
Parsing and Sussing Vulnerabilities 
and Resilience: Lessons from 
Research on Military Families 

Jay A. Mancini and Assaf Oshri 
 

Oklahoma State University at Tulsa 
Resilient Families Conference 

 
Tulsa, OK 

September 27, 2013 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our goal today is to elevate several of the broad issues that surround research on resilience. We assume that resilience cannot be understood in the absence of understanding vulnerabilities, and vice versa, for that matter. We assume that in order to identify leverage points for positive and desired change in families, vulnerabilities and resilience must be viewed as coexistant. Assaf and I then drill down to our recent study of family functioning and resilience in a sample of 270 military families, including parents and their adolescents.



The Complexity of Intersections 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is an intersection; a place where pathways meet; where choices are made; where there are obstacles; where there are aids for progress; where there are rules; where there are risks; where there are certainties and uncertainties; where there are individuals, small groups, and convoys. The point is this: in order to get from where we are to where we want to be, a path must be taken; along the way are elements of success (resilience) and elements of risk (vulnerability). 



Intersections and Overlays 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a venn diagram (invented by John Venn), a way of showing relationships between different groups of things. There are four circles, overlapped. With each subsequent layer (that is, as ovals intersect), there is something different to see; in this case the color changes as layers are added………..what is seen differs. 



Layers and Levels of Human Development and Contexts 
(Lerner) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are familiar with Lerner’s developmental contextual discussion of adolescence; what Lerner depicts are multiple intersections; adolescents “live” where these many elements meet. Within this schematic are vulnerabilities and resilience elements. Depicted are multiple leverage points for enacting changes in adolescents’ lives. A point is that it just gets very complicated when trying to answer the question about why some individuals, families, and communities do well and others do not.



Places, Texts, and Meaning 

• “It is appropriate to think of places as 
texts, layered with meaning. Every place 
has an excess of meaning beyond what 
can be seen or understood at any one 
time” (p. 17).   

• Philip Sheldrake (2001). Spaces for the Sacred: Place, 
Memory and Identity. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wrestling with vulnerability and resilience of necessity pulls us into context and location; into multiple levels rich in meaning. Without taking this approach, we miss understanding what leverage points should be the substance of prevention and intervention; to quote Sheldrake, “every place has an excess of meaning beyond what can be seen or understood at any one time.”



Getting Sorted Out in East 
London (2008) 

• From squalor to soap and back again 
– Habits of the heart and mind, and seeking comfort in 

ways we often do not understand 
• Hopelessness and Hopefulness bundled together 
• From social exclusion to social inclusion, to renewal and 

redemption 
• “And when I went to meet him………..he never showed.” 
• Development diverted but on the mend 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For me a clear example of how vulnerability and resilience intersect is found in our study of homeless men in the UK. Ever so briefly……………we saw men moving back and forth between life on the street and life in the hostel; saw the draw of the street, even with its pitfalls; saw hopelessness and hopefulness go hand in hand; development side tracked but moving toward positive ends. While this is an extreme example, it speaks to the question of understanding resilience through a vulnerability lens and vice versa. 



Resilience and Vulnerabilities 
Resilience Markers 
• Positive memories of childhood 
• Positive family connections 

now; sense of legacy 
• History of occupational success 
• Independent living track 
• Management of mental illness 

and alcohol use 
• Active friendships 
• Connections with formal 

support systems 

 
 

Vulnerabilities Markers 
• Family disruptions, past and 

present 
• Alcoholism in family of origin 

and in own life 
• Violence in family and 

community 
• Unresolved interpersonal 

conflicts 
• Social isolation/exclusion 
• Vague sense of future 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So in our study of homeless men in the UK we identified particular elements of resilience and vulnerability; this shows that resilience may be temporal or historical; also shows that vulnerability may be persistent, that is, early experiences.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
What you see here are the words that appear in discussions on resilience. If we were building theory at this moment in time our primary task would be to work toward conceptual clarity, after first articulating our assumptions about individuals/families/communities and so on; we would next, after defining terms and jettisoning those of less consequence, begin the process of discussing the relationships between terms/concepts. The point here is that a great many terms area invoked in discussions about resilience, which clouds the clarification we need to move theory forward, therefore move research forward. Ultimately I would want prevention and intervention to be served by such theoretical and research work.



