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Caregivers Coping with Mental Health Problems, 
Substance Abuse, and Trauma

Struggling families appear every day in clinics, childcare agencies, churches, schools, and domestic violence 

shelters.  Many more families never even reach these points of entry for help.  They find themselves isolated 

and trying to cope on their own.  Besides the difficult task of raising children—often while working full-time—

many caregivers deal with added stressors such as mental health problems, substance abuse, and a history of 

trauma.  These problems can challenge a parent’s ability to be attentive to his or her children.  Some very 

young children in these situations may have experienced or witnessed traumatic events.  Sometimes their 

parents are unable to protect them from physical or psychological harm.  For a small group of these children, 

parents or other caregivers cause the harm (Center on the Developing Child 

at Harvard University, 2007).  These experiences can affect infants and toddlers in 

profound ways.

Life stressors, such as physical or sexual abuse, exposure to domestic violence 

within the family, witnessing community violence, and depending on parents with 

mental health and substance abuse problems often place the children in these families 

on a difficult path.  These problems also tend to cluster in families: Often, if one is 

present, others are present as well (Knitzer and Lefkowitz, 2006).  We also know that 

the more of these harmful experiences a child is exposed to, the more likely the child 
will have difficulty with social and emotional functioning in childhood, exhibit cognitive 

problems, fail in school, and have high levels of mental health problems and substance abuse as an adult 

(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004b; Gewirtz & Edelson, 2004; Heather, Finkelhor, & 

Ormond, 2006).  Chronic health conditions (including heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and lung disease) have 

also been linked to adverse experiences in childhood (Felitti et al., 1998).  

Experiences Affect the Young Child’s Brain
Studies looking at how the brain develops in infants and toddlers (National Scientific Council on the 

Developing Child, 2004b, 2005) give us a better understanding of why this early exposure to very stressful 

situations can lead to such harmful outcomes.  During the earliest years—from prenatal to age 5 years 

or so—the brain is most open to outside influences.  Because the brain is shaped in important ways by 

experiences at this early age, overly stressful or traumatic experiences—such as witnessing or experiencing 

violence, or being raised by caregivers affected by substance abuse or mental health problems—can have a 

powerful impact on the young brain.  These adverse experiences can even affect the basic foundation of the 

developing brain, contributing to problems throughout life.  

But that is only half the story.  Infants and toddlers are also ripe to soak up the beneficial aspects of their 

daily life.  The young child’s immediate environment—the interactions with responsive parents and other 

caregivers, rich sensory stimulation, and routines that shape a child’s day—can actually build the brain in 

healthy ways.  What happens in all of the tiny interactions between Ella and the world that surrounds her can 

help her develop a resilient, well-functioning brain.  This resiliency will give her a better chance for a happy, 

productive life as she grows.  This is one reason that support from a responsive community can have such big 

impacts in these earliest years—this support can positively affect the developing brain.

Given this window 
of opportunity, 
there are a number 
of ways that 
policymakers and 
practitioners can 
intervene to improve 
outcomes.  

There are a number 
of ways that 
policymakers and 
practitioners can 
intervene to improve 
outcomes.  
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The importance of 
focusing on the well-
being of infants and 
toddlers, as well as 
their parents and 
other caregivers, 
is slowly beginning 
to penetrate public 
consciousness.

Protective Factors: Helping to Build Resilience
Although all families with young children need the support of the larger community, support from a 

responsive community is even more critical for vulnerable children and families.  A literature review conducted 

by the Center for the Study of Social Policy identified five major protective factors (Knitzer & Lefkowitz, 2006) 

shown to lead to better outcomes for children, even when life has been unkind to them:

1. Concrete support in time of need;

2. The presence of a good support system;

3. The use of good parenting skills;

4. The mental health and psychological resilience of the parents or other caregivers; and

5. The child’s own social-emotional and cognitive capabilities.

When present in families, these factors can make the stressful times more manageable or can help 

prevent some stressful situations in the first place.  A responsive community can influence all of these five 

protective factors.  We will explore how to do this in more detail in Section 3.  

Creating these growth-promoting environments for children can be a challenge for any family.  For parents 

or other close caregivers struggling with mental health problems, substance abuse, or trauma, the task can be 

daunting.  Society still tends to blame any individual facing these problems, often judging parents or caregivers 

even more harshly.  Even those of us who work with children and families can forget that many parents were 

neglected, abused, or traumatized early in life.  The effects of these experiences often make it more challenging 

for these parents to be the kind of caregivers they want to be.  For our efforts to be 

successful, we need to take this information into account when we structure our outreach 

efforts and programs (Knitzer & Lefkowitz, 2006).  It is important to recognize, too, that    

all families have strengths.  Responding to families involves addressing challenges in a 

supportive way, as well as recognizing and building on strengths.

The exciting news is that, as members of a responsive community, there is much 

we can do to create and maintain these protective factors.  The importance of focusing 

on the well-being of infants and toddlers, as well as their parents and other caregivers, 

is slowly beginning to penetrate public consciousness.  We have an important role 

in spreading the message—that the earliest years are crucial for the health of the 

individual and the health of our communities—whenever and wherever we can.  Not 

only will individual children and families benefit, so will society as a whole.  Nobel 

Prize-winning economist James Heckman writes convincingly that investing in our infants and toddlers is the 

best economic investment we can make (Heckman & Masterov, 2004).  In fact, he says that for every year 

of a child’s life we delay in making these investments, we will end up spending more money on problems we 

could have prevented in the first place—money wasted on lost productivity, incarcerations, mental health and 

substance abuse treatment, and physical health problems.  To be successful in helping children, this investment 

also needs to target the most powerful influence on a child’s well-being: parents and other caregivers.
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SECTION 1: 

WHAT’S SO IMPORTANT ABOUT BIRTH TO 5?

What happens during the first months and years of life matters a lot; not because 

this period of life provides an indelible blueprint for adult well-being, but because it 

sets either a sturdy or fragile foundation for what follows.

—National Research Council and Institute of Medicine (2000)1

Think of all the amazing lessons that a child learns 

in the first years of life.  Between birth and age 

5, Ella, the 4-month-old in the opening vignette, 

will learn to crawl, stand, walk, and run.  She may learn 

her colors, her numbers, and her ABCs.  Besides these 

obvious skills, baby Ella is learning much more.  When 

she smiles or coos, she will learn if anyone will respond 

to her by matching her smiles and sounds.  By being 

fed, bathed, diapered, dressed, and helped to sleep, she 

will learn that the world around her is predictable and 

safe.  When she cries or is frustrated, she will learn if 

she can depend on others to soothe her.  In these early 

years, she will be learning lessons that will follow her 

throughout her life, including whether she feels loved 

and cared for or whether she can’t rely on others to 

help her when she needs it.

Ella will learn and grow and change throughout 

her life.  But these early lessons likely will have a big 

impact on everything that comes after.  What makes 

these years so influential is the powerful effect of these 

earliest experiences on her developing brain.  We now 

understand much more about this topic than we did a few decades ago.  Up until 1985, there were only 10 

articles on “brain development” in the research literature on early childhood.  As of 2010, there are more 

than1,000 books and articles on this topic, with new ones added daily.  Similarly, “emotional development” was 

the topic of 161 articles until 1985; now there are more than 1,500 articles, and we are learning more about a 

young child’s emotional development every day.  People working in the field of early childhood often talk about 

the “explosion” of new information about infant and toddler development.  These statistics testify that this is 

not an exaggeration.

We now know a lot more about the types of positive experiences that go into building an emotionally 

healthy child, a child who feels loved, who wants to learn, and who feels able to face life’s daily challenges.  

Children are born ready to form relationships with those around them and are eager to learn.  The capacity 

for this well-being is built into the child’s developing brain.  And it is shaped and strengthened by countless 
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exchanges between the child and the people who surround her (National Scientific Council on the Developing 

Child, 2004a).  In order to build a sturdy, resilient foundation for our children, our families, and our communities, 

we need to pay special attention to what children experience during these crucial early years.

How Early Experiences Shape the Developing Brain
Like every newborn’s brain, Ella’s brain has a remarkable capacity for growth and change.  This development 

is most profound from birth to age 5 or so and is particularly rapid in these first few years.  The growth in the 

physical size of the brain during these years provides a stark illustration of this development.  While a newborn’s 

brain is about one-quarter the size of an adult’s, it grows to about 80 percent by age 3, and 90 percent by age 5 

(ZERO TO THREE, 2011a).  There are equally impressive changes in brain structures and functioning during this 

time.  At birth, only the lower portions of the nervous system—the spinal cord and brain stem—are very well 

developed.  These areas control the functions that we need to survive—breathing, heartbeat, circulation, sleeping, 

sucking, and swallowing.  Newborns also have skills to help them develop connections with their caregivers.  

At birth, they are able to distinguish their mother’s smell and the sound of her voice from that of others, to 

participate in some self-soothing behaviors, and to respond to the expressions on human faces.

The higher systems in a newborn’s brain—the cerebral cortex and limbic system—are the least developed 

at birth.  The outside world has the most impact on these parts of the brain.  The cerebral cortex—the “thinking 

brain”—controls our ability to perceive differences and similarities, to reason, and to use language.  It is these 

thinking functions that most people probably associate with “the brain.”  But just as important is the limbic system, 

or the “emotional brain.”  The limbic system registers when we are happy, sad, frustrated, or angry.  It also helps us 

slowly gain control over our emotional responses (Powers, 2008).  This area of the brain is responsible for infants’ 

growing ability to soothe themselves when upset and toddlers’ beginning attempts to delay gratification.

Emotional Development Is Just as Important as Cognitive Development 
The importance of the first years of life for developing the “thinking brain” of young children has received 

a lot of media attention in the past decade.  Although this cognitive development is obviously important, so 

is the development of the “emotional brain.”  In order for Ella to face both the everyday experiences and the 

more stressful ones that are common in all children’s lives, the “thinking system” and the “emotional system” 

need to be able to work together (Bell & Wolfe, 2007).  This interplay between thinking and feeling is essential 

for a growing child who is learning how to control emotions and solve problems.

Popular media and savvy marketers have overemphasized products that try to teach babies rote facts in an 

attempt to “make babies smarter.”  This is not what Ella and other babies need for healthy brain development.  

Instead, what strengthens connections in the thinking and emotional centers of a baby’s brain is a consistent 

and nurturing relationship with one or a small number of caregivers, coupled with sensory stimulation that 

comes from exploration and play.  A responsive community can take steps to ensure that high-quality, user-

friendly information about what children really need for healthy development is available to parents and 

other caregivers, childcare workers, child advocates, health care workers, faith groups, and other interested 

community groups.  It can also work to ensure that supports are in place to enable families to be consistent, 

responsive caregivers for their children.
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Building Resilience Through Quality Experiences and Routines
After Ella’s birth, the sights and sounds of the immediate environment outside the womb become “food” for 

her brain.  Her rapidly developing brain registers her everyday experiences, both good and bad.  Parents and other 

caregivers act as gatekeepers to this wider world, whether they are aware of this role or not.  The physical space 

the child lives in, the activities she is a part of, the situations she experiences—the young child is dependent on the 

parent or other caregiver for all of these.  This wider world can be full of opportunities to learn.

Ideally, Ella will be encouraged to explore the shapes, colors, and textures that surround her.  For healthy brain 

development, these experiences should be sensory rich but not overly stimulating.  Infants playing peek-a-boo, 

toddlers seeing how many pillows they can pile before they topple over or making “vrrooooom” sounds as they 

push trucks around the kitchen—a child playing is a child who is building a strong, efficient brain.

How does this information help parents?  Those working with parents of young children can encourage 

them to have active, engaging types of play experiences with their children or to allow the children to explore 

their environment in a safe way.

Having routines has also been shown to be beneficial to a young child’s well-being (Fiese, 2000).  These 

routines should not be rigid, but they should provide enough structure so that life is predictable and feels secure.  

The sense of order that routines bring helps children to develop self-control, which is an important part of early 

development.  Routines also help reduce power struggles while teaching positive, responsible behavior—“Ella, we 

hold hands every time we cross the street because Mommy wants you to be safe.”  Although establishing a sense 

INSIDE  THE BRAIN
The brain is made up of many areas that are in charge of specific functions, such as identifying what 

we see, processing language, storing memories, and assessing whether or not we are in danger.  Within 

each of these brain areas are neurons, or nerve cells, which send messages to each other across synapses.  

New synapses between cells are constantly being formed by everyday sensory experiences that register 

on the brain—including what the child sees, hears, touches, and smells.  Other, unused synapses are broken 

or pruned away.  This signaling between nerve cells creates pathways that make up the “wiring” of the 

brain.  These pathways ensure that the different brain areas can communicate and function together in a 

coordinated way.

The young baby’s brain is genetically programmed to produce many more synapses than it will ever use.  

