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Social service providers include any governmental or nongovernmental public 
service programs that offer benefits and services around a host of basic  
human needs. These include, for example, providers that help families with food 
subsidies, health care, child care subsidies, job training, subsidized housing and 
homelessness, adoption, community management, early childhood screening, 
youth development services, runaway and homeless youth, and child  
welfare services. 
 
	 They also include entities that provide families with vouchers or referrals  
to other key supports, such as child care vouchers or health insurance.  
This category also can include the subset of civic and faith organizations, 
education and care providers, health care providers, and safety, justice, and  
law authorities who provide these services. (See companion documents on  
Civic and Faith Organizations, Education and Care Providers, and Safety, Justice, 
and Law Authorities. Health services are discussed in the Health Care Providers 
companion document.) 
 

How Do Social Service Providers Affect Stability?  
Social service providers help build stronger families and communities by promoting 
well-being, safety, health, opportunity, and—ideally—equity. Social service 
providers can directly affect children’s stability by providing services, programs, 
and benefits that support children’s core needs, such as child welfare services, 
nutrition services (such as the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,  
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Infants, and Children (WIC), the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or local food banks), child care 
subsidies, cash assistance, and housing assistance.  

	 These providers may also indirectly stabilize children by supporting parents with services (e.g., job training programs, 
substance abuse treatment) that can help stabilize the family. These providers are also important sources of information 
around what services parents and children are eligible for and can make referrals to other services and programs 
families may benefit from. These services can be run by public agencies, private organizations, and nonprofit community 
organizations and be delivered in various settings.

	 Providers who work to help families access the appropriate programs and services or those who work with families 
directly by providing the services in a compassionate and supportive way can help stabilize children and families. 
Alternatively, social service providers who either don’t or can’t take action to provide support to stabilize families will 
miss the opportunity to stabilize families and can, in some cases, be a source of instability for children. 
 

How Does the Larger Economic, Political, and Cultural Context  
Shape Providers’ Ability to Support Children?  
In some cases, providers don’t act because of inadequate funding or a shortage of available services to support families 
or because of policies that limit which families can be helped. In other cases, providers may face challenges because 
of policies and practices that create hurdles for families needing help, make the process of getting services demeaning 
or overly focused on fraud, or make parents feel they are unfairly accused of cheating the system. These experiences 
can deter parents from seeking needed services. Although funding and policy limitations can constrain social service 
providers’ ability to support family stability in the short term, providers may be able to draw attention to these challenges 
and highlight the need for policy and funding improvements to better meet children’s needs in the long term.  

What Core Needs Do Social Service Providers Affect?
Social service providers can directly or indirectly affect the stability of several core needs for children, including 
relationships, health, safety, food, housing, and education and care. Each is described below. 

  	  RELATIONSHIPS  
    	  Key mechanisms: direct interactions, information and access
 

Social service providers can affect the stability of children’s relationships by working with children or parents directly—
sometimes simultaneously. For example, social workers may work with children and parents to build stronger, more stable 
relationships through home visiting, parenting programs, social services affiliated with education and care programs 
such as Head Start and/or the foster care system. Social service providers in schools or early education programs may 
also recognize when children are struggling in their relationships and refer them to services tailored to building prosocial 
behavior and stable, healthy relationships, or they can help parents better understand how to help their children. In these 
instances, social service providers may both provide information and access and deliver services directly to children 
and parents to increase stability in their relationships. The social service provider’s relationship with the family can also 
indirectly but critically affect family well-being and stability; when a parent’s direct interaction with a social service 
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provider is respectful and supportive, it can build the parent’s trust in the system and confidence in him- or herself to 
access supports her family needs. Finally, in the most serious cases, if relationships at home are not safe for children,  
the child welfare system may play a role in removing children from unstable and/or harmful relationships. The goal in this 
removal process is to provide services so the family can reunify if the situation improves or find a stable foster home  
or permanent placement where the child can develop new healthy relationships if the family situation remains unsafe  
for the child. 
 
	 Yet social service providers may miss the opportunity to stabilize children’s relationships by not stepping in when a 
family or child is struggling in their relationships or being unable to step in because of policy or funding constraints or a 
lack of resources or services to which they can refer families. Social service providers may also contribute to instability 
when their direct interactions with parents are disrespectful or impersonal. When the child welfare system has to step in 
to remove the child from the home, systemic challenges can lead to failure to ensure the quality and stability of the foster 
home(s) (i.e., resulting in repeated changes in foster care placements), inconsistency in child welfare services, and/or 
failure to expedite reunification goals for children separated from their families, all of which can contribute to unhealthy 
and unstable relationships for children. Moreover, systematic biases in child welfare policies can result in separating 
families rather than addressing underlying needs, which can also be destabilizing. 

