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Abstract 
The current study adopted a positive psychology approach to examine the role of a positively 
oriented style of parenting—strength-based parenting (SBP)—on levels of stress in primary school 
aged children. Specifically, the study tested the degree to which SBP was directly and indirectly 
related to stress levels in children, partly through its influence on children’ coping responses. A 
community sample of Australian upper-primary school aged children (N= 103; Mage = 11.30; SD = 
1.10; 57% female, 43% male) participated in a cross-sectional, mixed methods field study using 
self-report surveys and behavioral vignette. A series of multiple regression analyses found that 
SBP was significantly negatively related to stress levels and significantly positively related to 
strength-based coping in children. In addition, strength-based coping partially mediated the rela-
tionship between SBP and stress levels in children, suggesting that one reason why SBP reduced 
stress in children was that it encouraged children to take strength-based coping approaches when 
faced with adversity. SBP thus increases the endogenous resources (i.e., personal strengths) that 
children can draw upon to address resources with demands that leads to stress. The discussion 
provides practical implications for SBP and suggestions for future research in this area. 
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1. Introduction 
Stress can be defined as a set of physiological, psychological and behavioural reactions to stimuli (good or bad) 
that threaten a person’s well-being (Palmer, 1989). Stress is typically brought about by an imbalance in demands 
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and resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), arising when a person perceives that he cannot adequately cope with 
the demands being placed upon him (Lazarus, 1966). In this way, stress is a phenomenon that is caused by a 
mismatch between demands and resources, rather than the demands of the environment itself (Cox, 1978). 

This understanding of stress is very important when considering the mental health of children, given that they 
are still going through key developmental milestones and have not yet fully developed the physical, psychologi-
cal and social resources that enable them to cope with the demands that are placed upon them. Indeed, children 
regularly find themselves in situations where the demands and pressures of their environment exceed their re-
sources and ability to cope, thus causing stress. 

It is not surprising, then, that rates of childhood stress appear to be high. In the 2010 “Stress in America Sur-
vey” (APA, 2010), 20% of children reported that they worried a lot or a great deal about things in their lives (8, 
9 or 10 on a scale of 1 to 10). Sbaraini & Schermann’s (2008) results showed a comparable 18.2% stress preva-
lence in the fourth grade primary school children in Brazil. Similarly, in a large-scale Australian study of school 
students (N > 10,000), 31% of students reported feeling “very stressed”, 40% said they worried too much and 40% 
reported that they had difficulties in staying calm (Bernard, Stephanau, & Urbach, 2007). Despite these high le-
vels of stress, the 2013 iteration of the “Stress in America Survey” (APA, 2014) revealed that 50% of teenagers 
did not feel confident about their ability to handle their personal problems and 42% felt that they were not doing 
enough to manage their stress. These results point to high levels of stress in children and yet a lack of effective 
coping responses in children. How can we help children cope more effectively and positively with stress? 

According to the United States Department of Health and Human Services Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (Middlebrooks & Audage, 2008), children can experience three different types of stress: 1) toxic 
stress, 2) tolerable stress, and 3) positive stress. All three types of stress are triggered by adverse circumstances, 
but differ in the severity of the adversity, the degree to which the adverse circumstances endure, and the support 
that a child receives. 

Toxic stress is triggered by intense adverse experiences that are sustained over long periods of time and where 
the child is unable to effectively manage the adverse event (e.g., domestic violence). Tolerable stress can come 
from a one-off intense event (e.g., death of a loved one) where the child has support and resources to heal and 
grow from the event. Positive stress, or minor stress, is triggered by everyday adverse situations (e.g., a chal-
lenging homework assignment or friendship issues) where the adversity is not extreme and is only short-lived. 
This type of stress causes minor physiological and psychological reactions, such as increased heart rate, in-
creased cortisol levels, and feelings of anxiety, that are overcome once the demands of the situation dissipate or 
as the child develops greater capacity/resources to cope with these demands. 