In fact, 8 months after birth a baby will have an astounding 1,000 trillion synapses in his brain.  Repeated 

experiences strengthen certain synapses while pruning away those that aren’t used.  In this way, the 

infant’s brain is being shaped by outside experiences.  Although this shaping continues throughout life, it 

is particularly influential during the first few years, when the basic structures of the brain are developing.  

Experiences that are sensory rich will help the baby’s brain develop in a healthy way, while experiences that 

provide little sensory stimulation, or are overstimulating, can affect brain development in a negative way.  

Experiences that are extremely stressful can be particularly damaging to the young child’s brain development.

Source: Adapted from Hawley (2000).
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of routine may be difficult for adults who themselves have often grown up in chaotic households, order and 

structure often feel comforting to the adult as well as to the child.  Children are also helped when caregivers talk 

about the order of these routines.  Studies show that toddlers in families that use simple sequencing phrases—

“first we’re going to eat breakfast, then we’re going to go outside”—grow up with a better sense of how events 

are ordered in time, a skill that helps them when they enter school (Norton, 1993).

Responsive communities can do a lot to add enriched experiences for babies and toddlers throughout 

the community.  Some communities already offer these activities: story time at libraries, colorful playscapes, and 

free performances for young children.  But many communities do not have these activities.  You can use the 

information from the brochures, publications, and videos listed in the Action Steps in each Section of this Guide, 

and the resources listed in Appendix A to help you make a case for developing these activities in your community.  

Even when these resources are available, parents struggling with substance abuse, sadness or worry, and feelings 

of isolation are not as likely to use these resources as parents from other families.  For ideas on how to reach out 

to families who may feel too overwhelmed to participate, the Office of Head Start’s Early Childhood Learning 

and Knowledge Center presents materials developed by the Family Connections Project at Boston Children’s 

Hospital (go to Family Connections Materials: A Comprehensive Approach in Dealing with Parental Depression 

and Related Adversities at http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov and search for “family connections materials”).

ACTION STEPS:

•	 Spread the word about how crucial these early years are for brain development.  Emphasize that 

it’s not just thinking skills that are developing but also emotional skills—and both are critical for the 

child’s well-being and later success in school.  ZERO TO THREE (http://www.zerotothree.org) and The 

Ounce of Prevention Fund (http://www.ounceofprevention.org) offer brochures and fact sheets that 

can be downloaded.  More detailed information on brain development can be found at the Center on 

the Developing Child Web site at http://developingchild.harvard.edu, and from the National Center for 

Children in Poverty at http://www.nccp.org/publications/pdf/text_669.pdf.

•	 Connect childcare centers with training opportunities that highlight the importance of early experiences 

that are sensory rich, use routines effectively, and promote strong caregiver–child attachments.

•	 Spread the word about the importance of routines for children by downloading the ZERO 

TO THREE tip sheet, “Love, Learning, and Routines,” at http://www.zerotothree.org/site/

PageServer?pagename=ter_key social_routines, and distributing it at day care centers, elementary 

schools, clinics, and religious institutions.  You can also ask if these organizations would reprint the 

information as part of newsletters or announcements they send home to parents.

•	 Set up play times for young children and their families on weekends at local community centers, 

churches, synagogues, and mosques—anywhere you can find donated space.  Bring toys collected from 

community members.  Ask community volunteers to facilitate (or host).  Advertise play times at day 

care centers, grocery stores, schools, and clinics—anywhere you might find young families.

http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov
http://www.zerotothree.org
http://www.ounceofprevention.org
http://developingchild.harvard.edu
http://www.nccp.org/publications/pdf/text_669.pdf
http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ter_key_social_routines
http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ter_key_social_routines
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Building Resilience through Attentive Caregiving
The newborn Ella needs one or a small number of consistent, attentive caregivers to be there for her.  When 

she cries, she needs to be picked up and soothed.  When she is tired, she needs to be held, calmed, and readied 

for sleep.  When she is hungry, she needs to be fed.  These warm, caring responses help Ella develop a sense of 

trust and a positive self-image—that she is worthy of care, and that she can influence those around her to meet 

her needs.  The neural pathways in her brain are also stimulated by sensory experiences, such as her mother 

cuddling her, her older brother singing to her, or the soft touch of a favorite blanket wrapping her securely.  These 

not only are pleasing to Ella but also actually grow the connections between the cells in her brain.

What if these positive experiences do not occur consistently, or at all?  Unresponsive or physically abusive 

experiences also have an effect on the neural pathways in the brain.  If no one comforts Ella when she is upset, 

her body is flooded with stress hormones that interrupt the healthy growth of these connections.  If these 

experiences are repeated, the actual structure of her brain will change (Shonkoff, Boyce, & McEwen, 2009).  In 

addition to the direct effects on her brain, if she doesn’t get the response she needs from her caregivers, she will 

likely learn that there is little she can do to get what she needs from the people around her.  And because young 

children understand so little about the world at this age, she is not going to realize that it is because her mother 

is depressed, or drinking.  Instead, she is more likely to feel that she is not worthy of being held or comforted or 

nurtured.  In Section 2, we will look more closely at the effects of this toxic stress on the developing brain.  

 

WHAT ALL CHILDREN NEED:  THE FIVE R’s
Relationships that are safe, secure, and loving—these help the child feel cared for and worthy of love.

Responsive interactions that allow the child to initiate a sound, a task, a game—and get a positive response 

from an adult.  These help children learn that what they do has an impact on the world around them.

Respect for the child, and for the child’s family and culture.  Treating the child as an individual with rights 

and feelings goes a long way toward establishing feelings of self-esteem.

Routines provide comfort for the child, allowing him to predict what will come next during the day.  They 

also encourage memory and the development of early organizational skills.

Repetition of activities actually strengthens the connections between brain cells.  While adults usually tire of 

repetition, children are drawn to repeat activities and tasks over and over again in an attempt to master them.

Source: Adapted from Seibel, Britt, Gillespie, and Parlakian (2006).

Like all infants, Ella prefers human interaction over everything else.  Studies show that babies naturally 

orient to people’s faces and would rather listen to speech or singing than any other kind of sound (Papousek, 

2002).  These are innate responses shown by all typically developing infants.  And adults have an equally strong 

urge to respond to infants—they often act nurturing or playful even with unfamiliar babies.  The kind of 

behavior that adults show toward young children—touching, holding, rocking, singing, and comforting—       are 

pleasurable to many adults (Hawley, 2000).  In fact, a recent study found that when mothers look at their 
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baby’s smiling face, the mother’s brain releases dopamine, which is a pleasure hormone 

(Strathearn, Li, Fonagy, & Montague, 2008).  Feeling pleasure at the baby’s smile 

encourages the mother to gaze longer at her baby’s smiling face.  This attentiveness 

makes the baby want to smile even more.  This exchange of gaze and smile builds a 

positive connection that both the baby and the mother enjoy.

But what about a caregiver who seems to find no pleasure in caring for her infant?  

This may be a sign that she needs additional help.  It could be a sign of postpartum 

depression (Gjerdingen, Crow, McGovern, Miner, & Center, 2009), addiction to substances 

(Mayes, Magidson, Lejuez, & Nicholls, 2009; Swain, Lorberbaum, Kose, & Strathearn, 2007), or stress that is 

overwhelming to the caregiver (Salisbury, Yanni, LaGrasse, & Lester, 2005).  It could also be due to characteristics 

of the infant: a special need or developmental delay that makes the infant less interactive with the parent.  A 

responsive community can have a big impact on a family’s future by ensuring that all new mothers are screened 

for mental health and substance abuse problems, and that newborns and infants get early developmental 

screenings.  Those needing help for mental health, substance abuse, or developmental issues should be connected 

to needed services and supports.  These threats to attentive caregiving—including the caregiver’s depression, 

substance abuse, trauma, and a lack of social supports—will be explored in Section 2.

A Community of Caregivers
While Ella needs at least one primary caregiver to depend on, other people besides her mother or 

father—grandparents, childcare providers, aunts, neighbors, even older siblings and cousins—who have Ella’s 

best interests at heart can also play a big role in her development (Howes, 1999).  Though psychologists in the 

United States have focused on the importance of the primary caregiver, usually the mother, there is theory 

and clinical evidence to suggest that having a few close attachment relationships helps a baby or toddler be 

more resilient (Bowlby, 2007).  The key is that the child feels safe and secure with each of these people, and 

that they are a consistent presence in the child’s life.

While young children are better off with more than one attentive caregiver in their lives, they do tend to 

prefer one person over another—or develop what is called a “primary attachment relationship.”  This is clear 

when they are hurt or frightened; they tend to cling to the person who makes them feel the most secure.  If 

this person is not present, they will turn to the next person they feel this way about.  When you ask Monica, she 

tells you that Ella’s uncle can also calm her when she’s crying.  Because many young children of working mothers 

spend regular time in the care of nonrelatives, it’s also important to know that, if given a chance, children can 

develop secure relationships with a childcare provider or adults who are not a part of the family (Mardell, 1992).

In fact, most cultures around the world see childrearing as more than something that happens between 

a mother and her child.  This model of childrearing, with important child–caregiver relationships extending 

beyond the mother–child or even mother–father–child bond, is also common in immigrant groups and 

communities of color in the United States (Mchale, 2007; Lamb, 2005).  At times, the emphasis on one 

primary caregiver in European-American culture in the United States has blinded professionals to the 

richness of this model of extended family caregiving.  The responsive community finds ways to celebrate and 

strengthen these networks of extended families and friends caring for young children.

Most cultures 
around the world see 
childrearing as more 
than something that 
happens between a 
mother and her child.  
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PREVENTING MULTIPLE PLACEMENTS IN FOSTER CARE

Moving young children from foster home to foster home is a common practice. There is an entire category 

of foster homes that serve as emergency placements for the first few days after a child is removed. The 

expectation is that the child will be moved into another home where he or she can stay until it is determined 

whether the parents can regain custody. Terminating parents’ custodial rights often leads to another change 

in placement: from a foster to an adoptive home. Because young children need a stable connection to their 

caregivers, repeated changes in those caregivers can be very harmful to babies, toddlers, and preschoolers. 

Multiple changes in caregivers can cause depression, anxiety, grief reactions, and other emotional changes that 

interfere with daily functioning.

Recently, child welfare agencies have sought to place young children in the care of extended family members, 

which has led to fewer placement changes. Other innovative approaches, such as Family Group Decision 

Making, encourage the involvement of parents, extended family, and other concerned people in the child’s 

network to join together to develop a safety plan for the child, including a plan for the child’s everyday care. 

This safety plan is then presented to professional child protection workers, who give their feedback. In this 

way, the child’s social network is encouraged to become more involved in the child’s future. One result 

is that children are less likely to be placed with unfamiliar adults (American Humane Association, 2000; 

Harper, Pennell, & Weil, 2002). For more information on Family Group Decision Making and other similar 

models of child protection planning, see the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s “Family Teaming” at http://www.

caseyfamilyservices.org/userfiles/pdf/teaming-comparing-approaches-2009.pdf.

Source: Adapted from Cohen, J. (2009).

In Section 2, we will look more closely at threats to resilience.  Although we focus on specific experiences 

that can threaten a child’s well-being, remember that the earliest years are also full of opportunities for young 

children.  Communities play a central role in providing these positive opportunities.  When we include the 

most vulnerable children in our vision of a healthy, happy community, the whole community is strengthened.  

You can take pride in being a part of building this strong foundation in your community.
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SECTION 2: 

THREATS TO RESILIENCE

How is it that some children live through adversity and yet are able to return to healthy functioning, 

while others are not?  Psychologists used to concentrate on characteristics of the child (intelligence, 

temperament) to explain why some children seemed more resilient than others (Masten, Best, & 

Garmezy, 1990).  These are part of the picture.   But for infants and toddlers, more recent studies have found that 

having an attentive caregiver (Gunnar & Donzella, 2002; Schuder & Lyons-Ruth, 2004) and a wider community of 

caring (Kasmin, 2009) are more important.  This makes sense, because young children are so dependent on the 

people around them.

Monica herself grew up in a family of hardship.  When the economy 

was thriving, her father found work.  When it was not, he was often 

jobless—and often felt demoralized and angry.  He would take out his 

shame at not being able to find work on his family.  Monica’s mother drank, 

and her father hit her mother sometimes.  Her mother yelled at her father 

that if he ever hit Monica she would leave him.  Monica knew that her 

mother was trying to protect her, but she also felt like this wasn’t enough.  

When Monica was a teenager, her father left them.  Even though he was 

no longer in the house, Monica often felt frightened and worried.

Adults have long realized that children are vulnerable to physical 

harm.  But in the past, most believed that young children were “too little 

to remember” difficult early experiences.  The fact that they couldn’t talk 

about their distress was thought to mean that they were not affected by 

it.  Unlike older children or adults, young children were expected to “get over it.”  In this sense, all young children 

were thought to be resilient.  Experience with children and families tells us otherwise—and this is backed up 

by numerous studies.  In fact, of all age groups, infants and toddlers are the most vulnerable to the destructive 

impact of severe stress.  Being unable to understand or communicate what has happened makes an early stress or 

trauma even more difficult to manage.  Overwhelming and chronic stress can have harmful and long-lasting effects 

on a child’s emotions and behaviors.

