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Abstract
Family resilience has emerged as an important construct
in Positive Psychology. The present qualitative study
aimed to investigate family resilience in poverty from the
perspective of the advocacy's discourse. Fourteen
professionals, seven educators and seven health service
workers, were interviewed individually about their
experience with "families who succeed despite poverty".
The professionals believe that the majority of poor
families are not able to overcome poverty. Although they
recognize some elements of resilience such as the
relational and organizational style of some families, most
professionals emphasized that “resilient families” should
function according to dominant social norms in order to
succeed. It seems that these educational and health social
agents have incorporated the ideological facet provoked
by the construct of resilience which suggests that poor
families are "non-resilient a priori".
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Introduction
The word resilience takes part in everyday life of
people who live in Europe, United States or Canada. In
these countries, the term is frequently mentioned in
different sorts of situations that range from TV/
magazine advertisements to social and educational
political programs. However in Brazil its use has been
restricted to a limited number of people from particular
fields of work such as ecologists, dentists and
engineers.
Resilience was previously represented by the terms
invincibility and invulnerability that are still being used
to some extent in the general literature that describes
the phenomenon of resilience (Martineau, 1999).
Important researchers (Rutter, 1987, 1993; Masten &
Garmezy, 1985; Walsh, 1998, 2003) have given an
enormous contribution to the discussion by pointing out
that some terms such as invulnerable or invincible are
improper to human beings because they suggest
immunity to any type of disorder. Despite these
considerations, the meaning of the word resilience as
invulnerability is still “in the air”. This fact is possibly
contributing to define the construct of resilience as a
certain number of individual traits and conditions

(Masten & Garmezy, 1985; Rutter, 1987, 1999;
Werner, 1986, 1993; Werner & Smith, 1982, 1992) that
can be reified, as stated by Martineau (1999) in her
critical analysis of the “expert” or dominant discourse
on the subject. Martineau also affirms that most studies
on resilience are designed on a quantitative basis with a
focus on the child, who is identified as resilient or not,
according to psychometric tests, school grades,
personality and temperament profiles which will
describe some observable characteristics. Those traits
will eventually define “the resilient child”. Although
the literature about “child resilience” or “the resilient
child” is considerably vast (Grotberg, 1995; Rutter,
1987, 1993, 1999; Werner, 1986, 1993; Werner &
Smith, 1982, 1989, 1992; Zimmerman & Arunkumar,
1994), "resilience in families is a relatively new
construct" (Hawley & DeHann, 1996, p. 283). Most
studies tend to emphasize and explore the negative
points and deficits of familial life (Walsh, 1996, 1998,
2003) rather than the positive aspects. Family resilience
brings along a “salutogenic view” (Antonovsky &
Sourani, 1988), which means to focus on the healthy
aspects and potential that all families have to succeed
instead of remarking their failures and dysfunctions.
There are indications that it was by the end of 1980 that
family researchers started publishing their ideas on the
issue (McCubbin & McCubbin, 1988). A few years
ago, Walsh (1996) and Hawley and DeHann (1996)
have highly contributed to clarify the concept of family
resilience by starting a movement towards a relational,
systemic, ecological and developmental view of
resilience. The ecological perspective takes into
account the many spheres of influence in risk and
resilience across the life span (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
The family, peer group, school or work settings and
larger social systems can be seen as nested contexts for
social competence (Walsh, 1998, 2003).
When we refer to family resilience we are not talking
about an individual characteristic that influences the
family. Family resilience must be investigated on the
lenses of key-processes that will form the basis for the
healthy family functioning (Walsh, 1996, 1998).
Froma Walsh (1998) has organized her knowledge in
this area by developing a conceptual framework that
remarks three particular domains of family resilience:
the family belief systems; the organizational patterns
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and the communication processes. According to Walsh
(1998, 2003) these key-processes can be expressed
through different forms and degrees regarding the
diversity of family configurations, resources, values
and culture.
Undoubtedly, Walsh’s contribution to this field of
research broadens the limited scope on individual
resilience. However, some questions remain with
difficulties to be solved. How can we avoid the
“misuse” of the concept of resilience, for example by
political programs that support and maintain social
inequalities based on success or failure of individuals or
families? Is the concept of family resilience clear
enough to “escape” from what Martineau (1999) called
the dominant or expert discourse on resilience that
suggests “an ideological code to reinforce mainstream
norms” (p. 28). Depending on the way we treat and
think about the construct of resilience in Brazil this sort
of "ideological trap" can catch us and lead us to blame
the victims. These contradictions and controversies
grow in proportion when we think about resilience in
families who live in poverty. Poverty is a controversial
and ambiguous subject per se. Although some studies
about resilience recognize the critical role of poverty in
human development (Garbarino & Abramowitz, 1992;
Luthar, 1999) only a few have called attention for the
fact that oppressed communities (considering the poor
under this category) are many times represented as
incompetent or “non resilient” a priori (Sonn & Fisher,
1998; Brodsky, 1999; Yunes, 2001; Yunes &
Szymanski, 2003; Yunes, Garcia & Albuquerque, in
press). Although poverty is not the single cause for
deficiencies, all the associated circumstances show high
correlation to negative outcomes (Garmezy, 1991;
Thompson, 1991).
Most studies about resilience associated to poverty
come from continents such as North America or Europe
whose socio-economic realities are far different from
Latin America. Regarding the Brazilian social reality, it
seems logical to think of poor communities as groups
that suffer a high diversity of pressures. Also, many
institutions, including the media and some scientific
researches have contributed to implement an image of
Brazilian poor families within a violent, conflictive and
negative scenario. Nevertheless, very little is known
about the dynamics, processes and functioning of those
families. Few studies have shown that in many
situations, poor families are successful at taking
decisions, at problem solving and at overcoming
challenges (Melo, 1995; Rosemberg, 1994: Yunes et
al., in press). They are capable of preserving their
functional unit and contrary to the “stereotypes” they
present a strong moral system (Sarti, 1996). It has to be
said that we recognize that the precarious socio
economic contingencies probably punish the life of
most Brazilian poor families. Even though we have the
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hypothesis that many families develop processes under
conditions of extreme poverty that guarantee their
physical and emotional survival and preserve their
cultural identity. Can we name those families
“resilient”?
More than investigate family resilience associated
with poverty it seems important to discuss further the
ideological controversies raised by the concept itself.
The aim of the present study was to investigate how the
professionals who work with poor families in Brazil
perceive these groups. Do they view them as resilient or
capable to transform their conditions of adversities?
How do they actually interact with them?

