
The Prevention-Promotion Continuum
It is no surprise that preventing child abuse has a relationship to promoting healthy families and optimal development for children.  Early childhood research increasingly shows the connection between prevention of abuse and neglect and promotion of optimal growth and development.

An Atlanta foundation program officer described it this way: preventing harm to children is the minimal requirement of what we are trying to do.  Optimal development is where we are trying to go.  These goals are connected, and the actions that get us to those goals also have to be connected.  The people who are preventing child abuse have to be linked to the people who are promoting success for young children.
The Strengthening Families Example

Over the past five years, the Strengthening Families initiative has spurred a significant first step toward a national child maltreatment prevention approach based on promoting family strengths rather than focusing solely on reducing risk factors in individual families.  Child abuse prevention efforts by many practitioners and advocates across the country have been reframed to emphasize the promotion of healthy child development and family protective factors that lead to reduced child abuse and neglect.  As this perspective has gained ground, child abuse prevention advocates have reached out to work more collaboratively with early childhood programs and other systems providing services for young children.  These agencies have in turn come to see their roles in preventing child maltreatment much more clearly, as part of supporting optimal development.    

Strengthening Families is based on research studies that describe “protective factors” that help families to provide optimal development for their children – and reduce the potential for child maltreatment at the same time.  The approach has taken root across disciplines and agencies at local, state, and national levels, led by interagency leadership teams in more than half the states and by several key national organizations.

A simple logic model explains the Strengthening Families protective factors and the actions that early childhood programs and others can take to improve results for young children and strengthen their families.  (See Protective Factors handout).  The Strengthening Families framework has provided a significant platform:

· for parents to understand, adapt and creatively use evidence-based information to strengthen their own families, 

· for early childhood practitioners and others to improve their skills and knowledge to support families and respond quickly to signs of stress, 

· for agencies and programs to provide professional development and innovative support for program improvement,

· for policy makers and administrators at the state and federal levels to integrate their efforts across disciplines around their common goals for families, and

· for several key state child welfare agencies to identify what they can do to move toward the goal of well-being for the youngest and most vulnerable children in their care, in addition to safety and permanency.

Strengthening Families has been supported by individual efforts of national partners including United Way of America, NAEYC, the BUILD Initiative, the FRIENDS National Resource Center, the National Child Care Information Center, and significant work by the three QIC partners (CSSP, ZERO TO THREE, and the National Alliance).  But it has been the adaptation and implementation by state and local partners that has generated a strong national learning network and a strong sense of ownership by many advocates, parents and practitioners.  State teams have focused on five leverage points: parent partnerships, professional development, infrastructure and policy changes, creating comprehensive early childhood systems, and linkages between child welfare and early childhood systems.

One explanation for the widespread appeal of the Strengthening Families framework is the close link with other approaches already familiar to many practitioners.  The theory behind Strengthening Families has three important roots: the Head Start idea that a two- generation approach to improving child development outcomes works best, the public health approach of using many avenues as close to families as possible to offer information that empowers them to understand and embrace healthy behaviors, and the strengths based family support ideas that permeate many practices across disciplines and engage families in significant roles.

The practice components of SF build on long time knowledge about timely and effective mental health consultation for programs working with vulnerable families, the long term trusting relationships vital to effective substance abuse and mental health treatment as well as family support and successful efforts to improve parenting over time, and the wisdom of encouraging programs to adapt their strategies into the culture and norms of the families they serve while preserving the best practices shown to be effective. 

These early, enthusiastic efforts to link prevention and promotion raise questions that require additional research.  The Quality Improvement Center on Early Childhood intends to build on the lessons learned from Strengthening Families to generate new knowledge about where practices and services fit most effectively within the prevention/promotion continuum; identify easily tracked, common indicators for protective factors; and expand and strengthen the strong coalition across the country that is already aligning around a promotion approach to child abuse prevention.
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