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Abstract

Background: Although the concept of family resilience has had increased popularity in recent stu-
dies, conceptual and methodological issues need to be addressed. Aim: The purpose of this paper
is to analyze the current status of the concept of family resilience in research and to suggest future
needed directions for research. Methods: The structure of the analysis derives from Rodgers’ evo-
lutionary concept analysis. Data for the analysis were retrieved using six electronic databases
through phrasal search with “family resilience” as search terms. 38 were included in the current
review. Results: Six dimensions of family resilience were identified: 1) collective confidence; 2)
interconnectedness; 3) positive life view; 4) resourcefulness; 5) open communication patterns;
and 6) collaborative problem-solving. Three possible antecedents of family resilience were identi-
fied: 1) perceived sense of disequilibrium; 2) spirituality/shared belief systems or religious be-
liefs; and 3) families’ strong will to overcome adversities. Consequences of being resilient include:
1) acceptance of the situation; 2) change in life perspectives; 3) enhanced relationship qualities; 4)
reinforcement of resilient properties; and 5) improved health-related outcomes. Conclusion: Al-
though the concept of resilience has been adopted as a useful strength-based perspective to un-
derstand family adaptation in the presence of adversity, it still needs further conceptual and me-
thodological refinements. Multiple dimensions, cultural differences and variations of the concept
within longitudinal designs should be examined with data gathered from multiple family members
in order to improve family resilience research and its application to nursing practice. Implications
for future research and intervention are suggested.
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1. Introduction

Since the 1970s, the focus of health-related research has been redirected from disease, deficit, or vulnerability to
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individual strengths, assuming that clients possess resources which will allow them to resolve their difficulties
[1] [2]. The concept of resilience has received growing attention within this strength-based construct tradition.

The concept of resilience has its historical roots in two disciplines, physiology and psychology [3]. It was in-
troduced and flourished primarily in developmental psychopathology research that showed children competently
functioned in high-risk families [4]. In the 1990s, the concept of resilience gained acceptance among family
science researchers who studied family stress and coping. This acceptance initiated a movement that viewed re-
silience as a family-level construct [1] [4].

Perspectives on the concept of resilience have been evolving since it was introduced as a family-level con-
struct. In traditional views, family resilience is the sum of individual family member’s resilience [5]. A more
contemporary perspective on family resilience emphasizes the relational properties of families as a unit or the
relational processes that facilitate family survival, and even growth, under adverse conditions [6].

One of the major changes on the concept of family resilience is the difference in views on family resilience as
a trait versus a process. Researchers studying family resilience can be organized into two camps: those who in-
vestigate the concept as a property of families and those who view resilience as a process of adaptation.
McCubbin and McCubbin [7], seminal authors of a theory of family resiliency, defined it as “characteristics,
dimensions, and properties of families which help families to be resistant to disruption in the face of change and
adaptive in the face of crisis situations” (p. 247). Patterson [8] defined family resilience as a family’s ability to
mobilize strength actively when their lives are threatened by stressful events or crises. These definitions suggest
that family resilience triggers specific processes that enable the family to regain or surpass the level of family
functioning prior to stressor or crisis.

More recent studies on family resilience tend to emphasize the concept’s interactive and contextual nature [9].
Resilient families respond positively to stress in unique ways, depending on the context, the length of the adver-
sity, the family’s developmental level or life stage, and the interactive combination of risk and protective factors
[5]. A family may be resilient with certain stressors but may not be resilient with other levels or types of stres-
sors.

Despite the recent popularity of the concept of family resilience, critical issues for family resilience research
have been raised by family scientists. These issues range from conceptualization to methodological concerns [2]
[9]. An examination of the concept of family resilience is needed to help add clarity and to provide information
from which to design effective interventions for families facing adversity. The purpose of this paper is to: 1)
analyze the concept of family resilience, distinguishing the antecedents, consequences, and definitional dimen-
sions of the concept; 2) synthesize a conceptual definition of family resilience based on an analysis of the litera-
ture; 3) identify conceptual and methodological limitations in existing studies; and 4) recommend directions for
future research.

