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Resilience: Causal Pathways  
and Social Ecology

Michael Rutter 

During recent years, there has been a marked 
tendency for researchers, clinicians, and policy-
makers to shift their focus from risk to resilience 
(Mohaupt, 2008). Part of the motivation for their 
shift was a wish to emphasize the positive, rather 
than always concentrating on maladaptive out-
comes or psychopathology. The aim was to be 
the fostering of success, instead of treating fail-
ure. The emergence of positive psychology as a 
major movement represents this goal most 
clearly (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In 
the UK, Layard’s (2005) “happiness” agenda 
constitutes an extreme example of the same con-
cern. Several points need to be made. First, it fits 
firmly into the “risk” paradigm; it merely con-
centrates on the positive, rather than the nega-
tive, pole. Insofar as that is so, it mainly 
constitutes a relabeling. Instead of studying the 
risks associated with family conflict, the protec-
tive effects of family harmony can be the focus. 
Instead of investigating depression, happiness is 
studied. Of course, the shift would be real and 
not just semantic, if it could be shown that the 
influences fostering positive outcomes were not 
just the opposite of those predisposing to nega-
tive outcomes. However, few such examples 
have been found. In their absence, there is the 

real risk of trivializing the public and private 
health importance of serious mental disorder.

Many would argue that there can be little justi-
fied interest in whether this person without men-
tal disorder is, or is not, happier than some other 
person without mental disorder. In addition, the 
focus runs straight into all the empirical and 
methodological problems associated with “posi-
tive mental health” in an earlier era (Jahoda, 
1959). How do we differentiate hedonistic plea-
sure and excitement from the quiet satisfaction of 
a job well done? Should Italian President 
Berlusconi’s alleged preoccupation with young 
girls and with paid call girls be viewed as a posi-
tive attribute because it gives him pleasure? What 
about former US President Bush and British 
Prime Minister Blair’s seemingly smug, satisfied, 
guilt-free complicity in torturing prisoners and 
invading Iraq on a lie? Is a positive personal out-
come something to be deplored or welcomed in 
these circumstances?

Another, somewhat different, concept is that 
of psychological and social competence (Masten 
et al., 1999). That is different in the sense that it 
is potentially quantifiable. However, it suffers 
from three important limitations. First, it assumes 
that the causal influences will be the same in the 
nonstressed general population as in those suffer-
ing adversity. That could turn out to be true, but it 
has to be tested and not assumed. Secondly, it 
assumes that the outcomes will be explicable on 
the basis of the balance between risk and protec-
tive factors; in other words, the concept is firmly 
based in the risk tradition. Third, it assumes that 
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all individuals will respond in the same way to 
the same degree.

For all these reasons, resilience differs funda-
mentally from concepts of positive psychology 
and of competence. Its starting point is quite dif-
ferent in that it begins with the universal finding 
from all research, naturalistic and experimental, 
human and other animals, that there is huge het-
erogeneity in the response to all manner of envi-
ronmental hazards, physical and psychological 
(Rutter, 2006). It is argued that systematic inves-
tigations of the causes of this heterogeneity should 
not just throw light on the specifics of different 
responses to a specific hazard but, in addition, 
might throw light on a broader range of causal 
processes. As we shall see, this concept necessar-
ily brings with it several other differences.

Definition of Resilience

It is generally accepted that resilience is defined 
as a relative resistance to environmental risk 
experiences, the overcoming of stress or adver-
sity, or a relatively good outcome despite risk 
experiences (Rutter, 2006). In other words, it is 
an interactive concept in which the presence of 
resilience has to be inferred from individual vari-
ations in outcome in individuals who have expe-
rienced significant major stress or adversity. The 
inference of resilience requires a demonstration 
that the effects differ from those found in the 
absence of such stress/adversity. Note that this 
concept means that resilience cannot be viewed 
as a trait that is open to direct measurement.