While toxic stress has been shown to have negative effects on brain development, immune functioning, cog-
nitive functioning and social functioning during childhood (Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim, 2009), Middleb 
rooks & Audage (2008) argue that positive stress is a normal part of the developmental process that helps child-
ren to develop the essential life skills of coping with and adapting to new situations. 

Researchers have therefore investigated how a child’s resources can be developed to help them grow and 
learn from positive stress. Within this line of inquiry, the role that parents play in helping children deal with 
stress has been investigated in non-clinical samples (Hardy, 1993; Healy, Sanders, & Iyer, 2014; McLeod, 
Wood, & Weisz, 2007; Wolfradt, Hempel, & Miles, 2003) as well as special needs, at risk and clinical samples 
(Burgess, Sly, Morawska Cooper, & Devadason, 2008; Morawska, Stelzer, & Burgess 2008; Morawska & 
Sanders, 2008; Tellegen & Sanders, 2014). Summarizing the literature on the link between parenting and child-
hood stress, Power (2004) concluded that “Children who approach potentially stressful events with active forms 
of coping have parents who are warm and supportive, and who employ authoritative control practices” (Power, 
2004: p. 305). 

Middlebrooks & Audage (2008) posit that the support of caring parents (and other adults) helps children to 
learn through positive stress and is also a critical factor in determining whether a child who experiences tolera-
ble stress (e.g., death of a loved one) moves into toxic stress and psychological ill health or moves towards ad-
versarial growth and psychological health following the stress. 

The current study examines the role of parents in helping children to overcome and reduce their stress. The 
study focuses on positive, everyday stress and adopts a positive psychology approach to the research inquiry. In 
particular, the study examines the role of strength-based parenting (SBP) on stress levels in children. I define 
strength-based parenting as a style of parenting that seeks to deliberately identify and cultivate positive states, 
positive processes and positive qualities in one’s children. 
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According to Sheldon & King (2001), positive psychology is principally about the scientific study of human 
strengths. Indeed, in a recent review of the field, Rusk & Waters (2013) identified strengths as a major research 
topic in positive psychology. Strength enhancement, asset development and competency-based approaches are 
gaining momentum in other fields too (e.g., youth studies, education and family psychology), as effective ways 
to build well-being (Brown Kirshman et al., 2010; Sheridan & Burt, 2009; White & Waters, 2015). 

Govindji & Linley (2007) define strengths as “natural capacities that we yearn to use, that enable authentic 
expression, and that energise us” (Govindji & Linley, 2007: p. 144). Govindji & Linley (2007) found that sub-
jective well-being was significantly predicted by the degree to which a person knows and uses their strengths. 
School-based strengths interventions, with students ranging from primary through to secondary school in the 
United States, the United Kingdom and Australia, have found that helping school students to identify their 
strengths increases hope, life satisfaction, school engagement, self-esteem and positive affect as well as reducing 
negative affect (Linley & Harrington, 2006; Madden, Green, & Grant, 2010; Proctor, Tsukayama, Wood, Malt-
by, Eades, & Linley, 2011; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009; Waters, 2011). 

In the above school-based interventions, teachers taught children about their strengths. To date, however, 
there has been no research conducted on the effect that parents who adopt a strength-based approach may have 
upon the well-being, coping approaches and stress levels of their children. 

1.1. Could Strength-Based Parenting Help Children Cope with Stress? 
A major role of parenting is to create a safe attachment (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Safe attachment allows the child 
to engage in exploratory behavior, slowly becoming more autonomous and independent as they discover that 
they can cope with the demands of life.  

What does SBP add to safe attachment? I contend that SBP motivates children to explore new situations, in-
cluding stressful situations, through their strengths and this means that they interact with their environments us-
ing their positive traits and engaging in positive, adaptive processes. In this way, SBP adds a “positive filter” to 
the way a child reacts to stress, meaning that they are likely to reap the benefits of positive stress, such as skill 
development and adaptability. 

When parents adopt a strength-based approach, they seek to deliberately identify and cultivate positive states, 
positive processes and positive qualities in their children. In other words, parents are building up their children’s 
resources. Given that stress results from an imbalance between demands and resources, SBP is likely to help 
children to deal with stress because it builds up the child’s resources (i.e., their strengths), thus fostering a better 
balance between the demands placed on the child and the strengths the child has to meet those demands. 