2. Methods
2.1. Sampling and Setting

Primary research on family resilience for the current paper was retrieved using multiple databases, including
PubMed, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), PsycINFO, Family Studies Da-
tabase, Sociological Abstracts, and Social Sciences Citation Index. The selection criteria for retrieved studies
were that they be 1) primary research with focus on both family and resilience, not individual resilience, 2) Eng-
lish-written only, and 3) published from January, 1995 to July, 2012. Since literature search using family and re-
silience as separate search terms retrieved too many studies focusing on individual resilience, phrasal search
with “family resilience” was conducted to locate research eligible for the current analysis.

An initial pool of 228 articles was identified from the searched databases. Of the 228 identified publications,
111 articles were excluded including: book review (43); unpublished thesis or dissertations (22); review articles
(33); commentary, editorial, and proceedings (13). Three studies the full text of which was not available were
excluded. Next, 28 clinical reports (not primary research) were also excluded. Among the remaining 86 studies
with full text access, 48 studies were further excluded because they did not focus on family resilience (e.g., the
concept was used only to discuss results, 36) or dealt with individual or community resilience (12). Finally, 38
articles were retrieved for the current review: 17 quantitative research, 17 qualitative research, and four mixed

method study (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Process of selecting articles for analysis.

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

Each selected article was analyzed based on dimensions suggested by Rodgers [10]: concept attributes, antece-
dents, consequences, socio-cultural context, and surrogate terms/related concepts. Information related to those
five dimensions was documented during the phase of reading and re-reading selected studies. Data for each di-
mension were segregated and thematically analyzed. Themes that were not frequently shown but provided new
information on the concept were also recorded along with the common themes identified in each dimension.
Each analytic dimension was next examined separately to identify major themes presented in the literature. Out
of the five analytic dimensions, three major dimensions of the analysis—attributes, antecedents, and conse-
quences—are presented in this paper (Figure 2). Examples of the analysis (two for quantitative, two for qualita-
tive, and two for mixed-method research) are presented in Table 1.

3. Results
3.1. Attributes of Family Resilience

According to the Oxford English Dictionary [11], resilience is defined as: the act of rebounding or springing
back; to rebound, recoil from something; and elasticity: the power of resuming the original shape or position af-
ter compression or bending. Applying the definition of resilience to a family system, the concept of family resi-
lience can refer to the families’ recovery or power of recovery from life events or stressors that cause significant
disruption or deformation on a family system.

An analysis of the studies on family resilience revealed six attributes of family resilience: 1) collective confi-
dence; 2) interconnectedness; 3) positive life view; 4) resourcefulness, including perceived availability of sup-
port and capability to identify and utilize support; 5) open communication patterns; and 6) collaborative prob-
lem-solving. These six attributes are interrelated and embedded in families’ patterns of functioning. Each of
these six attributes is next examined.

1) Collective confidence

Resilient families hold strong beliefs that they are able to manage hardships they are facing and perceive va-
rying degrees of control over their responses to adversities. These beliefs are shared among family members ra-
ther than those held by a particular individual family member. The sense of control in this context emphasizes
the family’s belief in their ability to control their response instead of controlling the situation. For example, resi-
lient families tend to distinguish what they can change (making a choice about positive options) from those they
cannot (the event itself) and focus instead on what they can do. Resilient families would therefore choose a pro-
ductive or healthier response both psychologically and practically—e.g., choose not to worry and get things
done, rather than being overwhelmed by adversities—when they face a critical moment of choice. These beliefs
in ability were sometimes labeled as “collective efficacy”, or “family mastery”, or “getting on together”.
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Attributes

* Collective confidence

Antecedents Consequences

* Interconnectedness
‘ *Positive life view

*A t: of the situati

g

* Changed life perspectives

* A perceived sense of disequilibrium ‘ *Resourcefulness

* Spirituality

* Open communication patterns

+ Collaborative problem-solving * Enhanced relationship qualities

* Family’s strong will to overcome * Reinforced resilient properties

*Improved health-related outcomes

Figure 2. Three domains of concept of family resilience.

