
Healing & Hope For Our Kids

Do Positive Childhood Experiences Really 
Make an Impact?

We all want the best for our children as they grow 
up. As a parent of an adolescent, you play a pivotal 
role in shaping your teen’s development and future 
well-being. While avoiding adverse situations is 
crucial, research shows that actively fostering 
positive experiences in childhood can have lifelong 
benefits.

What are Positive Childhood Experiences?

Positive childhood experiences (PCEs) refer to nourishing experiences and environments 
that contribute to healthy development. These include feeling able to talk to family, having 
family support during difficult times, enjoying community traditions, feeling a sense of 
belonging at school, feeling supported by friends, having non-parent mentors, and feeling 
safe at home.

The Research on PCEs

A 2019 study published in JAMA Pediatrics looked at how PCEs impact adult mental health 
and social support across over 6,000 adults. The results were striking:

Adults reporting 6–7 PCEs had 72% lower odds of depression or poor mental health compared 
to those reporting 0–2 PCEs. They also had 3.5 times higher odds of always getting needed 
social/emotional support as adults.

These associations held even after accounting for respondents’ adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) like abuse or household dysfunction. In other words, PCEs have protective, lasting 
impacts regardless of adversity faced.
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Additional studies confirm that nurturing childhood relationships lay the foundation for 
social skills and healthy development. Supportive family interactions in childhood can 
benefit mental and physical health decades later.

How PCEs Influence Development

Researchers are still investigating the precise mechanisms behind PCEs’ lifelong impacts. 
However, we know warm caregiver relationships support optimal brain development in areas 
like self-regulation. Positive school and community engagements also build skills critical for 
relating well to others.

Overall, evidence indicates that supportive environments help build resilience—the capacity 
to cope with life’s challenges. Resilience then aids positive mental and relational health over 
time.

The Role of Parents and Mentors

As the primary source of nurture for adolescents, parents play a lead role in fostering PCEs. 
Some research-backed tips:

• Talk openly as a family about feelings and experiences.
• Provide warmth, while setting reasonable boundaries.
• Take interest in your teen’s school and extracurricular activities.
• Help identify mentors like coaches or teachers your teen relates to.
• Set a resilient example when facing your own stressors.

Of course, no parent is perfect. But small gestures to spur conversation, provide support, or 
offer encouragement can go a long way.
Teens also need other caring adults as sounding boards for growing independence. If your 
teen lacks natural mentorships, consider getting them involved with positive community 
groups like sports teams, volunteering gigs, or youth programs.

Mitigating ACEs While Cultivating PCEs

Preventing ACEs like neglect or household dysfunction is paramount. But research confirms 
that deliberately nurturing PCEs can also reduce risks conferred by adversity.
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For teens who’ve faced ACEs, targeted therapy and resilience-building strategies are key. 
Still, ongoing family and community support makes a big difference. One study found 
women reporting more familial PCEs had lower adolescent pregnancy rates across all levels 
of ACEs.

In other words, external positives can mitigate internal negatives. Therapists agree that 
focusing treatment plans around existing strengths is vital for survivors. Lean into your 
teen’s support networks to foster protective factors day-to-day.

The Takeaway

The data is clear that positive childhood experiences have lasting impacts on mental and 
relational outcomes. As a parent, you have immense power to influence your adolescent’s 
future well-being by providing warmth, support, and mentorship opportunities. Make 
consistent nurture a priority, while encouraging other caring adults to do the same. Together, 
we can set up teens—and future adults—for lifelong flourishing.
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