In fact, we now understand that, because adverse experiences impact the developing brain, even experiences 

the child doesn’t consciously remember can have lifelong effects.  This is why it is important to assess the impact of 

stressful experiences and trauma on young children, and to provide supportive care for them.

Maternal Stress and Substance Abuse in Pregnancy
Before birth, Ella’s world was the womb.  For the brain of the fetus to develop properly, Monica needed 

adequate nutrition and needed to avoid alcohol, drugs, and environmental toxins (National Scientific Council on 

the Developing Child, 2005, 2006).  In addition to these physical inputs, studies have found that if the mother 

is depressed or under extreme stress, this too can have negative effects on the developing brain of the fetus 

(Salisbury et al., 2005; Ruiz & Avant, 2005).  In this prenatal period, screening and offering services for nutritional 

deficits, substance abuse problems, the presence of family violence, and mental health issues is the first line of 
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protection for both mother and fetus.

Abuse of alcohol poses a severe threat to the developing fetus, and alcohol is more commonly used than 

illegal substances.  In one study, 23 percent of pregnant women drank alcohol while pregnant, while 6 percent 

used marijuana and 5 percent used methamphetamine (Arria, et al., 2006).  Babies exposed prenatally to alcohol 

can suffer from fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD).  FASD is an umbrella term used to describe a range of 

harmful effects of prenatal alcohol exposure on the fetal brain.  These effects can lead to 

lifelong learning disabilities, attention deficits, hyperactivity, poor impulse control, and social, 

language, and memory deficits.  FASD is a leading known cause of mental retardation and 

is estimated to occur in 1 percent of all U.S.  births, or nearly 40,000 newborns each year.  

The cost to the nation of caring for children and adults affected by fetal alcohol syndrome 

(FAS)—the most severe form of FASD—is estimated to be up to $6 billion each year.  For 

one individual with FAS, the lifetime cost is at least $2 million.

Methamphetamine use among pregnant women is also a significant health problem.   

The number of expectant mothers seeking treatment for methamphetamine abuse 

tripled from 1994 to 2006. In 1994, methamphetamine use accounted for 8 percent of 

all admissions to federally funded drug treatment centers for pregnant women, but by 2006 that number was 

24 percent (Terplan et al., 2009).  Evidence is mounting that the use of this stimulant while pregnant also has 

long-term effects on the child’s brain.  One study used brain imaging techniques with 11-year-old children who 

had been exposed to methamphetamine in the womb. It found that two structures in the brain—one that is 

important for learning and memory, motor control, and punishment and reward, and another that helps a child 

with control and conflict resolution skills—were abnormally small or misshapen (Sowell et al., 2010).  Other 

studies found that newborns whose mothers used methamphetamine during pregnancy are 3.5 times more 

likely to be born underweight compared to newborns whose mothers didn’t use the drug.

Perhaps the most important statistic to know, however, is that exposure to alcohol and methamphetamine 

is 100-percent preventable: If a woman does not use during pregnancy, her child will not be affected (Fetal 

Alcohol Spectrum Disorders Center for Excellence, 2010).  A responsive community can have a big impact on 

a child’s life by educating the community about this risk and by providing needed treatment and support to 

expectant mothers who wish to stop using alcohol and illegal substances.

ACTION STEPS:

• Launch a community campaign against FASD using resources available through the Substance Abuse

and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Web site, http://www.fasdcenter.samhsa.gov/

grabGo/grabGo.cfm.  Here you will find a “Grab and Go” feature with camera-ready documents and a

PowerPoint presentation that you can use to inform community members of this risk.  Distribute the

flyers at PTA meetings, health fairs, and doctors’ offices.  Plan presentations using the downloadable

PowerPoint slides prepared by SAMHSA.

• Inform health care workers about the relationship between maternal trauma and excessive drinking in

pregnancy.  In one study of 186 mothers who gave birth to infants with FASD, all but 10 were survivors

The number 
of expectant 
mothers seeking 
treatment for 
methamphetamine 
abuse tripled from 
1994 to 2006. 

http://www.fasdcenter.samhsa.gov/grabGo/grabGo.cfm
http://www.fasdcenter.samhsa.gov/grabGo/grabGo.cfm
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of sexual abuse, and there were equally high rates of mental health disorders, primarily depression and 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Referrals to mental health professionals should be made for 

expectant mothers who are found to be using alcohol.  Groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous can also 

be helpful.  Because half of all pregnancies in the United States are unplanned, primary care physicians 

should use screening tools, such as T-ACE and the TWEAK (see Appendix B), with all women of 

childbearing age.  T-ACE is a four question test (tolerance, annoyed, cut down, and eye-opener) valuable 

for identifying a range of use including lifetime use and prenatal use.  TWEAK is a five-item scale and 

an acronym for Tolerance, Worried, Eye-opener, Amnesia, and K/Cut down (cutting down on alcohol 

consumption).

•	 Partner with a Healthy Start initiative in your State to provide services for pregnant women, including 

help with nutrition, prenatal visits, and referrals to programs known to help women avoid drug use 

while pregnant.  See the National Healthy Start Web site at http://www.healthystartassoc.org for more 

information.

•	 Collect information on programs to reduce alcohol and drug abuse that have been evaluated and found 

successful.  These evidence-based programs can be found at the SAMHSA Web site at 

     http://nrepp.samhsa.gov/find.asp.

STRESSFUL EXPERIENCES AFFECT 
INFANTS AND TODDLERS

As baby Ella grows, her life, like all young children’s, is a mix of 

the familiar and the new.  She takes comfort in the familiar faces 

and sounds of her family.  Daily routines calm her.  If her favorite 

snuggy is missing, she is distraught.  But she likes novelty, too.  As 

she begins to crawl and then walk, new experiences begin to 

outweigh the familiar.  Her curiosity propels her to explore her 

world—which helps strengthen her developing brain.

When Ella is challenged by situations that threaten her, like a 

barking dog right outside her window, her brain will register the 

dog as a threat.  Her heart will pound, and her blood pressure 

will increase.  In her brain, the stress hormones cortisol and 

adrenaline will be released.  These changes in the body happen 

automatically.  They help the body get ready to act—in this case, 

to reach for an adult, or to crouch protectively.  They sharpen the 

senses and give the body more energy to do what it needs to do.  

When an adult removes Ella from the situation, or reassures her 

that she is safe, her body stops producing stress hormones, and 

http://www.healthystartassoc.org
http://nrepp.samhsa.gov/find.asp
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       Type of stress

Positive stress occurs when 
a child confronts a challenging 
situation, but he is able to handle 
it on his own, or he has guidance 
from an adult

TYPES OF STRESS
         Example 

A 1-year-old successfully calms 
himself at naptime; a shy 3-year-
old on the first day of child care 
is made to feel welcome by the 
childcare worker; a 5-year-old 
successfully climbs a tree

What happens in the brain

The brain releases a short burst 
of the stress hormone cortisol, 
but managing the challenge makes 
the stress response a short one; 
this is beneficial for the brain 
over time—it increases the 
brain’s capacity to self-regulate

Tolerable stress can occur in 
the face of a more serious threat, 
if there is a consistent, responsive 
adult to help the child adapt and 
feel safe

A loss of a loved one, a natural 
disaster, a frightening injury or 
hospitalization—with the help 
of an adult who can respond to 
the child’s physical and emotional 
needs

If the adult makes the child feel 
relatively secure and comforted, 
cortisol levels will return to 
baseline, with no long-term harm 
to the brain 

Toxic stress can occur when 
there is a strong, frequent, 
or prolonged exposure to an 
adverse experience and there 
is no adult available who will 
support or comfort the child 

Physical or sexual abuse, physical 
or emotional neglect, extreme 
poverty, severe caregiver 
depression, or any of the 
examples listed in tolerable 
stress if there is no supportive 
adult available

These situations can create 
unusually high levels of cortisol 
for long periods of time.  This 
can disrupt developing circuits in 
the brain, leading to depression, 
anxiety, PTSD; behavioral and 
learning difficulties, and health 
problems in adulthood

Traumatic stress is an extreme 
form of toxic stress, and occurs 
in response to an event or series 
of events that threaten serious 
injury or death to the child or 
others

Traumatic stress occurs in 
response to physical or sexual 
abuse, domestic violence, 
intrusive medical procedures, and 
life-endangering accidents such as 
near drowning

High levels of cortisol for long  
periods of time can disrupt        
developing circuits in the brain, 
leading to depression, anxiety, 
PTSD, behavioral and learning 
difficulties, and health problems in 
adulthood.

Source: Created using content from National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005), in consultation with Alicia Lieberman, 
Ph.D., Irving B.  Harris Endowed Chair in Infant Mental Health, Department of Psychiatry, University of San Francisco.

The following chart illustrates the types of stress reactions infants and toddlers 
may experience and their impact on the brain.
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Positive Stress
A number of situations can create a mild stress response.  When 2-year-old Ella gets frustrated trying 

to climb a steep step, her brain may release small amounts of cortisol.  Situations like these are challenges 

to a child, and cortisol helps the child focus to meet these challenges.  If the situation is manageable—Ella 

figures out how to climb on her own, or Monica is nearby and guides her—then the stress response doesn’t 

last very long.  Her cortisol level goes back to baseline.  This type of stress response is called positive stress 
(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005) because when the child learns how to respond to 

a stressful situation in a competent way, the brain actually becomes more resilient.

Positive stress is a healthy part of normal development.  Over time, thousands of these everyday 

situations help Ella gradually gain control over her emotions and, eventually, her behavior.  Psychologists call 

this the capacity to self-regulate (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).  This growing capacity for self-regulation is 

central to early development.  When Ella is able to self-regulate, she is better able to focus on the objects, 

people, or situations that she needs to, while blocking out unimportant things that are going on at the same 

time.  Successful self-regulation also allows older toddlers and preschoolers to calm themselves down when 

they are upset (self-soothe), wait their turn in line (delay gratification), focus on tasks, and be less reactive to 

new situations.  Biology and temperament also play a role here: Some children seem to be more emotionally 

reactive from birth, while others are calmer.  But what happens after birth also has a big impact on how well a 

child’s brain self-regulates, as we shall see.

Tolerable Stress
If we think of positive stress as occurring when the child is confronted with everyday challenges that can 

be overcome—with or without the help of others—it is easier to see why this type of stress can actually 

be growth-promoting for the child.  Over time, the experiences that lead to positive stress, and the stress 

response itself, help a child become more capable of responding to challenges that are more and more 

difficult.

But what about experiences that are threatening to the child and impossible for a young child to manage 

on his own? These experiences often trigger a stronger and longer lasting stress response in a young child’s 

brain.  Examples include the loss or separation from a loved one, the hospitalization of the child or the 

caregiver, or experiencing a natural disaster like a flood or a fire.  For both children and adults, the brain goes 

on high alert in these situations.  And young children tend to be more vulnerable than adults because their 

brains have not yet learned how to regulate the stress response.  Because of this, their high-alert state can last 

longer than the typical adult’s.  Too much time in high alert can actually shape the structure and wiring in the 

young child’s brain, making it more and more difficult for the brain to return to a calm state (Perry, Pollard, 

Blakley, Baker, & Vigilante, 1995).

The good news from recent brain research is that a lot can be done to help reduce the risk of the 

harmful effects of stress for children in these situations.  The response of parents and caregivers is often 

the key to how these experiences affect the child.  Studies have found that when a caregiver or other adult 

comforts the child or takes other actions to keep the child from feeling overwhelmed, the stress response 

system can calm down (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2007).  Just the physical 

presence of a trusted and caring adult can help lower cortisol levels (Gunnar, 2005; Schore, 2001).  Positive 
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physical touch is particularly helpful in reducing stress levels (Field, 

1995).  These types of adult inputs help determine how long the 

stress response lasts.  If the child’s stress response system can be 

calmed, there may be no lasting harmful effects of stress on the 

child’s body and brain.  For this reason, this type of stress is called 

tolerable stress.  Like positive stress, tolerable stress can actually 

help build later resilience to stressful situations by helping to 

calibrate a child’s stress-response system (Shonkoff, 2008).

But keeping stress within tolerable limits may be difficult for 

caregivers who are also in the middle of a crisis situation.  The more 

caregivers have had a chance to develop their own coping skills 

before a crisis hits, the more they will be able to keep their own 

stress within tolerable limits so they can respond to their child in 

need.  But coping is often compromised for adults struggling with 

mental health and substance abuse issues.  Targeting families during 

these crisis situations, and giving them support, can have a big impact.  

Helping the parent or caregiver manage the situation can keep stress 

within tolerable limits, for both the adult and the child.