2) Interconnectedness

A resilient family shares a collective sense of connectedness, family ties, or solidarity, and a belief that they
can depend on each other. It is this fundamental interconnectedness that enables the family to work as a team.
Members of a resilient family share an orientation that they belong to the family-as-unit, work together, adjust
individual roles and responsibilities, and are able to make a collective effort to achieve family goals. In studies
of family resilience, family solidarity, cohesiveness, or cohesion are frequently used terms that refer to such
properties.

3) Positive life view

Resilient families are characterized by positive and optimistic perspectives on life [1] [12]. A family’s posi-
tive perspective on life affects its appraisal about adversity [13]. This perspective is closely related to the fami-
ly’s process of making meaning [4] and one of the family belief systems proposed by Walsh [12]. The positive
life view is two-fold: specifically, the family who is resilient perceives a stressful event as challenging and ma-
nageable and concurrently, the family has a positive framework from which it views the world in general.

4) Resourcefulness

Resourcefulness involves families’ perception and capability to identify and utilize social support and re-
sources as needed. Resilient families do not need to possess all necessary resources or access to resources. Even
in the absence of objective resources and support, resilient families creatively utilize whatever resources exist.
The family knows there are resources available to them, and they are able to mobilize the resources and support
as needed, from outside as well as within the family. In relation to social support, it is important to be in a sup-
portive network, and the family’s perception of the relationship quality within this network also matters. Even
when resilient families lose their supportive network during a difficult situation, they are able to build or find a
new network from which they can draw support. Support within the family was labeled as “commitment”.

5) Open communication patterns

Resilient families’ communication patterns were described as “open”. In these studies, the open communica-
tion pattern has two meanings: free atmosphere of expressing or sharing individual members’ emotions, and the
members’ attitude of being forthright and productive in discussing problems.

Besides the “open” nature of resilient families’ communication style, another pattern worked specifically for
resilient couples. Couples who had experienced one spouse’s hearing losses specified a communication pattern
that balanced negative expressions with positive comments at the same time. This tended to smooth tensions
when discussing sensitive issues.

6) Collaborative problem-solving

Problem solving processes in resilient families involve a set of behaviors which require collaboration between
family members. These behaviors involve reallocating roles and responsibilities, rescheduling or rearranging
living arrangements, and relinquishing personal desires. Through such combined efforts, new patterns of func-
tioning or new rituals are developed and integrated into their lives for the purpose of meeting the families’ new
needs as well as maintaining other family routines and rituals.
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Table 1. Examples of analaysis (author-alphabetical order).

Analytic components
Atrticles

Stu.dy Participants Social-cultural ~ Theoretical Attributes Antecedents Ant«_agedents Consequences
design context framework (stressors) (facilitators)
- - - - Interconnectedness
Four main racial Resiliency
54 families  groups in South  model of ) Resourcefglness - . .
Ahlert Mixed across four  Africa including  stress - Collaborative - Families with - Adaptation
etal. - uding S problem-solving  deaf or hard of - Spirituality and coping
method racial Black, White, adjustment, . . .
(2012) - Open hearing children with stresses
groups Colored, and and A
Indian adaptation communication
patterns
- Xhosa-speaking - Experiencing ) .
Greeff 26 adoles- - Deeply either the death Adaptation
o . Not . ... .. and bounce
etal. Qualitative cents imbedded . - Resourcefulness of achildora - Spirituality
VAN specified - - : back from a
(2008) - 51 parents  spirituality in serious financial L -
- crisis period
Africans setback
- Collective N - Family
Greeff . 89 bereaved Flemish- - confidence Experiencing adaptation
Mixed parents . Resiliency the death of A
etal. speaking - Interconnectedness _, - - Spirituality after the loss
method - 67 bereaved - model PR children before .
(2011) siblinas - Belgium - Positive life view 310 6 vears (family sense
9 - Resourcefulness y of coherence)
Family stress
and coping
theory
Family
. : adjustment ..o o - Single mother  Dacili
Levine Qualitative 15 single Not specified and Positive life view of children Not_ ) R_es[llence
(2009) mothers . - Resourcefulness . specified building
adaptation with disability
response.
Family
resilience
framework
* Collective ;’el_s?l\il\érzi?\lf\l/);s
McDermott _ .568 children A history Not confidence . E)_(perlencmg . Not associated
etal.  Descriptive of a very e - Open a disaster e - -
- 441 parents specified - specified with child’s
(2010) severe cyclone communication (cyclone) h
emotional
patterns
problems
Three different  Resiliency - Positive life view
] - Resourcefulness
Shin -178 types_of primary mod_el of - Open
... adolescents caregiver in family stress, - . - Adolescents’
etal. Descriptive . . - . communication - Parental divorce )
with parental divorced families adjustment adjustment
(2010) patterns

