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Family as a System 
Families are groups of people who share close and 

personal relationships that change over time. One way 
of thinking about the family is to think of it as a system 
with moving parts where each part is dependent on 
one another in order to function smoothly. When the 
family works as a system, each person has specific 
roles and responsibilities that help other parts of the 
system — parents, siblings, and other family members 
— successfully fulfill their roles within the system. 
However, what happens when there is a part of the 
system that does not successfully fulfill its role? The 
other parts of the system cannot complete their duties 
and then the system begins to malfunction. A family 
is like a system — when parents cannot perform their 
duties, the children could be at risk and when the 
children cannot perform their tasks, that can put a 
strain on the parents. One of the most prominent issues 
for families is stress. 

Family Stress: What is it? 
Family stress is an interference in the normal 

functioning of the everyday family system. Family 
stress can manifest in different ways. When the stress 
manifests, those are called family stressors. Negative 
stressors can be a variety of things; for example, a 
family stressor could be financial troubles, a child with 
behavior issues, a divorce, or a military deployment. 
A positive stressor could be the birth of a child, a 
wedding, or relocating. A stressor can be anything 
that disrupts the balance of the family system. It is 
important to note that families will respond to stressors 
in different ways — some families may argue while 
others ignore one another and shut down, and there 

are some families who have learned how to successfully 
handle their stress. Learning how to handle stress is an 
important skill for all members of a family system to 
learn. Here are five tips on how to handle family stress: 

1. Take a second. Stress, either positive or 
negative, can take a toll on one’s mental, 
physical, and emotional state. It is important 
to first process the stressor event by yourself to 
gauge where you are on the situation and allow 
yourself to embrace your feelings about the 
stressor. 

2. Pinpoint where the stress is coming 
from. Being able to identify what exactly is 
causing the disruption in the family can help 
you to find solutions. 

3. Identify your support system. Who will 
you go to when you need to talk? Who will 
help you and your family during this time? 
Identifying people who will be in your support 
circle will mitigate feelings of being alone 
during the stressful time and can be a source of 
comfort.  

4. Do some damage control. Check in on the 
people who the stressor directly affected. If it 
was your spouse, then take time to talk to them 
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about how they are feeling. Then, talk to the 
other members of the family system to see how 
they are feeling about the event.

5. Make sure to take care of your 
mental and physical health. Get 
enough sleep, drink water, and eat nutritious 
foods. Depending on the stressor event(s), 
seek professional help. Some family stress is 
too much for the system to handle and may 
require the guidance of a professional.   

Not only is it important to understand how to 
handle stress but also where stress comes from. The 
family stress process is a model that can be useful 
to families who are experiencing family stress. The 
family stress model has four main parts: 

• A: The stressor event. This is the event 
that causes the disruption in the family system. 

• B: Resources. What resources does the 
family have to help them navigate this stressful 
event? 

• C: Family’s perception of the stressor. 
How is the family taking this stressor? Do they 
see it as positive or negative stress? Are they 
worried or excited? 

• X: The likelihood of a crisis. X is 
determined after looking at a, b, and c. The 
likelihood of a crisis depends on how stressful 
an event the family is facing, the resources the 
family has access to in order to help them with 
the stressor event, and their perception of the 
event. 

There is also an additional level to this process and 
that is the snowball effect. Stress is not an isolated 
event. Often, there are stressful events that occur 
during or immediately following the initial stressful 
event. When this happens, it is important to recognize 
that the family is already working through one 
stressor and that it will be important to address which 
stressful event needs to be handled first. 

Understanding the stress process and its 
manifestation can help families and family service 
professionals handle the stress in a productive way. 
Breaking down family stress into these four main 
categories and individually assessing each one can 
help the family learn about stress, find a positive 
solution, and grow together as a system. 

Child Welfare and Stress 
For many, children are an integral part of a 

family and their wellbeing is important. If children 
experience poor welfare, that can be a huge source 
of family system stress. Two examples of stressful 
situations regarding child welfare are youth in juvenile 
corrective services and crossover youth. When a 
child is the juvenile justice system, not only are they 
impacted but so is the family. The family has to 
deal with social workers, the police, and the various 
departments of the system, along with the potential 
worry of losing their child. This is very similar to a 
child who enters the foster care system. What happens 
when a child is in both the child welfare system and 
the juvenile justice system? This is called crossover 
youth. Crossover youth are a unique population of 
youth who experience both sides of an intricate coin. 
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These children and their families are experiencing the 
stress of dealing with the child welfare systems, such 
as the foster care system, and potentially the police 
or the department of corrections. Along with the 
immense stress these families face from these entities, 
they are probably also dealing with a snowball effect 
of stress from the school district and mental health 
concerns. 

How you can help
If you believe that someone close to you could 

be experiencing any degree of family stress, there 
are a few things you can do. The first is to not pass 
judgement. Family stress comes in all shapes and 
sizes — what may not seem stressful to you, could 
be a traumatic and stressful experience to another 
person. Second, become a player in their support 
system. Experiencing stress can often be an emotional 
experience and affect many other aspects of life. 
Having a strong support system can better equip a 
family to handle the stress in a positive way. Lastly, 

remember to actively listen to their concerns. Many 
times, people under severe family stress or stress in 
general are simply looking for a supportive person to 
whom they can express their concerns, worries, and 
thoughts. So actively listening to the family or family 
members who are under stress can have a positive 
impact. 

If the family under stress needs more help than 
you can give, or is in crisis, help them connect 
to professionals who are trained to provide the 
specialized help they need. Your support and 
encouragement will still be needed.

References:
Palkovitz, R. (2019). Expanding our focus from father involvement 

to father-child relationship quality. Journal of Family Theory 
& Review, 11, 576-591. 

McCubbin, H., & Patterson, J. (1983). The family stress process: 
The double ABCX model of adjustment and adaptation. 
Journal of Marriage & Family Review, 6(1-2), 7-37.



Publications from Kansas State University are available at: 
bookstore.ksre.ksu.edu

Brand names appearing in this publication are for product identification 
purposes only. No endorsement is intended, nor is criticism implied of 
similar products not mentioned. 
Contents of this publication may be freely reproduced for educational 
purposes. All other rights reserved. In each case, credit McKenzie 
Zimmermann and Elaine Johannes, Stress and the Family System, Fact 
Sheet, Kansas State University, June 2020.

Kansas State University Agricultural Experiment Station and 
Cooperative Extension Service

K-State Research and Extension is an equal opportunity provider and 
employer. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work, Acts of 
May 8 and June 30, 1914, as amended. Kansas State University, County 
Extension Councils, Extension Districts, and United States Department 
of Agriculture Cooperating, J. Ernest Minton, Director.

MF3486  June 2020

Reviewers
Tristen Cope, Marion County Extension Agent, Family and Consumer Science,  

4-H Youth Development

Dr. Anthony Ferraro, Assistant Professor, School of Family Studies and Human Services