In addition to helping adults manage their own stress, in some situations a responsive community can offer 

the child a “zone of safety” (Perry et al., 1995)—the presence of another adult who is aware of the importance 

of responding to the child’s need for protection and soothing.  This can be a neighbor, relative, or childcare 

provider with a connection to the child, or trusted adults who offer the family respite care.  These people are 

not always available in the family’s life, but when they are, they should be encouraged to give at least as much 

attention to the child in a crisis situation as they do to the distressed adult.  In this way, community support and 

assistance can prevent extreme stress from harming the young child’s developing brain.

ACTION STEPS:

•	 Support the family with concrete services if the stressful event has disrupted their housing, 

employment, and daily routines.  Simple acts like bringing food to a family in need is a concrete 

way to help but also can go a long way in making families feel supported and less isolated.

•	 Encourage caregivers to pay special attention to the child during challenging times and crises.  

Strategies for caregivers include holding and comforting the child.  “Clingy” behavior means that 

the child is stressed and needs to be comforted.  Even if children show no visible signs of stress, 

they may be affected.

•	 Reach out and comfort the child in these situations, if it seems appropriate.  If you have a good 

relationship with the child, use it to help them in difficult times.  Remember, just the presence of a 

calm, trusted adult can help calm the child.
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•	 Find support groups for adults undergoing stresses, such as loss through death or partner breakup.  

Set one up if there is no support group in the community.  Remember that couples do not have to 

be married for a breakup to be experienced as a major loss.

•	 Set up a network of brief respite care for children when the caregiver is experiencing extreme 

stress and does not have friends or family available to help with her children.  Detailed 

descriptions of two programs that highlight respite care along with other services can be found 

on the Web: the Strong Communities for Children program at http://www.dukeendowment.org/

issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy and Safe Families for Children through LYDIA Home 

Association at http://www.lydiahome.org.

•	 Encourage families to get help from familiar sources of support, including extended family, religious 

leaders, and faith or community groups.

•	 Provide a list of mental health professionals available for families who may want additional help.  

Professional assistance can make a real difference in keeping stress within tolerable levels.

Many of the protective factors for caregivers listed in Section 3 (helping caregivers to develop a support 

system, practice effective parenting skills, and address their own mental health needs) are long-term strategies 

that will help caregivers cope more effectively when they are confronted with crises or difficult times.  Kate’s 

Club in Atlanta, GA, is an organization that helps children grieve the loss of a parent or sibling.  This timely 

support in a time of crisis can help prevent future emotional and behavior problems in children who have 

suffered a tragic loss: http://www.katesclub.org/aboutus.htm.  

KATE’S CLUB
Kate’s Club in Atlanta, GA encourages children and 

teens to grieve the loss of their family member, and 

to face their new life with confidence and hope.  On 

Saturdays at Kate’s Club, the emphasis is on fun activities 

and interaction with other members of the Club.  This 

helps children laugh, play, and understand that there 

are others their age who have faced a loss.  Saturday 

activities include sharing circles, “Griefstyles” coping 

sessions, arts and crafts, games, and special guests.

Kate’s Club also offers grief support groups, which are age specific.  With the help of professional 

therapists, children learn to express their emotions through music, movement, and drawing.  Other 

support services are offered to bring a child and his family together with other families to celebrate the 

life of their loved one.  For more information on Kate’s Club, see http://www.katesclub.org.

http://www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy
http://www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy
http://www.lydiahome.org
http://www.katesclub.org/aboutus.htm
http://www.katesclub.org
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Toxic Stress
The third type of stress response is called toxic stress.  Toxic stress is a strong, frequent, or prolonged 

activation of the body’s stress response system.  In situations of toxic stress, the brain is on high alert and 

stress hormones are flooding the brain and body.  This activation of the stress response system lasts longer 

than is healthy and can actually damage developing circuits in the brain.  Stressful events that are severe and 

uncontrollable, without the child having access to caring adults, tend to provoke toxic stress responses.  Many 

of the situations listed above in the section on tolerable stress can cause toxic stress if the child receives little 

or no help from parents, other caregivers, or the surrounding community.  Young children in these situations 

of toxic stress are at higher risk of developing symptoms of anxiety and depression than are other children 

(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005). 

Traumatic stress is a particularly severe form of toxic stress. While this type of stress can occur as 

a result of a horrific one-time event, it is more likely to result when the child is subjected to a series of 

disturbing events that occur over time. Traumatic events (also called “trauma”) are so severe and threatening 

that a child is afraid of injury or death or otherwise feels deeply threatened (National Scientific Council on 

the Developing Child, 2005). In some cases, traumatic stress is due to accidents (a child who nearly drowns or 

survives a fire or car accident), while at other times it is due to abuse at the hands of others or to witnessing 

violence (either in the home or in the neighborhood). In addition to anxiety and depression, children 

subjected to potentially traumatic situations can develop post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD. Although it 

was once thought that children were not affected by the disorder, post-traumatic stress symptoms have been 

found to occur in infants, toddlers, and pre-school aged children (Lieberman, 2007).

When Toxic Stress Becomes Traumatic:  Violence in Families 
Violence that occurs in the home—for example, a parent physically or sexually abusing the child, or the 

child witnessing domestic violence—is the most common source of traumatic stress for young children. In 

these situations, not only is the child’s physical safety threatened, but because the child often no longer has 

access to a caregiver who protects her from the event, the child’s feelings of emotional safety can also be 

damaged (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005).  

In the examples of the physical abuse of a young child, the child’s mental state typically moves from calm 

to arousal, to alarm, to fear and then to terror. This alarm reaction to extreme threat can be adaptive for 

an adult—it leads to the “fight or flight” behavior that can increase the odds of survival in life-threatening 

situations. Young children, however, cannot fight or flee. Instead a child will typically call or cry out to get a 

caregiver’s attention.  This is a signal for a caregiver to come and protect the threatened child. In a sense, it is a 

call for the caregiver to come and fight or flee on the child’s behalf (Perry et al.,1995). But when the caregiver 

is either unresponsive to the child or is the cause of the threat in the first place, the child is left feeling 

particularly helpless and without protection. 

Without this protection, the child will typically become more agitated, and her cries will turn into screams. 

Heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration increase. Cortisol and other stress hormones begin flooding the 

child’s brain and body. If the threatening situation is repeated, which is often the case in situations of family 

violence, brain circuits and biological systems are affected. The more often the young child’s brain is subjected 

to this traumatic stress, the more likely the actual architecture of the brain will be changed. Young children do 
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not have to be a victim of violence to experience traumatic stress. Witnessing domestic violence (also called 

“intimate partner violence” or IPV) can trigger a similar stress response in the brain.  IPV may be committed 

by same-sex partners as well as by women against men. However, most studies on the effects of IPV look 

at children in homes in which a male partner commits violence against the child’s mother. Often, physical 

violence is only part of a larger climate of emotional abuse that includes threatening and intimidating behavior. 

It is not unusual for children living in homes in which violence and threats are used to 

control behavior to develop feelings of inadequacy, powerlessness, and helplessness 

(Graham-Bermann, 2002). In many situations of domestic violence, the children’s 

mother understands the risks to her children and does her best to protect them, but 

this becomes difficult because of her own victimization. If the children’s mother is being 

victimized, her resources for exhibiting positive parenting skills may be compromised. 

What is happening in the young child’s brain in situations of physical or sexual abuse 

or exposure to domestic violence is invisible to the naked eye, though increasingly 

sophisticated brain imaging techniques give us evidence of the effects of trauma on the 

developing brain. What can be seen—though often misinterpreted—are the cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral problems that children with PTSD display. 

Children with PTSD may have nightmares, show particular distress whenever they 

are reminded of the traumatic event, or seem “stuck” on re-experiencing the event, 

incorporating it into their drawings or imaginative play.  While some children tend to 

be hypervigilant and always on edge, others seem numb and withdrawn.  They may 

temporarily regress to an earlier stage of development and lose a skill they once had—

like talking in complete sentences (ZERO TO THREE, 2005; Scheeringa & Zeanah, 2001).

The pattern of PTSD symptoms can vary from child to child. Many children who have been chronically 

traumatized tend to startle easily, become irritable or angry (even when unprovoked), and are hyperalert to 

any possible signs of threat, even when one is not present.  This type of response is called the “hyperarousal 

response.”  This type of behavior can be judged harshly by adults, who usually do not realize that the child is 

traumatized.

Another pattern of response looks very different from hyperarousal.  In this second pattern, when a 

child’s cries for help are either not responded to or followed by more abuse, the infant or toddler gives up 

and becomes quiet and withdrawn.  This is called the “defeat” or “surrender” response.  Unlike children who 

show a hyperarousal response, blood pressure and heart rate dip below normal for children in the surrender 

state.  While the young child may appear calm, stress hormones are still flooding the brain and disrupting 

developing brain circuits.  Infants and toddlers who tend to this stress response can seem numb and 

withdrawn and show little emotion.  As they get older, they may avoid people and situations.  They may also 

go along with other people’s demands, as if they have little will of their own.  While many children who have 

been traumatized tend to show one or the other pattern, other children can show signs of both hyperarousal 

and surrender at different times (Perry et al., 1995).

From this description, we can see why chronic violence in families—including physical or sexual abuse, 

or witnessing domestic violence—can often lead to traumatic stress. Abuse in families tends to be repeated, 

and different types of abuse often occur in the same household. The fact that this stress response cycle is 
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repeated in a brain so young means that actual structures of the brain can be affected. Because the structures 

are affected, children will often show symptoms of traumatic stress in their daily lives, even in situations where 

there is no longer an actual threat. There is another reason that family violence can be so detrimental for a 

young child. A young child’s most fundamental need is to be able to rely on the caretaker as the provider of 

predictability and protection. The expectation that the caregiver will help the child safely navigate the world is 

one of the first casualties of growing up in a violent home. In instances in which the main caretaker is not the 

abuser, but is the victim of abuse herself, this bond between mother and child is also at risk.

Although researchers and clinicians working with children affected by toxic or traumatic stress have 

gathered extensive evidence about its impact on young children, this information is still not widely known.  

Parents and other caregivers often believe that these adverse experiences cannot do lasting harm to children 

so young.  Even professionals—including people working in child care, medicine, and mental health—can 

underestimate the effect of these experiences on young children.  One crucial role of the responsive 

community is to inform parents, caregivers, and professionals that young children are the most vulnerable to 

the damage that is caused by these abusive or otherwise threatening experiences.  It is essential to protect  

the healthy development of children by sheltering them from danger—and by responding promptly and 

effectively when they have not been protected (Chu & Lieberman, 2010).  Healthy Moms, Happy Babies:  A 

Train the Trainers Curriculum on Domestic Violence, Reproductive Coercion and Children Exposed Kit is a resource 

created to support states and their home visitation programs in ensuring that all home visitation programs 

are equipped to help women and children living in homes with domestic violence (available at http://www.

futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/HealthCare/HV_Trainer’s_Guide_Low_Res_FINAL.pdf )

http://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/HealthCare/HV_Trainer�s_Guide_Low_Res_FINAL.pdf
http://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/HealthCare/HV_Trainer�s_Guide_Low_Res_FINAL.pdf
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SIGNS OF STRESS IN YOUNG CHILDREN
Infants

Infants depend on adults to look after them.  They sense the emotions of their caregiver and respond 

accordingly.  If the adult is calm and responsive and is able to maintain the daily routine, the child will 

feel secure and symptoms will be minimized.  If the adult is anxious and overwhelmed, the infant will 

feel unprotected and may display a variety of symptoms, including—

•	 Cries more than usual;

•	 Sleeps all the time or has trouble sleeping;

•	 Eats more or doesn’t want to eat;

•	 Becomes less responsive;

•	 Seems withdrawn or “shut down;” or

•	 Startles easily.

Toddlers and Preschoolers
At this age, children begin to interact with the broader physical and social environment.  As with 

infants, toddlers depend on adults to look after them and will often respond to traumatic situations 

as well or as poorly as their adult caretakers.  Common reactions in toddlers include any of the signs 

that you would see in infants (above), plus— 

•	 Has frequent temper tantrums;

•	 Behaves like a younger child (wetting himself after he has mastered potty training or speaking baby 

talk);

•	 Is clingier than usual; or

•	 Asks many questions about the event, and the answers do not soothe the child.

 
What Parents and Caregivers Can Do 

•	 Schedule time alone with the child;

•	 Soothe the child by singing and rocking;

•	 Keep a regular routine;

•	 Use storybooks to talk about feelings;

•	 Shield the child from violent or disturbing TV or books;

•	 Don’t leave the child with people she doesn’t know well;

•	 Explain what will happen ahead of time to give them a sense of control.

Keep in mind that some of the behaviors listed above are common to most children at times (feeding 

problems, sleep problems, temper tantrums), which sometimes makes it hard for parents to distinguish 

between typical behavior and reactions to extreme stress.  If parents have tried the suggestions above, and 

the child still shows stress reactions, provide them with names of referrals to well-respected mental health 

providers in your community.  If you need additional help to find therapists who have training in work with 

trauma in adults or children, see: http://helpguide.org/mental/emotional_psychological_trauma.htm#finding.

