and Youth Thrive on youth ages 11-26.

Parents, system administrators, program developers, service providers and policymakers 
can each benefit from learning about and using the Strengthening Families and Youth 
Thrive frameworks in their efforts to ensure that children, youth and families are on a path 
that leads to healthy development and well-being.

The Strengthening Families 
Protective Factors

•	 Parental Resilience

•	 Social Connections

•	 Knowledge of Parenting and 
Child Development

•	 Concrete Support in Times of 
Need

•	 Social-Emotional Competence 
of Children 

The Youth Thrive Protective and 
Promotive Factors

•	 Youth Resilience

•	 Social Connections

•	 Knowledge of Adolescent 
Development

•	 Concrete Support in Times of 
Need

•	 Cognitive and Social-Emotional 
Competence in Youth