Resilience and Vulnerability 

•  Resilience  
– Process by which families are 

able to adapt and function 
competently following 
exposure to significant 
adversity or crises 

• Vulnerability 
– Experiences, situations, or 

characteristics that expose a 
person to additional negative 
experiences and results 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For the sake of a parsimonious discussion, here is our take on resilience and vulnerability



Bowen, G.L., Martin, J.A., & Mancini, J.A.  (2013). The resilience of military families: Theoretical perspectives.  In M.A. 
Fine & F.D. Fincham (Eds.). Handbook of Family Theories: A Content-Based Approach (pp. 417-436). NY: Routledge. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The gist of our recent chapter on the resilience of military families is captured in this slide. We discuss situations of military families, overview how resilience plays out, and then conclude the discussion with a focus on several theories that inform understanding resilience and military families, including life course perspectives, those focused on meaning, i.e., symbolic interaction, and those theories more particular to family stress and coping.



Military Families and Resilience 
• Resilient families are those that successfully adapt over time in the face of 

significant adversities and continue to get the day-to-day tasks of life done. 
• Military families are a type of “organization family”----families where the 

needs of the employing organization usually take priority over the needs of 
the family. 

• Challenges of war-time service, including lengthy, repeated combat 
deployments and the associated family separations, represent 
unprecedented threats to the integrity and well-being of service members 
and their families. 

• Many men and women overcome war-related trauma and disabling physical 
and psychological wounds and return to productive roles in both the military 
and the larger society. They demonstrate resilience. 

• Most studies of military family resilience have given insufficient attention to 
the community context in which families are embedded. 

• Source: Bowen, Martin, & Mancini (2013). 



Parsing and Sussing 

In general 
• Since everything can’t be part of 

resilience, being clear about its 
essential elements.  

• Recognizing that all vulnerabilities 
are not created equal. 

• Determining if prevention and 
intervention are better served by 
resilience being seen as 
antecedent, process, or 
consequence. 

Re: Military Families 
• Differentiating “life” experiences 

from military-centered 
experiences. 

• Ceasing to view military families 
as needy units. 

• In the case of children and youth, 
teasing military family related 
effects from usual developmental 
angst. 

• Elevating context as significant for 
explaining family functioning. 

– Military contexts, in particular 
– Community contexts, more generally 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Though there are many points of potential discussion re resilience in general, and in particular to military families, here are a few relevant for today. If we look at the column on the left, consider this……….it seems that in the resilience literature all sorts of things are associated with it. I suspect that if resilience has achieved ubiquitous status then it has lost some of its meaning (because it cannot mean everything AND everything cannot be an aspect of resilience). As to vulnerability, various vulnerable situations differ in their persistence, their power, the degree of their effects on people, AND their resistance to amelioration. The third point is this: at the end of the day we must be centered on prevention and intervention; therefore, as we theorize about resilience, which ways of thinking about resilience and vulnerability (and their relationships) better informs taking action to help families? REGARDING MILITARY FAMILIES: I am concerned with the literature that pretty much portrays military families as needy and even mainly dysfunctional units; this literature fails to concurrently account for family resilience in the face of challenges. There are few studies that directly compare, for example, military families who have experienced deployment with military families who have not experienced deployment with civilian families who of course do not have military experience. It is only then that the peculiar effects of the job called military member can be understood. Relatedly, our research does not account for usual developmental issues among children and adolescents, as the effects of military life are examined. Oddly enough I do not think we attend sufficiently to understanding military family life from the perspective of the military and its demands.
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Definition: 

• Resilience: the ability to withstand and 
rebound from adversity (Walsh, 2002), are 
attained when robust protective factors are 
available to alter or disrupt the connection 
between early life adversity and current 
functioning (Larkin, Beckos, & Shields, 2012).  
Drawing from the paradigm of developmental and 
family sciences, the process of resilience involves 
dynamic interactions encompassing positive 
adaptation generally within the context of 
significant adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 
2000; Masten, 2001; Walsh, 2002).  



• Long-term consequences:  
   including physical health, mental health, and parenting.  
• Significant family-levels of maladaptation across the 

lifespan such as poor family functioning (Chapman et 
al., 2004; Dube, Felitti, Dong, Giles, & Anda, 2003).  

• Not only a variety of domains but also: 
  intergenerational transmission of adverse parenting 
(Felitti et al.,   1998; Luecken, Kraft, & Hagan, 2009; 
Luecken, Roubinov, & Tanaka,   2013; Shapiro & 
Levendosky, 1999; Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Wu, 
1991).  

 

 

Adverse 
childhood 

experiences  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Long-term consequences: on adult functioning and quality of life: including physical health, mental health, and parenting. Significant individual- and family-levels of maladaptation across the lifespan such as depressive symptoms and poor family functioning (Chapman et al., 2004; Dube, Felitti, Dong, Giles, & Anda, 2003). A variety of domains, including physical health, mental health, and the intergenerational transmission of adverse parenting (Felitti et al., 1998; Luecken, Kraft, & Hagan, 2009; Luecken, Roubinov, & Tanaka, 2013; Shapiro & Levendosky, 1999; Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Wu, 1991). 