Source: Adapted from Safe Start Center (2009).

http://helpguide.org/mental/emotional_psychological_trauma.htm#finding
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Toxic Stress from Lack of Responsive Care
Young children do not have to experience or witness violence to have a toxic stress response.  Studies 

consistently show that infants and toddlers who are physically and emotionally neglected also show signs of 

toxic stress (Bugental, Martorell, & Barraza, 2003; Loman & Gunnar, 2010), as do children of mothers who 

are severely depressed (Gump et al., 2009) or abuse alcohol or other substances (Carlson, 2006).  What 

these situations have in common is the lack of responsive care on the part of the parent or caregiver.  It 

doesn’t matter if the lack of responsive care is because the parent is depressed, abuses drugs, is in a violent 

relationship, or struggles with extreme poverty—any of these situations can leave a child dealing on his own 

with challenging experiences before he is mature enough to handle them.  In all of these situations, parents 

have a difficult time addressing their child’s need for nurturing, guidance, and appropriate limit-setting.  Day 

after day, these experiences can cause harmful stress responses in the child, including extremes of stress 

hormones that cause long-term damage.

Children found under the law (or by the legal system) to have been neglected vividly illustrate this. By 

definition, neglected children are growing up without a responsive adult in their lives.  Studies have found 

that cortisol levels in neglected children can be as unstable as they are in children who are physically abused.2  

Other studies have found that, compared to physically abused children, neglected children actually have more 

severe deficits in learning and school achievement, are more likely to be withdrawn around people, and tend 

to show more anxiety and depression.3  In fact, deaths of children due to maltreatment are more often caused 

by neglect than by physical abuse (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2008).  This is not meant to minimize 

what happens to children who are physically or sexually abused.  It is just to point out that neglect can be 

extremely harmful to a child, even though it is often overlooked.  Physically and sexually abused children, on 

the other hand, tend to show more aggressive behaviors than neglected children, as well as more symptoms 

of PTSD (Pears, Kim, & Fisher, 2008).  

When the child’s mother is a victim of domestic violence, parenting can also be compromised. Women 

who are physically or emotionally abused by their partners often have symptoms of anxiety and depression, 

and if the abuse is severe or repetitive, they may develop PTSD. Mothers who have PTSD tend to be quicker 

and more impulsive in their actions 

toward their children and can also 

underestimate their children’s distress 

(Chemtob & Carlson, 2004). 

 Studies looking at the effects of 

exposure to domestic violence on young 

children have found that if the mother 

can retain the ability to parent under the 

stress of family violence—for example, 

she is still able to set limits and to 

discipline without harshness—the child 

can be protected from the most serious 

problems in adjustment (Graham-

Bermann et al., 2009).
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One of the most promising treatments for children exposed to domestic violence focuses on 

strengthening the relationship between the child and the non-offending parent, usually the child’s mother. 

A number of interventions are designed to improve the parent-child relationship while addressing issues 

related to the child’s trauma.  One example is Child Parent Psychotherapy (CPP).  CPP is a treatment 

model specifically designed to use with parents and children who witness domestic violence. It is based 

on attachment theory but combines and integrates principles from multiple theories 

(developmental, trauma, social-learning, and psychodynamic and cognitive behavioural 

theories) to help parents and their children recover from exposure to violence. It 

focuses on enhancing the mother’s capacity to provide safety and developmentally 

appropriate caregiving to her child. CPP has been shown to reduce PTSD symptoms in 

both mother and child (Ippen et al., 2011).  It is an example of early intervention that 

can help reduce the risk of future mental health problems in the child. Such treatment 

models also can help break the intergenerational cycle of violence and abuse which 

often occurs in families affected by domestic violence. 

Children growing up in families where the main caregiver is depressed often show 

the same type of outcomes as children who are neglected, including learning problems 

and lower achievement in school, as well as symptoms of depression and anxiety.  Depressed mothers are 

often preoccupied with past experiences that were negative or overwhelmed by chronic worry about the 

future.  Depression also increases feelings of guilt, including guilt about not being a “good mother.”  These 

feelings make it hard for the mother to respond to her child’s needs, even the need for physical protection.  

Studies show that, similar to families where there is legal neglect, children in families where the mother is 

clinically depressed are more likely to be exposed to dangerous situations than children in other families 

Monica, like many 
caregivers who grew 
up with a mother 
who was depressed, 
missed out on 
the experience of 
frequently being 
talked to as a child.  

MOTHERS AND BABIES
Mothers and Babies/Mamás y Bebés is a curriculum-based program designed to reduce the 

risk of a major depressive episode in mothers-to-be.  This intervention was first designed for Spanish-

speaking immigrants because studies show that, although immigrants have comparatively low rates of 

depression and substance abuse disorders when they first arrive in the United States, the longer they 

remain here, the more symptoms they have (Daw, 2002).  

The course teaches mothers-to-be mood management and self-efficacy skills.  There are 12 weekly 

sessions during pregnancy, followed by four “booster sessions” during the year after birth.  You can 

download the course manuals for both facilitators and participants (English and Spanish versions) on the 

Web at http://www.medschool.ucsf.edu/latino/Englishmanuals.aspx.  Classes using this curriculum have 

been based at public clinics, Early Head Start centers, and “community hub” elementary schools and 

churches, among other sites.  There is also an informative blog in Spanish for women who have taken 

the course and want to keep up with new information and gain support while they are young mothers.  

For more information, see http://mamasybebesblog.blogspot.com/2010/01/ingles-para-preescolares-en-

internet.html.

http://www.medschool.ucsf.edu/latino/Englishmanuals.aspx
http://mamasybebesblog.blogspot.com/2010/01/ingles-para-preescolares-en-internet.html
http://mamasybebesblog.blogspot.com/2010/01/ingles-para-preescolares-en-internet.html
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(Mental Health America & Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2009).  This makes 

sense, because mothers who are depressed often feel fatigued, helpless, and ineffective as a parent.

Mothers who are depressed also tend to speak less to their children, and their speech is less animated 

(Petterson & Albers, 2003).  Children who are spoken to more when they are very young are more likely 

to have larger vocabularies and more developed cognitive skills as they get older (Pan, Rowe, Singer, & Snow, 

2005).  This simple action—talking and listening to your child—is one of the best ways to make the most of 

his or her critical brain-building years (ZERO TO THREE, 2011b).  Monica, like many caregivers who grew up 

with a mother who was depressed, missed out on the experience of frequently being talked to as a child.  She 

may need to be reassured that Ella only needs simple verbal responses or simple statements—“see the dog, 

Ella?”—for the baby’s language centers in the brain to be strengthened.  However, if Monica is experiencing 

depression herself, she may need to be encouraged to seek treatment.

All of these symptoms of depression make it difficult to be available to a child. However, medication and 

therapy have been shown to help reduce symptoms of depression in mothers with young children. Innovative 

approaches to reduce stress, like regular massage therapy from a partner, have also proven helpful in reducing 

depressive symptoms in women who are pregnant or have just given birth (Field et al., 2009). Studies show 

that reducing the mother’s symptoms of depression is often not enough to enhance the well-being of the 

child. The most effective treatments focus on both relieving the mother’s depression and strengthening 

parenting behavior and interactions between mother and child (National Scientific Council on the Developing 

Child, 2009). When depression does not respond to treatment with medication or therapy, psychologists 

have also designed programs to teach parents struggling with depression ways to still give their children the 

attention they need (Mayers & Buckner, 2008; Berkule, 2007). For more ideas on how to respond to this very 

serious threat to the caregiver and to her children, see the Action Steps on page 28.
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TREATMENT FOR MOTHERS WHO ABUSE SUBSTANCES
Comprehensive substance abuse treatment programs that take into account the particular needs of 

mothers who are chemically addicted have been shown to have better results than traditional programs.  

As a group, women who abuse substances have different characteristics than men who abuse, and these 

need to be taken into account when designing a program.  Unlike men, most women with a chemical 

addiction are primary caregivers, often with several dependent children.  Their children are affected by 

their substance abuse.  For most of these mothers, the strongest motivation for ending their addiction 

revolves around their children—keeping their children, getting them back from out-of-home care, and 

becoming a better parent.

Substance-abusing women are much more likely than men to report a history of physical or 

sexual abuse in childhood, or current abuse by a partner as an adult.  In fact, in almost every study that 

asks about trauma and substance abuse, the great majority of women report traumatic experiences.  

This trauma results in emotional pain, leading the woman to self-medicate with alcohol or illegal or 

prescription drugs.

Comprehensive treatment programs that take these two factors into account—the role trauma 

plays in women’s addiction and the importance of their maternal role—have higher rates of program 

completion and lower rates of relapse.  Evaluations of many of these programs also show that the quality 

of the mother–child relationship has improved.  Child care and training on parenting skills are crucial 

components of these more successful programs.  If unaddressed, problems in parenting can build and 

trigger a relapse.  Some programs also offer more intensive parent–child therapy to rebuild the trust that 

can be broken when parents abuse substances.

Intense negative feelings that have been self-medicated can easily arise when substance use has 

ceased and new coping skills have not yet been developed.  At that point, women are at the greatest risk 

of relapse.  For this reason, the most successful programs include mental health clinicians to help women 

address these intense feelings of past trauma and establish new forms of coping.

SAMHSA’s Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (CSAT) provides a search tool to find outpatient 

and residential treatment centers to fit the needs of mothers and their children.  Go to http://

findtreatment.samhsa.gov/ and use the detailed search option.  Here you can specify treatment options 

for women, including pregnant and postpartum women, and residential facilities that provide space for 

children to stay with their mothers while they receive treatment.

Source: Carlson (2006).

Caregiver Substance Abuse Increases the Chances of Toxic Stress
A parent or caregiver’s substance abuse can also create situations of toxic stress for his or her young 

children.  Parenting skills are likely to deteriorate when parents abuse alcohol or drugs (Eiden, Colder, Edwards, 

& Leonard, 2009).  Substance-abusing parents tend to spend less time with their children and are more socially 

isolated from forms of community support than other parents.  Addiction to substances can  make it difficult 

for a parent or caregiver to be engaged in a warm, positive way with children (Eiden et al., 2009), with studies 

http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
http://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
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showing that they are less likely to be nurturing and emotionally available (Miller-Heyl, MacPhee, & Fritz, 1998).  

The inconsistent or erratic parenting often found in substance abusing families can leave the child feeling insecure 

about this crucial relationship between parent and child.  Rules and limits are often not clear in families with 

substance abuse problems, adding to the young child’s confusion about what is acceptable and what is not.  And 

because caregivers become irritated or frustrated more easily when they abuse substances, children can be 

disciplined harshly when they cross what is often an unclear line (Pears, Capaldi, & Owen, 2007).

This inconsistent and harsh parenting can lead to child maltreatment.  In fact, studies show that children 

in families with substance abuse problems are almost three times more likely to be abused and four times 

more likely to be neglected than other children (Reid, Macchetto, & Foster, 1999).  Other studies show that 

50 to 80 percent of all cases of abuse or neglect involve parental substance abuse, with alcohol, cocaine, or 

methamphetamine the most abused substances (Children and Family Research Center, 2002).

Unfortunately, families rarely struggle with only one of these problems.  One study (Glaser, 2000) found 

that 46 to 90 percent of all child welfare cases involve more than one type of maltreatment.  Each of these 

experiences compounds the risk to the child, increasing his risk for toxic stress.  The greater number a child 

experiences, the greater the likelihood of developmental delays and other problems.  In fact, in a study 

of more than 17,000 adults sponsored by the Centers for Disease Control, each adverse situation that 

happened to adults during their childhood (including neglect, physical or sexual abuse, or having a parent who 

abused alcohol or drugs, was depressed, or was in a violent partner relationship) added to their risk of having 

serious health and psychological problems in adulthood (Anda, Felitti, Walker, & Whitfield, 2006).

Once again, the lesson is to prevent these situations before they happen or to intervene with the family 

as soon as possible.  In addition to providing the best help to children and families, prevention and early 

intervention are also the most effective use of community time and resources.  For children and families who 

have already experienced toxic stress due to trauma or caregiver mental health or substance abuse problems, 

professional treatment is needed.  The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (http://www.nctsnet.org/

nccts/nav.do?pid=hom_main) is one resource for referrals to mental health professionals who are trained in 

the treatment of families affected by trauma and other experiences that result in toxic stress.

ACTION STEPS:

•	 Provide training on reading the signs of stress in infants and toddlers to community groups and 

professionals who have contact with children.  For downloadable slide cards on these signs, go to   

http://www.safestartcenter.org.  At the same site, you will find a guidebook for families, Healing the 

Invisible Wounds: Children’s Exposure to Violence http://www.safestartcenter.org/pdf/caregiver.pdf, that 

gives parents and other caregivers useful ideas on how to help children exposed to family or community 

violence.  Bring copies of this resource to the trainings for community members to distribute.

