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Resilient Rangatahi

Sooner or later everyone will have to face 
difficulties during their life.1 Being able to 
cope with, and even benefit from, these 
times is important for development. The 
ability to do this is often called ‘resilience’. 
But, what do we mean by ‘resilience’? 
And how can parents, whānau, teachers 
or others working with rangatahi (young 
people) support them to develop it?

While we might hear people talk about resilience as if 
it were something that a person either has, or does not 
have, in fact resilience is a shared process between the 
person and their environment.4 It’s a “quality of both 
individuals and their environments.”5 Individual resilience 
depends on the ability of those around a young person, 
including family, schools, and community, to meet their 
needs,6 as well as the qualities and skills of the young 
person themselves. And resilience can come and go in 
different situations as well.

Ingredients of resilience – the 7 Cs  
Seven components have been identified as the key 
ingredients of resilience. Known as the 7 Cs of resilience 
these are; competence, confidence, connection, 
character, contribution, coping and control.7 

•	 Competence is knowing that you can handle 
situations well. It comes about through a young 
person’s actual experiences and the skills they 
develop along the way. These skills may be 
gained through many different activities, meeting 
deadlines, giving a speech, participating in sport or 
performance activities. 

•	 Confidence is the belief that one is competent. All 
rangatahi have strengths and abilities, sometimes 
called ‘islands of competence’. Adults have an 
important role in supporting rangatahi to recognise 
where their strengths lie, and encourage them to 
develop. Focussing on rangatahi strengths, is more 
effective in building confidence than pointing out 
weakness.8 

What is resilience?	
Resilience is a popular term2 for a quality that has been 
studied for decades, and its definition has changed over 
that time. In fact, there are multiple definitions. However, 
“the essence of resilience is a positive, adaptive response 
in the face of significant adversity.”3 It’s often referred to 
as the ability to ‘bounce back’ from a difficult situation. It 
includes being able to cope with stressful situations and 
still develop well.
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1    Lyons et al., 2009
2    Schultze-Lutter et al., 2016
3    National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015, p.1
4     Schultze-Lutter et al., 2016
5    Ungar et al., 2013, p. 361
6    Ungar, 2008
7    Ginsburg & Jablow, 2011
8    Best Start Resource Centre, 2017
9    Ginsburg & Jablow, 2011
10   Ginsburg & Jablow, 2011
11   National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015
12   Ginsburg & Jablow, 2011, p.131
13   Masten, 2014, p.7
14   Wyman, 2003, cited by Ungar et al., 2013
15   Masten, 2014

•	 Connection to their family, whānau, and the wider 
community helps young people have a strong sense 
of security. As well as building their confidence and 
competence, these positive connections with adults 
provide someone for rangatahi to turn to when they 
face difficulties. 

• Having character	means rangatahi have a strong 
sense of right and wrong, enabling them to make 
wise choices and showing care for others. An 
example of what this looks like is when they choose 
to follow the conditions of their Restricted Driver’s 
license, despite pressure from those around them. 

• Through making their own personal contribution, 
young people gain a sense of purpose and 
motivation. This might be taking responsibility for 
household tasks such as mowing the lawns or doing 
the washing. Or it could be helping in their school, 
church, cultural or community groups.

• When young people have a range of positive 
coping strategies, they are less likely to develop 
unsafe or concerning behaviours when faced with 
stress. Coping strategies might include knowing who 
and when to ask for help, or having regular exercise 
to reduce their stress.

• Rangatahi who realise that they can control the 
outcomes of their actions are more likely to have 
confidence in their ability to bounce back from 
difficulties. They are more likely to work to find 
solutions to problems they face.

These ingredients are all related to each other, and 
interwoven into what has sometimes been described as 
a web.9

Both individuals and groups, such as whānau and 
communities, may have strengths in some of these areas, 
while other aspects may not be as well developed. It 
can be helpful for parents and other adults to consider 
how they are supporting and encouraging rangatahi to 
develop and strengthen their 7Cs.10

Important things to know about resilience  
Resilience is not a fixed trait i.e. it’s not a case of once 
you have it, it’s yours for life. Rangatahi (and adults too) 
may demonstrate resilience in one situation, but not in 
others.11

Sometimes people expect resilience to look like some 
kind of staunch independence. It’s not like that at 
all. “The healthiest adults remain interdependent on 
family, friends and community.“12 This interdependence 
means that while rangatahi will reach out to others at 
times when they need support, they will also be offering 
support to others in their whānau and community. 

