Crisis Respite: Increasing Resilience and Decreasing
Family Stress

Parents Under Pressure: The U.S. Surgeon General Advisory on the Mental Health and Well-Being of Parents
(August 2024) calls the pressures of modern-day parenting “an urgent public health issue.” It states that
more than half of parents say that the stress is “completely overwhelming.” Stressors such as time demands,
financial strain, and loneliness are taking a toll on the well-being of parents and their children.

Crisis Respite is short-term care for children when parents/caregivers need a break for
any reason, whether they are exhausted and worn-out from the demands of parenting or
when they experience difficult life circumstances or other unexpected events and have no

safe alternatives for care.

Crisis respite is one strategy for easing some of the pressure on parents and caregivers. Crisis respite responds
to the need that every parent and caregiver has for an occasional break, whatever the reason. Crisis respite
relieves the pressures of time demands. It can also provide connections to services, goods, and peer support.
In relieving the pressures of time demands and connecting families to supports, crisis respite helps create the
conditions to build protective factors that are shown to improve child and youth well-being and prevent child
abuse and neglect. Currently there are only a couple of crisis respite programs in Washington State. Currently
there are only a couple of crisis respite programs in Washington State.

Families Sometimes Need Support Caring for their Children

At listening sessions held in in two Washington State communities, parents, caregivers and providers shared

reasons parents and caregivers breaks.

e To attend to personal health or the health of others, including while receiving health care or treatment for
substance abuse disorders.

e To manage life tasks, such as looking for a job or housing, attending court hearings, moving, and doing
errands.

e Asaharm reduction strategy for substance using parents when they know they are going to use or when
they have used and realize they cannot safely care for their children.

e When they experience gaps in child care such as when they are looking for care, transitioning between
providers, or have a sick child.

e For date nights to maintain their relationships with their partners.

What is Crisis Respite?

Crisis or emergency respite is short-term care for children when parents/caregivers need a break for any

reason, whether they are exhausted and worn-out from the demands of parenting or when they experience

difficult life circumstances or other unexpected events and have no safe alternatives for care. It is:

e Typically available on short notice, often at any time of day or night, usually free of charge.

e Welcoming and non-judgmental. It understands families are not defined by their circumstances.

e Inclusive and culturally responsive to the families it serves.

* Programs may serve typically developing children and children with special needs.

Crisis respite may be provided in designated facilities, private homes, and other community-based settings. It
may go by different names such as urgent, immediate, or emergency respite or care. Facility-based providers
are sometimes called crisis nurseries. Different types of licensure or certification may apply, depending on how
the service is provided.

Many crisis respite providers offer additional family supports such as concrete goods, support groups, referrals
to benefit programs, and other services.



Benefits of Crisis Respite

Crisis respite eases the some of the pressures of parenting by giving parents and caregivers breaks and other
supports. This helps build protective factors, especially parental resilience, which is defined as “Managing
stress and functioning well—facilitated by individual, relational, community, and societal factors—when faced
with stressors, adversity, or trauma.” This definition recognizes that resilience grows in a social context and is
not merely inner strength despite adversity. Resilient individuals don’t just adapt to adversity, they challenge it.

A 2024 study of the Vanessa Behan emergency respite center in Spokane found that by supporting parents and
caregivers to take care of themselves and others, crisis respite:
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Features Families and Providers Value in a Program
At the listening sessions parents, caregivers and providers shared characteristics that would make crisis respite
appealing:
e Safety: encompassing physical and emotional safety, and safety from fear of being reported to CPS.
e High quality care: with appropriate licensing and staffing levels, and staff who are well licensed and staffed
at appropriate levels.
e Warm and welcoming, which looks different to different people. To many it means:
Programs are accepting and non-judgmental, meeting every family where they are.
Staff speak their language, understand their culture, and look like them.
The space is fun, soothing and child friendly, and staff are caring and enjoy being with children.
e A good reputation in the community.
e Convenient and accessible.
e |t would be helpful if programs helped connect families with services to address other basic needs,
including housing and financial supports and skills.

Families would be reluctant to use, and providers unlikely to refer, if they felt that a program was not safe or
of poor quality. Feeling judged, stigmatized, subject to racism, and uncertain about confidentiality are also
potential barriers to using crisis respite.

Conclusion

Crisis Respite can increase parent and caregiver well-being, child safety, and family stability and relieve some
of the pressures of parenting. It lets parents and caregivers attend to their own needs, including obtaining
treatment for substance use disorders, knowing that their children are safe and cared for. It can help build
protective factors that are shown to strengthen families and prevent child abuse and neglect.

Currently, crisis respite is available to only a limited number of families in Washington State--those who live
near the few existing providers. Expanding crisis respite services should be part of a broader approach to
strengthening families and preventing child maltreatment. Parents, caregivers, and providers have diverse
needs and perspectives about what would make crisis respite feel safe and usable. That’s why programs
must be shaped by the communities they serve and include families in both design and ongoing quality
improvement. Crisis respite can be a powerful tool for prevention, fostering stronger families across
Washington.

All quotes and Vanessa Behan data are from Vanessa Behan Caregiver Wellness Report, 2024, WSU. Vanessa Behan is a emergency respite center in Spokane, Washington.