Does This Mean That Resilience  
Can Be Reduced to the Finding  
of a Statistically Significant 
Interaction Effect?

There are three main reasons why this is not jus-
tifiable. First, a statistical interaction requires 
variations in both variables and not just one. The 
importance of this point is that some environ-
mental hazards are population-wide. Thus, in the 
parts of the world in which malaria is endemic, 

everyone is subject to a broadly similar exposure. 
Nevertheless, some are relatively resistant and 
many are not. That would not be detectable 
through a statistical interaction because there is 
so little variation in malaria exposure. Exactly 
the same applies to hay fever in the UK. More or 
less everyone receives the same exposure to pol-
lens in the spring but some individuals are resis-
tant to hay fever, whereas others are not. That is a 
biological gene-environment interaction, albeit 
not a statistical one.

Is Resilience Merely Another Word 
for Successfully Coping?

Certainly, resilience and coping are closely con-
nected concepts. In particular, unlike most risk 
research, the emphasis is on an active process and 
not static traits. Nevertheless, the two are not syn-
onymous because coping is essentially an individual 
feature, and moreover one that implies some overt 
action. As we shall see, that is an important compo-
nent of resilience but it is not all. In particular, it 
ignores the social context and social influences, 
both of which can be very influential.

Insofar as Resilience Involves 
Coping, Is It More Likely  
That There Will Be Substantial 
Continuity Over Time and Place?

Of course, a degree of continuity is expectable on 
the basis of the role of individual traits. 
Nevertheless longitudinal studies of temperament 
and personality show only moderate continuity 
(Caspi & Shiner, 2008). Also, if social context or 
life situation change, there are likely to be impacts 
on resilience. More directly, empirical studies 
(discussed below) show that the genetic affects 
on environmental susceptibility to the same haz-
ard (child abuse) differs according to whether or 
not the outcome being studied is depression or 
antisocial behavior. For obvious reasons, it is 
implausible that the resilience to infections, to 
cancer, to heart disease, and to maltreatment will 
involve identical mechanisms.
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Even with the Same Hazard  
and the Same Outcome,  
Can Resilience Be Reduced  
to a Unitary Factor?

It cannot be so reduced because resilience may 
show itself in the form of either resistance to 
stress/adversity or “steeling” effects in which 
individuals are actually strengthened by a bad 
experience. Although possible, it is not likely that 
these two different outcomes will involve exactly 
the same causal processes.

Can Resilience Be Reduced  
to the “Chemistry” of the Moment?

It cannot be considered just as something that 
applies at a single moment of time. That is 
because resilience may derive from factors oper-
ating before the environmental hazard occurs, 
from those acting during the experience, and 
from circumstances years later that affect recov-
ery. A lifetime perspective is essential and resil-
ience is best considered as a dynamic process 
rather than the occurrence of an event.

Is Resilience No More Than  
a Fancy New Name to Re-label  
the Well-Established Traditional 
Concepts of Risk and Protection?

No, because the two are fundamentally different 
in both their starting point and their assumptions. 
The concepts of risk and protection focus on 
group differences predicated on the assumption 
that, broadly speaking, all individuals will respond 
in much the same way. Accordingly, the causal 
factors will be found to reside in the balance, and 
severity, of individual risk and protective factors, 
and these will apply to the whole population.

By contrast, resilience starts with the assump-
tion (firmly based on good empirical evidence) that, 
given the same dose and pattern of stress/adversity, 
there will always be marked heterogeneity in 

response. Analyses, therefore, focus on the range of 
possible influences giving rise to that heterogeneity. 
The expectation is that the answers will be informa-
tive on the causes of these individual differences 
and the hope is that these findings will be more 
broadly applicable to the causal process more 
generally.

Does This Mean, Therefore, That We 
Should Abandon Research into Risk 
and Protective Factors, and Instead 
Focus Just on Resilience?

