
 
 

Resilient Moms, Resilient Kids  
 

What is resilience? 
Challenges, large and small, are an inevitable part of life for both adults and children. Resilience is how 
we handle those challenges, how we cope with change and disappointment, how we get back up 
when we have been knocked down and move forward with strength and confidence. Resilience 
doesn’t mean that we don’t feel pain, sadness, anger or frustration at difficult times, but it means 
those feelings don’t keep us from moving on. Certainly major losses require time, perseverance and a 
good deal of support and help from others before we can heal and regain joy and hope. But resilience 
allows us to accept love, comfort and guidance during those times as we work to regain equilibrium in 
our lives. There is much we can do as parents to help our children build resilience from the earliest 
months of their lives. And, whatever our own age or background, there are steps we can take to 
strengthen our own resilience.  
 

Marti, when have you needed to be resilient?  
“About 3 hours ago when I couldn’t for the life of me remember where I had parked at the mall! I was 
wandering around, starting to panic that I would never find my car and would miss my own big event! 
I could just picture the headline the next morning, “Elderly woman found late last night wandering 
aimlessly in the parking lot of the Galleria in Edina.” (The papers always seem to refer to women in 
their 70s as “elderly”!) 
 
More seriously, I think the time in my life when I most needed resilience was when my kids were 
young and I was working hard to get my Ph.D. and also be a good mom to my kids. My work was very 
demanding and stressful and, because my husband was working around the clock to build his career, 
most of the parenting and housework fell on me. The constant stress was exhausting!” 
 

Erin, when have you needed to be resilient?  
“Sometimes I think I need to rely on my resilience every day! I think of coming home from a hard day 
at the clinic, walking into the house and seeing chaos everywhere – jackets and backpacks dropped 
wherever the kids came in, papers piled all over the dining room table, the dog jumping and barking 
and the morning’s breakfast dishes piled on the counter.  
 
In the everyday moments, it also can be a morning of trying on five outfits before finding something 
that fits. That can be such a frustrating experience! In those moments, we need to remind ourselves 
what’s really important. For me, that was getting in better shape! So I made a plan to change things.  
 
But the times I have needed the greatest resilience have been when I was dealing with a serious 
health issue. It can be so hard to parent when you are not well; you want more than anything to be 
present for your children, yet you need to rest. These times have challenged me to find new ways to 
parent and I have relied on my resilience tool kit the most during these times.” 
 
  



 

Marti’s reaction to Erin 

“It’s interesting that, even though Erin and I both have faced some very serious health challenges and 
other difficult major events in our lives, we both mentioned times when the little daily challenges 
were piling up on us. This matches some very interesting research showing that “daily hassles” 
account more than big life events for the effects of stress on our health and wellbeing. (I often wonder 
if that’s because big life events might draw people to offer support, whereas daily hassles don’t.) 
Whatever the reason, the chronic stress of daily hassles can really demand that we do everything 
possible to build our resilience.” 
 

How does resilience look? 
How resilient we are is “transactional,” an ongoing interaction between what we bring to a situation 
(based on our own history and how we have come to perceive our experiences) and the actual 
situation that challenges us. In other words, our past experiences shape the meaning we make and 
the things we say to ourselves when we encounter a major challenge or a lot of little things that pile 
up on us. With effort (and often help from a therapist or counselor), we can change our self-talk and 
learn healthier ways to respond to difficult situations.  
 
How we cope with challenge, manage stress and adapt to change can be either passive (withdrawing 
or using alcohol or other substances, for example) or active. In general, active coping strategies are 
healthier and more effective. These include seeking support, gathering knowledge, problem-solving 
and figuring out how to move forward. 
 
Active coping strategies may be in the moment (e.g. pausing to reflect on what we feel in our minds 
and bodies right now, using deep breathing or creative visualization to regulate emotions and calm 
down). Or they may be future-oriented (e.g. thinking about next steps in working through the 
challenge, considering what we can do differently to avoid being in this dilemma again).  
 

How can you strengthen your resilience as a mom? 
 Maintain a strong support network 

Seek out people who bring out the best in you. Take walks with them, form a book group, 
exchange favors, have play dates for kids and moms. Develop good communication skills, like 
non-violent communication (NVC), so you can communicate your needs clearly and seek the 
support you need. 
 

