
 

For children struggling with extreme
adversity, social support and community
cohesion are keys to recovery
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Behavioral scientists have long researched how to help children cope
with extreme adversity—such as poverty or exposure to violence.
Yanping Jiang, a researcher at the Rutgers Institute for Health, thinks
she's found the answer in rural China.
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Building on previous studies of children in China whose parents are
living with HIV or have died from AIDS-related complications, Jiang
analyzed the efficacy of resilience-based interventions on mental and
behavioral health in children. She found that simultaneously focusing on
kids, caregivers and community members produces better outcomes than
interventions that focus on children in isolation. The study is published
in the Journal of Child and Family Studies.

"The children and their families we studied experienced multiple levels
of adversity, from the stigma of having HIV-positive parents to growing
up in orphanages," said Jiang, lead author of the study and an instructor
in the Department of Family Medicine and Community Health at the
Rutgers Robert Wood Johnson Medical School. "We wanted to see if
multilevel-resilience interventions that focused on the children as well as
those close to them could improve emotional well-being."

In the 1990s, an outbreak of HIV infection in China's Henan province
was traced to unhygienic commercial blood and plasma collection
practices. Working with Xiaoming Li and Sayward Harrison of the
University of South Carolina, Jiang hypothesized that programs aimed at
increasing mental and behavioral health in affected children would be
more effective if they included initiatives to address family cohesion and
reduce community stigma.

One program they created was the Child-Caregiver-Advocacy Resilience
(ChildCARE) model, a multilevel resilience-based intervention designed
to promote children's coping skills, positive parenting and community
integration for HIV-affected families.

To examine the efficacy of ChildCARE, Jiang and Li studied 790
children in Henan whose parents were living with HIV or had passed
away due to AIDS-related illnesses. These children were randomly
assigned to a control group or one of three intervention groups—
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receiving a child intervention component, receiving both child and
caregiver intervention components, and receiving child, caregiver and
community intervention components. The researchers implemented the
interventions and then conducted follow-up surveys every six months for
36 months.

They found that a combination of interventions targeting children,
families and communities was more effective at reducing children's
symptoms of depression and anxiety than targeting children only.

The benefits, however, were relatively short-lived. After 18 months, the
ChildCARE program wasn't associated with meaningful changes in
mental health outcomes.

"What this suggests is that for kids from disadvantaged environments,
we need to think of ways to sustain the effects of interventions over
time," Jiang said.

The study confirmed that multilevel programs such as ChildCARE can
strengthen mental and behavioral health of children affected by extreme
adversity. Jiang highlighted this in another recent paper, published in the
journal Pediatric Clinics of North America.

Lessons learned from China can be applied to other contexts, said Jiang.

"Similar to racism, the stigma associated with HIV starts at the structural
level," she said. "Multilevel programs that focus on child resiliency,
social support and community cohesion appear to be more effective than
single-level interventions in reducing stigma and promoting well-being."

  More information: Yanping Jiang et al, Effects of a Multilevel
Resilience-Based Intervention on Mental Health for Children Affected
by Parental HIV: A Cluster Randomized Controlled Trial, Journal of
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