Resilience is common, not an extraordinary quality. It’s 
been described as “ordinary magic.”13 

Simply adapting to a stressful or traumatic situation 
is not the same as resilience. Some behaviours might 
enable a person to cope in the short-term, but create 
difficulty later in life. For example, a child who has been 
physically abused who withdraws from people.14 This 
withdrawal may help them cope and survive in the 
short term, but it’s likely to get in the way of their positive 
development if it continues. 

Resilient people are still affected by, and may feel 
strongly about, difficult or stressful situations. It is natural 
and healthy to experience strong emotions in response 
to life events such as the death of a loved one, serious 
illness, or the end of a relationship, for example. But the 
skills and supports that contribute to resilience enable 
rangatahi to come through periods of difficulty in a 
positive way. However, this doesn’t mean all the steps 
along the way will be positive.
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Growing resilience 
There are many ways that resilience can develop, and 
the process will differ for different people.15 However, 
there are things that many studies have found help 
resilience to develop. 

Relationships	really	matter	
Strong and positive relationships, with parents or 
other adult whānau, teachers, and other adults in the 
community support rangatahi to develop in positive 
ways, protecting them from a range of poor outcomes.16 

The more connected rangatahi are to individual adults 
or social institutions such as schools, the better adjusted 
they are.17 

Relationships have been described as the roots of 
resilience.18 Peer relationships become more important 
during adolescence, but when it comes to developing 
resilience it’s clear that adult relationships and support 
are incredibly important. It’s a mistake to think that teens 
just need their friends.

Many, many studies show the importance of young 
people being connected to competent and caring 
adults in their whānau and community.19 Parents have 
an important role to play. When they provide consistent, 
warm, loving support, clear boundaries, and respect for 
the growing independence of their rangatahi,20 they 
are supporting their growing resilience. Sometimes, for 
a variety of reasons, rangatahi may have parents who 
are unable to provide the type of support they need. For 
these young people it’s particularly important that they 
have other adults in their lives who provide this support.21

Those who are working with rangatahi can foster 
resilience by encouraging healthy whānau and 
community environments, thereby supporting the 
naturally available protective systems around individual 
rangatahi to work well.22

While some think that what helps people deal with 
tragedy are amazing inner qualities of the individual, 
research has found that “the reliable presence of at 
least one supportive relationship” is what really makes 
the difference.23 The more young people have been 
exposed to adversity, the more reliant they are on 
resources and supports around them to foster their 
resilience and well-being.24

Skill	Building	
It is important for rangatahi to increasingly build the 
skills they need, both now and for their futures. These 
skills include being able to set goals, solve problems, 
resist impulsive behaviour and cognitive flexibility. These 
skills fall under the umbrella term of executive function 
and self-regulation skills.25 Being with supportive adults 
provides opportunities for rangatahi to develop these 
skills.

16   Sieving et al., 2017
17   Foster et al., 2017
18   Luthar & Brown, 2007
19   Masten, 2001
20   Barber & Schluterman, 2008
21   Bowers et al., 2014
22   Southwick et al., 2014
23   National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015, p.7
24   Ungar et al., 2013
25   National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015
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Faith	and	cultural	traditions	
Rangatahi who feel connected to their faith or cultural 
traditions are likely to be better placed to deal with life’s 
challenges effectively.26 Research indicates that for 
indigenous people having a positive view of their own 
culture, or ethnic identity, is linked with many positive 
outcomes, including greater resilience.27 This is also the 
case for young people from immigrant families.28

NZ researchers have studied the importance of cultural 
connection. For Māori, for example, greater access 
to, and involvement with, Māori cultural traditions is 
protective against many poor outcomes.29

Language is another way in which young people 
can engage with their culture. This has many benefits, 
including being linked with greater mental well-being 
among Pacific peoples.30

The impact of the early years 
Although the focus of this article is on rangatahi, 
it’s important to realise that the relationships and 
experiences children have in their very early years, help 
lay the foundations for their later development in many 
areas, including that of resilience.