By creating a positive filter and by building up resources, SBP should directly reduce the amount of stress a 
child feels in the first place. However, should a child go on to experience stress, SBP could also have an indirect 
effect by promoting strength-based coping in children that helps them to overcome or reduce stress once it is 
experienced. 

Coping is defined as the thoughts and actions one uses to manage demands in life (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Strength-based coping is a particular style of coping where the individual makes the best use of their personal 
strengths, their skills, their emotions, and their family and social resources to deal with stress (Drolet, Paquin, & 
Soutyrine, 2007; Myers, 2003). SBP connects children with their strengths so that they will naturally use their 
own strengths to cope effectively with a stressful situation, rather than engaging in avoidance or aggressive 
coping responses. Let’s take the common example of friendship conflict experienced by most children. SBP can 
assist children to approach a problem like this through strength-based coping skills such as social intelligence, 
fairness, perspective, emotional regulation and kindness, to effectively manage the conflict.  

1.2. Testing a Mediated Model 
The current study will test a partially mediated model for the direct and indirect effects of SBP on a child’s le-
vels of stress. The idea in mediation analysis is that some of the effect of the independent variable is transmitted 
to the dependent variable through a mediator variable. In addition, some of the effect of the independent variable 
passes directly to the dependent variable. That portion of the effect of the independent variable that passes 
through the mediator variable is the indirect effect (Aiken & West, 1991; MacKinnon, 2008). In this study, it is 
predicted that SBP has a direct, negative relationship with stress and also has an indirect effect on stress through 
its positive relationship on children adopting strength-based coping. 

MacKinnon & Luecken (2008) recommend that mediation can be present when there is a significant relation 
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between an independent variable (e.g., SBP) and the mediating variable (e.g., strength-based coping), and when 
there is also a significant relationship between the mediating variable (e.g. strength-based coping) and the de-
pendent variable (e.g., stress) when accounting for the independent variable. Moreover, mediation requires that 
the independent variable precedes the mediator (e.g., SBP leads children to adopt strength-based coping) and the 
mediator must precede the dependent variable (e.g. strength-based coping inversely predicts stress). This rela-
tionship is represented in Figure 1. 

The current study tests the following four hypotheses: 
Hypothesis 1: Children’s reports of the degree to which their parents use SBP will be inversely related to their 

own levels of general stress. 
Hypothesis 2: The degree to which children use strength-based coping when confronted with minor stress will 

be inversely related to their levels of general stress. 
Hypothesis 3: When confronted with minor stress, the degree to which children use strength-based coping 

will be positively related to the degree to which they report receiving SBP. 
Hypothesis 4: The relationship between strength-based coping and stress will be partially mediated by the 

children’s reports of the degree to which their parents use SBP.  

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
A community sample of Australian upper primary school-aged children participated in this study (N = 103; Age 
range = 10 - 12 years; Mage = 11.30; SD = 1.1; 57% female, 43% male). Participants were recruited through a 
stress-management workshop that was run for children and facilitated by the researcher (a registered psycholo-
gist)1. The most common family structure was a two parent household (67%), with 29% coming from single 
parent household and 4% other (e.g. living with grandparents or other care giver). In terms of socioeconomic 
status, 52% of children came from families with household incomes above the Australian average. The two ma-
jor ethnicity groups were children of European (53%) and Asian descent (42%), with 5% in the ‘other’ category. 

2.2. Procedure 
This study used a cross-sectional field design with self-report surveys and a vignette behavioral test. At the start 
of the workshop, children completed a brief survey that assessed levels of stress and the degree to which they 
felt that their parents used a strength-based approach to parenting. The facilitator then hosted a discussion with 
the children about their survey responses with regard to stress and how it makes them feel. Next, the students 
were given two vignettes that portrayed common examples of minor, positive stress (i.e., stress that is low in 
adversity and is a one-off situation). After reading these two vignettes the children wrote about how they could 
deal with the situation. Following this, the children talked about their answers as a group with the workshop fa-
cilitator and completed a series of stress management activities over the remainder of the two-hour workshop. 
 

