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Overview

• Why parenting is important

• What we know about programs to strengthen 
parenting in highly-stress families

• The gap between research and practice
• Center for Resilient Families
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Parenting Today



Stress Parenting



Why Parenting Is Important

• Parenting matters!

• Often, children at risk for behavioral or emotional 
problems by virtue of adversity, do NOT get access to 
mental health treatments and supports
o But most have parents 

• Parenting matters more in high stress situations
o E.g. war, disasters, domestic violence, abuse

• Effective parenting or caregiving is a key predictor of 
resilience in children exposed to adversity



Why be Concerned about Trauma in Parents?

• Adverse Child Exposure (ACE) is very common:  
o 2/3 of Kaiser sample of adults (N=17,000) had > 1 ACE; 20% have 

> 3
o Kaiser sample is decidedly middle class, however, all ACE 

variables correlated with poverty, magnifying effects for high-risk 
populations

• ACE Pyramid of outcome studies suggests progressive, 
graded accumulation of risks, from ACE to:
• Social, emotional and cognitive impairments
• Adoption of health risk behaviors
• Disease, disability and social problems
• Early death



Why be Concerned with Trauma in Parents?

• Associations between adult trauma and:
o Child distress and child PTSD

o Parenting impairments

o Parents’ difficulties interacting with child serving systems

• Parents respond differently to other adults when they 
are dealing with traumatic stress

• And most important, they deal differently with their 
children



Why be Concerned when Parents Are Highly Stressed?

Examples of caregiver depression:
• Reduces responsiveness to child need for interaction

• Reduces verbal interaction with child

• Models depressed affect

• Reduces capacity for establishing secure attachment

• Reduces capacity for differential response to child behaviors

• Linked to increased risk of child diagnosis of depression as 
well as other childhood mental health problems, e.g., 
disruptive behavior disorders, anxiety



Why be Concerned When Parents are Highly Stressed?

A history of traumatic experiences may:

• Impair parents capacity to regulate their emotions

• Impair parents decision-making

• Result in trauma reminders/triggers that result in extreme 
reactions to situations that seem benign to others

• Make it challenging for parents to form and maintain secure and 
trusting relationships



Highly Stressed Parents May…

• Find it hard to talk about their strengths (or those of their children)

• May personalize their children’s negative behavior, resulting in 
ineffective or inappropriate discipline 

• Have difficulty labeling their children’s emotions, and validating them

• Have difficulty managing their own emotions in family 
communication

• Need support in managing children’s behavior



What We Know About Parent Trauma

• In a Minnesota sample of 152 homeless families with 
253 children involved in the child welfare system 
(Gewirtz & Davis, 2011)
o Three quarters of mothers reported involvement in a 

relationship characterized by domestic violence

o 65% mothers reported that their children had witnessed 
domestic violence (33% had witnessed 10 or more instances)



Parenting, Trauma Exposure, And Children’s Adjustment In 
MN Homeless Study

• Using parent, and child report as outcomes, greater exposure 
to violence predicted poorer child adjustment 

• Observed parenting significantly predicted subsequent child 
adjustment

• And – the interaction of parenting and violence exposure was 
significant (i.e. parenting moderated impact of violence 
exposure on child adjustment)



Outcomes Of Parent Management 
Training – Oregon Model (PMTO)

Efficacy trials of PMTO interventions over the past 30 years have 
shown strong positive outcomes for parenting, children, and 
parents themselves (see Forgatch, Patterson, & Gewirtz, 2013). 
For example, a program for single mothers demonstrated changes 
lasting more than nine years, with effects strengthening over 
time!

Improvements in parenting
Reductions in child externalizing behaviors
Reductions in child depression
Reductions in substance use, arrests

Improved school performance
Improved parental functioning 



Addressing the Gap between Research and Practice

• Theory-driven

• Has a strong base of empirical support

• Has been tested in randomized controlled trials which 
compare how families who were invited to attend the 
program fared compared with those who were offered 
something different

• Randomized trials are the gold standard in science – e.g. no 
drugs will come to market without an RCT

• Yet, many family-based and psychosocial programs are 
widely used without being rigorously tested

• Anybody participate in DARE as a child??



Addressing The Gap Between Research And Practice 

• Over past 30 years, the evidence base has been 
building for psychosocial programs that actually 
benefit families and children
o >100 programs, documented, ranked, and listed on multiple 

databases including SAMHSA’s National Registry of 
Evidence-based programs and practices

• However, many of these programs still sit on the 
shelves of ivory towers
o Research practice gap is estimated at >18 years



Bridging Research And Practice For Traumatized 
Children And Families

• The Center for Resilient Families aims to improve access to 
evidence-based parenting programs for families affected by 
traumatic stress

o Military families (National Guard/Reserve)

o Families in the child welfare, juvenile justice systems

o Refugee and immigrant families

o Native American families and other isolated and 
underserved families



National Guard and Reserve Families

675,000 NG/R deployed in 
combat since 2001

Almost half (46%) are married
and/or have children

Children affected by parent 
deployment are more likely 
than their peers to experience 
traumatic/stressful events including familial disruptions, 
separations, high stress parenting



Families of Justice Involved Youth

• In 2014, over 350,000 justice involved youth were placed on probation 
while over 75,000 were in residential placement

• Youth from communities of color have more, intensive contact with the JJ 
system

• 80-93% report lifetime exposure to a traumatic event

• About 6 in 10 had at least some type of child welfare involvement –
compromised parenting



Refugee And Immigrant Families

At high risk for mental health problems, including 
PTSD, anxiety, depression, dissociation  

• benefit from culturally sensitive parenting 
interventions

Keyes, E.F., 2000



Native American Families

• NA youth make up 1% of the US total child population 0-18
and face 4.1 lifetime traumas

• 28% of NA families live in poverty

• NA families are the most disproportionately represented in the 
child welfare systems

• Prevalence of violence and historical trauma



CRF Mission

• Implement and evaluate best practices:
o Parent Management Training/PMTO (Marion Forgatch, OR.)
o After Deployment: Adaptive Parenting Tools/ADAPT (Abi 

Gewirtz, UMN)
o Family Check-up/FCU (Tom Dishion, ASU)
o Family Bereavement Program/FBP (Irwin Sandler, ASU)
o CAPAS (Ruben Parra, UT; Melanie Domenech, USU

• Disseminate information to consumers (parents and families), providers 
(e.g. child welfare workers, justice providers), and systems (e.g. 
schools, courts) focused on how to help parents affected by trauma



ADAPT Program Content
• 6 key parenting skills

– Teaching through encouragement

– Emotion socialization (added)

– Positive involvement with children

– Family problem-solving

– Monitoring and supervision

– Effective discipline

• Groups augmented with online materials for midweek

– Skill and practice videos

– Mindfulness practices downloadable to MP3/smartphones

– Home practice and information handouts

– Short quizzes/ knowledge checks 



THANK YOU!

For more information on the Center for Resilient 
Families contact:

Chris Bray: bray0021@umn.edu 


