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The Nature of Resilience

Some longitudinal studies, several of which follow individuals over the course 

of a lifespan, have consistently documented that between half and two-thirds of 

children growing up in families with mentally ill, alcoholic, abusive, or 

criminally involved parents or in poverty-stricken or war-torn communities do 

overcome the odds and turn a life trajectory of risk into one that manifests 

"resilience," the term used to describe a set of qualities that foster a process 

of successful adaptation and transformation despite risk and adversity. 

We are all born with an innate capacity for resilience, by which we are able to develop social competence, problem-solving skills, a critical consciousness, autonomy, and a sense of purpose. 

Social competence includes qualities such as responsiveness, especially the 

ability to elicit positive responses from others; flexibility, including the 

ability to move between different cultures; empathy; communication skills; and a 

sense of humor. Problem-solving skills encompass the ability to plan; to be 

resourceful in seeking help from others; and to think critically, creatively, 

and reflectively. 

Autonomy is having a sense of one's own identity and an ability to act 

independently and to exert some control over one's environment, including a 

sense of task mastery, internal locus of control, and self-efficacy. The 

development of resistance (refusing to accept negative messages about oneself) 

and of detachment (distancing oneself from dysfunction) serves as a powerful 

protector of autonomy. 

Lastly, resilience is manifested in having a sense of purpose and a belief in a bright future, including goal direction, educational aspirations, achievement motivation, persistence, hopefulness, optimism, and spiritual connectedness. 

The presence of at least one caring person--someone who conveys an attitude of 

compassion, who understands that no matter how awful a child's behavior, the 

child is doing the best he or she can given his or her experience--provides 

support for healthy development and learning. Werner and Smith's (1989) study, 

covering more than 40 years, found that, among the most frequently encountered 

positive role models in the lives of resilient children, outside of the family 

circle, was a favorite teacher who was not just an instructor for academic 

skills for the youngsters but also a confidant and positive model for personal 

identification

High Expectations

Research has indicated that schools that establish high expectations for all 

youth--and give them the support necessary to achieve them--have high rates of 

academic success. They also have lower rates of problem behaviors such as 

dropping out, drug abuse, teen pregnancy, and delinquency than other schools 

(Rutter et al., 1979). 