 
Figure 1. Mediation model for strength-based parenting as a mediator of the 
relationship between strength-based coping and stress in children.             

 

 

1The workshop was limited to 30 participants and was repeated four times with a total of 119 children. When parents enrolled their children 
for the workshop they were asked to give consent to the release of the surveys that their children completed in the workshop. 103 parents 
agreed to release the surveys to be used for research purposes. No statistical differences were found between responses from children whose 
surveys were released and not released. 
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2.3. Materials 
2.3.1. Vignettes 
Research vignettes are characterized by Hill (1997) as short scenarios that elicit responses to typical situations. 
Hazel (1995) suggests that vignettes are a valid way of gaining access to the thoughts and behaviors of partici-
pants in specific contexts. Vignettes give the researcher an “insider” position on participants’ thoughts and self- 
beliefs and have been used successfully with children in past research (Barter & Renold, 2000; MacAuley, 1996; 
Miller-Perrin, Wurtele, & Kondrick, 1990).  

In the current study, two vignettes were developed based on guidelines given by Clarke & Braun (2013). One 
vignette represented relationship stress and the other represented task stress. Both were designed to be at the 
level of positive, minor stress (rather than tolerable or toxic stress). The vignettes are outlined below. 

Vignette 1 “You and your friend have been playing together in the school yard at lunch time all week. Your 
favorite game has been on the playground equipment. Today your friend got upset at you and said that you had 
more turns that him2 and that he needs to have many more turns than you tomorrow. But you feel that he has had 
more turns than you and it should be you who gets more turns tomorrow. Your friend said he is not going to play 
with you tomorrow unless you give him more turns. How will you approach this situation when you see your 
friend tomorrow at school? Write down your ideas on the page below”. 

Vignette 2 “Today is Tuesday and you have a major homework project due on Friday. Even though the 
teacher gave you this project last week you have not yet started it. Your teacher asked the students in your class 
to raise their hands if they had already started their assignment and you are the only one who has not started. 
How will you approach this situation when you get home tonight? Write down your ideas on the page below.” 

2.3.2. Measures  
Strength-based parenting A modified version of Govindji & Linley’s (2007) Strengths Use Scale (SUS) was 

used. The SUS scale consists of 14 items such as “I am regularly able to do what I do best” and “I use my 
strengths everyday”. Items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 
Govindji & Linley report a Cronbach alpha reliability of 0.95. Cronbach alpha reliability in the current sample 
was 0.94. The wording of the SUS was modified to measure children’s perceptions of parenting behaviors for 
both of their parents. For example, the item “I am aware of my strengths” was adjusted to “My parents are aware 
of my strengths” and the item “I am able to use my strengths in lots of different situations” was altered to “My 
parents encourage me to use my strengths in lots of different situations”.  

Stress The stress subscale of the Depression, Stress and Anxiety survey (DASS) was used (Lovibond & Lo-
vibond, 1995). The stress subscale consists of 14 items such as “I find it hard to calm down after something up-
sets me” and “I use a lot of nervous energy”. The children were asked to rate how well each statement described 
them on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). This scale has been used in other 
child and adolescent samples and has shown acceptable psychometric properties (Duffy, Cunningham, & Moore, 
2005; Szabó & Lovibond, 2006; Szabó, 2010). In an Australian sample, Patrick, Dyck, & Bramston (2010) re-
port Cronbach alpha reliability ranging from 0.94 - 0.96 in children of the same age as the current study. Cron-
bach alpha reliability in the current sample was 0.87. 

Strength-based coping The two vignettes tested the behavioral reactions that students reported they would 
engage in when facing two cases of minor stress. Two researchers coded each child’s response to rate the degree 
to which the coping efforts were strength-based. Specifically, the written responses of each child was coded for 
evidence that the child coped by a) creating positive states, and/or b) using positive processes and/or c) employ-
ing their positive qualities. For each specific example of strength-based coping in the written response, a score 
of 1 was given. An overall strength-based coping score was then created for each child.  

