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Abstract

Objective: To analyze the impact of the Adults and Children Together Raising Safe Kids (ACT-RSK) Program in
parenting skills, parenting stress, and mindfulness skills in a group of parents and children.

Methods: This investigative intervention was based on the application of a pre-test and a post-test before
and after the implementation of the ACT-RSK Program. The program consisted of eight weekly 90-minute
sessions conducted with a sample of 22 parents from Central Portugal. The ACT-RSK Program questionnaires,
Parenting Stress Index (PSI), Interpersonal Mindfulness in Parenting (IM-P) scale, and a socio-demographic
questionnaire were used. A descriptive and inferential analysis (Wilcoxon) was conducted using the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (IBM SPSS, v. 24) with a 95% confidence interval.

Results: Participants showed improvement from pre-test to post-test in all four program dimensions:
Parenting Style (M=36.32+6.61 vs. M=48.50+4.31; p<0.01); Electronic Media (M=24.73+3.90 vs.
M=30.73+2.90; p<0.01); Child Development (M=55.18+11.82 vs. M=73.55+4.04; p<0.01); and Parental
Behavior (M=34.23+7.83 vs. M=43.05+2.81; p<0.01). Likewise, significant improvement was seen in the
Interpersonal Mindfulness in Parenting (IM-P) scale’s results (Z=-3.929, p=0.000) and in parenting stress,
which decreased from a very high (91.59) to a medium level (74.45).

Conclusion: Data show the ACT-RSK had a positive effect and improved study variables.

Resumo

Objetivo: Analisar o impacto da frequéncia do Adults and Children Together Raising Safe Kids (ACT-RSK)
Programe nas competéncias parentais, no stress parental e nas competéncias de atengéo plena, de um grupo
de pais de criangas.

Métodos: Realizou-se uma investigagdo-agdo, utilizando um pré e pds-teste, tendo por referéncia a
implementacdo do programa ACT-RSK, em 8 sessGes de 90 minutos com periodicidade semanal, numa
amostra de 22 pais da regido Centro de Portugal. Utilizaram-se os questionarios do Programa ACT-RSK,
o Indice de Stress Parental, a Escala de Mindfulness Interpessoal na Parentalidade e um questionério
sociodemografico. A andlise descritiva e inferencial (Wilcoxon) foi realizada com recurso ao Statistical Package
fos Social Sciences (SPSS — IBM 24), com grau de confianca de 95%.

Resultados: Os participantes melhoraram, do pré para pos-teste, nas 4 dimensdes do programa: estilos
parentais (M=36.32+6.61 vs. M=48.50+4.31; p<0.01); meios de comunicagdo (M=24.73+3.90 vs.
M=30.73+2.90; p<0.01); desenvolvimento infantil (M=55.18+11.82 vs. M=73.55+4.04; p<0.01); e
comportamento dos pais (M=34.23+7.83 vs. M=43.05+2.81; p<0.01). Destacam-se, igualmente, melhorias
consideraveis nos resultados da Escala de Mindfulness Interpessoal na Parentalidade (Z=-3.929, p=0.000) e
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no stress parental, que desceu do nivel muito elevado (91.59) para o nivel médio (74.45).
Conclusdo: Constata-se o impacto positivo do ACT-RSK na melhoria das varidveis estudadas.

Resumen

Objetivo: Analizar el impacto de la frecuencia del Adults and Children Together Raising Safe Kids (ACT-RSK) Programe en las competencias parentales, en el
estrés parental y en las competencias de atencion plena de un grupo de padres de nifios.

Métodos: Se realizd una investigacion-accion utilizando un pretest y postest en la implementacion del programa ACT-RSK, en 8 sesiones de 90 minutos
con frecuencia semanal, en una muestra de 22 padres de la region Centro de Portugal. Se utilizaron los cuestionarios del programa ACT-RSK, el indice de
Estrés Parental, la Escala de Mindfulness Interpersonal en la Paternidad y un cuestionario sociodemografico. El andlisis descriptivo e inferencial (Wilcoxon) fue
realizado con el Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS — IBM 24), con nivel de confianza de 95 %.

