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WHY THIS MATTERS? 
While it may not always be possible to avoid toxic 

stress or trauma, it’s helpful to know that positive 

childhood experiences are more powerful than we 

might imagine. 

- continued -

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS
Researchers are beginning to understand how we are 
shaped by both the negative and positive experiences 
we have in childhood. Recent studies show that 
positive experiences during childhood build the 
foundation for someone’s ability to cope and thrive 
throughout life.

There is no single list of positive experiences, but 
people with more of these experiences in childhood 
grow up to have better mental and physical health 
and greater ability to get through tough times.1 

WHAT’S HAPPENING IN 
WISCONSIN?
Positive experiences are common for most of Wisconsin’s 
children. According to the National Survey of Children’s Health3:
• 61% of children live in a supportive neighborhood

• 70% of parents with young children sing or tell 
 stories to them on most days

• 72% of families eat a meal together on most days

• 95% have an adult at home, school, or in the 
 neighborhood who they can rely on for guidance

Lots of research has shown that abuse, neglect, and other 
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) increase the risk of 
poor physical and health outcomes throughout a person’s life. 
But that doesn’t mean that a child who has experienced ACEs 
is doomed. People differ in their response to bad situations. 
Children who experienced trauma but can also point to positive 
experiences and relationships generally do better than 
similarly traumatized children who haven’t had the benefit of 
positive experiences. Many researchers4 consider positive 
childhood experiences to be a “buffer” that protects against 
the worst consequences of trauma.

In the graph on the next page5, adults with three or more 
adverse childhood experiences were less likely to report poor 
or fair (rather than excellent or good) health if during childhood 
their family stood by them, they felt supported by friends, they 
felt like they belonged at school, or if they enjoyed community 
traditions.

EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE EXPERIENCES2

Enjoying school

One good friend

One caring teacher

Good neighbors

At least one safe caregiver

A positive self-concept

Opportunities to have fun

Predictable home routine 

Comforting beliefs (e.g., religion or connected to nature) 

Non-parent/caregiver adult who can o�er support

POSITIVE = PROTECTIVE

children.wi.gov 

https://children.wi.gov/Pages/Home.aspx
https://children.wi.gov/Pages/Home.aspx
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Ü SCHOOLS: 
• Find ways to help low-performing or marginalized
 students feel a sense of pride and belonging at school.
• Create opportunities for fun and celebration to increase 
 students’ positive school experiences and sense of 
 belonging.

Ü COMMUNITIES
� Host community celebrations to promote connectedness 
 among neighbors and families.
� Promote school, youth sports, and other youth functions 
 where parents and other community members can 
 support and encourage young people.

Ü POLICYMAKERS
� Fund libraries, parks, and other public spaces where all 
 children can connect positively with other people, 
 regardless of family income.

� Help families by funding adult mental health services. 
 Parents with good mental health and without active 
 substance use issues are more likely to provide positive 
 experiences and less likely to inflict negative
 experiences on their children.

Ü PARENTS: 
• Remember that the little positive moments with your 
 kids do matter — especially when your family is struggling.
• Start — or stick with — family routines such as meals 
 together, bedtime stories, chore time, gaming together,  
 or family walks. Even though kids may complain about 
 such routines, research shows that in the long run they 
 benefit from them. 
• Some parents may benefit from therapy that helps them 
 remember positive experiences from their own 
 childhoods, so that they can more easily offer such 
 positive moments to their own children.
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