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Nine Things all Children Need to Thrive  

(and strategies for providing them) 
 

Michael Ungar, PhD. 
www.michaelungar.com 

 
1. Structure 

• Our children want a reasonable amount of structure. It convinces them that their parents 
love them. 

• The structure parents provide children needs to make sense to the children themselves. It 
needs to fit with where children live, the dangers they experience, and the values that 
their families hold. 

• Children are okay with being told "No" when what they want puts them in real danger. 
• As often as possible, children need to hear "Yes" and be encouraged to take responsibility 

for themselves and others. 
 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Give your child rules: bedtimes when he’s younger; expectations for chores and 
homework when he’s older. 

• Be clear about how you expect to be spoken to, and model that same behaviour 
when speaking with your child. 

• As your child grows, increase the decisions that he can make on his own.  
• When you tell you child he can’t do something, be sure your decision makes 

sense. If it looks like you are over-reacting you will lose credibility. 
• When you are sure you know better, and have to tell a child “Wait” or “You can’t 

do that,” be sure to promise to revisit your decision when the child is older. 
 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Create child-friendly spaces where children can do things on their own 
(skateboard parks, open gyms, etc.). 

• Support community policing and programs that bring police into the schools to 
teach citizenship so that children have opportunities for positive contact with 
those who enforce the rules in the community. 

• Include children in activities like walks for charity, community clean-ups and 
fitness runs so that they feel a sense of real ownership for their community. 

 
2. Consequences 

• Our children want the security of knowing there are reasonable consequences to their 
actions. 

• Our children want to be shown how to fix their mistakes without using violence or 
bullying others that are weaker than them. 

• Our children need to be reminded they are part of their families, schools and 
communities, and accountable for the harm they cause others. 
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• Children need quick and thoughtful discipline that conveys empathy, not harsh 
punishment that teaches them how to hurt others. 

 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• When you discipline a child, be sure the child understands what she did wrong. 
It’s all right if the child feels embarrassment or shame, but she should also be 
shown how to correct what she did wrong. 

• If you threaten a consequence, be sure to follow through. 
• When disciplining a child, make sure she is kept safe and her needs are met. 

Discipline is not the same as punishment. 
• If a child’s behaviour has affected more than one person, then everyone affected 

should be a part of the consequence. A child should feel accountable to the people 
she has hurt. 

• Give a child the chance to fix her mistakes. 
• Give a child a chance to say she’s sorry. 
• Show a child how what she did affected others rather than just telling her she did 

something wrong.  
 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• When a child causes someone harm, find ways for the child to fix her mistake 
herself. The storefront she put graffiti on should be the same store where she does 
her community service hours if she gets caught. 

• Match the consequence to the misbehaviour. Ensure the child understands how 
her behaviour affected the people in her community that she harmed. Have her 
meet her victims in restorative justice circles. 

• As the child gets older, encourage people other than your child’s caregiver to 
discipline your child (aunts, uncles, neighbours can be asked to keep an eye out 
for your child).  

• As a community, encourage people to take responsibility for their own and other 
people’s children. 

 
3. Parent-child connections 

• Our children really do want connections with their parents, but those connections will 
look very different at each age and stage of development. 

• Our children want to know that their problems are theirs to solve, and that their parents 
are there to help them when they're needed.  

• Our children appreciate the effort their parents make to connect with them. Parents need 
to remember what we've done right in the past and do more of the same in the future.  

 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Sometimes hugs are more powerful than words. 
• The quantity of the time we give to a child is sometimes more important than the 

quality. Our child may want us there, waiting, even if he doesn’t appear to need us 
just then.  

• Put down our phone, turn off our computer and open space for our child to 
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approach us. 
• Eat together as a family three times a week. 
• Take time each day to find out what a child did at school, at her friend’s, or out in 

the community. 
• Share an activity together as a family. 
• Insist the child help others with a task that will be noticed by others in the family. 
• Travel together. 
• Kiss your child goodnight, no matter how old he is. 

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Create family-friendly spaces like skating rinks, parks and ethnic festivals. 
• Provide respite time to caregivers so they can recharge and be more available to 

look after their children.  
• Provide formal services in ways that are sensitive to family work schedules. 
• Create opportunities for children’s voices to be heard by their families through 

theatre, celebrations, and needs assessments. 
 
4. Lots and lots of strong relationships 

• Children live in interdependent worlds that bring them the possibility of lots of 
supportive relationships. Our job as adults is to help them nurture these connections. 

• Children want adults to catch them doing something fabulously well, and to be applauded 
for their success.  

• Children want their parents, and lots of other adults, to notice when they behave in ways 
that tell us they are not problem children.  

• Children need adults and peers who can help them build bridges back into their 
communities when their behavior has made them outsiders.  