Resultados: Del pretest al postest, los participantes demostraron una mejora en las cuatro dimensiones del programa: estilos parentales (M=36,32+6,61 vs.
M=48,50+4,31; p<0,01); medios de comunicacion (M=24,73+3,90 vs. M=30,73+2,90; p<0,01); desarrollo infantil (M=55,18+11,82 vs. M=73,55+4,04;
p<0,01); y comportamiento de los padres (M=34,23+7,83 vs. M=43,05+2,81; p<0,01). Ademas, se destacan mejoras considerables en los resultados de la Escala
de Mindfulness Interpersonal en la Paternidad (Z=-3,929, p=0,000) y el en estrés parental, que se redujo de un nivel muy elevado (91,59) a un nivel medio (74,45).

Conclusion: Se verifica un impacto positivo del ACT-RSK en la mejora de las variables estudiadas.

Introduction

From time immemorial, there have been no doubts
about the fundamental role family — particularly
parents — plays in children’s education and devel-
opment. However, this role requires a set of parent-
ing skills that are not innate in Man and, in some
families, may oftentimes be virtually null. It is pre-
cisely in that sense that the WHO Convention on
the Rights of the Child,"” as well as the Constitution
of the Portuguese Republic,”’ admit the possibility
of the child being taken away from their parents if
their higher interest is put at risk.

The family plays a critical socialization role in
learning and social development processes, constitut-
ing as a model for many types of behaviors and atti-
tudes.?’ It is the most significant protection factor,
despite parents not always being able to call upon
emotional skills and resources to deal with the de-
mands of executing parenting practices. Thus, pa-
rental capacity to assess the child’s needs and provide
them with adequate answers may be affected, which
may in turn lead to dysfunctional parenting prac-
tices impacting on the well-being of both the par-
ents and the child, including the potential develop-
ment of emotional and behavior issues in children.®
Kumpfer and Magalhaes® state that focusing on im-
proving family mechanisms of protection translates
into an increase in parenting skills, benefiting family
organization and strengthening forces and processes
of resilience, which allows for increasing available re-
sources and an improving relationships.
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In this setting, scientific evidence supports the
importance of mindfulness-based parenting prac-
tices as a means to become aware of and reflect
about one’s personal behavior patterns towards
their children, which can lead to positive changes.
These changes can be understood as a set of abil-
ities/skills validating the quality of relationships
between parents and their children, promoting re-
sponsive and sensitive care of the child’s needs, po-
tentially decreasing the level of family stress, and
facilitating safe relationships.” Evidence-based
parenting education programs focus on nourish-
ing and strengthening families, supporting par-
ents to change their parenting behavior and be-
come aware of their feelings and expectations, and
driving changes in their relationships with their
children.” However, in Portugal and Brazil, sys-
tematic evidence-based interventions to promote
positive parenting practices are quite scarce and
there is still a long path to be treaded.®

Parenting education is no simple task: it re-
quires mobilizing experts in various areas to in-
tervene alongside parents, especially when the
main goal is prevention, but also for remediation.
These experts range from socio-education profes-
sionals to healthcare providers. Among the latter,
public and community health providers play a
special role, particularly nurses who directly deal
with families and communities. Literature sup-
ports this evidence, as is the case of a meta-anal-
ysis highlighting the long-lasting and positive

effects of a parenting intervention implemented



in the hospital setting,”” as well as of systemat-
ic reviews showing parenting education nursing
interventions with highly beneficial outcomes
in the relationships of parents and children up
to 6 years of age."'? In this setting, structured
and evidence-based programs are a critical tools.
Program options are usually considered under a
cost-benefit analysis, given family interventions
tend to be costly"” — which puts the ACT-RSK
at a special advantage. The ACT-RSK Program
does demand trained and qualified providers, but
it consists of group sessions with parents that do
not require home visits. In the healthcare setting,
parenting education programs with mindfulness
techniques have become especially popular.!

Considering relevance and scientific evidence,
this study opted for selecting the Adults and
Children Together Raising Safe Kids (ACT-RSK)
Program developed by the American Psychological
Association (APA)," whose goal is to help par-
ents and caregivers to raise children in a healthy
and violence-free environment. Its main goal is to
prevent, decrease, or altogether eliminate child vi-
olence and abuse in the overall community and
in settings of family and social vulnerability by
promoting changes in parenting behavior and in
the parent-child relationship, as well as improving
child behavior. It is based on a psycho-educational
and cognitive-behavioral approach and support-
ed by the following principles: violence results
from the lack of the proper problem-solving and
social skills to handle conflict; children learn by
observing and imitating; adults can learn to be role
models and teach the child social skills that will
help them deal with their own social relationships
non-aggressively.!®!”

