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Practice Implications for Working with Children Facing Toxic Stress 
Research has identified a variety of adverse childhood experiences (ACES), such as 

emotional abuse and household substance misuse, that are associated with 

increased risk for childhood trauma. Cumulative, sustained, and extreme stress can 

result in neurodevelopmental and physiological dysfunction, disease, social 

problems, substance use and self-harm, and early mortality. Learn more and view 

current data on children’s health and wellbeing from these sources: 

Parental incarceration and the child outcomes associated with it are often 

overlooked. More than five million or 7% of children in the United States have had at 

least one residential parent who was incarcerated at some time point. Parental 

incarceration disproportionately affects children living in poverty (3x greater), 

children whose parents have no more than a high school education (41% greater), 

children living in rural areas (10.7% versus 6.3%), and black children (about twice as 

much as white children). An imprisoned parent results in the loss of an attachment 

1 in 14 Children in the United States Experiences the Stress of Parental Incarceration 

Learn More! Child Trend’s Parents Behind Bars: What Happens to Their Children, can be accessed at:  
http://www.childtrends.org/publications/parents-behind-bars-what-happens-to-their-children/ 

figure and grief, pain, and shame may be exacerbated by social stigma. In addition, incarceration can result in the 

loss of income and an increased likelihood of divorce for a child’s family. Furthermore, research by Child Trends 

demonstrated that children under the age of six with an incarcerated parent had, on average, 12 more ACEs than 

children whose parent(s) have not been incarcerated. For school-age youth, increases in emotional difficulties, 

decreases in school engagement, and increases in school problems were also documented at different ages. To 

counter negative outcomes, recommendations include parenting education, child-friendly visiting areas and policies 

at prisons, parent-child communications, and school emotional and academic supports for affected children. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/ 

Child Trends Research Brief: http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Brief-

adverse-childhood-experiences_FINAL.pdf 

National Survey of Children’s Health: http://childhealthdata.org/learn/NSCH/FAQ 

Executive functioning and emotional regulation can be compromised when children are 

exposed to toxic stress, but caring individuals can promote resiliency! To effectively 

work with the youth, adopt approaches that cultivate a sense of safety, foster strengths 

and skills, and build a sense of control and empowerment. See this source for strategies: 

The Chronicle of Evidence-based Mentoring: http://chronicle.umbmentoring.org/new

-research-toxic-stress-poverty-implications-practice/ 

Trauma-Informed and Mentoring Approaches Make a Difference 