Certainly not! The reason is that the whole 
approach to the study of resilience has to start 
with a careful, rigorous quantified measurement 
of risk and protection. That is because an essen-
tial methodological requirement is that the reality 
of major risk has been firmly established and 
quantified in order to ensure that the heterogene-
ity of response is examined in relation to a stan-
dard baseline. It needs to be added, in addition, 
that a substantial proportion of individual differ-
ences does reflect the balance between risk and 
protective factors. The concept of resilience does 
not deny that but, rather, adds an additional cru-
cially important element. A further requirement is 
that research should have established that the risk 
is truly environmentally mediated. The concept 
of resilience is equally applicable to genetic risks 
but, in this review, the focus will be strictly on 
environmental hazards.

Does the Concept of Resilience Have 
to Apply to Individuals; Can There Be 
Resilient Communities?

Although there could be resilient communities 
(and an example will be discussed) it is difficult 
to know what community outcome could be used 
as an index. It is certainly appropriate to concep-
tualize influences at a community level, but resil-
ience as an outcome is still better viewed in terms 
of individual outcomes, and that is the approach 
used here.



36 M. Rutter

Steeling Effects

With these background concepts in mind, atten-
tion needs to be focused on the occurrences of 
“steeling” effects – meaning circumstances in 
which individuals are actually strengthened by 
the experience of challenge, stress, or adversity. 
Conceptually, it needs to be recognized that cop-
ing with challenge is a normal feature of develop-
ment. Biologically speaking, it would make no 
sense to seek to rear children with the aim of a 
total avoidance of environmental hazards. The 
medical example of resistance to infections con-
stitutes the best example. Good physical health is 
not fostered by avoiding all contact with infec-
tious agents. Rather it is fostered by encountering 
such agents and dealing with them successfully 
(the acquisition of natural immunity), or by 
immunization in which a controlled dose of a 
modified version of the pathogen is administered 
(thereby providing induced immunity).

The key question is whether something com-
parable applies to psychological stresses. Perhaps, 
although not as extensively studied as would be 
desirable, the most direct parallel is provided by 
the physiological adaptations found in experi-
enced parachute jumpers (Ursin, Badde, & 
Levins, 1978). Novices, not surprisingly, show 
high arousal immediately prior to jumping. By 
contrast, experienced jumpers show a different, 
adaptive, physiological response well before 
jumping. There is no obvious social contextual 
influence but, of course, there is a protective 
camaraderie in being part of a cohesive group of 
successful “experts.”

The second contextual effect is seen more 
clearly in the high morale shown by soldiers 
working in conditions of extreme danger in the 
Vietnam War but undertaking a crucially impor-
tant task and taking pride in doing so well 
(Bourne, Coli, & Datel, 1968; Bourne, Rose, & 
Mason, 1967). In this instance, although not 
experimentally tested, it seems reasonable to 
conclude that their resistance to the stresses of 
severe danger derived from the particular fea-
tures of their social group.

A rather different example stems from Elders’ 
longitudinal analyses of the California cohorts 
going through the economic depression of the 
1920s and 1930s (Elder, 1974). In brief, the rele-
vant finding was that whereas younger children 
tended to fare poorly, adolescents were some-
times strengthened by the experience. The pro-
posed explanation was that those of greater 
maturity and experience were better able to take 
on new social responsibilities, and finding that 
they could do this successfully made them more 
resilient.

The early finding that children who experi-
enced happy separation from their parents (such 
as by staying with grandparents or having “slee-
povers” with friends) tended to cope better with 
the stresses of hospital admission (Stacey, 
Dearden, Pill, & Robinson, 1970). Of course, 
admission to hospital involved multiple stressful 
events other than separation. Nevertheless, the 
acquired social confidence and self-efficacy 
deriving from successful social experiences 
seemed to foster resilience.

Yet another example is provided by the evi-
dence that, for girls raised in group care institu-
tional conditions, success at school (usually not 
academic, but including success in positions of 
responsibility or in sport or in music) left them 
with a feeling of control over their lives that was 
sorely lacking in most of the institution-reared 
group (Quinton & Rutter, 1988).