	    	  HEALTH  
    	     	  Key mechanisms: direct interactions, information and access, benefits
 

Helping families meet their basic needs can have direct and indirect effects on children’s health and well-being.  
For example, social service providers help parents with basic health practices and children’s health needs through 
parenting education or home visiting programs, or they can connect parents with other programs that target child health 
by making referrals as appropriate. Some programs focus directly on health, such as Medicaid or the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program; others conduct developmental screenings for children or are state or local programs focused on 
health or mental health services. Other programs target other child needs that have implications for children’s health, 
such as nutrition programs (e.g., SNAP or WIC), housing assistance, outreach programs for homeless families or runaway 
and homeless youth, or youth development programs. Social service providers may also refer parents to health care 
providers or local community organizations that aim to address children’s physical, mental, and social health needs. 
 
	 However, social service providers may miss an opportunity to stabilize children’s health if they don’t or can’t act 
to help families whose children are facing health challenges. Yet their ability to do so is strongly shaped by the policy, 
funding, and system contexts in which they operate, which can result in some workers not being able to spend the time 
needed with families to correctly identify the child’s or family’s health issues, some workers not having the knowledge 
about health-related resources that may be available to help the family, or there being no services to meet the child’s 
needs when referred. Providers can also affect children’s access to services that can stabilize health if their program’s 
eligibility processes create hurdles for families or if the workers don’t treat families well when they seek help—both of 
which can result in families not getting the health services they need. 
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		   SAFETY  
		   Key mechanisms: direct interactions, information and access 
 

Social service providers can help identify ways that parents can keep their children safe and help children develop a sense 
of safety by providing parents with information or training about these issues, as well as referring them to other services 
or supports. They can help families find resources to address safety concerns—such as accessing smoke detectors or 
getting a safe crib. They can also help parents learn how to work with their children during times of stress to help them 
build resilience and feel safer. They may also work directly with children who have experienced trauma or challenges to 
help them build skills to become more resilient and feel more powerful. In extreme cases, social service providers may 
stabilize children’s safety by removing from them from an unsafe situation, as is most evident in the child welfare system. 
Although removing a child destabilizes their life in the short term, in this case, removing a child from an unsafe situation 
can be an essential first step to stabilizing their life and sense of safety in the long run.  
 
	 However, social service providers may miss the opportunity to stabilize children’s safety if they see unsafe  
situations and don’t make appropriate referrals, help parents keep their children safe, or step in to protect children who 
are in unsafe situations. In some cases, this is because the systems in which they operate don’t provide them with the 
knowledge, skills, and resources to take these steps—although they are required to take action if the child is in  
actual danger. Social service providers can also actively contribute to instability in cases when these providers remove 
a child from their home because of neglect or abuse but are unable to ensure the child is in a stable placement and 
receives the necessary services—sometimes because of provider actions but often because of systemic challenges around 
resources and service availability. Failing to find a stable placement is particularly problematic for children, as there can 
be instances of high child mobility in the child welfare system—that is, children who continually move between foster 
care homes, residential facilities, and so on. This fundamentally undermines children’s sense of safety and access to stable 
relationships with caring adults who can help them feel safe, even if their homes are basically safe. At worst, however,  
it can expose children to many new and potentially unsafe environments. 

		   FOOD  
		   Key mechanisms: direct interactions, information and access, benefits 
 

Social service providers can help children access food directly through programs such as WIC or indirectly by helping 
families access benefits through programs such as SNAP, which provides food assistance, or obtain cash benefits from 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program. Social service providers can help parents navigate the system, 
complete paperwork, and advocate for their families. They may also screen families for food insecurity and/or connect 
parents with local community organizations such as food banks, backpack programs, or other services focused on 
combatting food insecurity. 
 
	 Yet social service providers may miss the opportunity to stabilize families’ access to food if they don’t recognize 
problems or don’t make appropriate referrals to programs and services that combat food insecurity for struggling families. 
There may also be larger systemic issues resulting in services not being there to meet families’ needs when referred 
or there being many hurdles in place that they must overcome before being able to get help. Some of these issues are 
related to the provider’s actions, but many are related to larger issues around funding, resources, policies, and practices 
that shape the contexts within which social service providers operate. Social service providers may also contribute to 
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food instability when their direct interactions with parents needing food assistance are disrespectful or impersonal and 
when they make it difficult for parents to get help or keep their benefits. 

		   HOUSING 
    		    Key mechanisms: direct interactions, information and access, benefits 
 

Social service providers may stabilize children’s housing by providing emergency assistance in the face of housing 
instability and/or work with parents to obtain housing vouchers, navigate paperwork for supportive housing programs, 
and support parents as they work to achieve a stable housing situation. They may also refer parents to services or 
programs that help parents make a house a home by supporting parents in their relationships with their children, their 
routines, and making sure that children feel safe and cared for at home. 
 