Ideally, a young person’s early years will have included 
opportunities to support their development of resilience. 
Having some exposure to manageable stressors (in 
other words, not being protected from all stress), 
protection from major stressors where possible, and when 
unavoidable, having close loving emotionally supportive 
relationships, particularly with whānau, will lay a stronger 
foundation for resilience to continue to develop through 
adolescence. Where this isn’t the case, resilience is still 
possible, but such rangatahi are likely to need more 
support.

Conclusion 
Understanding resilience and behaviours that support 
it is important for those parenting and working with 
rangatahi. Rangatahi are in an important stage of their 
development; enhancing their resilience now will benefit 
their future immeasurably.

26   National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015
27   Houkamau & Sibley, 2011
28   Hoff & Core, 2015
29    Muriwai et al., 2015
30    Taua’i et al., 2018
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When adverse experiences 
are severe, repeated or on-
going, the fear and anxiety 

that young children experience 
can repeatedly activate stress 
response systems in their brain 
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By Hilary Nobilo, MMH (Perinatal and Infant), PGDipChAd, PGCComChH

Understanding adolescents
who have experienced

A number of children in New Zealand experience adversity during their early years, such as 
chaotic or violent family environments, abuse, neglect, poverty, and parental substance 
use. These adverse experiences can contribute to a number of difficulties for them, through 
childhood, adolescence and into adulthood. It’s important that teachers and others 
working with adolescents understand how adversity can disrupt development and ways to 
provide much-needed support for these young people. 

While the brain is plastic throughout life and can change 
and re-organise itself in response to experiences, the 
older we get, the harder it becomes to alter circuits 
in the brain.7 Changing connections in a young, 
developing brain Is easier. However, the adolescent 
brain is still more plastic than an adult brain, particularly 
during early adolescence.8 For adolescents who haven’t 
fared well in their early years, this can be a period of 
opportunity. Positive relationships and experiences can 
change the circuitry of the brain in ways that may be 
lasting.9  

What can happen? 
Not all children who experience early stressful 
circumstances have poor outcomes, however they 
are more likely to do so. By the time these children start 
school, some will have emotional problems, disruptive 
behaviours and impaired executive functioning.10  
Executive functioning involves the capacity to manage 
strong feelings, focus attention, control impulsive 
behaviours, follow directions and problem-solve.11  
Without these skills, children can struggle to learn, to 
behave in appropriate ways, to play co-operatively 
and to have successful friendships.12  Without a change 
in circumstances, adolescents are likely to continue to 
have difficulties with learning, health and behaviour.13  

Adolescents who experienced early adversity are more 
likely than others their age to go on to use tobacco, 
alcohol and drugs and have unprotected sex, increasing 
the risk for pregnancy.14  They’re less likely to have good 
family and community support, may have on-going 
conflict with family and are at greater risk for mental 
health problems such as depression.15  

When adverse experiences are severe, repeated or 
on-going, the fear and anxiety that young children 
experience can repeatedly activate stress response 
systems in their brain and body.1 Without support from 
a close adult, stress response systems may become 
overloaded, affecting the structure and function of some 
areas of the developing brain.2  The consequences of 
these brain changes can continue through adolescence 
and into adulthood.

Neuroplasticity 
A young, developing brain is very sensitive or ‘plastic’ 
to the types of relationships and experiences children 
have.3  Patterns of connections in the brain change 
in response to patterns of experience.4  This is called 
neuroplasticity. When young children have loving 
relationships and feel safe, their brain is more likely to wire 
itself to help them develop, learn and behave in healthy 
ways.5  When their relationships and experiences are 
frightening to them or harmful, the brain can wire itself in 
ways that impact negatively on a child’s well-being.6  
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1    National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010
2    National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010
3    National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010
4    Dahl & Suleiman, 2017
5    National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010
6    Shonkoff, 2012
7    Shonkoff, 2012
8    Dahl & Suleiman, 2017
9    Fuhrmann et al., 2015
10  Raposa et al., 2014
11  Shonkoff, 2012
12  National Scientific Council, 2010
13  Fuhrmann et al., 2015
14  Raposa et al., 2014