•	 Direct professionals, including those working in early child care, health care, and law enforcement, to 

national centers dedicated to helping children exposed to violence.  The Safe Start Initiative is funded by 

the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S.  Department 

of Justice.  It has put together a wealth of resources for professionals, including a guide to proven and 

promising programs, a science digest highlighting the latest research in the field, curricula, training 

http://www.nctsnet.org/nccts/nav.do?pid=hom_main
http://www.nctsnet.org/nccts/nav.do?pid=hom_main
http://www.safestartcenter.org
http://www.safestartcenter.org/pdf/caregiver.pdf
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Poverty Increases the Chances of Toxic Stress in Families
Families coping with trauma or mental health or substance abuse problems can be found in every 

economic class, race, or culture.  But families living in poverty typically confront more stress-creating 

circumstances than other families, including chronic poor health conditions, higher rates of unemployment, and 

substandard housing and schools.  In addition to individual families having fewer economic resources to help 

cope with these adverse circumstances, low-income neighborhoods often lack the supportive institutions and 

social networks that are found in other neighborhoods.  Because of these conditions, when children living in 

poverty are subjected to toxic stress situations they tend to have worse outcomes than other children.  Many 

leaders focusing on improving the welfare of children in the United States make a good case for targeting the 

limited resources available for this purpose on financially disadvantaged families, arguing that resources used in 

this way would have the biggest impact (and the biggest financial payoff for society).

Poverty can also affect children’s levels of stress in other ways. Studies have found that neighborhoods 

that are crowded or chaotic have been found to lead to chronic stress responses in children and adults, 

including elevated cortisol levels (Evans & Stecker, 2004).  This type of “environmental stress” has also been 

found to leave caregivers feeling chronically overwhelmed and powerless to control their daily life.

Street violence is also more common in impoverished urban neighborhoods than in other communities. 

While exposure to violent incidents in the neighborhood or school increases with age and is more common 

among teenagers, children can also witness vivid scenes of community violence. Exposure in young children 

can lead to depression and PTSD. In fact, young children are likely to display more symptoms of depression 

than adolescents, perhaps because they cannot express their thoughts and feelings about what they have 

seen and are less able than adolescents to actively seek comfort from others. Parents may also believe that 

neighborhood violence does not affect their young children (Fowler, 2009).

Many Caregivers Are Grappling with the Effects of Toxic Stress Themselves
To be responsive to families struggling with mental health problems, substance abuse, or trauma, we need 

to keep in mind that many caregivers experienced toxic stress when they were children.  Like Monica, and 

Monica’s parents before her, they have been subjected to trauma or other situations that cause toxic stress 

(Knitzer & Lefkowitz, 2006; “Low Income Mothers Have High Rate of Postpartum Depression,” 2010; Regier, 

1990).  The brain research on the effects of such stress can help us have a more compassionate approach 

to parents and other caregivers.  What may seem like a willful refusal of help may be a brain on high alert, 

sensing a threat.  Parents and caregivers may not have had very positive experiences of “helpers” in the 

materials, video presentations for professionals, and a toolkit used to design programs for children 

exposed to violence http://www.safestartcenter.org/resources.  The National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network offers additional resources for clinicians and other professionals working with families 

and communities where violence or disaster has occurred, including online training opportunities   

http://learn.nctsn.org/course/category.php?id=3.  Other resources on its Web site include a video to 

train police for when they are responding to a situation of domestic violence that includes children 

http://www.nctsn.org/nctsn_assets/acp/dv/NCTSN_DV_rev1.htm#.

http://www.safestartcenter.org/resources
http://learn.nctsn.org/course/category.php?id=3
http://www.nctsn.org/nctsn_assets/acp/dv/NCTSN_DV_rev1.htm
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past and initially may be fearful or unable to trust those offering help.  People from historically oppressed 

groups may be particularly wary, given the abuses that minority groups have encountered in the past at the 

hands of people in authority.  And just as common as feelings of distrust are the feelings of hopelessness and 

helplessness that often go hand-in-hand with frequent experiences of adversity.

While it’s important to be able to acknowledge to the parent or caregiver that you know they are facing 

difficult and often painful experiences, you also need to let them know that you see their strengths and 

capabilities.  They have likely survived many challenging situations.  More than any specific strategy to engage 

families struggling with these problems, successful programs demonstrate a genuine desire to understand each 

family’s unique history and circumstances, and a respect for the road they have travelled.

ACTION STEPS:

•	 Learn more about the devastating impact that caregiver depression can have on a family by 

downloading Maternal Depression: Making a Difference through Community Action (http://www.nmha.

org/go/maternal-depression).  

•	 Inform OB/GYNs, pediatricians, and other health care workers in the community about the importance 

of screening for depression, anxiety, domestic violence, PTSD, and substance abuse in pregnant women 

and new mothers.   Though valid screening tools are readily available (see Appendix C), one study of 

primary care physicians found that only 20 percent used any formal screening tool to assess depression 

among women who had recently given birth (Sleath, Thomas, Jackson, West, & Gaynes, 2007).  You may 

want to enlist the help of a health care worker to strategize about the best way to approach others in 

the field.

•	 Launch an awareness campaign about the importance of mental health and substance abuse problems 

and direct mothers-to-be to screening sites, doctors, or other health care workers who you know 

will provide screenings.  Target sites where caregivers go, including day care centers, churches, and 

grocery stores.  Low-income mothers have been found to have especially high rates of postpartum 

depression—48 percent showed signs of clinical depression in a recent study (Roggman et al., 2002).  

For this reason, screenings at Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) Centers and Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF) offices may be particularly beneficial.

•	 Connect returning military personnel to “virtual counseling,” for depression and PTSD through the 

Defense Centers of Excellence for Psychological Health and Traumatic Brain Injury Web site at http://

www.dcoe.health.mil.

•	 Contact the local Mental Health of America (http://www.nmha.org) office in your State to find out how 

to conduct brief self-report screenings for depression at health fairs.  

•	 For a more in-depth review of issues surrounding parental depression, see the Institute of Medicine 

report, Depression in Parents, Parenting, and Children: Opportunities to Improve Identification, 

Treatment, and Prevention (http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12565).

http://www.nmha.org/go/maternal-depression
http://www.nmha.org/go/maternal-depression
http://www.dcoe.health.mil
http://www.dcoe.health.mil
http://www.nmha.org
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12565
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Creating Responsive Systems to Reduce Caregiver Stress
Unfortunately, the way our services for families have developed often adds stress to a family already 

overstressed.  Having parents set up appointments at different agencies in different parts of town for each 

child in the family almost guarantees that many children will “fall through the cracks.”  One way a responsive 

community can tackle this issue is to make services and supports as comprehensive as possible.  Mary’s 

Center in Washington, DC, is an example of an agency that developed over time to include many essential 

services under one roof.  

  MARY’S CENTER
Mary’s Center began as a small agency in 1988 in Washington, DC, to provide prenatal care for 

immigrant women from Central America.  Today, Mary’s Center is a Federally Qualified Health Center that 

provides multiple services to underserved families from the United States, Latin America, the Caribbean, 

Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. It has a truly comprehensive approach to serving families.  The center 

provides physical and mental health services for all ages, a home visiting program for families of children 

from birth to 5, support for families with children with special needs, after school and case management 

programming for adolescents, parent support through education and case management, and family literacy 

classes.  It provides training and technical assistance to adults who are interested in becoming licensed 

childcare providers or opening home-based day care centers.  Mary’s Center also informs families about 

educational, housing, and employment resources available to them.  (Mary’s Center staff speaks more than 

27 different languages.) For more information, see http://www.maryscenter.org/services.html.

Another model is to add services that support the “whole child” or “whole family” to an institution that 

already has connections with parents.  In many cities, the concept of a community school has taken hold—with 

elementary and middle schools becoming vibrant community hubs.  These school–community collaborations use 

existing school space for a range of classes, activities, and events that are open to everyone in the community.  

Some offer early childcare programs for infants and toddlers, health clinics for children and adults, parenting 

skills classes, art programs for all ages, and on site mental health care.  Parents become leaders at these hubs, 

and many communities are revitalized in the process.  There are now 3,000 to 4,000 of these community 

hubs in the United States, most falling under one of two models: the Coalition for Community Schools                        

http://www.communityschools.org or School of the 21st Century http://www.yale.edu/21C.

In Santa Fe county, NM, a recent grant through SAMHSA’s Project LAUNCH initiative is being used by 

community residents of public housing projects to plan additional community services on site.  Although 

these models do not provide everything at one site, they go a long way toward helping communities think 

in terms of being responsible for all of their members.  For a detailed look at how New Mexico assessed its 

need and capacity for this program, and how it engaged different stakeholders in the process, see http://www.

earlychildhoodnm.com/attachments/273_ProjectLAUNCH.NewMexicoState.EnvironmentalScan.29may09.pdf.  

For more information on this and the other 17 Project LAUNCH sites, see http://www.earlychildhoodnm.

com/attachments/273_ProjLaunchBriefSheet.pdf.

http://www.maryscenter.org/services.html
http://www.communityschools.org
http://www.yale.edu/21C
http://www.earlychildhoodnm.com/attachments/273_ProjectLAUNCH.NewMexicoState.EnvironmentalScan.29may09.pdf
http://www.earlychildhoodnm.com/attachments/273_ProjectLAUNCH.NewMexicoState.EnvironmentalScan.29may09.pdf
http://www.earlychildhoodnm.com/attachments/273_ProjLaunchBriefSheet.pdf
http://www.earlychildhoodnm.com/attachments/273_ProjLaunchBriefSheet.pdf
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ACTION STEPS: 
 
•	 Assess the agencies in your community that serve children and families to see how they might be 

combined so that families won’t have to travel to separate locations, fill out multiple forms, and interact 

with several professionals at once.

•	 Look at the possibility of placing any new services (health clinic, early childcare center) at sites where 

parents of young children go—an elementary school, community center, or faith institution.

Prevent Toxic Stress Before It Happens by Protecting Children
Unlike a generation ago when Monica was growing up, the science is now clear that very young children 

are affected by what they see, hear, and feel.  This knowledge can help us head off situations that are likely to 

trigger stress responses in young children.  In some situations, a little creative planning can prevent possible 

trauma.  For example, in North Dakota, prisons use video chatting so that incarcerated family members can 

communicate with partners and children.  Not only does this save the stress of traveling long distances for 

families, it also prevents children from having to see the living conditions at the prisons and the disturbing 

image of their incarcerated parent.  More effort is also being made to help military personnel stay in touch 

with their families by use of video technology, potentially reducing the stress responses that long separations 

can cause.

The Ounce of Prevention Fund (OPF) oversees the development of high-quality early childcare centers 

in several urban neighborhoods in the United States.  In planning these centers, OPF takes care to design 

the physical space so that children have an outdoor place to play but are shielded from witnessing the street 

violence that might occur.  While your community may not be able to afford building such a center from the 

ground up, the idea of protecting the psychological safety of the children, as well as their physical safety, is one 

that every community can incorporate into its planning.

In Section 3, we will look more closely at the five protective factors that have been found to build 

resilience in children, their families, and their communities and highlight examples of proven or promising 

approaches.
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BUILDING A STURDY FOUNDATION FOR CHILDREN: 
PROTECTIVE FACTORS THAT PROMOTE RESILIENCE

All families have stress, but not all stress harms children.  In this section, we will look at five protective 

factors that can help all families in our communities but are crucial for families struggling with mental 

health problems, substance abuse, and trauma.  Many of these protective factors help families manage 

their lives so that they can keep stress at a tolerable level.  Others directly contribute to the child’s emotional 

and cognitive development.  They all promote the resiliency that every family needs to confront life’s inevitable 

difficulties.

There are hundreds of programs and approaches your community could embrace, but those highlighted 

here have proven track records.  Choose a protective factor that you can address in your community.  

Remember that one or two improvements in family functioning can affect the entire family system.  What 

may at first glance seem like a small step (like screening a mother for depression and giving her a referral) can 

eventually lead to big outcomes for the family.  Even small steps can give families hope.

As you read through this list, create your own checklist—

1. Things you can do by yourself

2. Things you can do with the help of the child’s caregivers

3. Things you need to encourage caregivers to do on their own

Then, on a broader level—

• Things you can do with a small group of community members

• Wide-scale efforts that take collaboration with community partners

In Section 4, we will provide a framework that helps you to look at these choices more systematically.

USING EVIDENCE-BASED PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES
SAMHSA has developed the National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices, a searchable 

database of interventions for the prevention and treatment of mental illness and substance abuse 

disorders.  SAMHSA has developed this resource to help organizations choose and implement programs 

and practices in their communities that have been evaluated and found to have successful outcomes.  

This Web site allows you to search a database of treatment and prevention programs by area of interest 

(mental health, substance abuse, trauma), geographical location, use with different ethnic groups, use in 

different settings (inpatient, outpatient, community), and other factors.  See http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/.