Two points need to be emphasized. First, the 
findings are necessarily somewhat speculative in 
their implications. Second, it would be quite 
wrong to suppose that all steeling effects neces-
sarily involve social contextual influences. The 
best example of one that does not is to be found 
in Levine et al.’s rodent studies (Levine, 1956; 
Levine, Chevalier, & Korchin, 1956). Physical 
stress was experimentally induced by putting the 
animals in a centrifuge that spun them around. 
Counter to expectations, this unpleasant experi-
ence had both structural and functional effects on 
the neuroendocrine system that were associated 
with an enhanced resistance to later stresses.

Only the most tentative inferences are possible 
on the qualities associated with “steeling” effects. 



373 Resilience: Causal Pathways and Social Ecology 

But such evidence as there is suggests that physio 
logical adaptation and psychological habituation 
are both involved and that successful coping with 
the challenge or environmental hazard is more 
likely when there is a sense of self-efficacy, the 
acquisition of effective coping strategies and a 
cognitive redefinition of the negative experience.

Communities Fostering Resilience

Three community examples serve to make the 
same point. First, the Chicago study undertaken 
by Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls (1997) 
showed that crime was highest in geographical 
areas showing social disorganization and a lack 
of collective efficacy. In other words, area differ-
ences in crime were not mainly a result of nox-
ious influences pushing individuals into crime 
but rather reflected a lack of a positive social 
ethos in the community that, when it was present, 
protected individuals in a high risk area from 
engaging in crime. The more recent study by 
Odgers et al. (2009), although using rather differ-
ent measures and a quite different type of sample, 
similarly identified collective efficacy as the 
quality seeming to foster resilience.

The third example was different yet again, but 
despite this, pointed to similar mechanisms. 
Bruhn and Wolf (1979, 1993) noted that in a small 
town, Roseto, in Pennsylvania the death rate from 
heart disease was roughly half that in the United 
States as a whole and about a third of that in two 
apparently similar towns also largely made up of 
hardworking European immigrants. The differ-
ences did not appear to stem from variation in 
diet, exercise, or family history. What they found 
was that the Rosetons had created a powerful pro-
tective social structure, which was egalitarian in 
helping the unsuccessful and discouraging the 
wealthy from flaunting their success. In a town of 
just under 2,000 people there were 22 separate 
civic organizations, many multigenerational 
homes in which the grandparents were respected, 
a cohesive Catholic church group and a tendency 
for people to visit one another, stopping to chat in 
Italian on the street or cooking for one another in 

their backyards. This constituted a powerful, but 
highly unusual, example of collective efficacy 
that seemed to foster both physical and mental 
health (Gladwell, 2009).

Opportunity, Practice, and 
Multiplier Effects

Gladwell (2009) has brought together an impor-
tant set of concepts and findings on outstanding 
economic success. Although that is far from syn-
onymous with psychosocial resilience, it never-
theless provides three key messages that do apply 
to resilience. First, there is the role of some unex-
pected opportunity. Gladwell drew attention to the 
observation that a surprisingly high proportion of 
ice hockey stars were born in the first 3 months of 
the year. The cut-off for selection to a junior squad 
who received special coaching was January first. 
This means that those who were oldest, and there-
fore physically most mature, had a big advantage 
within the 1 year cohort over those who could be 
up to 12 months younger – a huge age gap in pre-
adolescence. A comparative effect is also evident 
in scholastic success (Bedard & Dhuey, 2006).

The striking aspect of this age advantage phe-
nomena is its remarkable persistence (see Misch 
& Grondin, 2001). This is because the initial 
opportunity led on to a markedly superior expe-
rience – the crucially important multiplier effect. 
In addition, this led to a much greater duration 
of practice. This led to the so called “10,000 
rule” – the notion that an outstanding expert per-
formance is only possible with an extraordinary 
duration of deliberate practice (see Ericsson, 
Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993). This was most 
closely examined in the fields of sport and music 
but perhaps the same may apply in the field of 
social functioning.

