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Fostering Resilience in Children: The Role of the Family 

 
The Nature of Resilience  

 
Introduction 
 
Welcome to this series on fostering resilience in children—the role of the family. In this 
series, you will have a chance to understand how a compassionate family community 
can help children manage stress by strengthening their stress-recovery-system. Also, 
there will be several suggestions to help you develop your family as a compassionate 
community.  
 
Everyone has stress. Some people have a lot of stress. The size of the stress is not the 
concern. The concern is with a lack of recovery from stress episodes. The adverse 
effects from stress come from stress responses that stay active too long after the 
stressor is already past, or they activate and stay on too far in advance of an upcoming 
stressor. Just a persistent worry, for example, can activate a stress response, and that 
can come way before the stressor even occurs. The most important thing, then, is to 
focus on how often and how quickly we can recover from a stress response. That's what 
resilience is all about, getting the body to reset itself after a stress response and helping 
it stay longer in a settled state.  
 
If you want to help your child with stress it's definitely helpful to lower stress, help your 
child avoid some of the sources of stress, but a lot of stress can't be avoided, and 
besides, overcoming obstacles builds even more resilience. This is why it is most 
important to develop—in your children—a strong stress recovery system.  
 
There are some interesting aspects of family functioning that can actually help promote 
quicker recoveries from stress, aspects that can lower the child's baseline level of stress 
to achieve a greater overall calm and settled state. The aspect we'll focus on is the level 
of compassion in the family, which is highly significant for promoting stress recovery. 
 
Understanding the Stress Response 
 
Stress starts in your brain, enters your bloodstream, then quickly enters your muscles 
and joints and every organ in your body. You feel that stress in the increased sensitivity 
in your skin, the tenderness in your joints, in your throat that feels dry, or sometimes it's 
that trouble getting a breath, or that upset in your stomach. Stress lives in the body, and 
it's kept alive with a steady pumping of stress hormones, until your recovery system 
takes over, quiets the stress response and coasts your body back to homeostasis. 
Resilience, as mentioned above, is about your ability to reset your body's stress 
response to quiet the stress response so that high stress does not become chronic and 
continue to build. That's the goal, develop a strong stress recovery system.  
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The body has two divisions of its autonomic nervous system—that's the nervous system 
that runs automatically, without any direction from us. The sympathetic division runs the 
stress response and the parasympathetic division runs the recovery. The stress 
response doesn't need any help from us. It's usually over developed. After all, it's critical 
for survival. It gives us that quick call to action, makes us alert and energized and ready 
to go in less than a second. That's a good thing. But the recovery system, that could 
definitely use a boost, a little training, because sometimes it's not so quick to quiet the 
stress response, even though the stressor is long gone.  
 
There are ways to build a more responsive recovery system, a quicker and stronger 
parasympathetic response.  There are ways to give it a boost when it's time to recover, 
and to activate it throughout the day so it can raise the level of baseline calm that your 
children experience—so that when a stress response does occur, it's not piled on top an 
old one that hasn't yet recovered.  The family—as a compassionate community—can 
play a significant role in helping children develop a more responsive stress recovery 
system, so the rest of this series will focus on building a compassionate to help children 
strengthen their stress recovery system.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Being a parent is hard work, that's for sure and working on stress recovery takes time, 
and it's not so easy, so try to be patient with yourself as you go through this material. 
Besides, probably you're already doing things to help your children with stress, so don't 
pressure yourself to apply everything that's covered in this series. You can always come 
back and review certain segments when you feel like you want to do more. 
 
The family as a compassionate community has tremendous potential for developing 
resilience in children. You will read about some of the elements of a compassionate 
family, it's values, level of attunement, ability to notice and appreciate the good, and its 
willingness to help out. All of those elements serve to biologically reset the stress 
response.  
 
The family is a tremendous source of resilience for children. It's the most significant 
source, and the first source available to a child, but it's not the only means of achieving 
greater resilience. There are numerous personal activities and practices a child can 
engage in that can also strengthen resilience, activities that restore a settled state to the 
mind and the body, activities that can reset the stress response (e.g., breathing 
techniques, exercise, meditation, engaging with nature, immersion activities, 
mindfulness training, yoga and stretching, etc.). That is a topic for a separate 
discussion, but the compassionate family community creates the foundation for the 
development of those other coping skills.  
 
 