Considering the importance of early child-
hood, ACT-RSK is a promising parenting inter-
vention and prevention program.®') It is cur-
rently being adapted to the Portuguese popula-
tion, and there are still few Portuguese studies
about its implementation and effects on parents’
self-perception of their own parenting styles and
practices. However, both positive outcomes and
validity have been shown in some studies, espe-
cially academic theses."® In Brazil, an experimen-
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tal study assessing the preventive efficacy of ACT-
RSK’s parenting education practices showed that
regardless of the family’s socio-economic level or
type of school the child attended, there was an
improvement in parenting practices and positive
education strategies, as well as a positive impact
on decreasing or eliminating violence and abuse,
in addition to validating the program for the
Brazilian population.!”

Child abuse is a substantial issue for societies of
both developed and developing countries, as well
as a cause for concern in Brazil."” In many cases,
the use of violent discipline practices may be the re-
sult of anger and frustration or lack of knowledge of
non-violent parenting practices.?” This study may
contribute to incrementing the ACT-RSK’s imple-
mentation in both the overall community and set-
tings of family and social vulnerability, promoting
changes in parenting behaviors and in parent-child
relationships and taking on a critical role in pre-
venting child abuse.

This study is structured around the following
question: what changes can be verified in the par-
enting skills of a group of parents from Central
Portugal and their 3-to-9-year-old children after
attending the ACT-RSK Program and how are
parenting skills and parenting stress related? Thus,
we sought to analyze the effects of the ACT-RSK
Program on parenting skills, parenting stress, and
mindfulness skills within this group of parents and
children. The parental stress variable was included
due to literature evidence on its relevance for par-

enting education practices.®®

Methods

This is a quantitative investigative intervention
study designed based on the application of a pre-
and post-test before and after the implementation
of ACT-RSK Program.

The sample consisted of 22 parents from Central
Portugal selected by convenience sampling based on
Program awareness provided by teachers and educa-
tors who collaborated with the authors. Among the
participants, 95.5% were female, 37.1% had a high-
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er education level, and ages varied from 25 to 48
years (M=38,18+5.42). The Helsinki Declaration’s
ethical procedures were followed.

The Program’s eight 90-minute sessions were
conducted weekly with the 22 parents divided
into three groups of six, eight, and eight individ-
uals in rooms provided by two schools and one
local social development center, which were duly
prepared for that effect (equipped with an inter-
active board, an important resource for viewing
content and videos). The individual conducting
the sessions underwent mandatory training for
ACT-RSK Program facilitators and was proper-
ly followed and supervised by an International
Master Trainer certified by APA.

Since individuals already presented positive in-
dicators for parenting practices based on the pre-
test assessment, the Program was considered as a
way to optimize their skills.

The ACT-RSK Program questionnaire was
used to assess parenting skills in its four dimen-
sions: Parenting Style, Electronic Media, Child
Development, and Parental Behavior. A short ver-
sion of the Parenting Stress Index (PSI)"**" adapted
for the Portuguese population was used to assess par-
enting stress. The PSI’s total score indicates the level
of stress felt by parents and partial results consisting
of subscales for the child (Difficult Child, Parental
Distress, Parent-Child Dysfunctional Interaction).
The scale consists of 36 items. Each subscale varies
from 12 to 60 points. High results correspond to
high levels of parental stress.*” The Interpersonal
Mindfulness in Parenting (IM-P) Scale was used
to assess mindfulness skills in parenting practices.
It assesses mindfulness skills in parenting based on
six dimensions: (1) Listening with Full Attention;
(2) Emotional Awareness of Self; (3) Emotional
Awareness of the Child; (4) Self-regulation in
Parenting; (5) Non-judgmental Acceptance of
Parental Functioning; (6) Compassion for the
Child.®” A" socio-demographic questionnaire and
a socio-family characterization questionnaire were
also applied.

The SPSS (version 24.0) was used to analyze
the data, as well as descriptive (mean, standard de-
viation, minimum and maximum) and inferential
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statistics adjusted to the nature of data and sample
characteristics. The authors opted for non-paramet-
ric tests (Wilcoxon). The confidence interval was
95%, the most commonly used CI in the Social
Sciences.

Results

Post-test results showed high mean values in all four
dimensions of the ACT-RSK Program questionnaire
(Child Development, Parental Behavior, Electronic
Media, and Parenting Style) after the completion
of the program (Table 1). For parents, participat-
ing in the ACT-RSK sessions translated into an im-
provement in knowledge and beliefs about violence
prevention, as well as in behaviors associated with
their own parenting practices. Despite participants
not showing any baseline risks in their parenting,
a positive progression can be seen throughout the
Program.