Family Fostering of Talent

Many people have a strong belief in the impor-
tance of native ability, as indexed by IQ, in pre-
dicting world success. The most famous example 
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of a study designed to examine this notion was 
Terman’s longitudinal study if 730 young boys 
with a measured IQ of at least 140 (ranging up to 
200) (Minton, 1988; Seagoe, 1975; Shurkin, 
1992). In adult life, about a fifth of these Termites 
(as they came to be known) were outstandingly 
successful by any criterion, but a fifth were strik-
ingly unsuccessful. A third of the latter group 
dropped out of college and most were struggling 
in their work. Strikingly, the successes and fail-
ures did not differ in IQ. The differentiation lay in 
the fact that the former overwhelmingly came 
from upper middle class families whereas the lat-
ter did not (indeed about a third had a parent who 
dropped out of high school before the eighth 
grade). Did the difference reflect genetic or cul-
tural advantages/disadvantages? We do not know, 
but a very small scale qualitative study of third 
graders provides possible clues. Lareau (2003) 
made a differentiation between families that pro-
vided what she called “concerted cultivation” and 
“accomplishment of natural growth.” The former 
involved active parental scheduling of the chil-
dren’s activities, an expectation that children talk 
back to adults in order to negotiate and question, 
and a fostering of a sense of entitlement. The lat-
ter were equally caring but differed in having a 
style that let children grow and develop on their 
own. Children were expected to be compliant and 
obedient and there was no fostering of active 
entitlement. The design allowed no testing of 
causation but the suggestion was that success 
involved not only the ample provision of active 
learning opportunities but also a style of encour-
aging curiosity and an expectation of being 
respected and listened to.

Value of Meaningful Work

There are striking national differences in mathe-
matics and science achievements as shown by the 
TIMSS comparative study (see Gladwell, 2009). 
These differences parallel similar contrasts on 
the willingness to work hard over long hours. But 
for work to be satisfying, meaningful, and worth-
while, it seems also necessary for there to be 
autonomy, complexity, and a clear connection 
between effort and reward. Although, once again, 

whether these associations reflect causal influ-
ences, the experience of successful immigrants 
does to appear to show these features.

Schooling

The studies of effective schooling (Rutter, 
Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston, & Smith, 1979) 
add further dimensions. It is clear that the sheer 
number of hours spent at school overall (roughly 
estimated as 15,000 h) makes it evident that there 
is ample opportunity for schooling to make an 
important impact on young people’s progress. 
Comparison of effective and less effective schools 
(as judged by pupil success) showed the value of 
an appropriate academic emphasis and of high 
expectations, but the findings also pointed to the 
crucial role of social experiences. Children fared 
better when treated well, given responsibility and 
multiple opportunities for success in varied fields, 
and the teachers provided models of conscien-
tious behavior and an interest in and positive 
response to pupils’ work and other activities. 
Academic success tended to be associated with 
good attendance and good behavior, and the qual-
ities already noted in relation to post-school 
employment (autonomy, complexity, and 
rewards) apply equally in the school environ-
ment. The findings show that the school ethos 
will affect social functioning simply because it 
constitutes a social group as well as a pedagogic 
institution. It is not a matter of schools choosing 
to target social functioning; rather the issue is 
whether the social group (both in terms of teach-
ers and pupils, and the mix of the peer group) will 
have a beneficial or damaging effect. However, 
it is also relevant that upper SES children tend 
to progress during the long summer vacation, 
whereas lower SES children do not (Alexander, 
Entwisle & Olson, 2001). This suggests an impor-
tant compensatory role of schooling.

