
Strengthening Families™ Protective Factor Framework 

The Origin of the Strengthening Families™ Protective Factors Framework 

Strengthening Families™ is a research-informed approach developed by the Center for the 

Study of Social Policy (CSSP) in Washington, DC to increase family strengths, enhance child 

development and reduce the likelihood of child abuse and neglect. It is based on engaging 

families, programs and communities in building five key protective factors: 

 Parental Resilience 

 Social Connections 

 Knowledge of Parenting and Child Development 

 Concrete Support in Times of Need 

 Social and Emotional Competence of Children 

The five protective factors also offer a framework for changes at the systems, policy and 

practice level – locally, statewide and nationally. 

How the Protective Factors came to Arizona 

The training of trainers developed by the Arizona ACE Consortium touches upon the 

Strengthening Families™ Protective Factors as a solution and prevention strategy for 

Adverse Childhood Experiences. After being trained to deliver ACE Study presentations 

by the ACE Consortium, Prevent Child Abuse Arizona Executive Director Becky Ruffner 

and Director of Training and Outreach Claire Louge were interested in expanding their 

knowledge of protective factors and how applying this framework could help 

strengthen families, promote optimal child development, and prevent child 

maltreatment in Arizona. 

In October 2014, Prevent Child Abuse Arizona Executive Director Becky Ruffner attended the 2014 Strengthening Families 

Summit put on by the Center for the Study of Social Policy, the entity responsible for creating the Strengthening Families™ 

Protective Factors Framework. At the Summit, the Doris Duke Charitable Trust Foundation, which funded the development of 

the framework, urged leaders from across the country to bring Strengthening Families™ to their own states, including hosting a 

protective factors training of trainers. 

In early 2015, Prevent Child Abuse Arizona approached Strong Families AZ, Arizona’s home visiting alliance funded by the federal 

Maternal Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting Program. Understanding the importance of a strength-based, evidence-informed 

approach to working with families, Strong Families AZ granted Prevent Child Abuse Arizona the funding to host a Strengthening 

Families™ Protective Factors Training of Trainers in May 2015, and a second Training of Trainers in August 2016.  Together, these 

trainings certified a total of 36 people to teach the Strengthening Families™ Protective Factors Framework.  
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The Protective Factor Framework in Action in Arizona 

Healthy Families AZ – Protective Factors have been mandated as a standard of 

practice in Healthy Families across Arizona. The Protective Factors are part of the culture of  Healthy 

Families, influencing everything from working with families to supervisory practices.  Right after a 

family comes into the program, the intake worker, home visitor and home visiting supervisor use 

Protective Factors as a frame to identify the parent’s strengths, and help identify what might need 

to be supported and grown within the family. They are seamlessly integrated into formulating the 

intake plan for the first few months of services and kept alive throughout the entire relationship 

with the family. The common language of the Protective Factor Framework is built into the 

supervision and home visit note documentation, and discussed openly with the family. 

Maggie’s Place - The first step Maggie’s Place took to incorporate the Protective Factors 

Framework was to train all of their staff.  New staff continue to complete both the Introduction to 

the Protective Factors workshop as well as the 2-day full Protective Factor Training.  Clients are 

also encouraged to attend. The Protective Factors frame how staff and volunteers talk with moms 

in their programs about planning and goal setting.  Using the Protective Factor Action sheets, staff 

and volunteers help participants identify their strengths, what they would like to strengthen, and 

the services they would like to utilize to build their strengths.  The common language of 

Protective Factors is used to describe services to parents as well as funders.  In her grant writing 

work, Julie Carlberg, Chief Program Officer of Maggie’s Place, uses Protective Factors language to 

describe their services and outcomes.   

Maggie’s Place has also used Protective Factors in their strategic planning. When they began doing this, they discovered a gap in 

services related to Social Emotional Competence of Children.  This prompted an expansion in services to fill this gap.  Maggie’s Place 

also utilizes Community Café conversations to collect qualitative feedback from their clients.  “Community Cafés are a good way to do 

informative evaluations,” says Julie. “They tell you things your data cannot tell you.” 

