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ABSTRACT

Four post school age young adults were interviewed about an adversity they experienced in their teenage years. Their interviews were transcribed and analysed. Resilience factors were formulated into individual, family and community factors supported by the Compensatory, Protective Factor and Challenge Models of resilience. Cognitive skills such as problem solving were a predictor of resilience. Connectedness with at least one adult was a critical determinant of resilience. Each participant in the study utilised different resilience strategies, however they were all able to bounce back from their particular adversity and are currently leading successful young lives. The significance of these results was discussed in relation to the role as school counsellor. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Many youth grow up in high-risk environments or experience trauma and may be at an increased risk in their socio-emotional development. Despite widespread belief, the majority of youth survive adolescence without long term mental illness. The process of successful development and adaptive outcomes occurring within high-risk environments and/or stressful, traumatic circumstances is known as resilience (Meschke & Patterson, 2003). Traditionally, research focussed on the factors which depleted adolescents’ ability to cope (Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005) but little focus has been on positive factors (Sandler, 2001), however resilience research is evolving. The purpose of this study is to further explore the positive factors of the development of resilience by focussing on a group of resilient young people who are succeeding in their burgeoning lives at a significant developmental turning point: the transition into adulthood. 

1. 1. The Factors of the Development of Resilience

Resilience is being defined as a construct and is gaining popularity in current developmental research (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Meschke & Patterson, 2003; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005). A key requirement of resilience is the presence of both risk and promotive factors where a resilient outcome is identified when an adolescent has successfully overcome exposure to a risk (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). In recent years, the focus moved to wellness enhancement, development of competence and human strength and growth (Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005), shifting the theory of resilience from a deficit model to that of asset focus (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Hurd, 2004).

Protective factors include individual positive attributes and external resources such as parental support, adult mentoring and community (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). The influence of the social environment places resilience theory in the ecological context which indicates another paradigm shift from the conceptualisation of resilience as a static individual trait (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). Considering the factors at the individual, family and community levels and incorporating more than one system at a time is vital to understanding resilience (Hines, Merdinger & Wyatt 2005; Rew & Horner, 2003). 

Individual Factors. Cognitive capacities such as problem solving skills are important for resilience (Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005). Older children and adolescents with increased cognitive and metacognitive awareness display an improved ability to appraise stressors, estimate durations and controllability and consider alternatives and consequences (Kitano & Lewis, 2005; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007; Todis, Bullis, Waintrup, Schultz & D’Ambrosio, 2001). Personal factors that have a constructive effect on resilience include: competence and confidence; persistence; sense of purpose; optimism and an “easy temperament” (Fuller, 2001; Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004; Hines et al, 2005; Hurd, 2004; Sandler, 2001).

Family factors include a sense of connectedness to the family network of caring and supportive close relatives and/or caregivers (Hurd, 2004; Fuller, 2001). The psychosocial condition of parents and cohesion of the family unit are highly correlated with positive mental health outcomes and behaviour in children and youth growing up under adversity (Ungar, 2004). Parents participate in a child’s coping through modelling (Sandler, 2001); coaching children to interpret adversity in more hopeful, less personally threatening ways (Sandler, 2001); and planning proactive coping to prevent reoccurrence (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007).

Community Factors. Connectedness encompasses positive, effective peer support and is vital to maintaining resilience (Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004). Neighbourhood community cultures of support, cooperation, stability, connection and guidance have a significant impact (Fuller, 2003). These may include churches, recreational and sporting centres and schools who share common values (Rew & Horner, 2003) ensuring resilience is enhanced and maintained. The network of support in a child’s environment may include positive models such as teachers, coaches, clergy and neighbours (Hurd, 2004), as well as school counsellors and mentors within correctional centres (Todis et al, 2001). 

