


 

 
 

 

     
    

     

   

    

       

       

      

   

     

      

      

     

      

       

    

       

   

     

     

     

   

     

 

 

    

    

   

      

  

    

     

   

    

     

   

      

      

    

   

     

   

    

   

   

    

     

      

   

Overview 

Self-regulation, the act of managing 
thoughts and feelings to enable goal-

directed behavior, is fundamental to healthy 

relationships and lifelong well-being. We 

learn to self-regulate through interactions 

with the people and places around us. Self-

regulation is of great interest to those who 

study adolescence because it is linked to 

academic achievement, social competence, 

positive peer relationships, and overall well-

being. Emerging research on the brain 

points to adolescence as a critical period for 

self-regulation development and a salient 

time for intervention. Targeted support from 

adults who care for and work with youth can 

enhance self-regulation development. 

As part of a nationwide initiative to promote 

healthy relationships in adult individuals, 

couples, and youth, the federal 

Administration for Children and Families’ 

(ACF) Office of Family Assistance (OFA) 

funds comprehensive healthy marriage and 

relationship education (HMRE) services. 

Youth programs can improve young 

people’s attitudes, knowledge, and 

expectations of romantic relationships by 

helping them develop key skills to form 

healthy relationships (and avoid unhealthy 

ones). The Self-Regulation Training 

Approaches and Resources to Improve 

Staff Capacity for Implementing Healthy 

Marriage Programs for Youth (SARHM) 

project was funded through a collaboration 

between OFA and the Office of Planning, 

Research, and Evaluation (OPRE) with the 

aim of further advancing relationship health 

and self-sufficiency by applying a 

developmental framework to human 

services. The SARHM team, including 

researchers from Public Strategies and 

Mathematica advised by self-regulation and 

youth experts, collaborated with OFA-

funded, youth-serving grantees to develop 

and pilot test evidence-informed strategies 

to boost youth self-regulation. The 

strategies were designed to integrate with 

pre-existing programs regardless of the 

specific 

2 



 

 
 

         

         

      

    

    

        

        

         

      

     

       

     

    

        

          

      

       

curricula used and without altering program content. The goal 

of the strategies was to build the capacity of youth program 

facilitators to integrate self-regulation support into the delivery 

of relationship education curricula. 

This guide begins by explaining how self-regulation underlies 

success in many areas of life and why adolescence is a 

crucial time for caring adults—like HMRE practitioners—to 

offer self-regulation support. We introduce the concept of 

co-regulation, a process through which adults create safe 

spaces and nurturing relationships as the context for 

coaching the use of self-regulation skills that promote youths’ 

healthy development. The guide explains how integrating co-

regulation approaches into youth service delivery may 

improve program implementation and youth outcomes. At the 

end of the document, you will find information from the 

SARHM project on specific strategies and resources you can 

use to improve co-regulation in your program. 
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As a result of these changes, adolescents experience 
intense emotions and may only see the immediate 
rewards of a choice instead of also seeing the impact 
on long-term goals. For example, they may act “in the 
moment” in ways that help them feel connected to peers, 
even if the behavior could endanger long-term goals, 

health, or well-being. Adolescents are also more susceptible to stress but 
less experienced in managing it on their own. 

When youth experience chronic stressors and/or trauma such as poverty, 
maltreatment, food insecurity, violence, natural disasters, and national 
emergencies, the brain development that allows them to manage 
thoughts, feelings, and behavior can be seriously affected. 

Without the support of caring adults, the nervous system can be 
overwhelmed by stress hormones, causing reactivity and delaying the 
growth of self-regulation pathways in the brain. This can manifest as 
behavior that is more disruptive, impulsive, confusing, or risky. When youth 
exhibit such behaviors, it can be difficult for adults to connect with and 
support them. Yet, it is during times of increased stress that youth need 
adult support more than ever. For more information on adolescent 
development and the impact of stress, see the Self-Regulation and Toxic 
Stress Series report on the review of studies of self-regulation and stress 
(Hamoudi et al., 2015) or OPRE’s Self-Regulation Snapshots by age group. 

Caring adults who work with youth, such as those who teach relationship 
education, can recognize this period as an opportunity and respond in 
vital ways that foster healthy relationships and individual growth. Science 
explains how to do this by supporting self-regulation development. 
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Lessons learned from the SARHM Project 
The SARHM process provided an opportunity to develop co-regulation strategies with frontline 

staff at two sites and test on a small scale how programs received and integrated a co-

regulation framework. HMRE staff reported that the information and training gave them new 

clarity about how to serve their participants’ needs and how to deliver their programs. Here are 

a few lessons learned from the SARHM Project. 

o	 Integrating co-regulation strategies into HMRE programming for youth is feasible and 
shows promise for supporting implementation and youth engagement. 

