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Fostering Resilience in Children: The Role of the Family 
 

The Family as a Compassionate Community 
 

Every family is a community—with its own culture, its own way of doing things, its own 
value system; its own set of expectations, and routines. Resilience in children is 
strengthened when the family functions as a community of compassion, a place where 
children know they'll be listened to, understood, and supported. Compassion fosters 
resilience in children because it strengthens their stress recovery system. In this article, 
I'll discuss how a compassionate community creates a settling effect on the brain and 
the body.  
 
Everyone feels more calm and relaxed—less stressed—more safe and more secure in 
a community where people are kind, polite, patient, and caring, where everyone tries to 
be helpful, cooperative, and respectful; where appreciation is openly expressed, where 
people compliment and encourage each other and celebrate each other's successes. A 
compassionate community like this quiets the stress response and gives people a great 
chance to recover from the stress of their day. 
 
This is how that works. While you spend time in a compassionate community your brain 
produces an abundance of oxytocin and serotonin—hormones and neurochemicals—
and this stimulates the vagus nerve (often called the nerve of compassion) to engage 
your parasympathetic nervous system to lower your blood pressure, relax your 
respiration rate, and quiet the stress circuits of your brain. The experience of 
compassion, feeling genuine compassion, starts the process, followed by the hormonal 
response, then the nervous system response, and finally the relaxation response of 
every organ in the body, including the brain. 
 
Lowered stress also helps the brain to think more creatively. It helps your brain to 
broaden your perspective, and it allows you to think, reason and problem solve more 
easily, which contributes to coping more effectively. That's your brain on low stress, and 
the feeling of compassion lowers stress. 
 
When your children feel compassion—and I'll discuss how families can teach them to 
feel that more often—the experience of compassion not only quiets the stress response, 
it has them feeling more relaxed, more confident, less defensive and reactive, and 
better able to recover from making a mistake. When our brain is on the neurochemistry 
of compassion we are more open to suggestions and direction, more willing to make an 
effort, and better able to listen with patience and understand. All of those characteristics 
enable your children to try harder and try more, to not give up. And when they do that, it 
leads to even more strengthening of their coping resources. 
 
The neurochemistry of compassion also gives the brain a more positive perspective of 
the people that we deal with in our day, so children of a compassionate community are 
more likely to fully appreciate and form positive relationships with the people around 
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them. On the neurochemistry of compassion, your children are more likely to store 
positive memories of their experiences with people. Your children can internalize those 
positive memories and their feelings about those positive relationships and they can 
take that where ever their day takes them—to school, onto the soccer field, and into all 
their experiences with their peers. This internalized sense of security in relationships 
enables children to absorb a setback, recover more easily from a mistake, and handle 
disappointments. 
 
So, where do you start? Building a compassionate family community starts with a clear 
family understanding of its core values. Core values make it easier to define the 
character of the family as a cohesive unit, so children can more readily internalize what 
the family means to them and they can feel a sense of belonging, meaning and purpose 
by being a part of the family.  
 
Here's an example of core family values that build compassion, that define the family as 
a compassionate community. It's a long list, so pick what you think should be most 
important for your own family. 
 
Our family members. . . 
 respect each other's ideas 
 they show tolerance and value patience 
 they try to understand the perspectives of others 
 show thoughtfulness toward others 
 show sensitivity toward and respect the feelings of others. 
Our family members. . . 
  are polite and considerate 
 they are cooperative and helpful whenever possible 
 they care about themselves and show that they care about others in the family 
 they listen to each other with an intention to truly understand 
 they work hard, try to improve, try to get better. 
Our family members. . .  
 are supportive and encouraging  
 they set a positive example 
 show self-control 
 respect the belongings of others 
 are willing to share with others. 
Our family members. . .  
 respect each other's privacy 
 accept responsibility 
 act in a safe manner, solve problems peacefully and constructively 
 compromise with others and negotiate tough decisions 
 they are generous, charitable and forgiving 
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 they act in a fair manner    
 
These are just words. Think about how you might bring these words to life in your 
family. You might start by turning that list of values into your own family pledge. A 
pledge creates a shared vocabulary, a way of talking about the family that gives the 
family a sense of cohesion, a sense of belonging, meaning, and purpose. A pledge is 
your commitment to pursue the development of your family built on a set of specific 
values. The pledge is used to unify the family and to clarify expectations, what everyone 
is expected to contribute and what everyone can expect to get.  Here's an example: 
 

In this family. . . 
 