1.2. Developmental Approach and the Models of Resilience

Research has moved away from isolating correlates in the form of risk and protective factors to understanding the developmental processes underlying resilience, including changes in cognition, emotions and the social environment (Hines et al, 2005). The importance of this conceptual model is that it encompasses multiple systems in dynamic interaction and is influenced by individual development. Resilience refers to current functioning, yet previous experience has obvious ramifications for its development (Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004). Success of developmental tasks and associated competencies across the life span are central to theories of resilience (Sandler, 2001).

Three models of resilience have been suggested (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). The Compensatory Model is defined when a promotive factor counteracts a risk factor. The Protective Factor Model advocates that attributes or resources may shield or reduce the risk of a potential adversity. In the Challenge Model, the relationship between the risk and protective factors is curvilinear. A moderate amount of risk may assist in developing protective factors and practice skills to help buffer against future adversity (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). As people age and mature, continued exposure to adversity might increase the capacity to thrive, which supports the developmental approach.

Although research into the construct of resilience has progressed in recent years, conceptual and methodological issues and limitations continue. The need for the development of an operational definition of resilience and a common language is paramount because of differing uses of terminology (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004; Kitano & Lewis, 2005). A common dispute is that many researchers still consider resilience as a personal trait of the individual rather than a developmental process (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005). The majority of studies into the construct of resilience are quantitative (Todis et al, 2001). This study is a qualitative research of the positive factors of the development of resilience. The aim of the project was to explore the factors which enable adolescents to develop and maintain resilience and analyse them from a school counsellor’s point of view.
2. METHOD 

Four post school age young adults (two male and two female, from 18 to 20 years of age) who developed a high level of resilience in their adolescent years were interviewed. The interviews aimed at capturing their reflections on the factors and circumstances that contributed to the development of their resilience during adolescent years. The participants were asked to look back at their adolescent years and reflect on an adversity they experienced. 

The interviews were conducted within the framework of the Biographical-Interpretive Method (Holloway & Jefferson, 2004) where narratives are elicited based on Gestalt values. The principles involved a) open-ended questions; b) anchoring to real events; c) avoiding  ‘why’ questions which tend to elicit intellectualisation; and d) attentive listening. The interviews were semi-structured; each participant was asked the same set of questions, however, interviews were open to free association. Interviews were conducted in participants’ choice of venue and lasted approximately 35 minutes. Confidentiality was assured. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were analysed for strategies the participants drew on to overcome the adversity they talked about. Themes were highlighted by identifying patterns of talk across interviews. The next step was to discuss the significance of these results in relation to the role of the school counsellor.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Several prevailing themes emerged from the interviews with the four young adults. While these themes were common across the four interviews, different factors were more dominant for each individual. Under the adverse circumstances during their younger years some mainly relied on their peers; others – on their mother and father, or drew on an eclectic range of resources, including individual, family and community factors. Connectedness was an over-riding theme in determining resilience. The responses were analysed to describe the way the participants bounced back from the adversity they experienced, which provided a rich insight into positive factors surrounding resilience. In line with the literature, themes emerged from the interviews were grouped into the three categories: individual, family and community supportive factors. 

3.1. Individual Supportive Factors

All participants demonstrated effective problem solving skills, which corroborates literature suggesting that problem solving skills and intelligence are important, but not essential, indicators of resilience. Other features linked with cognition and its impact on resilience include increased metacognitive awareness, competence and academic success, and effective planning ability. Age and maturity is another possible indicator of resilience. Interviewees demonstrated other individual mechanisms which assisted in acquiring resilience to overcome their particular adversity, including sporting success, self confidence, self assurance and self efficacy, sense of humour, and personality factors incorporating coping style. 

3.2. Family Supportive Factors

Connectedness, a critical shielding factor suggested by the Protective Factor Model, was identified as the most crucial factor related to the presence of resilience.  The interviewees spoke of the close relationships with their parent/s. An important function of parents may be to gradually inoculate children to stress, suggested by the Challenge Model, while providing sufficient support to learn to manage well which was verified by each interviewee. Families’ role featured positive and effective communication, loving relationships, mutual respect and modelling effective coping styles through providing a sense of security and setting realistic boundaries. 