divorce (fathers, mothers, and

and grandparents) adaptation - Collaborative

problem-solving

3.2. Antecedents of Family Resilience

Three conditions appear to function as antecedents or sources of family resilience in the research literature: 1) a
perceived sense of disequilibrium; 2) spirituality, religious beliefs or shared belief systems; and 3) the family’s
strong will to overcome adversities. A perceived sense of disequilibrium can also be viewed as a potential pre-
cursor of family resilience. Although not directly measured in research, there is evidence in three published stu-
dies that there were periods of time in which participating families realized that significant changes were needed
in how their family functioned.

There is suggestive evidence that spirituality is a fundamental source of family resilience. Although only two
studies directly explored spirituality as a source of family resilience, nine studies viewed a family’s shared belief
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system or spirituality as an essential aspect of family resilience. Results from these studies documented that a
family’s shared beliefs or religious beliefs provided purpose or direction to the individual member’s lives, which
assisted in finding reason or meaning in and acceptance of adversities.

In the research by Betin and Allen [14], Arab American couples’ strong will to survive in their new environ-
ments enabled them to endure throughout hard times after September 11 terror. Life-threatening circumstances
in their original countries gave the couples the force of will to relocate and survive in a new environment. Such
force of will was different from the other two sources of family resilience in that it was not providing positive
meaning to the adversity or making them realize need of change; instead, it allowed the families to isolate
themselves from their past and focus on their present lives in the US.

3.3. Consequences of Family Resilience

There are five known consequences of family resilience in published studies: 1) acceptance of the situation; 2)
changed life perspectives; 3) enhanced relationship qualities; 4) reinforced resilient properties; and 5) improved
health-related outcomes.

1) Acceptance of the situation

Acceptance was evident in most of the qualitative studies reviewed. Acceptance of the situation followed
from families’ spirituality and insightfulness. Acceptance may provide the family “turning point”—from expe-
riencing negative psychological responses to stressful life events to being assertive in maintaining the family life.
Along with the acceptance, an increased sensitivity to find and be grateful for small things occurring in life and
an improved overall life satisfaction were reported by families. One study showed such acceptance occurred to
everyone in the family, but it was not clear in the rest of the qualitative studies because only six studies recruited
multiple informants.

2) Changed life perspectives

Changes in families’ views on life are realized by resilient families in various levels throughout their adapta-
tion. Such changes are reported as an overall shift of the family’s priorities in life, an experience of psychologi-
cal transition from self-focused to others-focused, having a more positive or balanced life view, and reframing a
family’s perception from negative to positive.

3) Enhanced relationship qualities

There are two types of improvements in relationship qualities that occur as a result of family resilience. In the
current analysis, relationship qualities within the families were strengthened—became more bonded, committed,
more compassionate and more caring as a consequence of family resilience. Concurrently, individual family
members felt themselves becoming more considerate of family members, and reported being less selfish, more
mindful of individual differences, less judgmental, more patient, and more willing to help others face similar
difficulties.