Examples of children creating positive states included children reporting that they would do some deep 
breathing to calm themselves down (a response given to the homework stress vignette) and they would remind 
themselves of happy times they had with the friend (a response given to the friendship stress vignette). Exam-
ples of children using creating positive processes included children suggesting that they would talk to their 
friends, teachers or parents to find a fair solution (a response given to the friendship stress vignette) and they 
would write up an action plan (a response given to the homework stress vignette). Examples of children drawing 
on their own positive qualities included students reporting that they could use their internet skills to start re-

 

 

2This wording was changed to “her” for female students. 
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searching for their assignment (a response given to the homework stress vignette) and that they would use their 
kindness to let their friend have more turns (a response given to the friendship stress vignette). 

3. Results 
3.1. Descriptive and Correlation Analyses 
Table 1 shows the descriptive and correlation analyses performed for this study. Both the mean and mode scores 
for stress in this sample of children were at the mid-point of the scale, with the median being slightly below the 
mid-point, suggesting that this youth sample had middling levels of stress. The mean, mode and median scores 
for SBP in this sample of children were below the mid-point of the scale maximum, suggesting that children 
were rating their parents’ use of SBP as lower than the middle point. Stress ratings by the children were signifi-
cantly, negatively related to their ratings of the degree to which they receive SBP and the degree to which they 
would use strength-based coping in the 2 minor stress vignettes. Ratings of SBP were positively related to child-
ren’s use of strength-based coping. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive and correlation analyses.                                                                    

 Mean 
(SD) 

Mode 
(median) 

Max. score 
(range) 1. 2. 3. 

1. Stress 35.33 
(11.39) 

35 
(33.5) 

70 
(16 - 65) -   

2. Strength-based parenting 32.28 
(12.89) 

28 
(32.00) 

70 
(14 - 64) −0.62** -  

3. Strength-based coping 2.46 
(2.02) 

2.00 
(2.99) 

N/A 
(0 - 7) −0.52** .39** - 

3.2. Mediation Analysis 
The four-step causal approach outlined by Baron & Kenny (1986) and Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger (1998) was used 
to test the mediation model. First, according to this model, there must be a significant relationship between the 
independent variable to the dependent variable. In the current study SBP was significantly, negatively related to 
stress, β = −0.62, t (103) = −8.03, p < 0.001. SBP explained a significant proportion of variance in depression 
scores, R2 = .39, F (1, 103) = 64.46, p < 0.001. 

Second, there must be a significant relationship of the independent variable to the hypothesized mediating va-
riable. This step was supported in the current analysis as SBP was significantly, positively related to strength- 
based coping, β = 0.39, t (100) = 4.27, p < 0.001, accounting for 15% of the variance in strength-based coping, 
R2 = .15, F (1,100) = 18.26, p < 0.001. 

Third, the mediating variable must be significantly related to the dependent variable. In the current study, 
strength-based coping was significantly, negatively related to stress, β = −0.52, t (100) = −6.512, p < 0.001. 
Strength-based coping predicted 26% of the variance in stress, R2 = .26, F (1, 100) = 37.40, p < 0.001. 
Fourth, when both the independent variable and mediating variable are entered as predictors of the dependent 
variable, the model requires that the coefficient relating the independent variable to the dependent variable must 
be smaller than it was in step one (Step 1 β = −0.62; Step 4 β = −0.49) and must be larger (in absolute value) 
than the coefficient relating the mediating variable to the dependent variable (SBP β = −0.49; strength-based 
coping β = −0.33). This step was supported in the current study. Moreover, the dependent variable retained sig-
nificance, thus supporting hypothesis four, for a partial mediation. In combination, SBP and strength-based cop-
ing accounted for 47% of the variance in stress; R2 = 0.47, F (2, 99) = 42.05, p < 0.001. These results are re-
ported in Figure 2. 