	 Conversely, social service providers may miss the opportunity to stabilize families’ housing if they are unable to make 
appropriate referrals to programs and services that combat housing instability for struggling families. However, their 
ability to ensure that these referrals result in stabilizing housing for families depends on whether the services are available 
to meet the family’s needs when referred—which is a significant problem across the country. Social service providers 
can personally contribute to families’ housing challenges if they treat parents poorly in the process, are overly harsh in 
interpreting policy parameters, or don’t help parents navigate the complexities of eligibility and assistance. Finally, if an 
effort to protect a child by removing them from their family home because of child welfare concerns is not followed by 
successful efforts to give the parents services they need to be reunited with their child or find a new permanent and 
stable living arrangement, children’s housing and sense of home may be destabilized. However, child welfare systems 
can face significant policy and funding constraints that can limit reunification services or make successful permanent 
placements difficult to achieve. 

		   EDUCATION AND CARE   
		   Key mechanisms: information and access, benefits 
 

Social service providers can help stabilize children’s access to quality education or child care by helping parents find 
care and/or making referrals to education and care providers and settings. They may also provide or help parents access 
benefits, such as subsidies, scholarships, and other financial aid that make certain education and care settings more 
affordable and attainable. 
 
	 Yet social service providers may also fail to stabilize children’s education and care if they don’t or can’t offer  
parents in need the information and access to education and care services their children are eligible for. They also can 
face challenges in stabilizing access to education and care if they are unable to connect eligible families with financial 
aid and subsidies they qualify for, if services are not available, if the program’s policies and practices make parents jump 
through too many hoops to access supports, or if policies result in parents being moved quickly to terminate benefits. 
These challenges can sometimes be caused by the social service providers but often are related to larger structural 
challenges around funding, resources, and policies. 
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Stability in children’s environments, relati onships, 
and basic needs being met is criti cal for their 
healthy development and well-being. Instability—
defi ned as the experience of abrupt and/or
involuntary change in individual, family, or 
community circumstances—can create signifi cant 
barriers to meeti ng these foundati onal needs, 
parti cularly if the disrupti on is negati ve, frequent, 
or not buff ered by an adult. The extent to which 
children experience instability is related to the 
acti ons of various actors, with parents and 
guardians primary among them, who together 
play an important role in the stability of meeti ng 
children’s core needs and can buff er children 
from instability through diff erent mechanisms. 
However, all relati onships and interacti ons 
demonstrated in the model, and the ability of 
diff erent actors to acti vely support stability in 
meeti ng children’s core needs, are shaped by the 
greater contexts of the economy, policy, and 
culture. Finally, the model’s diff erent elements 
are highly interconnected, as they are all part of 
the child’s web of stabilizing supports. 

Stabilizing Children’s Lives—A Web of Stabilizing Supports

CORE NEEDS

All children need stability in three core areas: 
relati onships with at least one loving, caring 
adult, access to basic resources (food, health, 
housing, educati on), and daily life (routi ne, 
safety). The parent or guardian directly or 
indirectly helps children access most core 
needs and serves as a child’s central buff er 
against stress and instability.

MECHANISMS

Children’s core needs can be stabilized or 
destabilized through diff erent mechanisms, 
or the ways in which diff erent actors aff ect 
core needs. Key mechanisms include income, 
benefi ts, direct interacti ons, informati on and 
access, and control over ti me.

ACTORS

Although parents or guardians are the central 
actors aff ecti ng a child’s core needs, other 
actors can aff ect the stability of these needs 
being met through mechanisms that aff ect 
children directly, or indirectly through parents. 
Key actors include but are not limited to 
employers; social service providers; health care 
providers; civic and faith organizati ons, safety, 
justi ce, and law authoriti es; educati on and 
child care providers; and family and friends. 

CONTEXT

The ways in which actors in the model 
aff ect children’s core needs are shaped by 
the cultural, economic, and politi cal climate 
in which all actors live. These overlapping 
contexts aff ect what resources families have, 

how they spend their ti me and with whom 
they spend it, their communiti es, what services 
and supports they have access to from other 
actors, and the quality of those services and 
supports—all of which can be stabilizing or 
destabilizing for children. These contextual 
factors also shape the ability of key actors to 
support stability in children’s lives.

THE WEB OF INTERCONNECTIONS

All actors and core needs in the cycle of family 
stability are interrelated, as illustrated by the 
web in the model. The impact of one actor on 
a child’s life can not only aff ect the stability of 
a child’s core needs being met, but can also 
reverberate back out and aff ect the stability 
of that child’s relati onship with another actor. 
Moreover, the stability of any given core need 
can aff ect the stability of other core needs.

For more informati on, visit htt ps://www.urban.org/
stabilizing-children to see the conceptual model and 
documents about each core need and each actor.
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