• Children want adults to talk about children’s problems as things that are separate from 
children themselves ("I see you're having a problem with learning math" instead of "I see 
you can’t learn math").  

• Children want the chance to make a genuine and noticeable contribution to their families, 
schools and communities. Volunteer activities ensure children see themselves as 
competent, while getting closer to peers and adults who will see them as worthy of 
respect. 

• Children need to know that they are expected to do their best, whatever that best is. 
Children who don’t believe anyone cares how well they do are children who will feel lost 
and hopelessly alone. 

• Children want to feel accepted by others. Children who know they are welcome in their 
families, at their schools, and in their communities are more likely to take advantage of 
the opportunities to feel they belong. Adults don't have to accept children's problem 
behaviors to still accept children as worthy of being love. 
 
Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Celebrate special occasions together. 
• Tell a child about a problem that you are struggling with as an adult, and ask for 

the child’s help to solve it. 
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• Catch a child doing something good and let others know what you saw. 
• Encourage a child to make friends with people who are different from her.  
• Leave your child alone with people who are there to help your child, like coaches.  
• Encourage your child to visit other families, go on sleepovers and spend time with 

grandparents, aunts and uncles. 
 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Create child-friendly spaces in the community like family resource centres, art 
galleries, swimming pools, and age-appropriate playgrounds that challenge 
children of all ages. 

• Provide safety checks for people who work with children so that caregivers can be 
confident their child is safe. 

• Provide activities where there are mixed ages involved (younger children will 
have mentors, and older children will be able to practice being responsible for 
others). 

• Avoid stereotyping young people just because they are hanging out with their 
peers. Give these peer groups a task to do. Make them feel a part of their 
community. 

 
5. A powerful identity 

• As adults, we are mirrors to our children. We reflect back to them who they are and how 
much they are valued. 

• Children's identities are theirs to choose, as long as they don't cause long-term harm to 
themselves or others.  

• As adults, we can offer children substitute identities that are just as powerful as the 
troubling identities they may tumble into on their own.  

 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Provide opportunities for your child to experiment with different identities. 
• Encourage your child to volunteer, work, or travel when he is ready and able. 
• Encourage your child to participate in different activities, even if they are likely to 

fail. 
• Tell a child what you think of the identities he has chosen. You don’t have to like 

your child’s choices.  
• Tell your child about your own childhood and the identities you tried. 
• Encourage your child to look around his family and community for people he 

admires and would like to grow up to be like. 
• Encourage your child to experiment with the clothes he wears and other 

impermanent ways of trying a new identity. 
• Talk to your child about the consequences of making a commitment to an identity 

before he is sure he wants that identity forever (e.g., getting a tattoo, or not taking 
science in high school). 

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• If children have special talents, provide a space for them to show off. 
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• Make children feel welcome by giving them a space to be who they want to be. 
• Give children the means to express themselves through music, dress, dance, 

sports, and other activities. 
• When appropriate, let children work so they can feel more adult-like. If they can’t 

work, encourage them to volunteer. 
 
6. Sense of control 

• Children need opportunities to control their own lives and learn the consequences of their 
actions. 

• Children's experiences of control should match their age and ability. Children benefit 
little, if at all, from being burdened too young with decisions they shouldn't have to 
make, or can't make well. 

• When children abuse the control they have (e.g., use that control to hurt themselves or 
others), the consequences they suffer should help teach them to act responsibly. 

• Experiences of control give children an edge in life. They help protect children from 
being taken advantage of by others.  

• Children who experience manageable amounts of risk and responsibility have the risk-
taker’s advantage. They are better prepared for future challenges having learned how to 
solve problems early.  

• It's good for children to know when to attribute their successes and failures to themselves 
and when to attribute these outcomes to others (e.g., if a teacher has done a poor job of 
teaching math, then it is not a child’s individual responsibility for his poor grade).  

 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Let a child experience manageable and age-appropriate amounts of risk and 
responsibility. 

• Give a child opportunities to make age-appropriate decisions for herself, like what 
she wears, eats, and when she goes to bed. If her choices begin to cause problems, 
use these problems as teachable moments and coach the child on how to make 
better decisions. 

• Don’t be shy about telling your child that her failure was something she could 
have controlled.  

• Don’t be shy about telling your child that her failure was something that she did 
not have the power to control, no matter how hard she tried.  

• When children are successful, celebrate their success. 
• Give children an allowance so they can manage their own money. 

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Give children access to the resources they need in ways that they can use them on 
their own: subsidized public transit, recreational programs, spaces to meet.  

• Provide children unstructured opportunities to get together on their own so they 
can decide the rules for the games they play. 

• Let children build a tree fort, a snow fort, or start a game of soccer without adult 
supervision.  