4. Discussion 
The current study examined the role of a positively oriented style of parenting—SBP—on levels of stress in 
primary school aged children. The study is the first to adapt Govindji & Linley’s (2007) strength use scale in 
order to examine the degree to which parents encourage their children to use strengths. It was predicted that SBP  
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Figure 2. Path diagram of mediation model for strength-based parenting as a 
mediator of the relationship between strength-based coping and stress in 
children.                                                              

 
would have a direct, negative relationship with stress and would also have an indirect negative effect on stress 
through its positive relationship on children adopting strength-based coping. These predictions were supported 
by the current data. 

The overall conclusion to be formed from this study is that parents may make a positive difference on their 
children’s stress levels. These findings are consistent with past research and point to the important role that par-
ents, and a particular style of parenting (i.e., SBP), plays in cultivating well-being and buffering ill-being in their 
sons and daughters. As stated by Bernard et al. (2007), “parenting is a crucial contributor to children’s social and 
emotional well-being” (Bernard et al., 2007: p. 7). In Bernard & colleagues’ study, children with higher levels of 
social and emotional well-being reported that they had parents who were more likely to accept them for who 
they were, accommodate their interests, make time for them, and connect them to strengths/positive processes 
such as problem solving and organization skills together with character strengths such as persistence, respect, 
honesty, fairness and caring. 

The current study tested two pathways to understand the effect of SBP on childhood stress. The first pathway 
hypothesized a direct, inverse effect of SBP on stress. This hypothesis was supported and those children who 
rated their parents higher on SBP also reported lower levels of stress. Successful adaptation to stress involves 
drawing upon one’s resources in order to manage one’s emotions, think clearly, and regulate one’ behavior. 
These processes require self-knowledge and it has been suggested in this paper that SBP provides children with 
a positive filter from which to view themselves and learn about the strengths and resources they have available 
to them as they interact with the world.  

The second pathway hypothesized an indirect effect of SBP on stress through its influence on strength-based 
coping. Hypotheses two, three and four were all supported in this study. Children who reported higher levels of 
SBP were also more likely to use strength-based coping approaches to the two minor stress vignettes. Addition-
ally, the use of strength-based coping was significantly, negatively related to stress. 

Strength-based coping is a particular style of coping where the individual makes the best use of their personal 
strengths, their skills, their emotions, and their family and social resources to deal with stress. SBP connects 
children with their strengths so that they are more likely to cope with adversity by drawing on their strengths ra-
ther than engaging in avoidance or aggressive coping responses. In this way, SBP can serve to increase the en-
dogenous resources (i.e., personal strengths) that children draw upon to address the demands of their environ-
ment. The increases in a child’s strength-based coping resources that come from SBP increases the balance be-
tween the demands of the environment and the resources that a child has to meet those demands, thus creating 
less stress for this child. 

4.1. Methodological Considerations and Future Research 
This study has a number of factors that might limit the generalizability of the results. First, the sample size was 
reasonably small which results in less precise estimates of the population means. A larger sample would be able 
to achieve closer approximations of the population means, as well as increasing the representativeness of the 
population (in this case upper primary school children). 

Second, the study used a cross-sectional design with correlational data which precludes causal inferences. As 
such, we cannot say conclusively whether SBP influences children to adopt SBC and have lower stress. There 
may be an additional factor that is connecting these three variables (e.g., personality) or it may be that children 
who adopt SBC tend to interpret their parents behavior in strength based ways rather than SBP leading to child-
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ren adopting SBC. Although the direction put forward in this study (i.e., that SBP is the independent variable 
that predicts SBC and stress) is the most theoretically parsimonious, a stronger test of causality requires longitu-
dinal and experimental data. 

Third, the community sample of children was recruited from a stress management workshop. It may be that 
parents enrolled their children in this workshop because the children were high on stress which would mean that 
these results may not generalize to children with lower stress levels. However, the mean and standard deviation 
scores on the DASS were similar to another community sample of young people collected in another Australian 
sample (Patrick et al., 2010), and were at the mid-point on the DASS survey, which suggests that this is not a 
strong methodological flaw. 

Fourth, this study measured SBP using children’s reports rather than parents’ reports. It may be that children 
either under-represented or over-estimated the degree of SBP they were actually receiving. Future research 
could use multi-source data and ask parents to rate their own level of SBP whilst collecting the dependent varia-
ble data from their children.  