 Schedule “me time” like you do other important events 
Mini-breaks can do wonders – a bubble bath, a walk around the neighborhood, being out in 
nature even for just a few minutes, reading a good novel, whatever helps you feel refreshed. 
Look at your schedule for the coming week and mark blocks of time just for you on your calendar. 
 

 Learn mind-body skills for managing stress 
There are books, classes and apps (Headspace & Insight Timer are great options) to help you 
and your children learn simple, effective skills to integrate into your daily life. These strategies 
can help you be calmer, more joyful and more physically healthy. A part of this process may 
involve looking back at how you developed your particular way of handling stress. What 
experiences in your childhood set you up to try to cope in that way? How is it working for you 
now? What do you want to do the same and what do you want to do differently? That kind of 
reflection is what Marti calls “looking back, moving forward,” a strategy that becomes 
especially important when you are a parent and want to avoid repeating mistakes of the past 
with your children.   



 

 

 Seek counseling or therapy as necessary 
Especially if you grew up without adequate support and encouragement and learned unhealthy 
ways of coping, therapy can make a huge difference for you, with benefits for your children as 
well. Seeking help is a sign of strength. 

 

How can you help your children be resilient?  
 Give your children the foundation of positive connections with caring supportive adults 

This begins in the earliest months of life when you help your babies build a secure attachment 
with you by responding warmly and sensitively to their cues and signals, letting them know 
they can trust you to be there as their secure base and source of comfort. Research shows that 
a secure attachment is a buffer against stress reaching a toxic level for children. For example, 
during a painful medical procedure or other difficult life experience, children with a secure 
attachment produce lower levels of stress hormones and recover normal levels more quickly 
than children who do not have a secure attachment. Important connections also include other 
loving family members, childcare providers, teachers and others who encourage your children’s 
healthy development from early childhood to adulthood. 
 

 Support your children’s emerging autonomy and competence 
When babies become toddlers, they need you to give them more opportunities to explore freely 
(within safe limits), to make choices and to do things on their own as their abilities allow. It can 
be tempting to try to hold on to that cuddly baby stage because it feels so good! But the toddler 
period is the beginning of a long process of helping children build the skills they will need to 
succeed in school and life. They always will need for you to be a secure base to which they can 
turn for love, encouragement and guidance. But their health, wellbeing and resilience depend 
on building their competence to navigate life successfully, even when you are not nearby. 
 

 Help your children build self-regulation through mindfulness strategies 
There are several techniques for helping children build self-regulation. When Erin’s son was 
younger, he sometimes struggled with this, getting overstimulated and feeling very stressed in 
some situations. So Erin got in the habit of putting a hand on his shoulder and encouraging him 
to take deep belly breaths. Over time, her son learned to do this for himself when he felt his 
emotions rising. He developed self-awareness, commenting once to Marti, “I don’t want to go 
to a restaurant tonight. I get overstimulated and make bad choices and get in trouble.” He then 
suggested that he and Grandpa stay at home while the females in the family have a “girls’ 
night out”!  We can also help our children build these self-awareness and self-regulation skills 
by modeling them. Share your feelings with your children and show them how you are 
managing them.    
 

 Teach your children problem-solving 
Whether your children are making poor behavioral choices, struggling with academic tasks, 
dealing with bullies or facing an unexpected change, such as a best friend moving away, your 
job as a parent is to engage them in reflecting on the situation, figuring out what they can do 
to solve the problem or cope with it and considering what kind of help they need from others. It 
often is tempting to try to solve your child’s problem yourself – or, if your child is the one 
making poor choices, you might be tempted to just implement discipline (e.g. imposing 
consequences, taking away privileges). But it is through coaching our children and asking them 
to come up with positive steps they can take, that they gradually will begin to build skills and 
resilience that will carry them through life. 



 

 

Will you take time to reflect on your own resilience and what you can do to 
strengthen your resilience and help your children build resilience from an early age? 
Reflection can help you identify your strengths and opportunities for building new skills. What things 
typically stress you the most? How do you usually respond to that stress? What can you learn about 
yourself as you reflect on how you previously managed these stressors? What is one thing you might 
do differently next time?  
  
Let’s work together to use positive strategies to strengthen our own resilience and to help our 
children build resilience from the earliest months and years of life. Let’s work together to be the 
moms our children need, the women we want to be! 
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