• Teach children first aid so they can look after themselves when adults are not 
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around. 
• Ensure that children have the right to be on their own at the park, on the ski hill, 

in a restaurant. Resist rules that make children more dependent on adults. 
 
7. Sense of belonging 

• Children need to know they belong in their families, as well as at their schools and in 
their communities. 

• Parents exert a large influence over their children, shaping their values and beliefs. 
• Our children need to believe their lives have a purpose and that their families, peers, and 

communities need them. 
• Our children need to know their culture in order to better understand who they are and 

where they belong. 
 
Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Help your child participate in many different activities and groups. 
• Rather than telling your child who to be friends with, ask your child why he has 

chosen his peer group? What is it about these other children that your child likes? 
• Involve your child in family traditions. 
• Talk to your child about what you believe in, but be sure to leave space for your 

child to ask questions and disagree. 
• Ask your child to contribute to making your family work better.  

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Encourage children to make contributions at school and in their communities. 
• Help children find socially acceptable ways of being a part of their families, 

schools and communities. 
• Ensure organizations create special programs to include young people. 
• Make children feel welcome at restaurants, the mall and movie theatres. Expect 

them to behave, but also let them know these are shared spaces where they belong 
too. 

• Hold events that are youth-friendly like dances, extreme sports tournaments, 
fashion shows, and music festivals. 

 
8. Fair and just treatment 

• Children need to experience their homes and schools as places where they are treated 
fairly. 

• Children need to be protected from racism, sexism, and other forms of intolerance. 
• Children need to be shown how they can talk back to people who exclude them or take 

away their rights. Children need to be able to do this without becoming violent. 
• Children need to practice exercising their rights and accepting responsibilities at home 

where they are safe to make mistakes. 
• Children need to be valued for the skills and abilities they have, and offered opportunities 

to use these for their benefit and the benefit of others. 
• Children need to hear the stories of their parents and grandparents and how they defended 

their rights when others treated them unfairly.  
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 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Tell stories. Encourage family elders to talk about their experiences growing up 
and their coping strategies. 

• When a child is treated unfairly, show the child how to defend herself and 
advocate for her rights. Only advocate on her behalf if you are sure the child can’t 
protect herself without your help. 

• Share your home with people who are different. This will help your child 
understand that people have different values and beliefs.  

• Encourage your child to defend someone else’s rights when your child sees him 
or her being mistreated. 

• Watch movies about political struggle. Watch the news and talk about what you 
see. Celebrate holidays that have a political message. Be sure to explain to your 
child what the holiday means. 

• Inspire your child to fight back when he is mistreated. Help him find ways to fight 
back that will be respected by others. 

• Avoid overprotecting your child from every hurt, bully, and injustice. While your 
child is young enough to be coached by you, let him experience being treated 
unfairly so that you can teach him how to speak up for himself. 

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• As a community, address the unfair treatment of those who are vulnerable. 
• Make efforts to include everyone in community activities. 
• Support the role of child advocate, or advocate on behalf of a child who needs 

help. 
• Support initiatives that protect children at the neighbourhood level.  

 
9. Physical and psychological safety 

• Our children need access to the resources that make them healthy. This includes housing, 
safe streets, well-resourced schools, and parents with the time to pay attention to them.  

• Children, whether rich or poor, who experience physical and emotional neglect tend to 
grow up with physical and psychological problems. Give children what they need and 
they are more likely to be problem free and flourish.  

• Children who get their basic needs met, including food, good education, proper clothing, 
and opportunities to participate in recreational programs, are children who will feel better 
about themselves. 

• Children who feel better about themselves are less likely to need expensive services like 
mental health clinics, social workers, and prisons.  

 
 Practical things caregivers can do: 

• Distinguish between what a child needs and wants. Giving children everything 
they want may actually cause more problems than it solves. 

• Help children access the services that are available. 
• When formal services aren’t available, explore the volunteer services that are 

available like food banks, service clubs and religious organizations. 



© Michael Ungar, Ph.D.   
  
 

 

• Look for help for a child from her informal supports such as her extended family, 
congregation or friends. 

• Ensure a child has good food, and does not go to school hungry.  
• Advocate for a child to get what he needs in the least intrusive way possible. 

Before we send an anxious child to a psychiatrist, look at what we can do to make 
the child feel safer. Before we call the police to deal with a delinquent or violent 
child, see if there is an extended family member who is willing to help care for 
the child temporarily.  

 
 Practical things communities can do: 

• Make children’s rights a political issue. 
• Ensure children get a fair start in life. Every dollar invested early pays enormous 

dividends later. 
• Encourage services for children to be provided at little or no cost: dental care, 

medical care, schooling, special services for children with disabilities. 
• If abuse is suspected, report it. 
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Resilience Related Readings 
(You may also refer to www.resilienceresearch.org for more sources) 
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