SECTION 3: 

http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/
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Five Protective Factors: Building Opportunities for Responsive Caregiving 
in Families and Communities

We have seen how crucial it is for young children to have at least one adult they can depend on to 

respond to their basic needs—including their emotional needs.  Studies have shown that the following 

conditions help determine whether caregivers can parent effectively, even in stressful situations: 

•	 Concrete resources in times of need;

•	 A support system for the family;

•	 Emotional and psychological resilience of the caregiver ;

•	 Parenting tips, information, and skills courses for caregiver ; and

•	 The child’s social-emotional and cognitive capacities.

By building these five protective factors with families, a responsive community can increase the chances 

that the child will have at least one adult to provide the child with consistent, nurturing care: 

#1 Help the family with concrete resources in times of need.  

Families in need of food, housing, transportation, and employment are particularly stressed.  Help families 

in stressful circumstances locate housing, find child care for their children, and fill out forms for entitlement 

programs that may be confusing or not in the caregiver’s native language.  These acts may take a few hours of 

your time but can change a family’s future.  Develop a mentoring program for the unemployed by using active 

or retired business people in the community to provide information and support.  Boca Helping Hands in 

Boca Raton, FL, is one successful example of this strategy: http://www.bocahelpinghands.org.  

Respite care for children is a concrete support that can be a powerful intervention to help a family prevent 

child abuse.  Two examples of model programs (Melton & Anderson, 2008) for respite care to help prevent child 

abuse in overstressed families include Safe Families (http://safe-families.org) and Strong Communities (http://

www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy).  These programs match a volunteer 

family with a family in need.  The host families care for children for days, weeks, or months, with the consent and 

appreciation of the family in need.  Meanwhile, caregivers are connected to support and resources.  The goal of 

these groups is to return the children to the care of their families after the caregivers have been supported with 

treatment, training, concrete supports, or whatever else might be needed.

#2 Help the caregiver strengthen his or her support system.  
Families dealing with mental health problems, substance abuse, and trauma are often isolated, and this 

isolation can lead to further distress.  Schools as community hubs (see Section 2) are a natural way to bring 

parents together and encourage connections among all families—those who are experiencing significant stress 

and those who have not had as much distress or have found ways to cope with it.  Obviously, this solution 

takes long-range planning and large amounts of time and energy from a committed community, but it can reap 

big rewards for isolated families and their children.

The Kitchen Table Project is a group started by women from low-income neighborhoods in Cambridge, MA, 

to counteract the feelings of powerlessness and isolation that often go along with living in poverty (Goodman et 

http://www.bocahelpinghands.org
http://safe-families.org
http://www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy
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al., 2007).  ROAD (Reaching Out about Depression) grew out of the Kitchen Table Project when it became clear 

that a majority of the women in the group struggled with symptoms of depression.  The women of ROAD believe 

that the lack of resources, higher rates of stressful events, and more frequent threats to health that occur in low-

income neighborhoods can contribute to their symptoms.  They have taken this message to traditional mental 

health care services and use a community activist approach to improve what they believe to be a flawed system 

when it comes to understanding issues of poverty, powerlessness, and depression.  The women work together to 

develop workshops on well-being, consulting with professionals when needed.  ROAD also puts together a list 

of supports and resources to be used by the group, including those that encourage 

alternative methods of treatment.  They then bring their ideas and suggestions to the 

doctors and therapists in their community so they can develop better services.  This 

model has developed strong bonds among ROAD members.  For more information, 

see http://www.reachingoutaboutdepression.org.

Some groups have found particularly creative ways to engage caregivers in 

group activities.  Book and writing groups can be an engaging way to promote 

self-awareness and foster lasting bonds.  In low-income neighborhoods in Chicago, 

Literature for All of Us creates book groups for young, single parents, many of whom 

have experienced significant trauma in their lives.  The adult mentors for these groups 

provide a safe space for teen mothers to explore what has happened to them, to 

reaffirm their strengths, and to create a vision for the kind of experiences they would like their own children to 

have.  Evaluations (Maschinot, 2010) show that this model supports positive coping, and fosters friendship among 

the participants.  The books chosen need not be about parenting.  In fact, the book group can honor the fact that 

the caregiver is not only a mother but also a woman in her own right by choosing novels with characters and 

situations that resonate with the participants.  Ask a bookstore (or another business in the community) to be your 

sponsor and donate the books to the group if money is tight.  For ideas on how to start your own book group 

and suggested books, see the Web site for Literature for All of Us at http://www.literatureforallofus.org.  

Community gardens are another way to bring families together.  There is a vibrant community garden 

movement, with gardens in urban neighborhoods from New York City to Los Angeles, and in thousands of smaller 

cities and towns in between.  To view some examples, see http://www.cityfarmer.org/communitygarden7.html.  For 

information on how to start a community garden, including a video and tips for finding funding, see the American 

Community Garden Movement’s Web site at http://www.communitygarden.org/learn/starting-a-community-

garden.php.  Make sure to advertise that small children are welcome, provide healthy snacks, and appoint 

responsible and trusted volunteers to play with the children who are too young for gardening.  

These ideas—book groups and community gardens—are presented as ways to jump start your thinking.  

They are just two examples of what you can do.  While they have been used successfully to bring families 

together in places as diverse as lower-income urban communities to small, rural towns, you may need to 

conduct an informal survey to determine what might be welcomed by the families in your community.  Make 

sure you have input from people who reflect the cultural diversity of the population you are trying to reach.  

Another option would be to find a few people who have a passion for an activity that would likely attract 

families and find ways to support them.  These types of creative ideas work best when the people developing 

them have a real interest of their own.

http://www.reachingoutaboutdepression.org
http://www.literatureforallofus.org
http://www.cityfarmer.org/communitygarden7.html
http://www.communitygarden.org/learn/starting-a-community-garden.php
http://www.communitygarden.org/learn/starting-a-community-garden.php
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A responsive community can also encourage caregiver connections at natural meeting points: day care or 

Early Head Start centers, YMCAs, churches, synagogues, and mosques.  Organize activities that are fun and help 

caregivers de-stress.  If you are not sure what activities caregivers might like, find ways to ask them (a brief survey 

at a clinic or preschool, for example).  It is not the number of friends or other connections that a caregiver has, 

but rather the quality of the relationships that matter (Beeman, 2001).  Those relationships that are generally 

positive, trusting, reciprocal, and flexible go a long way toward helping develop resilience in families.

#3 Find ways to directly address the emotional and psychological resilience of the caregiver.  
Caregivers wounded by their own past or present trauma—perhaps turning to drugs or alcohol or showing 

signs of depression or anxiety—can be too preoccupied to correctly read a child’s signals.  For parents or other 

caregivers struggling with problem drinking, motivational interviewing (MI) is one counseling technique that has 

been used successfully in a variety of situations to reduce problem drinking.  MI is based on the assumption that 

many problem drinkers have both positive and negative feelings about their drinking habits.  Helping the client 

explore this ambivalence, and resolve it, is the key goal.  MI has been applied to a wide range of problem behaviors 

related to alcohol and substance abuse as well as health promotion, medical treatment adherence, and mental 

health issues.  For more information on MI, see http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/ViewIntervention.aspx?id=130.  

TRAUMA AFFECT REGULATION: 
GUIDE FOR EDUCATION AND THERAPY (TARGET)

TARGET is a strengths-based approach that has been found to help parents or caregivers regain 

control of their daily functioning after they have been subjected to physical, sexual, or emotional 

trauma.  Using simple language, TARGET describes the stress response system in much the same way 

as it is described in this guide: as an alarm in the brain that is triggered by trauma or other stressful 

circumstances.  When the brain becomes stuck in alarm mode, a person cannot access the brain’s 

capacities for clear thinking and therefore reacts to all types of current stressors as survival threats.  

This can cause serious difficulties in relationships and daily life activities.  To address these difficulties, 

the TARGET program teaches parents a set of seven skills (summarized by the acronym FREEDOM—

Focus, Recognize triggers, Emotion self-check, Evaluate thoughts, Define goals, Options, and Make a 

contribution), each of which helps “turn down” the brain’s alarm system.  Several evaluations of the 

program show that, compared to traumatized participants who were given standard care, participants 

who completed the TARGET program showed fewer symptoms of anxiety, depression, and PTSD 

and were better able to control their emotions in daily life.  Also, TARGET participants who abused 

substances in the past reported that they felt better able to resist the triggers that often lead to 

relapse.  TARGET has been used with men and women from a wide variety of age and ethnic groups 

in mental health and addiction agencies, domestic violence shelters, child guidance clinics, children’s 

psychiatric hospitals, women’s prisons, and group homes.  This program can be offered in 10 to 12 

individual, group counseling, or psycho-educational sessions conducted by clinicians, case managers, 

rehabilitation specialists, or teachers.  For more information about the TARGET program, see http://

www.advancedtrauma.com/html/the_target_model.html.

http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/ViewIntervention.aspx?id=130
http://www.advancedtrauma.com/html/the_target_model.html
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#4 Provide parenting tips, information, and skills courses for caregiver.  
Caregivers from families with histories of violence, neglect, or depression may have had few role 

models for responding appropriately to their own child’s needs.  It’s important for caregivers to know what 

children are capable of at different ages.  Studies (Valentino, Cicchetti, Toth, & Rogosh, 2006) have shown that 

caregivers who don’t have realistic expectations of their young children are more likely to see their children as 

“disobedient” or “willful” when they do not measure up to the caregivers’ expectations.  These negative views 

of the child can lead to harsh parenting, and even abuse.

ZERO TO THREE provides free informational resources in Spanish and English for caregivers.  These 

include handouts (the Your Baby’s Development series) that will help parents understand what to expect 

from infants and toddlers.  (See http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ter_par_

agebasedhandouts.) Bring copies of these handouts to the many sites where parents and other caregivers are 

likely to be and obtain permission to place them.  Although written to be useful to caregivers, this information 

is helpful for all members of a community working to be responsive to children and their families.  The Child 

Information Gateway Web site also has useful tip sheets you can download and distribute to parents and 

other caregivers to help guide them on specific issues, including bonding with your baby, dealing with toddler’s 

temper tantrums, becoming a more involved father, and dealing with the unique challenge of grandparents 

parenting their grandchildren.  These tip sheets may be downloaded individually for distribution from the 

“Parenting Resources” section of the Child Welfare Information Gateway Web at http://www.childwelfare.gov/

preventing/promoting/parenting.

Caregivers in families who have experienced trauma may tend to have “short fuses” due to their own 

trauma experiences.  Tending to a baby who won’t stop crying 

can be a trigger for caregivers under stress.  When a caregiver 

is so frustrated or angry that he or she shakes a baby, Shaken 

Baby Syndrome (SBS) can occur.  This form of head trauma 

can lead to long-lasting brain damage and other serious health 

consequences.  There are an estimated 50,000 cases of SBS each 

year.  Of these 50,000 cases, about 1,200 are reported, and one-

fourth of those babies die, making it the leading cause of death 

due to child abuse.  The majority of cases are instigated by a 

father or the mother’s boyfriend (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2010; Shaken Baby Task Force, 2011).  

The Shaken Baby Task Force has developed a public service 

campaign to warn caregivers of the seriousness of this syndrome 

and to give tips on how to handle the stress of an infant crying.  

For more information, including access to the print, radio, and 

TV media campaign, see http://www.safebaby.org/sbs.asp.  Also, 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2010) has 

published a guide to help community organizations identify their 

role in helping prevent SBS.  Parents and other caregivers who 

feel out of control can also be encouraged to call a parenting 

http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ter_par_agebasedhandouts
http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ter_par_agebasedhandouts
http://www.childwelfare.gov/preventing/promoting/parenting
http://www.childwelfare.gov/preventing/promoting/parenting
http://www.safebaby.org/sbs.asp
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hotline.  Childhelp® runs a national 24-hour hotline (1–800–4–A–CHILD) for parents who need help or 

parenting advice.  Other hotlines for crisis situations, or warmlines for general parenting support, can be found 

in Appendix A.

Families struggling with serious issues like substance abuse, family violence, and mental health problems often 

benefit from more intensive parent training.  The Strengthening Families Program (SFP) is a highly acclaimed 

parenting skills program.  More than 15 evaluations (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2007) have shown 

that SFP teaches caregivers how to increase desired behaviors in children by using attention and rewards, 

clear communication, effective discipline, problem solving, and limit setting.  Results show a large decrease in 

behavior problems in preschool children and a reduction in depressive symptoms (for both children and their 

caregivers).  SFP has been customized for African American, Asian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, American Indian, 

and rural families.  SFP was originally developed for caregivers with substance abuse problems but is widely used 

with others as well.  It has been used in many settings: schools, churches, mental health centers, housing projects, 

homeless shelters, recreation centers, family centers, and drug courts.  The program also provides ongoing 

technical assistance.  For more information, see http://www.strengtheningfamiliesprogram.org/about.html.

