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Vulnerable,    

yet invincible 

 

helping youth become resilient in the face of risk and adversity 

Some youth face great adversity, but all youth encounter risk 

factors. Risk factors have been defined by the National Research 

Council and Institute of Medicine (2009) as “a characteristic at the 

biological, psychological, family, community, or cultural level that 

precedes and is associated with a higher likelihood of problem 

outcomes.” Factors such as poverty, racism, abuse, and a lack of 

access to quality education increase a youth’s vulnerability. Yet, 

research has shown that youth, in even the most stressful of 

environments, can successfully overcome risks and adversity!  

What factors are protective? How can resiliency be promoted? 

Research, such as the longitudinal study in Kauai, Hawaii by Emmy 

Werner, Ph.D., offers evidence that hopefulness is warranted. 

Youth facing both biologic and psychosocial risks have grown into 

competent, confident, and caring adults. Even those with coping 

problems in adolescence have been able to stage a recovery.  

Youth need to know that their lives have meaning and that they 

have control over their fate. Research has led to the identification 

of key attributes that can be nurtured to foster resiliency including 

character, caring, competency, confidence, connection, 

contribution, coping, and control. One of the most significant 

protective factors is being accepted unconditionally by at least 

one caring adult who is competent and emotionally stable. Elders 

can serve as positive role models when they encourage trust, 

promote autonomy, and reward prosocial behaviors. Teachers 

that listen, challenge, ensure reading competency, and root for 

youth build assets. Parents can also be encouraged to provide 

positive attention, form close bonds, model appropriate 

behaviors, provide rules and structure, support emotional 

expressiveness, offer extracurricular opportunities, and identify 

family contributions, such as sibling care or assigned chores.  

 Check out these resources! 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Office 

of Adolescent Health provides links for a variety of online 

resources that promote resilience and mental health. Visit 

the website at: https://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/adolescent

-development/mental-health/positive-mental-health/

index.html 

The United States Department of Justice engaged a study 

group to explore the risk and protective factors associated 

with the prevention of youth delinquency. Access a bulletin 

summarizing delinquency risks at: https://

www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/193409.pdf 

The Pennsylvania State University developed the Child 

Maltreatment Solutions Network and is now establishing the 

Center for Healthy Children, the first national center for 

child maltreatment research and training. Annually in the 

United States, 2 million children experience abuse and 

neglect and more than $124 billion is spent on child 

maltreatment-related costs. Learn how child maltreatment 

can be prevented, detected, and treated to promote 

resiliency. Visit the website or register for the annual 

conference at: http://solutionsnetwork.psu.edu/ 

The Social Development Strategy created by the Social 

Development Research Group at the University of 

Washington depicts the dimensions of successful youth 

development. Learn more about the strategy at: http://

www.communitiesthatcare.net/how-ctc-works/social-

development-strategy/ 


