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Is Parenting Stressful? Ask a Parent.

And that matters because parenting is 

often stressful. Diapers to be changed, 

food to be prepared, worries about 

whether you’re doing it right. You want 

to find a way through all the frustrating 

moments and be a parent who is there 

for your child, no matter what.

How Can
Mindfulness Help?

Mindfulness is one strategy that 

can reduce the stress of being a 

parent. Mindfulness is a way of being. 

Practicing mindfulness means paying 

attention to what’s happening in 

the moment and accepting those 

experiences and feelings without 

judgment. What does that look like in 

the everyday life of a parent?

Here are five ways1 to be mindful as 

you go about your day. 

1.	 Listen to your child with your full 

attention. Sometimes it seems like 

all we do is listen to our child! But 

it’s easy to be so focused on our 

own goals (like getting out of the 

house on time, getting dinner on the 

table, answering a friend’s text) that 

we miss what our children are really 

trying to say. I don’t want you to 

leave because I love you so much! 

Or, I’m tired of being stuck in the 

stroller. Listening with full attention 

helps you understand and respond 

to your child’s needs. 

Try a mindfulness activity designed to 

support listening with full attention2.

1  Duncan, L. G., Coatsworth, J. D., & Greenberg, M. T. (2009). A model of mindful parenting: Implications  for 
parent-child relationships and prevention research. Retrieved from University of California San  Francisco https://
escholarship.org/uc/item/6dn678zt

2  Siegel, D. (2007). The mindful brain: Reflection and attunement in the cultivation of well-being. New York, NY: W.W. 
Norton & Company, Inc.

Almost 3 out of 4 parents said parenting was their biggest 
challenge, according to Tuning In, ZERO TO THREE’S parent 

survey. Less than half of parents (48%) reported getting the 
support they need when they were overwhelmed.

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6dn678zt
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6dn678zt
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Mindfulness Activity: 
COAL—Curiosity, 
Openness, Acceptance, 
and Love.

Take a few deep breaths.

Bring a soft gaze to your child. Look 

carefully and pay close attention to 

what you see without judging. Wait 

patiently for your child to initiate a 

connection. What expressions does 

she make? What movements does she 

make? What sounds or words does 

she use? Notice where she is directing 

her attention. 

Watch closely and wonder what your 

child is expressing. When he initiates a 

connection, respond to him with warm 

support and notice how this feels for 

you. Wait again, and watch closely 

through several more back-and-forth 

interactions, until your child indicates 

he is ready to end the activity.

You want to 
find a way 

through all 
the frustrating 
moments and be 

a parent who 
is there for 

your child, no 
mat ter what.
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mindfulness 
does not mean 
parents never 

get frustrated 
or angry. it does 

mean pausing 
before reacting 

in stressful 
situations.  
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2.	 Accept your child (and yourself) 

without judgment. Parenthood 

is exhausting. There will be many 

moments when you judge your 

child (or yourself) harshly. Why 

do we have to have a battle every 

time we ____ (Put on a jacket. Eat 

carrots. Ride in the car seat.)? 

Why did I yell when I know that 

does absolutely no good, ever? 

Acceptance of all feelings, even 

the negative ones, is important. 

If you can acknowledge a feeling 

without being overwhelmed by it, 

you can respond with patience, 

rather than react out of frustration 

and anger.

Knowing what to expect from 

your child from birth to 3 years 

old can help you accept her 

feelings and behavior with 

more understanding. To learn 

more, check out developmental 

milestones here.

3.	 Imagine your child’s feelings 

and match your response. This 

strategy asks you to imagine how 

your child might be feeling during 

a difficult moment. Your 2- year-

old can’t find his blankie and it’s 

time for bed! Tears and tantrums 

are up next! When you stop to 

imagine how your child is feeling, 

you can respond with love and 

compassion. Learn more about 

how you can support your child’s 

social–emotional skills here.

4.	 Manage your own feelings and 

reactions. Mindfulness does not 

mean parents never get frustrated 

or angry. It does mean pausing 

before reacting in stressful 

situations. Young children don’t 

know how to manage their 

feelings yet. If you can be calm 

when your child is not, she 

learns that she can depend on 

you during even her toughest 

moments. 

How do you stay calm in the 

midst of a baby’s crying, or a 

toddler’s defiance? The first thing 

to do is—nothing. Pause for a 

moment and take a few deep 

breaths. This helps calm the body 

and clear the mind. Need some 

help? Try this activity  and see if it 

works for you. 

https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/series/your-child-s-development-age-based-tips-from-birth-to-36-months
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/series/developing-social-emotional-skills
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Mindfulness Activity:
4, 5, 6 Breathing

Deep, belly breathing is a great way 

to restore calm when we are feeling 

stressed.

1.	 Take a deep inhale down into 

your belly and a full exhale 

through the mouth.

2.	 Now breathe in through your 

nose for a count of four.

3.	 Hold your breath for a count of 

five.

4.	 Breathe out for a count of six.

5.	 Repeat this deep breathing three 

times.

Notice how you feel—physically and 

emotionally—after breathing deeply.
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5.	 Show compassion for yourself 

and your child. Sometimes 

when young children are very 

upset, we forget how hard and 

overwhelming it can be to be so 

small. Thinking about a situation 

from a child’s point-of-view helps 

you respond with compassion. 

You really hate being buckled 

into your car seat! Hang on, we’re 

almost there. Parents also deserve 

compassion themselves. Instead of 

judging and blaming ourselves, we 

can stop to realize that everyone 

struggles and these feelings are 

normal. Self-compassion means 

recognizing that parenting is a 

process of learning. If your first 

approach didn’t work the way 

you wanted, try something else 

the next time. Many people have 

very little experience being kind 

to themselves. Here’s how to get 

started. 

1.	 Take a moment in your day to 
practice self-compassion. This 
activity is especially useful in a 
moment of stress, or when you 
notice self-criticism coming to the 
surface.

2.	 Take a deep breath and a long slow 
exhale

3.	 Acknowledge and name the emotion 
you are feeling 

4.	 Notice how your body feels—is 
there any tightness or discomfort? 
Where?

5.	 Now, place one or both hands on 
your heart

6.	 Take a deep breath and a long slow 
exhale

7.	 Intentionally bring kindness to 
yourself. 

8.	 If it helps, imagine this kindness as 
a soft golden light that fills your 
chest. If this is difficult, imagine 
how you might comfort a dear 
friend who is suffering and turn 
that nurturing support toward 
yourself.

9.	 Take a few deep breaths with your 
hand on your heart

10.	 Relax and open your eyes

Mindfulness Activity: Practicing Self-Compassion

ZERO TO THREE’s work on the role of mindfulness in early childhood 
education is just beginning. You can watch for updates here. 

http://www.zerotothree.org/mindfulness