Genes play a part  
Some adolescents who experience early adversity 
have better outcomes as they grow than others. Genes 
combine with relationships and experiences to shape 
brain development. Children and adolescents can be 
less or more vulnerable to the harmful effects of early 
adversity due to the genes they were born with.16  The 
genetic make-up of some adolescents makes them 
more negatively affected by harmful relationships and 
experiences. However, these same adolescents may 
also benefit more than others from positive, supportive 
relationships and experiences.17  

What can help 
Plasticity during adolescence creates opportunities for 
positive changes that may offset some of the effects 
of adversity. Strengthening relationships can make a 
difference. Loving, healthy, support from parents and 
whānau is one of the most important protective factors.18  

Adolescents also need support from other trusted 
adults who treat them in respectful ways and who 
they feel genuinely care for them.19 Those who 
experienced early adversity and have problems in 
their relationships with their parents, are particularly 
in need of support from other adults. It’s important 

that involved adults are aware that early adversity is 
likely to have negatively influenced an adolescent’s 
development, health and behaviour.

Adolescents need safe and stable environments at 
home, at school and in their communities. Those who’ve 
experienced early adversity need support to build skills 
that help them adapt to and cope with stress. These skills 
include self-regulation, goal-setting, planning, problem-
solving and being able to adapt to change.20 Adolescents 
who can self-regulate are usually able to control the 
way in which they respond to their feelings and are in a 
stronger position to cope with stressful situations.21 Planning 
and problem-solving are important skills for day-to-day 
decision-making, for example, resolving how to finish an 
assignment on the same weekend as a sports tournament. 
Like the skills adolescents developed when they were little, 
these skills require opportunities to practice, and mistakes 
are likely along the way.
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15  Raposa et al., 2014
16  Grazioplene et al., 2012
17  Grazioplene et al., 2012
18  National Scientific Council, 2010
19  Beier et al., 2000, cited by Collins, 2010
20  Center on the Developing Child, 2016
21  Center on the Developing Child, 2016
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These supports are all protective factors. While each protective 
factor can make a difference, the biggest changes are likely 
to happen when a combination of protective factors are put 
in place. In the same way that the number of risks add up to 
increase the chance of poor outcomes, reducing risks and 
increasing protective factors can improve outcomes. Those 
who’ve been affected the most by early adversity may also be 
the ones who respond the best when they feel well supported 
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Engage with us in person
Brainwave Trust Aotearoa offer valuable seminars on brain development 
in the early years, and adolescence. The evidence shows how consistent, 
responsive, loving care through this time may shape a child’s brain and build 
a foundation for future learning, health and behaviour.
 
Below are outlines of the content of our two presentation offerings. 

The Early Years Last Forever - Whakamana i te tamaiti
We cover brain development from conception though the early 
years, a period of time which may affect a child’s development 
emotionally, physically, intellectually and socially. 

The	main	topics	covered	are:	

• How early experiences shape brain development
• Why loving relationships are important
• How stress can impact early brain development 
• What can help, or get in the way of, healthy brain development 
• How adults can provide a healthy environment for children to reach their potential
 
*Depending on the length of delivery, topics will vary in the depth they can be covered.
  

Unravelling the Mystery of the Adolescent Brain
During adolescence there are changes to brain systems involved with 
social understanding, decision-making, reasoning and risk-taking that 
influence the way an adolescent behaves. This presentation explores 
changes to the brain, as well as to the effects of relationships and 
social environments on development through these years. 
 
The	main	topics	covered	are:

• Adolescence is a time of transition from childhood to adulthood 
that involves intellectual, physical, social, emotional and hormonal 
changes

• Recognising and enhancing adolescents’ strengths
• The important role of parents and other adults in providing guidance and support 
• The increased importance of peers 
• Positive and negative aspects of risk-taking
• Changes in sleep patterns
• The potential influence of alcohol use
• Benefits and risks associated with social media use 

*Depending on the length of delivery, topics will vary in the depth they can be covered

Is funding an issue?
We are very fortunate to have funding this year, thanks to the Wright Family Foundation. 
The funded seminars are available to caregiver/community groups where funding is a 
barrier. To find out more about this, please email bookings@brainwave.org.nz


