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Changing life trajectories for good



”It is easier to build strong
children than to repair broken

men”
Frederick Douglass (1817-1895)



1. The child’s context



What do children need to 
grow, develop and thrive?

Noursihment
Stimulation

Sleep

Love

Protection Security

Freedom

Play
Challenges

Respect
Closeness

Bus

Peace

To be seen

FriendshipKisses

Hugs

Communication

Reciprocity



The balance of protective and risk factors
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Protective factors

• Personal network

• Economic stability

• Good health

• …

Protective
factors
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Vulnerability Risks



Vulnerability of the 
parents and/or 

child

• Cognitive disability

• Exposure to 
maltreatment during 
childhood

• Low education level

• Chronic disease

• ADHD
• …

Risk factors in 
the child’s 

environment

• Poverty

• Substance abuse
• Family violence

• Mental illness
• Stress

• …

Protective
factors

Vulnerability Risks
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Sidebotham, P et al (2006). Child abuse & neglect, 30(5), 497-522.
Dubowitz, H. et al (2011). Child abuse & neglect, 35(2), 96-104.
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Stress

Disturbed
interplayDepression Phsyical

symptoms
Difficulty

concentrating

Irritation
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Sleep
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Vulnerability

frequent waking
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stress
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Vulnerability

frequent waking



stress

irritation

Risks

Protective
factors
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Vulnerability

frequent waking

crying
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Vulnerability

frequent waking

crying

Harmful behavior
Omission



Harmful behavior
OmissionChild exposed to 

violence and/or 
neglect

stress

frequent waking

irritation

crying
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Vulnerability
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Vulnerability
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2. How do experiences of abuse 
and neglect affect the child’s
mind and body?



Toxisk stress
• ”Excessive or prolonged activation of the physiological

stress response systems in the absence of the buffering
protection afforded by stable, responsive relationships” 
(Garner et al, Pediatrics Vol. 129 No. 1 January 1, 2012 pp. e224 -e231)

• Causes disturbances in the neural circuitry of the brain
as well as hormonal systems during sensitive periods of
development

• These disturbances can result in anatomical and/or 
phsyiological changes that later may lead to learning
and behavioral problems and unhealthy lifestyles

• Lays the foundation for chronic stress-related physical
and emotional disease



HT Chugani et al. Neuroimage. 2001 Dec;14(6):1290-301
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How can we help families
to avoid this scenario?

Vulnerability

Child exposed to 
violence and/or 

neglect

Harmful behavior
Omission

frequent waking

crying
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Vulnerability

Promotion/Prevention

• Child health care

• Preschool/school

• Personal network …



stress

irritation

Risks

Protective
factors
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Provide help and support

Focused services according
to family’s needs

Vulnerability

frequent waking

crying
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Provide help and support

Focused services according
to family’s needs

Vulnerability
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Provide help and support

Focused services according
to family’s needs

Vulnerability

frequent waking

crying

Promotion/Prevention

• Child health care

• Preschool/school

• Personal network … Child protection



Risks

Protective
factors

stress

sömnproblem

irritation

utbrott

Skadligt beteende
SviktBarnet utsätts        

för 
våld/försummelse

Illustration: Sofia Lucas

Provide help and support

Focused services according
to family’s needs

Vulnerability

Promotion/Prevention

• Child health care

• Preschool/school

• Personal network … Child protection
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Provide help and support

Focused services according
to family’s needs

Vulnerability

frequent waking

crying

Promotion/Prevention

• Child health care

• Preschool/school

• Personal network …
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3. Resiliency



Resiliency
: an ability to recover from or adjust easily to adversity or 
change : RESILIENCE SENSE 2… the resiliency of nature and humans in the wake of 
fires, floods, earthquakes, volcanoes, and other destructive forces.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/resiliency

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/adversity
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/resilience




Resiliency at the individual level is associated with
• Personal characteristics

• Emotional and cognitive flexibility
• Ability to handle stress effectively
• Self esteem
• Intelligence
• Coping-strategies that are active and reflecting

• Interaction with others
• Seeking help from others
• Talking with others about one’s situation and feelings

• The sourrounding context
• Close contact with others – family, friends, network
• Secure, stable and nurturing relationships 

Connectedness!
Patterson, J. M. (1988). Families experiencing stress: I. The Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model: II. Applying
the FAAR Model to health-related issues for intervention and research. Family Systems Medicine, 6(2), 202–237.



Familiy resilience

• Family cohesion – a balancing act
• Emotional bonds that tie together family members and create meaning
• The middle road is best – weak or very strong cohesion may be detrimental

• Common set of values (faith)
• Helps family members to put events and situations in perspective

• Coping strategies
• Meeting obstacles, problems and traumatic events in an active way

• Communication
• Clarity
• Emotional openness
• Collaborative problem solving

Mackay, R. (2003). Family resilience and good child outcomes: An overview of the research 
literature. Social Policy Journal of New Zealand, 98-118.
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We can

Strengthen the resiliency of children and parents and
prevent child maltreatment

if we
offer effective health promoting and preventive services to all,
identify children who live in risk environments and
offer effective, targeted services for families with greater needs

We need to work in multiprofessional collaboration with the 
child’s needs in focus



4. BarnSäkert/SEEK



BarnSäkert

Promising preliminary results for targeting risk 
factors in the child’s home environment

Steven Lucas, MD, Associate Professor
Uppsala University Children’s Hospital
Uppsala, Sweden



Aim

To develop a universal method to identify 
psychosocial risk factors in the child’s home 
environment and assist in providing supportive 
services for the family



• Universal - >99% of children participate
• Separate units committed to health promotion
• Specialist nurse-centered
• Very high level of trust from parents

• A perfect setting to identify risks and resources and 
to help parents get help early

Swedish Child Health Services



• Financial problems
• Depression
• Extreme parenting stress
• Substance misuse/abuse
• Intimate partner violence

Psychosocial risk factors



SEEK: Safe Environment for Every Kid

Education of 
health care 
personnel

SEEK
Parent 

Screening 
Questionnaire

Discussion 
of problems 

and 
solutions  

Offer to 
assist 

connection 
with services

Child safety
Financial problems
Depression
Parenting stress
Substance abuse
Family violence

Parent(s) fill in 
at routine child 
health visits

Motivational 
Interviewing 
(MI)
Flow charts
Obstacles

Existing resources 
in health care, 
social services, 
NGO’s
Structured 
collaboration with 
social services

Dubowitz H et al Acad Pediatr. 2012;12(4):259–68. 
Dubowitz H Pediatrics. 2011;127(4):e962-70. 



Swedish SEEK-PQ
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Actions taken by nurse



+



Andel föräldrar som uppger psykosocial riskfaktor (n=8500)  i Region Dalarna

Kvinnor 
(%) 

Män 
(%) 

Totalt 
(%) 

Barnsäkerhet 15 13 14

Ekonomisk oro 15 15 15

Nedstämdhet 31 28 30

Extrem föräldrastress 19 15 18

Riskbruk/missbruk av alkohol 4 6 5

Våld i nära relationer 12 6 10

Något problem 53 49 51



BarnSäkert 

Planering för 
uppstart av 
pilotverksamheter 



What do children need to 
grow, develop and thrive?

Noursihment
Stimulation

Sleep

Love

Protection Security

Freedom

Play
Challenges

Respect
Closeness

Bus

Peace

To be seen

FriendshipKisses

Hugs

Communication

Reciprocity



Thank you
steven.lucas@kbh.uu.se