Turning Points in Adult Life

Resilience is often seen as something that devel-
ops in childhood but two examples illustrate the 
importance of turning point effects in adult life. 
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Both also show the value of combining quantita-
tive and qualitative research strategies. Hauser, 
Allen, and Golden (2006) followed into adult life 
67 young people who were patients in an inpa-
tient psychiatric unit when adolescent. The quali-
tative study compared nine who showed 
outstanding resilience and seven with “ordinary” 
outcomes. The researchers argued that those who 
showed the expected poor outcomes were likely 
to be less informative. Three key elements 
appeared to characterize resilience: (1) personal 
agency and a concern to overcome adversity; (2) 
a self-reflective style; and (3) a commitment to 
relationships.

The second example is provided by Laub and 
Sampson’s (2003) following up to age 70 years of 
the Glueck’s sample of 500 incarcerated adoles-
cent delinquents and 500 matched nondelin-
quents. Quantitative data showed positive turning 
point effects leading to resilience associated with 
military service, marriage, and employment. The 
interview responses pointed to human agency 
exercising focused choice. Given all the horrors 
of war, one may well ask why, in a disadvantaged 
delinquent group, this proved protective? The 
two main explanations seemed to lie in the U.S. 
G.I Bill that provided college education for those 
serving in the army. This opened up crucial oppor-
tunities for a group who had often opted out of 
schooling. This went along with a postponement 
of marriage – a postponement that meant the wid-
ening of marital choice beyond the individuals’ 
own delinquent peer group. Marriage proved 
even more protective (see Sampson, Laub, & 
Wimer, 2006). It might be supposed that this just 
derived from a loving relationship but the inter-
views showed that the protective elements also 
lay in social support and commitment, the infor-
mal social control provided by wives, the change 
in routines, lifestyle activities and peer group, a 
residential change, and the birth of children with 
their consequent effects on responsibilities and 
the need for regular paid employment.

Putting these multiple social context studies 
together, the pathways to resilience seemed to lie 
in the combination of a new opportunity that 
served to knife off a disadvantaged past, a sense of 
active agency to make the most of the opportunity, 
and a multiplier effect that served to strengthen 

and reinforce the change for the better. The 
personal protective qualities that seemed impor-
tant included good scholastic achievement, a 
secure selective attachment, multiple harmonious 
relationships, a sense of self-efficacy, a range of 
social problem solving skills, a positive social 
interactional style, and a flexible, adaptive 
approach to new situations. Positive school influ-
ences fostered these qualities by, amongst other 
things, giving ample opportunities for both suc-
cess and responsibility, as well as appropriate 
models of behavior. Community influences added 
the dimension of collective efficacy and commu-
nity cohesiveness.

Gene-Environment  
Interactions (GxE)

In this chapter so far, attention has been mainly 
paid to social psychological features that appear 
to have an environmentally mediated effect serv-
ing to foster resilience. This must be balanced by 
the strong evidence that genetic influences have a 
strong role in moderating the effects of risk envi-
ronments (probably through an impact on envi-
ronmental susceptibility and not just on responses 
to adverse circumstances). For example, pioneer-
ing epidemiological/longitudinal studies by 
Caspi, Moffitt, and their colleagues using the 
Dunedin cohort have shown that a polymorphism 
of the serotonin transporter promoter gene mod-
erated the effect of child maltreatment on the 
liability to depression (Caspi et al., 2003) and 
that a polymorphism of the MAOA gene does the 
same in relation to the liability to antisocial 
behavior (Caspi et al., 2002). Risch et al. (2009) 
have expressed doubts about these statistical 
interactions but their review was flawed (Uher & 
McGuffin, 2010) and there are many epidemio-
logical replications, as well as biological support 
from both animal models and human experimen-
tal studies (Rutter, Thapar, & Pickles, 2009). The 
precise mechanisms are not known but the impli-
cation is that the environmental effects may be 
operating on the same biological pathway as the 
genetic effects. Uher (2008) has suggested that 
the findings may have useful therapeutic implica-
tions, but these have yet to be put to the test. 
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Finally, we should recognize that the very important 
findings on GxE do not mean that the genetic 
effects irrevocably determine outcome. The 
effects are probabilistic and this potential lies in 
the possibility of understanding both the genetic 
and environmental causal pathways, and not in 
any supposed fixed effect.