You are cared for 
You are helped when you need it 

You are listened to with intention and thoughtfulness 
You are understood 

You are treated with courtesy and respect 
You are appreciated 

You are treated with kindness 
You are treated with patience 

Your accomplishments are celebrated 
Your efforts are recognized and appreciated 
Your feelings are considered with sensitivity 

Your ideas are important 
 

You will feel valued, worthwhile and proud 
You will be given every chance to do your best and be your best 

You will feel safe and secure 
You will keep trying 
You will have hope 
You will succeed 

You will see each day as full of promise 
 
You can turn this into a poster and refer to it, or just use the language from it, whenever 
you want to reinforce your children—when you notice children doing any of the things 
that the pledge promises and expects. You would use the same vocabulary to correct or 
redirect your children. By reinforcing and correcting with the same vocabulary, children 
are able to link their experience with the values in the pledge, and they get to see what 
is important to you. When you can use this shared vocabulary to help you consistently 
label daily experiences, your children will learn and remember what it looks like, sounds 
like and feels like, and what it means to act according to the various family values. 
 
Here is an example of how you would borrow language from your pledge when you 
need to remind or redirect about more respectful communications among family 
members. It might sound something like this: 
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"In this family, we're trying to understand each other, trying to be polite and 
respectful with the way we respond to each other. Sometimes it's not so easy—I 
get that—but we're all trying to do it, we're all working on it, so that's what I'm 
asking you to do now, as you listen to each other and work out a solution. In this 
family, that's how we're trying to treat each other."  

 
When you redirect in this way, it becomes a much more teachable moment. The action 
stops and you shine a light on what is important to you and the family at that moment. 
This helps your child see what you mean by those words in the pledge. This gives you a 
way to be consistent about your message to the family. Your children know that you're 
following the pledge, not just reacting out of the emotion of the moment. They know it 
will be the same next time, you won't forget or feel differently, and this helps your 
children decide to try harder the next time. It also lets your message be about 
something more than your children's behavior. It makes the message about character, 
the character of your children and the character of the family. 
 
Here's another suggestion that can bring the values of the compassionate family 
community to life. Use yourself as an example to show your children what it looks like, 
what it sounds like and what it feels like. Maybe it would sound something like this:  
 

"Did you notice the way I've been listening to you? I had my phone put aside, I gave 
you my total attention without interrupting you, because I knew what you had to tell 
me was important to you. That's what respectful listening feels like, listening with 
patience, and listening with the intention to truly understand the other person. That's 
what I was doing. Thank you for telling me what was worrying you. I'm going to be 
thinking about what you said, and we'll work something out."  

 
You can also be a model of compassion by routinely telling your children stories about 
your day, about the experiences that you had that gave you a chance to be the kind of 
person you wanted to be, the kind of person that makes the family proud. Don't 
underestimate the power of a positive anecdote. Maybe your children will see more 
opportunities in their day to make decisions that lead to positive anecdotes they are 
eager to tell you. 
 
You can also use language from the pledge to recognize outstanding behavior. 
Recognition and reinforcement is a powerful way to teach and point out what you 
consider significant. It also enables the child to store the memory of being reinforced as 
a positive emotional memory, easily triggered to motivate them the next time they are in 
the same situation. Here are some examples of recognition statements focused on 
elements of the pledge: 
 

"It didn't go your way today, but it wasn't because you didn't give it your best. What 
really impresses me about you, is that you keep trying. You don't hold back and you 
don't give up. You're a determined person and that is going to take you a long way.  
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"I really appreciate how you took the time to help me out today. You were so patient 
when you explained every little detail about how to do that. I know, I'm not so quick 
to get tech stuff, so your patience really means a lot to me."  

 
Recognition, when it's highly specific like that, when it refers to an actual example, will 
create a strong visual, emotional, and auditory/verbal memory. It also builds character 
because you are making a character statement about the child, not just a statement 
about behavior.  
 
The words of the pledge, the words that describe the family as a compassionate 
community, will come alive for the child in the experiences that you choose to recognize 
in this highly specific way. You're making a meaningful memory while you're building 
character. 
 
Finally, set an intention to catch yourself and convey compassion when you see your 
children struggling or when your child's behavior seems to trigger your impatience. 
Children are imperfect developing human beings, and so many times they're struggling 
with something. They don't want to be upset, a source of trouble, a source of frustration, 
or a source of irritation and disappointment. So, look for the child behind that struggle. 
Remember, children want to be happy, successful, and smart. They want to be helpful, 
proud, and well-liked, but there are reasons why they can't be who they want to be at 
certain moments. We have to try to embrace them during their struggles. That's another 
way you can model compassion. Our children are counting on us to figure this out, 
counting on us to help them find their best selves.  
 
The other articles in this series will look closer at different ways to further develop the 
compassionate and resilient community within the family.  
 