4) Reinforced resilient properties

Throughout the adaptation process, resilient families gain a sense of connectedness as a family and become
more cohesive. Resilient families gain a sense of communal mastery or collective efficacy. Also, the families’
functional competence to facilitate interaction between members was strengthened, demonstrating an improved
communication quality among family members, newly developed family rules and coping skills; and an acquir-
ing of a new network of relationships through the experience of adversity. One study reported that single moth-
ers of children with disability developed new relationships with extended family, including her parents and sibl-
ings. Such improved relationships and properties of family resilience reveal the non-recursive nature of the fam-
ily resilience.

5) Improved health-related outcomes

In intervention studies designed to examine the mediating or moderating effects of family resilience, two
types of health-related outcomes were reported: increased involvement in health-promoting behaviors and re-
duced health-deteriorating behaviors. When family resilience factors were improved, family members reported
positive parenting behaviors and increased positive interaction between parents and children, increased in-
volvement in pro-social activities in youth, increased family involvement in help-seeking in the community, and
reduced consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use among high-risk youths. One study reported that
low family resilience was associated with increased emotional problems in children experiencing a severe cyc-

lone.
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3.4. Synthesized Conceptual Definition of Family Resilience

A conceptual definition of family resilience is synthesized from the results of the current analysis: family resi-
lience refers to the family’s capabilities to regain its psychological and functional integrity after adversity. Al-
though it has been acknowledged among theorists and researchers that family resilience can be better understood
as a process, the current analysis revealed that it still can be conceptualized as capabilities because family resi-
lience is an outcome of interaction between a family’s vulnerabilities and strengths, which happens under the
specific, individualized context of families experiencing adversity. Subsequently, it is also acknowledged that
the concept is not a static condition that a family holds throughout its life stages because of the contextual varia-
tions, nature of stressors, and the combination of a family’s vulnerabilities and resources at times of hardship.

4. Discussion

Seven points need critical consideration in future research: 1) investigating different dimensions of the concept
and their predictability of the outcome; 2) examining the effects of a family’s cultural background; 3) identify-
ing what a resilient family does not do; 4) investigating the concept within longitudinal designs; 5) avoiding
overreliance on a single informant to represent the entire family; 6) conducting methodological studies to de-
velop family-level measures of resilience; and 7) analyzing data obtained on family resilience using methods
appropriate to the non-recursive nature of family resilience. Each aspect will be discussed in detail next.

Additional research needs to examine different dimensions of family resilience and test which dimensions are
predictive of more positive outcomes in a household. This analysis showed that the concept of family resilience
has multiple dimensions, but it was mostly tested by measuring the level of family hardiness. Although the con-
cept of family hardiness shares some common dimensions with family resilience, such as collective confidence
and a positive life view, other dimensions or sets of the concept’s multiple dimensions also need to be examined
in order to identify the most appropriate indicators of family resilience in specific conditions. Emphasis should
include the conditions under which the research is conducted (participants’ ethnic groups, type of stressors, etc.);
these conditions require careful examination because resilient families in this analysis did not follow identical
pathways to their successful outcomes of adaptation.

Future research needs to include the effects of a family’s cultural background and the processes by which that
background may affect its processes of appraising and making meaning of adversity. A specific culture provides
an ontological orientation that forms a basis for worldviews of individuals living within that culture, which de-
termines the individual’s behaviors [15]. Thus, a family’s cultural background may place different emphases on
each dimension of family resilience, and the sets of these dimensions may vary by culture. In the current analy-
sis, over half of the studies examined the concept with only Caucasian families, applying it to multiple ethnic
groups in the US without considering possible cultural differences. Examining cultural differences and their in-
fluences on the dimensions of and processes triggered by family resilience will enhance the preciseness of test-
ing the concept and help develop culturally appropriate interventions for specific ethnic groups in the communi-
ty.