As with most new program ideas, facilitators said they initially viewed the strategies as more 

work and feared they lacked time to use the strategies or that strategies might encroach on 

time needed to deliver the HMRE curriculum. As facilitators tested and were coached on the 

strategies, over time their comfort increased and they became more familiar with the 

strategies’ purpose. Youth were more responsive to the strategies as facilitators reported 

more confidence using them. Integrating co-regulation strategies took time, intention, and 

ongoing support. Over time, the process of coaching yielded deeper learning and insights 

about how to use the strategies. According to facilitators, the co-regulation strategies 

showed promise for increasing youth engagement in the HMRE lessons during the group 

sessions. 

o	 It is important to infuse co-regulation and self-regulation principles at all levels of the 
program, in the workplace, in staff-supervisor relationships, and in interactions with 
participants. 

In SARHM, using co-regulation to shape project team interactions with program staff helped 

program staff learn how to apply the concepts to their work with youth. Facilitators were 

receptive to trying workplace self-regulation strategies and described greater learning from 

personal application of the approach as well as improvements in workplace relationships 

and morale. Over time, piloting the strategies facilitated a change in mindset that allowed 

program staff began to see the role they played in youths’ capacity to self-regulate. 
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o	 When researchers and practitioners work together, adding co-regulation to current 
programming is practical and sustainable. 

Program staffs’ understanding of their context and the youth they served was critical for 

tailoring co-regulation strategies to staff and youth needs. Partnering researchers well-

versed in the literature, theory, and process of co-regulation with staff well-versed in their 

program context facilitated more effective strategy development and promoted longer-term 

integration of co-regulation into practice. Staff had high investment in the process and 

outcome. Although the project has ended, staff continue to use a co-regulation framework in 

their service delivery approach. 

Summary 
Adolescence is a critical time for youth to develop the self-regulation skills that 
are linked to lifelong well-being. Adults play a vital role in supporting and 
fostering that development. HMRE program staff are well positioned to 
influence self-regulation development through co-regulation in workshops or 
one-on-one meetings with youth. Results from the SARHM project speak to 
the promise of integrating co-regulation strategies and measures in HMRE 
programs, as well as the impact of a collaborative design and implementation 
process for building program capacity around co-regulation knowledge and 
facilitation skill. Regardless of the curriculum used, and without changing 
content or reducing fidelity, SARHM demonstrated that HMRE staff can 
expand their co regulation capacity by using simple strategies linked to each 
type of co-regulation support. The SARHM results suggest that building staff 

capacity for co-regulation is a promising approach to improve youth 
self-regulation, program implementation, and outcomes for HMRE programs. 
Focusing on self regulation development and co regulation may be a critical 
factor for HMRE programs in promoting healthy relationships for youth and for 
the adults who serve them. 
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https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/promoting-self-regulation-in-adolescents-and-young-adults-a-practice-brief
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/co-regulation-from-birth-through-young-adulthood-a-practice-brief
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-foundations-for-understanding-self-regulation-from-an-applied-developmental-perspective
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-foundations-for-understanding-self-regulation-from-an-applied-developmental-perspective


https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/research/project/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-series


https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/learn-innovate-improve-li2-enhancing-programs-and-improving-lives




https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/self-regulation-training-approaches-and-resources-to-improve-staff-capacity-for-implementing-hmre-for-youth-final-report

	Building Staff Co-Regulation to Support Healthy Relationships in Youth
	Who is this guide for?
	Goals
	Overview
	Highlights from this guide
	What is self-regulation and why is it an important focus for HMRE programs?
	FIGURE 1 SELF-REGULATION SKILLS THAT DEVELOP WITH ADULT CO-REGULATION SUPPORT

	Why is it important for HMRE staff to understand self-regulation and co-regulation?
	CRITICAL BRAIN DEVELOPMENT IN ADOLESCENCE REQUIRES CONTINUED ADULT SUPPORT
	Understanding co-regulation: A model
	Adult self-regulation: Support for the adults who support youth
	Research says providers are most effective in their work with youth when they are:

	Teaching HMRE staff to provide co-regulation support may improve youth outcomes
	The SARHM project: An example of how to integrate co-regulation into existing programs
	Co-regulation strategies tested and refined through SARHM
	FIGURE 3 CO-REGULATION STRATEGIES FOR HMRE PRACTITIONERS

	Co-regulation:Skills coaching
	Lessons learned from the SARHM Project
	Summary

	Steps for Applying the Co-Regulation Model to Your Program
	1. Learn about self-regulation and co-regulation by exploring your own experience and the resources OPRE provides.
	2. Engage staff to explore self-regulation, why it matters, and how to support it through co-regulation. Provide training and ongoing professional development.
	3. Select a few strategies to test in your workshops and workplace.