Further Resources and Tools 

Prevent Child Abuse Arizona  

 pcaaz.org/strengtheningfamilies 

 List of Certified Protective Factor Trainers in AZ  

 Information on available trainings in AZ 

 pcaaz.org/makes-family-strong 

 Info about the Protective Factors & how to build them 

National Alliance of Children’s Trust and Prevention Funds  

 ctfalliance.org/onlinetraining 

 free, online, self-paced SFPF training 

Center for the Study of Social Policy  

 strengtheningfamilies.net 

 Core Meanings of the Protective Factors  

 Protective Factor Action Sheets 
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The Four Big Ideas Behind Strengthening Families™  

1. Focus on building protective and promotive factors in balance with a focus on reducing risk. 

2. It’s an approach, not a model, program or curriculum. 

3. It’s about a changed relationship with parents. 

4. It aligns practice with developmental science. 

Spreading the Word – Protective Factor Core Messages 

The Protective Factors approach is not about giving you more to do.                         
It’s about doing more with what you have. 

The focus is on small but significant steps in everyday practice that build upon what’s strong in 

families, what’s strong in programs, and what’s strong in systems.  This fosters resilience in 

parents and children and builds upon existing competencies in systems, programs and 

individuals. 

 

Families gain what they need to be successful when key 
protective and promotive factors are robust in their lives and 
their communities. 

Systems and practices that focus solely on identifying and reducing risk put 

families further at a disadvantage, leaving them feeling stigmatized, judged 

and hopeless.  The research behind Strengthening Families™ identifies 

characteristics of families that increase the likelihood of optimal development 

for children (a promotive function) while simultaneously reducing the 

likelihood of child maltreatment (a protective function). 

 

As long as children are nurtured, safe and thriving, parenting along the 
mainstream isn’t essential.   

Culture plays a key role in effective parenting and effectively supporting positive parenting 

practices.  Parents from any cultural background can benefit from learning new information as long 

as it is respectfully communicated and connects with their cultural traditions.  

 

Developmental science tells us what is important. 

Brain development research points to critical periods of development, most notably the first 

years of life (in particular birth to three), and in early adolescence (10—12 years of age).  We 

know the presence of a buffering adult is critical in helping children get through stressful 

experiences without negatively affecting their development.  The presence of Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and the experience of trauma significantly impact all aspects of 

development across the lifespan. 
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Everyday Actions to Promote the Protective Factor Framework in your Work and Life 

Individual Actions 

 Become knowledgeable about the five Protective Factors. 

 Identify and expand where the Protective Factors are strong 

in your own family. 

 Share Protective Factor information within your personal and 

professional community. (PTO, spiritual community, social 

media groups, clubs, etc.) 

 Join a Regional Prevention Council. For more information, go to: 

dcs.az.gov/services/prevention-and-family-support/regional-

child-abuse-prevention-councils  

 Host a Meetup of like-minded people to support growing the 

Protective Factors in your community. 

 

Program Actions 

 Utilize the Protective Factors Assessments to help parents in your program identify and build their strengths.   

         Find them here - cssp.org/reform/strengtheningfamilies/practice#program-self-assesments 

 Host a Community Café to educate staff, parents and leadership about the Protective Factors. 

 Create opportunities for Protective Factor awareness and education within your program by: 

○ identifying and supporting a staff member (or two) to become a subject matter expert and spearhead Protective 

Factor efforts 

○ form a Protective Factor Committee within your program to review program materials for strengths-based, Protective 

Factor messaging and to spearhead education and awareness efforts. 

 

System Actions 

 Implement or increase opportunities for parent participation in all aspects of your organization. 

 Shift employee and program policies to increase strengths-based approaches in conjunction with risk-reduction. 

 Identify, implement ,and strengthen common language across the system to promote and support the 

Protective Factors and a strengths-based approach. 
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