• Family Stress (Patterson & Garwick, 1994; Walsh et al., 
2002; Masten & Shaffer, 2006) model of resilience: 
families have the capability to promote successful 
adaptation or “bonadaptation,” seen as the process of 
restoring balance between capabilities (e.g., solid 
family functioning) and demands (individual 
psychopathology), of their individual members 
particularly when faced with challenges (Patterson, 
2002).  

    

 

Family 
Stress 

perspective 
to resilience 



Family 
Stress 

perspective 
to resilience 

Demands and 
Risk Factors  

Capabilities 
(Assets)  

Adverse 
childhood 

experiences  

Family 
functioning and 

support 



• Shifting the unit of analysis (Patterson, 2002; Masten 
& Shaffer, 2006; Walsh, 2002). Studying family 
dynamic processes that lead to resilience, while 
maintaining the family as the primary unit of analysis. 

• Families are rarely identified solely by a single 
dimension 

• Pattern-centered approach and nonlinear outcomes  
• Multifinality derived from system perspectives (von 

Bertalanffy, 1969 ; Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996) 

The family 
and 

resilience:  
A system 

perspective 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Shifting the unit of analysis from the individual to the family when studying resilience mechanisms and outcomes (Patterson, 2002; Masten & Shaffer, 2006). Studying family dynamic processes that lead to resilience, while maintaining the family as the primary unit of analysis.Applied family scientists have long realized that families are rarely identified solely by a single dimension. Rather they commonly present with a range of configurations across multiple dimensions.A pattern-centered approach to family functioning in the context of resilience will adopt a holistic approach to resilience by identifying the nonlinear links between histories of adverse childhood experiences among parents and multidimensional profiles of family functioning. Nonlinear associations are evident in the concept of multifinality derived from system perspectives (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996; 2002) in family and psychological science. Specifically, diverse outcomes (maladaptation versus resilience) can stem from one common cause.  



The circumplex model to evaluate family functioning. Olson 
et al.’s typology: Rigidly Cohesive, Mid-range, Flexibly 
Unbalanced, Chaotically Disengaged, Unbalanced  

Family 
functioning 

and 
resilience 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This study uses the circumplex model to evaluate family functioning in six dimensions: cohesion, flexibility, disengagement, enmeshment, rigidity, and chaos (Olson, 2011). As demarcated by Patterson’s family stress framework (Patterson, 2002), the circumplex model for family functioning delineates important family functional processes that may underpin resilient outcomes among individual members (husband, wife, and children).Olson’s typology: Rigidly Cohesive, Mid-range, Flexibly unbalanced, Chaotically disengaged, Unbalanced Family functioning is a dynamic, multi-faceted concept. In fact, families are rarely identified solely by a single dimension, but commonly present a range of configurations on family dimensions. In the current study, the quality of family life and the processes of family functioning are theorized to serve as key protective factors for family members when faced with challenges



• The circumplex model vis a vis meta functioning 
domains : Communication and Family Satisfaction  

• Delineation of important family functional processes 
that may underpin resilient outcomes among 
individual members (husband, wife, and children). 

• Family functioning are theorized to serve as key 
protective factors for family members when faced 
with challenges 

 

Family 
functioning 

and 
resilience 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This study uses the circumplex model to evaluate family functioning in six dimensions: cohesion, flexibility, disengagement, enmeshment, rigidity, and chaos (Olson, 2011). As demarcated by Patterson’s family stress framework (Patterson, 2002), the circumplex model for family functioning delineates important family functional processes that may underpin resilient outcomes among individual members (husband, wife, and children).Olson’s typology: Rigidly Cohesive, Mid-range, Flexibly unbalanced, Chaotically disengaged, Unbalanced Family functioning is a dynamic, multi-faceted concept. In fact, families are rarely identified solely by a single dimension, but commonly present a range of configurations on family dimensions. In the current study, the quality of family life and the processes of family functioning are theorized to serve as key protective factors for family members when faced with challenges



• The focus on military families is particularly important 
because of the normative stressors (Drummet, 
Coleman, & Cable, (2003) :  

• Frequent relocations 
• Family separations 
• Reorganizations of family life at reunion  
• May shed light vulnerable populations experiencing 

change and transitions (e.g., immigrant families and 
families with an incarcerated family member).  