3.3. Community Supportive Factors 

Connectedness is again identified as a critical community factor in enhancing resilience. It relates to social support representing a set of beliefs that significant others in the adolescent’s life care about their welfare; believe in them, and where they can rely on others to provide emotional and instrumental support, including school counsellors. The most outstanding theme emerging from the interviews of this study was that of positive, effective peer support; again validating the theme of connectedness and further support to the Protective Factor Model. Students’ self esteem was found to be significantly related to the perception of closeness to a teacher by providing care and support.

4. CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL COUNSELLORS 

The findings offer some guidelines to the strategies the school counsellor might develop and implement to build resilience in school-age children and adolescents. Perhaps the most decisive implication is the importance of developing rapport to evoke the critical aspect of connectedness with adolescents. Caring relationships between adults and children is a primary resource in protecting adolescents (Rew & Horner, 2003) as suggested by the Protective Factor Model and demonstrated by each interviewee. 
Effective listening is also critical (Fuller, 2001). Short term solution focused work, as well as narrative and constructivist approaches (Tedschi & Kilmer, 2005) are valuable skills for the counsellor to develop in order to establish connectedness and a warm relationship, and thus be a protective factor as discussed in the Protective Factor Model. Such strategies emulate comments by participants on the importance of their relationships with their parents. They also validate children’s experiences by recognizing and acknowledging the adversity and/or social injustices experienced by the children and youth, which helps identify effective strategies for overcoming the adversity (Kitano & Lewis, 2005).  

Developmentally appropriate programs to enhance protective mechanisms and adaptive processes of resilience, and foster individual empowerment at the individual, family, peer and community levels as indicated by the interviewees could be conducted by school counsellors. Short term interventions would comprise the promotion of resources and long term interventions involve the prevention of a wide range of disorders (Sandler, 2001). Successful individual counselling would focus on positive resilience factors which can be transformed, as identified by literature and the interviewees. The powerful impact of positive statements and self talk should be accentuated. Counsellors would model and reinforce positive internalisation and self-reinforcement and encourage trait optimism by assisting in processing negative experiences and accepting the reality of the adverse experience without self blame for events out of their control.

The importance of families warrants vital emphasis in the building, enhancing and maintaining of resilience in adolescents. Including parents in some sessions may help parents and adolescents develop new skills to communicate effectively in general and with each other. Information on effective parenting will optimistically develop more supportive family interactions and assist in the maintenance of resilience.

School is the emotional base for many students integrating the role of the counsellor or teacher as a social parent, and may offer features of the Challenge Model whereby students learn to cope with a healthy amount of stress in the development of resilience. Group work to build self-esteem and friendship skills is a critical positive factor for adolescents (Fuller, 2001) in developing resilience. Affirming students’ strengths, learning skills for handling stress (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005) and promoting a sense of belongingness, control, and cognitive problems solving (Sandler, 2001) are also important to learn as a communal, resilient individual. 

To summarise, the findings of the research can be directly applied to the school counsellor role by identifying the most important factors to focus on when working with adolescents – whether resilient or not. Developing rapport to establish the critical element of connectivity is essential, incorporating effective listening. Individual counselling focusing on personal factors which can be transformed in order to develop resilience skills is important. Working with parents, including working with parents and their adolescent, may be effective in building the positive factors associated with resilience. The importance of schools is a critical medium to foster connectedness and belonging. Group work to develop essential social skills is also crucial in building, enhancing and maintaining the positive factors associated with resilience.  While resilience does not require a child or adolescent to possess every positive factor deemed to build, enhance and maintain resilience it appears that if one develops resilience during their life, they will have the skills and strategies required to overcome life’s challenges and lead a mentally healthy, psychologically prosperous life. 
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