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Risk and Resilience in Young Children 

parents and caretakers 
know it isn't always 
possible to protect their 
children from life's stresses. 

Yet new research shows children 
may be able to draw on resources to 
help themselves. 

Wendy Gamble, an assistant 
professor in the Division of Family 
Studies of the UA School of Family 
and Consumer Resources, has 
studied the relationship between 
risk and resilience in young chil- 
dren. Her results indicate that 
children who possess or who are 
taught a few protective skills right 
from the start may adapt and rise 
above many of the crises they 
encounter in their lives. 

She assessed the characteristics in 
the lives of young children that 
helped them adjust and cope with 
crisis. Protective factors included 
social network support (friend- 
ships), personal resources (family, 
educators), and qualities of parent - 
child relationships, as possible 
buffers against the effects of chronic 
stress. 

Poverty, divorce, teenaged 
parents, drug use in the family, 
homelessness and living in a family 
where a member has a chronic 
illness can all cause stress in a child. 
Gamble discovered that some 
children handled problems better 
than others. 

"Some young children actually 
possess resources they can bring to 
bear in coping and adapting to 
crises. They are not just victims," 
Gamble said. "We wanted to find 
out what it was about these children 
that allowed them to overcome the 
risks or stresses they faced." 

Gamble served as program 
evaluator from 1989 through 1993 
on a project designed to improve 
self- esteem and to assist with coping 
skills in young children. The chil- 

"Some young children actually possess resources they can bring to 

bear in coping and adapting to crises. They are not just victims." 

dren in the study were selected from 
families participating in intervention 
programs offered by CODAC 
Behavioral Health Services and La 
Frontera Center. Both are drug and 
crisis intervention organizations in 
Tucson. 

As Gamble suspected, support 
from the family emerged as an 
important protective factor. In 
particular, perceptions of maternal 
acceptance, and children's and 
mothers' reports of warm and 
affectionate parenting were signifi- 
cant. Support from same -age peers, 
coupled with satisfaction with that 
support also made a difference. 

These close ties with family and 
peers enabled children at risk to 
maintain good grades. Conversely, 
children at risk who reported little 
support from family or friends, or 
who were less satisfied with that 
support, were significantly more 

likely to experience problems in 
school. 

The way a child adapted to stress 
was also related to his or her self - 
concept, perceptions of control, and 
coping skills. 

"Resilient children tended to 
describe themselves more positive- 
ly," Gamble said. "Given chronic 
and degenerating conditions of risk, 
one's self- concept is probably 
regularly bombarded with negative 
input. Yet youngsters who main- 
tained a positive self -image under 
stressful conditions functioned more 
adaptively and performed better in 
school." 

A feeling of having some control 
over the situation also positively 
influenced schoolwork and at the 
same time reduced the potentially 
negative effects of stress on psycho- 
logical functioning. Control either 
allows a child to prepare for a 
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situation in advance, or makes a 
situation more tolerable from the 
outset. 

Thus Gamble learned children 
may be capable of contributing to 
their own resilience. 

"Personal resources are signifi- 
cant because many can be taught or 
enhanced," Gamble said. "The fact 
that these resources may actually 
serve a protective function is good 
news for early intervention pro- 
grams designed to build self- esteem 
or promote support -seeking in 
young children identified as 'at 
risk'," Gamble said. 

The only catch is timing. 
"The protective functions of 

resources cannot be assumed if, for 
example, a child has not had 
sufficient time to develop a stable 
self- concept, or is only beginning to 
mobilize social support outside of 
the family as he or she enters 
school," Gamble said. 

"In regard to coping, I recom- 
mend that parents and caregivers 
try to enlarge the children's reper- 
toire so they have many different 
strategies available to them to draw 
upon in the face of stress," Gamble 

said. "Instead of saying, 'Don't play 
with the mean kid,' say 'Let's get at 
why you're fighting and then figure 
out all the different things you can 
do about it'." 

"You don't want to protect 
children from experiencing conflict 
or teach them to avoid it. Conflict 

"Resilient children tended to 
describe themselves more 
positively." 

and stress are significant develop- 
mental events. You can let problems 
depress you or you can approach 
them from different angles. These 
are learning experiences," she said. 

"Give suggestions, a range of 
options, work through the problem 
with the child," Gamble says. 
However, she points out, children 
would not be motivated to draw 
upon various strategies without self 
efficacy (a feeling of being able to 
have an effect on the environment) 
or supportive relationships. 

"Children need to know they can 
do things that make a difference in 
their lives, even if a problem seems 
initially insurmountable," Gamble 
said. "Parents and teachers should 
convey information that suggests 
this to the child. They can do 
something and what they do will 
have an impact." 

Contact Dr. Wendy Gamble at 
206B Family and Consumer 
Resources Bldg., University of 
Arizona, Tucson, AZ 85721, or 
call (602) 621 -7127. 
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