Having said this, parents and children may disagree about the degree to which a parent is using a strength- 
based approach and it may be that the outcome variables for children are more closely linked with the child’s 
perception of their parents’ strengths approach rather than the parents actual approach. Further research could 
therefore investigate whether children’s perceptions or parents’ reports of SBP are stronger predictors of stress 
and strength-based coping.  

The study also focused on positive, minor stress and it may be that the relationship between SBP, strength- 
based coping and stress would be different if the stress was at tolerable or toxic levels. It could be that SBP 
plays an even stronger role when the stress becomes more intense or it may be that the effect of the parent dimi-
nishes against the face of extreme stress. Future research can investigate the relationship between SBP, 
strength-based coping and stress in children who experience tolerable or toxic levels of stress. 

Although the focus on positive, minor stress in this study may limit its generalizability to children who expe-
rience more extreme stress, the focus on positive, minor stress can also be considered a strength of the current 
study given that this type of stress is the most common stress experienced by children, which means these results 
are more relevant to the stress that most children commonly experience.  

Another strength of this study was the use of multiple methods of data collection, thus reducing the likelihood 
of common method bias. In particular, the behavioral vignettes gave a deeper context and understanding of the 
types of strength-based coping skills that young children adopt when confronted with minor stress. 

4.2. Practical Implications 
The current results suggest that parents may play a role in assisting their children to cope with everyday, minor 
stress by parenting in ways that assist children to understand their own strengths and engage in strength-based 
coping. However, the current study also showed that children were rating their parents below the mid-point on 
the SBP scale suggesting that this is a style of parenting which could be increased and is worthy of additional 
research.  

While many parents are likely to understand the importance of providing love and emotional support (Eshel, 
Daelmans, de Mello, & Martines, 2006), they may not be as aware of the importance of deliberately and syste-
matically identifying and building strengths in their children. 

There are two major ways in which parents can become more aware of their children’s strengths. The first 
way is through strength surveys. The Strengths Explorer (Gallup Youth Development Specialists, 2007) and the 
Values in Action Youth Survey (http://www.viacharacter.org) can be completed from ages 10 - 11 onwards and 
have been developed by teams of psychologists to ensure that the surveys are valid and reliable. The surveys 
help parents and children to understand their unique strengths profile.  

The second way for parents to become aware of their children’s strengths is through the practice of strength 
spotting. Strength spotting is a process of observation that specifically looks to identify strengths in oneself and 
others (Linley, Garcea, Hill, Minhas, Trenier, & Willars, 2010). Adapting Linley’s (2008) guidelines on strength 
spotting to parenting, parents can look for 5 signals that point to a child’s strengths. When children are using 
their strengths they: 1) are energized and display high levels of engagement during and after using the strength, 
2) can become so engrossed they lose track of time, 3) show very rapid learning curves in areas that are strengths, 4) 
have a repeated pattern of successful performance in the area, and 5) are performing above age-appropriate le-

http://www.viacharacter.org/
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vels in the skill or trait. 
These two techniques (strengths surveys and strength spotting) can assist parents to adopt strength-based ap-

proaches with their children, thus increasing the child’s own strength-based coping and reducing the child’s 
stress. 

The current study has been based at the individual level of analysis and had made suggestions for parents to 
use in a self-directed manner in order to increase their capacity to acknowledge and encourage their children’s 
strengths use. The results of this research could also be fed into more formalized parenting program and can, 
thus, be woven into the research that looks at parenting from a public health perspective (Sanders, Bor, & Mo-
rawska, 2007; Sanders & Morawska, 2006). 

5. Conclusion 
Although toxic stress has debilitating effects on the well-being of children, not all stress is damaging. Positive 
stress has the potential to help children learn, grow and adapt if it is successfully managed. The current study 
shows that children are more likely to use their strengths to effectively cope with minor stress in their life if they 
have parents who adopt a strength-based approach to parenting. These contributions offer a new avenue for posi-
tive psychology research into parenting, which is, as yet, an under-explored but promising topic. 
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