Military 
Families 



• Evaluating successful adaptations among adult 
family members exposed to varying degrees of 
childhood adversity enables researchers to better 
understand the family functioning processes that 
promote family and individual resilience (Patterson, 
2002).  

• The study of adverse childhood experiences, 
therefore, permits empirical evaluation of family-
level processes underlying the emergence of 
resilience. Delineating processes in family systems 
that can buffer the effect of childhood experiences 
on adult maladaptive outcomes.  
 

Family  
system 

patterns as 
an underlying 

resiliency 
context that 
can promote 

individual 
resilience 



• The circumplex model   
 

• Adversities on the identified family functioning 
configurations 
 

• Family types as protective and/or risk factors to 
resilience.  

Aims and 
hypotheses: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hypotheses  (1) Olson’s family typology will be reproduced in this sample of military families,(2) parents with higher levels of adverse experiences will be classified into less adaptive family profiles,  (3) family functioning profiles will shape (mitigate or worsen) levels of physical health, mental health (depressive symptoms and wellbeing), and parenting outcomes. 



Participants and Procedure 
• Data were collected from participants (N=273 

military families) in the continental United States.  
Research criterion included: (1) families have at least 
one adolescent between the ages of 11 and 18, and 
(2) all eligible family members come to the youth 
center on the installation to take the survey at the 
same time (e.g., in two-parent families, both 
parents and the adolescent were required to come). 

Method 



• Adverse childhood experiences. This measure is part 
of a battery of measures in the Deployment Risk and 
Resilience Inventory (King, King, & Vogt, 2003). 

• Family functioning.  The six scales of FACES IV 
(Olson, Gorall, & Tiesel, 2006): cohesion, flexibility, 
disengagement, enmeshment, rigidity, and chaos. 

• Outcomes: Physical health(physical difficulties, sleep, 
balanced meals), Depressive symptoms, Wellbeing, 
Supportive Parenting reported by adults and their 
children.  
 

• All had adequate to excellent internal consistencies.  

Measures 



• In the present investigation we have employed an 
innovative 3-step latent profile analysis (LPA; 
Asparouhov & Muthén, 2013; see next slide) that was 
developed following recommendations in the latent 
class analysis (LCA) literature (Lanza, Tan, & Bray, 
2013; Vermunt, 2010). 

Data 
analytic 
strategy 
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• Validation to the circumplex model in relation to 
Resilience (Olson, 2010). 

• As expected from Resilience theory: adversity  
maladaptation and family profiles as risk versus asset 
factors. 

• Empirical demarcation of the family dynamics that 
promote the most optimal paths for successful 
adaptation among individual family members 

• Multifinality and n0nlinear patterns; Self- 
Organization and Agency ? 

Summary 
and 

implications 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first hypothesis in the current study was partially confirmed in replicating the family types demarcated in the circumplex model (Olson, 2010).these findings are important as they elucidate which family functioning configurations may break maladaptive family cycles from one generation to the next and, instead, promote successful adaptation. Multifinality: Parents who have had similar levels (high or low) of childhood adverse experiences engaged in differential patterns of family functioning



• Communication and family satisfaction as 
demonstrated by the balanced families in this study. 
Vital family interactions ? 

• The focus on the intersection between family 
relations and resilience, in particular, elucidates 
vulnerability and strength for practitioners, 
including family life educators and interventionists.  

• Specific family dynamics can mitigate negative 
outcomes ? 

Summary 
and 

implications 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Communication and family satisfaction as demonstrated by the balanced families in this study. Addressing family-level processes more directly through education and personal evaluations of family dynamics (e.g., cohesion, flexibility) may serve as an alternative avenue to increase awareness of vital family interactionsThe focus on the intersection between family relations and resilience, in particular, elucidates vulnerability and strength for practitioners, including family life educators and interventionists. Specifically, the findings inform practitioners that despite the common intergenerational transmission of maladaptive parenting, specific family dynamics can mitigate negative outcomes. 



• In line with the circumplex model conceptualization, 
the dimension of flexibility and cohesion are key 
family-level factors for successfully coping with the 
challenges faced by family members.  

• The strong presence of rigidity , as a protective factor 
in military families who are at risk ? 

Summary 
and 

implications 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In line with the circumplex model conceptualization, the dimension of flexibility and cohesion are key family-level factors for successfully coping with the challenges faced by family members. The strong presence of rigidity in the rigidly balanced profile may be suggestive that rigidity functions as a protective factor from previous adversity in this profile. Thus, families who function with highly rigid structure at home seem to have beneficial outcomes that can lead to resilience in military families who are at risk. 
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