Some Caveats and Concerns

The focus in this chapter has been strictly on the 
phenomenon of resilience: namely, that, even 
with the most extreme adversities, some individu-
als nevertheless function well and a few appear 
strengthened by their negative experiences. As 
discussed, there is good evidence that the phe-
nomenon is real and, clearly, it provides an impor-
tant element of hope. On the other hand, it is 
crucial that we do not assume that abuse, neglect, 
and torture are a “given” that must be accepted. 
To the contrary, it is essential that all appropriate 
steps be taken to reduce their occurrence. That is 
at least as important as resilience but, because the 
policy and practice implications are different, it is 
outside the scope of this chapter. In addition, it 
would be misleading to assume that all individu-
als could become resilient. That is implausible. 
Moreover, although there is a wealth of promis-
ing intervention initiatives to foster resilience, 
very few have been subject to rigorous tests of 
their efficacy. We have yet to determine what 
works best for which individuals, what mecha-
nisms mediate efficacy, and why some individu-
als fail to show a beneficial response. These issues 
remain a research challenge.

Some people working in the resilience field 
have urged that we “depathologize” post-trau-
matic stress disorders and other responses to 
severe stress and adversity. Presumably, this 
argument is based on recognition that it is “nor-
mal” to show such responses. In my view, that is 
a mistaken way of conceptualizing the issues. It 
involves a return to an outmoded mind-body 
dualism. There is good evidence that stress and 
adversity have measurable effects on brain and 
neuroendocrine structure and function (see 
Arnsten, 2009) and that some of these effects 
are maladaptive (and therefore “pathological”). 

We do not depathologize cancer and heart disease 
because environmental factors play a major role 
in etiology. Why, therefore, should we seek to do 
so with mental disorders? Perhaps, however, the 
plea is based on recognition that not all stress 
 disorders require treatment. Quite so, but the 
same applies to grief and bereavement. Not all 
bereaved people need treatment but some do; 
hence the development of bereavement counsel-
ing. Professional responses should be shaped by 
need and not by invalid notions of pathology.

One other issue concerns the uncertainty 
regarding the mechanisms involved in the helpful 
effects of social support. Humans are social ani-
mals and, as such, social relationships are very 
important – as noted in some of the studies dis-
cussed in this chapter. Nevertheless, we should 
avoid the assumption that the security provided 
by a good loving relationship is all that matters. 
Self-efficacy is more important than high self-
esteem (Bandura, 1997) – and also relationships 
may be important because they play a role in the 
development of goals, ambitions, and a sense of 
personal agency.

Biological Limitations on Resilience

There are optimistic messages in the resilience 
findings but it is important to appreciate that, not 
only do we have a limited understanding of how 
to foster resilience, but also there are limitations 
on resilience brought about by the enduring bio-
logical effects of some very seriously adverse 
environments (Rutter & Sonuga-Barke, 2010) 
and possibly some more ordinary environmental 
variations operating through epigenetic mecha-
nisms (Meaney, 2010). Just because environments 
have biological effects does not mean that the 
effects are necessarily irreversible but there needs 
to be caution about the extent of resilience.

Conclusion

Resilience is a process and not a trait; moreover, it 
operates throughout the lifespan – before, during, 
and after adverse experiences. It involves a range 
of individual qualities that include active agency, 
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flexible responses to varying circumstances, an 
ability to take advantage of opportunities, a self-
reflective style making it easier to learn from 
experiences, and a commitment to relationships. 
Family influences, both environmentally and 
genetically mediated, are important, but so are 
effects of the school and peer group, and commu-
nity cohesion and efficacy.
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