Table 1. ACT-RSK’s pre-test and post-test means and standard
deviation per subscale

Post- Post-
Pre-test Pre-test
Subscales Nu_mber test test
of items
M SD

Parenting Style 1 36.32 48.50 6.61 4.31
Electronic Media 9 24.73 30.73 3.90 2.90
Child Development 12 55.18 73.55 11.82 4.04
Parental Behavior 10 34.23 43.05 7.83 2.81
Total score 42 15045 195.82  26.01 10.90

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

Based on cutoff point of 90 for a high level of
stress, mean pre-test and post-test values (Table 2)
show a very high (91.59) and medium (74.45) level

of stress, respectively.

Table 2. PSI pre-test and post-test means, min. and max., and
standard deviation per subscale

Pre- Post- b test  Posttest o, Post

Subscales  NUMDEr oot past test  test
of items . .
Min Max Min Max SD

Parental 12 3136 2295 13 52 12 34 959 6.31
Distress
Parent-Child 12 2468 1995 13 44 12 30 874 537
Dysfunctional
Interaction
Difficult Child 12 3555 3155 29 47 24 39 578 437
Total score 36 9159 7445 55 143 48 103 2146 13.11

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.



The IM-P scale’s total pre-test and post-test
means were 102.91+12.07 and 120.41+7.68, re-
spectively (Table 3). High mean values were seen in
all subscales.

Table 3. IM-P scale’s pre-test and post-test means and
standard deviation

Subscales Post- Post-
. Pre-test test Pre-test test
of items M SD

Listening with Full Attention 5] 16.77 18.63 2.35 1.53

Compassion for the Child 6 23.95 27.05 3.18 2.38

Self-regulation in Parenting 8 23.73 29.45 3.67 2.63

Non-judgmental Acceptance of 7 20.40 24,78 4.40 2.58

Parental Functioning

Emotional Awareness of the Child 8] 10.73 12.95 2.00 1.59
Emotional Awareness of Self 2 7.32 7.55 1.25 1.65
Total score 31 10291 120.41 12.07 7.68

M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

Inferential analysis by means of the Wilcoxon’s
test results showed statistically significant differenc-
es in all subscales and in total score for the Program’s
parenting skills, which was considered a significant
improvement (Table 4).

Table 4. ACT-RSK’s pre-test and post-test Wilcoxon results

Dimension z P-value
Parenting Style -3,800 0,000
Electronic Media -3,828 0,000
Parental Behavior -3,931 0,000
Child Development -4,110 0,000
Child Development (case 1) -3.559 0,000
Child Development (case 2) -4,019 0,000
Child Development (case 3) -4,025 0,000
Child Development (case 4) -3,450 0,001
Total score -4,108 0,000

Z = Wil ; p = level of signifi

Likewise, total score and all subscales of the
IM-P showed statistically significant changes, ex-
cept for the Emotional Awareness of Self subscale
(Table 5). The ACT-RSK Program also seems to
show a positive effect on the development of these

skills.

Table 5. IM-P scale’s pre-test and post-test Wilcoxon results

Dimension z P-value
Listening with Full Attention -2,497 0,013
Compassion for the Child -3,396 0,001
Self-regulation in Parenting -3,989 0,000
Non-judgmental Acceptance of Parental Functioning -3,447 0,001
Emotional Awareness of the Child -3,115 0,002
Emotional Awareness of Self -0,365 0,715
Total score -3,929 0,000

Z = Wilcoxon; p = level of significance.
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Discussion

Data obtained showed that the ACT-RSK in-
tervention effectively improves parenting prac-
tices. Regarding self-perception, participants
reported the ACT-RSK helped them become
better parents, understand their child’s behavior
in light of their phase of development, deal with
anger and control it, understand the impact of
electronic media and how to reduce child expo-
sure, as well as use positive and effective parent-
ing practices. These changes were followed by
a perception of improvement of child behavior.
Other studies®!7?29 show ACT-RSK’s efficacy
in improving positive parenting practices and
child behavior. Such is the case of a study con-
ducted by Lega,® with a group of 11 Portuguese
parents of pre-school children, who recognized
the positive effects of participating in the ACT-
RSK Program felt as changes in themselves (the
parents), their children, and the family. Major
changes were seen in self-regulation/emotional
reactivity (managing conflicts more smoothly)
and in the cognitive (parents’ expanding their
knowledge about the child, capacity to reflect,
and awareness of electronic media) and be-
havioral domains (increasing positive practices