TRIPLE P (POSITIVE PARENTING PROGRAM)
Another highly regarded parenting program, the Triple P (Positive Parenting Program) has trained 

over 20,000 practitioners worldwide (including health care workers, social workers, teachers, telephone 

counselors, and others) to provide information, advice, and professional support for parents.  The program 

has a flexible, multilevel framework that takes into account the type and intensity level of assistance the 

family might need or want.  The first level of Triple P gives communities access to media messages on 

positive parenting and informational resources such as tip sheets and videos.  Levels 2 and 3 provide 

parents with specific advice on how to solve common developmental issues, such as toilet training, and 

minor problem behaviors.  At these levels, there is face-to-face or telephone contact with a practitioner 

or brief seminars.  More intensive parent training at Levels 4 and 5 targets broader family issues, such as 

relationship conflict and parental depression, anger, and stress.  At these levels, caregivers receive intensive 

training in positive parenting skills (about 10 hours over 8 to 10 sessions).  Triple P is also designed to be 

adopted within larger organizations that work with children.  For more information on this highly flexible 

and successful program, see http://www.triplep-america.com.

When the primary caregiver is unable to provide the care that’s necessary, the most important thing a 

direct service worker can do is to help her determine who might be the best caregiver for the child.  Often, 

convening a group of concerned family members and family friends can help professionals identify the needed 

help in the family’s existing network of support.  This group could also decide if help from the formal support 

system will be needed.  This approach, known as family group conferencing, has been used successfully in 

Australia, Europe, and the United States see http://www.americanhumane.org/protecting-children/programs/

family-group-decision-making.  It is important to note that foster parents who are relatives of the child do 

not receive the same subsidies and supports that nonrelatives do.  A community responsive to the needs of 

http://www.strengtheningfamiliesprogram.org/about.html
http://www.triplep-america.com
http://www.americanhumane.org/protecting-children/programs/family-group-decision-making
http://www.americanhumane.org/protecting-children/programs/family-group-decision-making
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kin foster families could choose this as an issue to focus on for advocacy efforts.  (See Section 4 for more 

information on how to advocate for legislative change.) In the meantime, a responsive community can target 

these kin foster families to provide parent training and other supports that nonkin families receive.

#5 Encourage the child’s social-emotional and cognitive capacities.  
As we’ve seen in Section 1, children’s resiliency is strengthened by experiences 

that are sensory rich and emotionally attuned.  Newborns need warm and responsive 

interactions with adults.  As they age, infants and toddlers need interactive play.  They 

also need a safe environment to explore.  These experiences help to shape the brain and 

actually make it better able to handle stressful experiences.

Children from families experiencing significant stress may have less opportunity for 

this enriching type of play.  Parents struggling with substance abuse or mental health 

problems may be more irritable and less patient with a child’s natural curiosity about 

the surrounding world and end up limiting the child’s healthy need to explore.  In fact, 

this type of toddler behavior—exploring and “getting into things”—can be a trigger 

for parents who maltreat their children.  Studies have also found that 1-year-old infants 

from abusing families tend to have less opportunity for independent play than do other 

infants (Valentino, Cicchetti, Toth, & Rogosh, 2006).  And other studies show that this type of independent play 

encourages healthy cognitive development (Planinsec, 2002; Woodward & Needham, 2009).

The wider community can play a major role in helping the child develop emotionally and cognitively by 

creating engaging environments anywhere that children congregate.  Community groups can sponsor indoor 

play spaces for children at public places (clinics, libraries, churches, synagogues, and mosques).  To create the 

kind of play space that engages young children—and also encourages brain development—see the books and 

Web resources listed in Appendix A.

Playing outdoors is especially important for young children but is not as common as it once was.  For 

a thoughtful article (White & Stoecklin, 1998) on the impact of outdoor play on physical, cognitive, and 

emotional development, see http://www.whitehutchinson.com/children/articles/outdoor.shtml.  The Mental 

Health Association in Texas sponsors a Web site with information on parenting that includes a helpful article 

on how to set up an outdoor space for playing and learning about nature: http://www.texaschildreninnature.

org.  Gather together your ideas and plans and approach businesses, faith groups, and private citizens to 

donate some land (it does not have to be a large amount) in an area of the community that has few such 

resources.

To better educate your group or coalition on the importance of play and thoughtful ways to create 

enriching experiences for children, designate one or two members of your group to attend workshops 

devoted to this topic.  (For one example, see the Institute on Creating Sustainable Environments for Young 

Children at http://www.whitehutchinson.com/children/sustainableinstitute.shtml.) Have those members go 

on a community speaking tour to share ideas with the wider community about how to plan stimulating 

play spaces from scratch or how to improve existing ones.  All of the ideas are based on sound early child 

development principles, and many are not expensive to put into practice.

In addition to these types of sensory-rich experiences, programs in early childhood education have been 
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developed to encourage the growth of social-emotional skills in young children.  Programming in social-emotional 

learning (SEL) encourages toddlers and preschoolers to recognize their own emotions and needs and begin to 

communicate them to other people.  In this way, young children gradually begin to manage their own emotional 

responses (Denham & Burton, 2003).  SEL also helps young children begin to understand the perspective of 

others, which is a necessary step in the development of empathy.  These are the beginning steps in teaching the 

child how to handle interpersonal situations more effectively.  They also give the child tools to handle situations 

without either withdrawing or resorting to overly aggressive behavior (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000).

Developing social-emotional skills is particularly important for children in families of abuse or neglect.  

Parents at risk for child maltreatment may not have had the opportunity to develop these skills themselves, 

which is part of the reason they have difficulty managing their own stress in healthy, non-abusive ways.  For 

this reason alone, children at risk for maltreatment can gain a lot from programs that focus on these skills.  

Better SEL skills may even decrease children’s risk for abuse and neglect at the hands of their own parents, 

although this has not been well-studied.  Children in families who have not seen examples of SEL skills from 

their parents are themselves more likely to use challenging behaviors to try to get what they want.  Because 

of this, they are at greater risk of becoming caught in a cycle of negative conflict that may escalate into physical 

abuse.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION PROGRAMS AND THE FIVE 
PROTECTIVE FACTORS

High-quality early childhood education (ECE) programs strive to integrate the five protective 

factors into their daily work with young children.  When staff members in these programs see parents 

as partners in their children’s growth, real relationships between parents and staff can develop.  ECE 

programs can also lay the foundation for a culture of connection among parents.  These steps cut down 

on the social isolation and mistrust felt by many parents in struggling families.  Gaining the trust of 

parents over time also makes it more likely that parents will follow up on a mental health referral for 

themselves or for their child.  ECE programs that are comprehensive can also provide a natural setting 

for parenting education and support.  ECE programs are well-suited to provide these services because 

they often serve a group of parents with common life circumstances, and they can offer classes and 

support groups on a long-term basis.  If the staff is chosen to reflect the cultures represented by the 

families in the program, or well-trained on cultural competency, these educational and informational 

messages will be better suited to the families that attend and better integrated into their daily life.  ECE 

programs are also in a particularly good position to assess and respond to the concrete needs of families 

because they see them on an almost daily basis.  When the family needs material help, the ECE program 

can serve as a conduit to other agencies that can provide for material resources and link parents to 

additional services when needed.

Source: Adapted from Center for the Study of Social Policy (2007).  

Models that Integrate these Protective Factors
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For communities that are ready to take on larger and more ambitious initiatives, there are communitywide 

models that can provide inspiration and guidance.  The Strong Communities Project focuses on changing the 

culture within target neighborhoods to one of mutual engagement and assistance and, in doing so, reduce the 

risk of child abuse and maltreatment.  The members of the Strong Communities Project believe that once 

residents feel that their neighborhood is a place where families help each other, and where it is expected to 

both ask for and offer help, they will be more likely to make wise decisions that enhance child safety.

STRONG COMMUNITIES PROJECT 
In South Carolina, Strong Communities Project leaders target neighborhood institutions—schools, 

places of worship, health clinics, and workplaces—as key players in supporting families and helping to 

reduce incidences of child abuse.  Strong Communities focuses on two broad components.  The first is to 

strengthen communities through the engagement of community outreach workers.  Outreach workers 

have gathered and educated groups of community leaders at every strata—from elected officials and 

clergy to firefighters and civic club members—and trained them to be advocates and actors for child 

welfare within their communities.  The second component is to organize a large and vibrant network of 

volunteers to provide direct assistance to the families of young children.  This includes the Strong Families 

program that works to ensure the availability of a volunteer “Family Friend” to watch out for every family 

with a child under 6 in target communities.  It also includes the creation of Family Activity Centers that 

will offer drop-in playgroups, parents’ nights out, parent-child activities, primary social services, financial 

education, and mentoring.

The Strong Communities approach claims several distinguishing factors, including: its focus on building 

“social capital” as the principal strategy in preventing child maltreatment; its emphasis on primary prevention; 

its relevance to all young families; and its incorporation of the assets found in primary community institutions, 

including some that usually are not directly involved in child protection.  For more information on this 

initiative, see http://www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy.

Source: Melton (2009).

Many communities across the United States have invested in home visiting programs, which ideally 

provide all five of these protective factors.  Home visiting programs match expectant mothers with trained 

professionals (nurses, social workers, or paraprofessionals) so they can get the information and support they 

need during pregnancy and those crucial first 3 years.  Through weekly or monthly visits with the family, the 

home visitor becomes an important source of support for the new family.  Most programs help parents 

with concrete resources, including finding safe and stable housing when needed.  They also provide child 

development information and encouragement so that parents can build more positive relationships with their 

infants and children.  Research shows that mothers who had home visits from visitors trained in early child 

development were more sensitive and supportive in interactions with their children and had more realistic 

expectations of their children’s behavior (Administration for Children and Families, 2006).

http://www.dukeendowment.org/issues/children/child-abuse-overview/strategy
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One national home visiting 

program that uses nurses as 

home visitors, the Nurse-Family 

Partnership (NFP), has been 

widely researched.  NFP has 

been shown to cut incidences 

of child abuse and neglect up to 

79 percent compared to similar 

families in a control group (Olds, 

Hill, Mihalic, & O’Brien, 1998).  And 

by teaching parents to stimulate 

their children’s early learning, NFP 

programs have enabled parents to 

positively influence their children’s 

cognitive development.  For example, one study showed that, at age 6, children who participated in an NFP 

program had higher cognitive and vocabulary tests than children who did not have the opportunity to have this 

comprehensive support (Olds, Kitzman, et al., 2004).  This early boost continues to pay off for children: At age 9, 

these same NFP children scored higher on achievement tests in reading and math (Olds, Kitzman, et al., 2007).  

All of these findings translate into help for families and large savings for the community.

At least five national home visiting models have been shown to positively affect outcomes for both the 

mother and her child.  If your community group decides to focus on developing a home visiting program, your 

first step would be to read about the differences among these program models and discuss which ones might 

best suit your needs and resources.  One place to start is at the Supporting Evidence 

Based Home Visiting Web site at http://www.supportingebhv.org/home-visiting-models, 

which is sponsored by The Children’s Bureau.  Successful home visiting programs tend 

to work, in part, by reducing stress in families (Administration for Children and Families, 

2006).  In the past few years, model home visiting programs have also focused on 

addressing the high rates of maternal depression in families that are eligible for home 

visiting programs (45 percent of mothers in one large-scale study [Ammerman et al., 

2009].  Given the impact of depression on children, a program that responds to this issue 

can have a more positive effect on long-term family functioning—and children’s well-

being—than one that does not.

Join a National Network
Throughout this Guide, we’ve pointed out how essential it is for all families to have resources and support 

from the people and institutions around them.  In some situations, well-timed support can help protect 

families from extreme stress.  In others, it can allow them to be more responsive to their child, even though 

they are dealing with stressful times.

To remain responsive to families, your work needs to be supported as well.  Many groups around the 

country have joined national networks to support the community work they do.  While many national 
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child.  
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networks offer information and opportunities to connect to other community groups across the country, 

some national networks also offer in-depth training, technical support, and ongoing feedback.

For example, one such network, The Brazelton Touchpoints Center, partners with local coalitions of 

providers at sites across the United States who work together to integrate the Touchpoints Approach in their 

work with children and families.  The Touchpoints Approach offers early education professionals a framework 

to build better partnerships with families around a strengths-based model.  This helps to increase parent 

engagement, which ultimately benefits child outcomes.  Implementation of the model varies depending on 

the site, but usually early childhood educators and health care and social service providers participate in an 

intensive training program, and receive ongoing technical support and feedback.  For more information, go to 

http://www.touchpoints.org.

Many of the organizations listed in Appendix A are national networks that your organization can join.  You 

will need to research these organizations to determine whether they offer the type of support that will be 

helpful to your group.

You Can Do a Lot To Help Promote Resiliency in Families 
The part you play—as one person, as part of a small community group focusing on one or two issues, or 

as part of a large, integrated network building wide-ranging protective factors into communities—can have a 

tremendous impact on families struggling with mental health problems, substance abuse, and trauma.  We now 

know much more about what children need, what families need, and what we all need to do to build stronger 

and healthier communities.  In Section 4, we will lay out a strategic framework that will help you guide your 

planning process.

TEST

http://www.touchpoints.org
https://form.jotform.com/232147646200145
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