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Fostering Resilience in Children: The Role of the Family  
 

Attunement and Empathic Listening 
 

Being in the presence of a person who understands you, who's tuned in to you, cares 
about you and gets what you're feeling is a tremendous stress reducer. When children 
sense that adults are attuned to them, they're more emotionally settled and they feel 
more secure throughout their day. Highly attuned time with your children helps them to 
reset their stress response and it further develops their skills in modulating emotion. If 
the adult is distracted, detached, not fully listening, not noticing the child's emotion, it's 
difficult for the child to derive any reassurance from that, or for that encounter to help 
them engage their emotional-regulation-process. Children increase their worry about 
their own problems when they're with an important adult who is detached, only half 
paying attention, not truly listening or understanding.  
 
No one can be attuned all the time. You don't have to be and your children don't want 
you to be. Any increase in the depth of your connection with your child—the frequency 
of time that you're highly attuned—will positively impact the biological stress response of 
your child, not just while your child is in your presence, but throughout their day. Let's 
see how that works. 
 
During infancy, the bonding process between parent and child wires the infant brain for 
emotional self-regulation and self-soothing. A high level of attunement during the 
bonding process creates a more elaborate emotional regulation neural network. A lack 
of attunement causes infant distress and disrupts the development of their emotional 
self-regulation system. Parent-child attunement during infancy is the beginning of the 
development of stress modulation. And this continues throughout the child's 
development. Parent-child attunement not only strengthens the parent-child bond, but it 
continues to help the child develop emotional regulation. 
 
This is how attunement between people calms the stress response. Social interactions 
that promote empathy and bonding and genuine caring—where both parties are 
sensitively attuned to the feelings of the other; social interactions like that create an 
oxytocin effect. Oxytocin is the hormone that promotes parent child bonding during 
infancy. It also speeds up social processing in the brain and increases a sense of trust 
between people, so it facilitates social connectedness and it also makes social 
encounters feel more rewarding. Oxytocin triggers the release of serotonin and both of 
these chemicals settle the brain and the body. They stimulate the vagus nerve, which 
engages the parasympathetic nervous system to quiet the stress response and restore 
calm to the body.  That's how attunement works. It's a biological moderator of stress. 
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It's easy to become distracted by your own thoughts, by your computer or the television 
or by your phone. That's inevitable. However, it's important that when you decide to pay 
attention to your children, you deliberately—with intention—shift your focus onto them, 
onto their words, their voice tone, their body language, and especially their facial 
expressions. They'll be doing the same thing with you. That's how you achieve 
attunement and create an oxytocin effect. That's how you help your children reset their 
stress response. Set an intention to increase your level of attunement to your child. 
 
This is what I mean about setting an intention. When you set an intention, you make up 
your mind to do something different, to go against your default setting or old habits, until 
you do enough that you have a new default setting. You might set an intention to be 
more patient throughout your day, or you might set an intention to be more mindful of 
what you appreciate in the day. A lot of what we do is automatic, done without thought, 
so if you want to create a new habit (a new "automatic" behavior), it's best to set an 
intention and wake up each day with a renewal of that intention.  
 
Maybe your child is telling you about a proud moment or a worry or they're just trying to 
get your opinion. If you find yourself staring off, catch yourself and bring your focus back 
to your child, and don't look past your child (to the TV, to the others in the room) while 
your child is talking. No one can do this all the time, so don't put that expectation on 
yourself. Just catch yourself and try to do this some of the time. 
 
If there's too much going on around you, move to a quiet place. If you're immersed in an 
activity with your child (like reading a story, playing a game, building something, cooking 
something), try not to break away to carry on conversations with others in the room. 
When you're immersed in an activity with your child, or riding in the car on errands, 
taking a walk, watching a show together, be sure to occasionally comment on the 
moment. Make a remark about how nice the moment is, bring the child into the present 
with you. A simple remark, like, "this is nice, I'm glad we're doing this together," is all 
you need. If you're unable to provide the attention that your child needs at the time, just 
let your child know when you can ("Hey, as soon as I finish this call, you and I can take 
a walk and then we'll have a chance to talk."). 
 