and decreasing negative practices). Oliveira®

studied the ACT-RSK Program’s efficacy in 30
Brazilian mothers of 1-to-7-year-old pre-term
children living under vulnerability. Comparison
between pre- and post-intervention assess-
ments (Wilcoxon) showed an improvement in
communication factors, emotional and behav-
ior regulation, parental awareness, positive en-
couragement, and parental adjustment, as well
as a decrease in the use of coercive practices.
Child behavior, either perceived by the mothers
or in terms of emotional symptoms, issues of
conduct, and relationship with classmates, also
showed positive progression. In the perception
of mothers, the ACT-RSK effectively modified
parenting practices and decreased behavior dif-
ficulties in children, constituting as a potential
protective factor for children living under vul-
nerability. A Brazilian (Sio Paulo) case study®®
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of a 36-year-old mother of a 6-year-old child of
high socio-economic and academic level reports
the ACT Program as self-perceived by the moth-
er as beneficial: the intervention improved her
parenting style by providing her with positive
parenting practices. This study also highlighted
the relevance of the Program for parents of a
high socio-economic level, a datum that is also
supported by the group of parents in the present
study and by other authors.!82

Results also suggest positive changes in ac-
quisition/optimization of knowledge in all of
the Program’s dimensions, which is reflected by
its total score. This supports a previous study by
Knox, Burkhart, and Howe,?” where parents and
caregivers showed improvement in knowledge,
behavior, and beliefs about violence prevention
and parenting education practices after attending
ACT-RSK. Knox and Burkhart'® also show an
increase in parental affectionate behavior, a de-
crease in strict parenting practices and negative
discipline, and a decrease in child behavior issues
after the completion of the ACT-RSK.

In this study, parents who underwent the
ACT-RSK Program also showed an improve-
ment in parenting stress. A recent ongoing ran-
domized controlled trial®® implementing the
Program in mothers of 30-to-42-month old in-
fants in the Brazilian city of Pelotas with a pre-
test (1-3 months), a post-test (4-6 months), and
a follow-up (9-13 months) will assess the effects
of the Program on decreasing strict parenting
education practices and risk factors for violence,
among which is parental stress. There are still no
results, given only the study protocol’s first ver-
sion has been published. However, this study is
expected to provide relevant contributions due to
its design (randomized clinical trial), which has
not been used in any other study known by the
authors.

In agreement with the obtained results, evi-
dence shows that when alternative, effective, and
positive ways of dealing with child behavior are
made available to the family, there is an improve-
ment in parenting practices and family relation-
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ships, which necessarily implies conscious and
mindful parenting practices.”” Additionally, be-
cause mindful parenting is considered a form of
integrating thoughts, feelings, and behaviors into
the sphere of the relationship with the child, it
translates into parents adopting attitudes of com-
passion, acceptance, and kindness in their inter-
actions — a gradual process supported by a series
of adjustments and changes.®” In the healthcare
setting, parenting education programs with mind-
fulness techniques have become prominent."?

Conclusion

The results of this study show an improvement in
parenting skills, a decrease in parental stress, and
an increase in mindfulness in parenting practices
after the completion of the ACT-RSK Program.
However, some limitations must be bore in mind.
The sample consisted mainly of mothers (there
was only one father in a sample of 22 individu-
als), which leads us to question paternal engage-
ment in parenting. There was neither a control
group nor a follow-up period. Despite having
obtained significant results for parenting skills,
parental stress, and mindfulness parenting, there
is still a need to continue developing studies to
better understand and explore this correlation.
The authors believe controlling for the variable of
socio-economic level in the families is potentially
significant. We suggest further case studies allow-
ing specificity and depth, as well as studies with
different group designs, and randomized clinical
trials. The relevance of the effects of parenting
education programs (particularly the ACT-RSK)
will also heavily depend on having qualified facil-
itators/technicians with access to parents. In this
sense, we consider socio-education professionals
and healthcare providers (especially family nurs-
es) to be at an advantage, given their in-depth
knowledge of and proximity to family dynamics
and issues concerning parents and their children.
We also believe the ACT-RSK may constitute a
critical tool for these professionals.
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