In addition, what a resilient family does not do may be as important as what it does do. In the literature, what
a resilient family does appears to have received the most attention. However, depending on the nature of adver-
sities and a family’s cultural background, “doing nothing aggressive or assertive and waiting” may be one of the
characteristics of family resilience. For example, a research on Arab-American couples dealing with cultural
backlash after the 9/11 terror showed that the couples did not try to do anything assertive, instead endured the
adversity and maintained their everyday lives until the situation improved; they were successful in adapting to
their post-9/11 lives in the US [14]. These families are different from other resilient families who changed their
subjective meanings or perspectives on their difficulties. When a family perceives a difficult situation or hard-
ship for which it has no recourse, family resilience may be manifested in the family’s steadfast endurance and its
choice to do nothing assertive or aggressive within the situation [14] [16]. These resilient families may be
naively perceived as passive, but their ways to adapt to the adversity actually reflects resilience more than pas-
sivity.

Family resilience also needs to be examined within longitudinal, not cross-sectional, designs. In the current
analysis, 12 out of 15 quantitative studies were conducted with cross-sectional design. Conceptually, families
considered resilient should display the same or higher level of functioning or outcomes of interests as they fulfill
their family functions than they did in their pre-stressor experiences. In order to do so, family functioning should
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be measured at least two times compare the functioning level before and after the stressful experience. More
importantly, the non-recursive nature of the concept makes it harder to distinguish its antecedents and conse-
quences from its attributes within cross-sectional design. It is crucial to distinguish between precursors, attri-
butes, and consequences of family resilience so that nursing interventions can be better targeted. A process-
oriented approach to the concept that requires longitudinal design will assist to clarify those three aspects within
specific contexts.

Future research should avoid over-reliance on a single informant to represent the entire family. Family resi-
lience is a system-level construct, which requires two or more people in interaction with each other. Data from a
single family member provide limited information for characterizing family-level processes. For example, in a
study that explores the impact of daughters’ religious intensification on the relationship between mother-
daughter pairs [17], each member of pairs reporting their relationship as positive or improved accounted for the
improvements in different ways: the mothers attributed it to mutual acceptance and open discussion, whereas the
daughters rationalized it by their own religious change, their family values, and the influence of religious men-
tors. It is possible that if only the mother or the daughter represents their family, the results can be substantially
different, which may provide inaccurate information to develop family intervention to increase their family resi-
lience. In slightly more than half of the studies reviewed (16 out of 31), data were gathered from single family
members (mostly female), which eliminated the possibility of identifying such differences among family mem-
bers. Therefore, it is urged to have two or more family members participate in order to understand better family-
level processes in relation to family resilience.

Subsequently, gathering data from multiple family members requires methodological studies to develop fam-
ily-level measures of resilience. Having two or more family members answer questionnaires after they have
reached an agreement can be an alternative. If multiple members respond to the same dimensions of family resi-
lience, it is crucial to establish appropriate methods to deal with differences among the members’ perception on
each dimension of the concept.

Analyses of data obtained on family resilience needs to use methods appropriate to the non-recursive nature
of family resilience. The consequences of family resilience showed that the attributes of the concept were rein-
forced throughout the families’ experiences when facing stressors. Thus, it can be hypothesized that the more a
family experiences positive adaptation to stressors, the more it becomes resilient, which had not been tested in
the studies reviewed. Assessing the family’s previous experience of managing life challenges and using statis-
tical analyses combined with research designs that allow for the examination of reciprocity of previous and cur-
rent experience of the family, such as prospective longitudinal designs, will help further understanding of how a
family develops and maintains its resilience.

5. Conclusion

This analysis showed seven areas needed further improvement in future research. The concept of family resi-
lience has multiple dimensions, parts of which have been mostly examined in empirical studies. Cultural differ-
ences and variations in the dimensions of the concept need to be investigated to determine the applicability of
the concept to groups from diverse cultural backgrounds. The non-recursive nature and emphasis on relational
properties of the concept need to be investigated with more precision in future research, including methodologi-
cal studies to develop family-level measurement and enhance non-recursive data analyses within longitudinal
designs. Such conceptual and methodological refinements of the concept will facilitate the appropriate use of the
concept and its application for developing nursing interventions to enhance family resilience.
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