When you have an attuned moment with your child, you're showing them that you not 
only understand what they are telling you, but you get why they're telling you, and how 
they feel about what they're telling you. Listen for and respond to the emotion under the 
message. Ask yourself, why is my child telling me this and how do they feel about what 
they're telling me? Your child will notice your comprehension of their feelings. They will 
pick it up from your facial expression, your voice tone and what you choose to say, so 
tune in to their emotions while you're listening to what they are saying. 
 
Turn your body to your child, bend down to listen. Make eye contact, look for the small 
indicators of how your child feels right at that moment. Use your own facial expressions 
and gestures, as well as the tone of your voice to show you understand. Use physical 
gestures of comfort (nodding your head, a hug, a pat on the back, a rub of the 
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shoulder). And express empathy, even if you can't make the situation better. These are 
ways to increase your level of attunement. 
 
There are different ways to listen that show you are attuned. Compassionate listening is 
one way. With compassionate listening, you set an intention to start your listening off 
with your heart completely open to the person right in front of you. Listen in a way that 
conveys your patience, that shows you have nothing else to do and nothing else to think 
about right now. Allow your child plenty of time to explain, and even as you're 
responding, leave the space to listen. Watch your child's response as you're talking to 
them and make adjustments in what you say or how you say it until you're convinced 
that you understand each other, and that you're talking about the same thing. Listen 
more than you talk and avoid long speeches. 
 
Another way to listen that shows you are attuned is reflective listening. Listen for your 
child's understanding of what you are trying to say, circle back and restate what you 
need to say if you pick up on signs of confusion (rather than continuing on until you're 
finished). Also, clarify what you think your child is trying to tell you. Repeat it back so 
you're sure you understand, and do this before you offer a response. Otherwise, your 
response could seem too dismissive.  
 
Impulse control is another listening strategy to enhance the level of attunement with 
your stressed child. This isn't easy at all, but resist the impulse to jump in and try to “fix” 
things. Stepping in too quickly can trigger feelings of inadequacy in your child, and that 
could undermine your child's confidence. It can also signal to your child that you're 
uncomfortable, that you can't sit with what they're telling you. Jumping in too quickly can 
give the impression that you need to have it solved before you become even more 
overwhelmed. Remember, the child will modulate their stress while picking up on the 
level of calm and the level of attunement of the person listening to them. 
 
Here are a couple of additional ideas as we finish on this topic of attunement. Try to be 
nonjudgmental. Instead, validate your child's feelings ("I totally get why you would be 
mad about that"), and do more commenting than questioning (for instance, wow, that 
must have been tough). Too many questions can frustrate your child, because 
questions require them to formulate an answer while they're trying to figure out how to 
finish tell you something. Our comments allow the child to continue to focus—
uninterrupted—on what they want to tell us. They can respond to the comment if that 
helps them, or let it pass if they want to emphasize something else. 
 
Keep it about them and don't turn it into your own story. Resist the temptation, right at 
that moment, to tell about a similar thing that you've been through. We all do that. It's a 
natural instinct. Also, don't come up with something worse as a way to help your child 
feel better about their own concern. That's another natural instinct. We have to manage 
ourselves during the conversation—our own feelings and our own needs—not the 
easiest thing to do when we feel so strongly for the child right in front of us at the 
moment. One way to do this is by finding a way to ask your child, how can I help you?  
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Remember, not everything has a solution, some things are difficult and cannot be made 
easy, some things must be endured, but that's a chance to teach our children how to 
develop greater tolerance for distress. Time with an attuned and caring person will help 
your child develop greater tolerance for the things that can't readily be solved.  
 
When your children are facing the challenges of the day, they will find resilience in the 
feeling that they have people who are attuned to them, people who can help just by 
listening, understanding, and empathizing.     
 
 


