
Fragility in Affluent Families:  

 

Implications for Parenting Research 

and Practice 

 



Affluent youth are a ñnewly identified at-risk groupò 
 
- Editorial. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent 

Psychiatry (2009) 

 

Affluent: Well educated, white-collar families, mostly White/ Asian 

 

ñAt-riskò ï rates of serious distress higher than norms, inner-city youth  

 

Domains of elevated distress can vary by region, public/ private school  

 

Å Northeast: Substance use, serious rule-breaking 

 

ÅNorthwest: Self-injury, depression/ anxiety, alienation from parents  

 

ÅPrivate school (all boys) low substance use, high depressioné 
                                                                

Luthar  & Becker (2002).  Privileged but pressured.  Child Development  

Luthar (2003) The culture of affluence.  Child Development 

Luthar, Barkin, & Crossman (2013) Are affluent youth truly at risk?  Development & Psychopathology 



 

Complex underlying causes 

 

The American Dream: More is better   

Å material rewards make for ultimate happiness  

Å acquired through competitive schools and colleges   

 
Schools: Advanced Placement courses  

Å encouraged by schools and by parents  

 

Social comparisons 

Å competition among friends for few  Ivy league spots  

 

Family stressors   

Å as is true in all demographic groups 
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RESILIENCE RESTS, 

 FUNDAMENTALLY, 

ON RELATIONSHIPS 



WHY FOCUS, FIRST, ON FAMILY… AND HOW? 

 

In ñfostering resilienceò, best to prioritize potent, malleable 

influences 

 

Å Single most potent: Well-being of caregiver 

 

Å Mothers are generally primary caregivers 

   

Å18 yr olds: powerful links for relationships with mothers  

 

Å Fostering resilience?  Focus first on bolstering mothers 

 

Å Being a ñgood enough motherò is hard work 

  

 -    still more so in at-risk populations 



The role of parents 

Before anything else, we must reiterate what we emphasize 

repeatedly, that affluent parents, as a group, are neither 

neglectful nor disparaging  It is not family wealth per se, 

but rather, living in the cultural context of affluence, that 

connotes risks .  

Considering what our ñpressuredò children bring home to 

their mothers, the parenting tasks confronting upper-middle 

class mothers are prodigious.  Within a hyper-achieving, 

competitive, and materialistic milieu, it requires enormous fortitude 

to be a ógood enough motherô, serving as a steadfast ethical and 

cultural compass (in a winner-takes-all milieu); deflecting each 

child’s high stress levels; maintaining consistent affection and 

nurturance for all, providing firm but reasonable limit-setting 

(amidst rampant substance use and rule-breaking among community 

peers); all while proficiently coordinating multiple busy schedules.  

 

What predicts to mothersô well-being? 
 

Critical question for resilience research in general 
 
              Luthar, Crossman & Small, (2015). Handbook of Child Psych & Dev. Science, 7th Edition. 
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Resilience rests, fundamentally, on relationships 
 

ÅñI feel seen & loved for the person I am, at my coreò 



Relational Psychotherapy Mothers  Group: 

 

Low SES mothers, histories of addiction 

   
  

Manualized intervention based on specific risk/ protective factors 

  

ÅStrictly non-didactic: Not parenting ñclassesò   

 

ÅRespect, support, connectedness in group 

 

ÅRCTôs - significant improvements in parenting, child  

adjustment, personal distress (not just self-reports) 

 
   Luthar & Suchman (2000),  Development & Psychopathology 

   Luthar, Suchman, & Altomare (2007),  Development & Psychopathology  

 



  

Groups for Physician mothers at Mayo Clinic, AZ 
 

ÅPhysicians high risk for burnout, women ï mothers ï still more 

Å Suicide risk vs. population: 1.1 - 3.4 for men 2.5 -5.7 for women*   

ÅWeekly groups for 3 months; manualized; 20 groups, 20 controls 

Å Freed time by Mayo administration (Mayo cost share~$180,000) 
 

Authentic Connections: 3 prongs  

- In groups; with friends/ colleagues; professionals if needed 
 

     *   Bright & Krahn (2011) Current Psychiatry 



20 group intervention (with manual), 20 Control; 

11 currently in groups; 9 weeks into 12-week program 

 
Found helpful? 

I will always cherish our time together and I look forward to this one 

hour every week, it is the one thing I remember not to miss when I 

come back to work Monday morningéhaving this on an ongoing 

basis would be extremely useful for us in preventing burnout. 

 

“Recommend for future”?   Scale of 1-10, Mean 9.99 

Why? 

 These groups are a beautiful combination of a reflective experience 

and practical advice.  For example, reflecting on the question of 

having a ñGo- to Committeeò, vs. going to your chosen committee 

members and verbally and explicitly asking, ñWill you be in my 

committee?"  If you feel overwhelmed working, being a mom and 

wife, you need this.  It's not hokey.  It speaks to the heart, soul, and 

for the scientist in all of us--the mind.  It just makes sense. 
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Understanding mechanisms: 

“Conduits” of risk, vulnerability, 

and protection 

 

In research on little-studied groups, 

we must consider not just well-

known risks that affect all children, 

but also subculture-specific ones 

operating in addition to the ñusual 

suspects.ò  