Method
Participants
Fourteen professionals from the educational and heath
fields - seven educators, and seven public health
workers, were individually interviewed. All of them
had between five to eleven years of experience in
working with poor families in a city located in the south
of Brazil - named Rio Grande. Five educators worked
as teachers and two worked as headmasters in three
different public schools situated in low-income areas of
the city. The seven health workers were full time
community agents in charge of families who lived in
different poor neighborhoods of Rio Grande.

Data Collection
All professionals were contacted at random by three
trained university students from the field of Education.
They were instructed during four clarifying meetings of one-hour each-, to follow the same order of
procedures such as: a) introduce themselves to the
participants; b) ask them whether or not they knew the
concept or had heard the word "resilience or family
resilience" beforehand. If not, the interviewer would
explain it by saying: "Resilience is a phenomenon that
helps to understand the processes of overcoming
difficulties, crisis or traumas"; c) further explain that
this concept is not widely known in Brazil and for this
reason this research is being conducted in the Brazilian
reality; d) explain briefly the objectives of the study:
“This study aims to get the professional's perceptions,
beliefs and ideas on the phenomenon of resilience”; e)
ask the professionals whether they would have interest
in taking part of the study; f) when they agreed to
participate they were invited to talk through two main
key-questions in the same following sequence. The first
question aimed to explore his/her experience with poor
families: “How would you describe the families you’ve
been working with, how are they?” The second
question was to investigate their personal beliefs on
families who succeed in spite of poverty: “Among these
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families do you recognize some that overcome the
difficulties of poverty? How are they, tell me about
them.”; g) during the professional’s discourse, the
interviewers did not interfere unless to clarify obscure
points related to the study. The fourteen contacted
workers agreed to participate. All interviews were fully
recorded and transcribed literally for posterior
qualitative analysis. The interviews were made at the
working office of each professional and lasted around
one hour.

Data Analysis Based On Grounded-theory
The grounded-theory is defined as an inductively theory
derived from the study of the focused phenomena. It is
particularly valid for new fields of knowledge and for
qualitative data. The procedures of grounded-theory
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) were used in this study as
important tools to organize and code the massive
quantity of data collected from the advocacy’s
discourses. By following all the steps proposed by
grounded-theorists the themes emerged from the data
during text analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The
codes, subcategories and categories were intensely
discussed until consensus by the research group, here
formed by the coordinator and the three research
students. The process of reading and re-reading, writing
and re-writing, listening and re-listening word by word
and line by line during some months generated the
analysis we present in the next section.

Results
The first important result of this study is that none of
the professionals had ever come across either the word
or the concept of resilience.

The Professionals' Experience With Poor
Families
Despite the individual perspective of each interview,
some common categories emerged from the discourses
as illustrated below on Figure 1.

Multigenerational
repetition of family
patterns

Passive acceptance
of their condition of
poverty
“Dysfunctional”
Family Model

Figure 1: Categories that emerged from the first key
question in the discourse of the professional's
experience with poor families.
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The first category raised by the Education and Health
professionals is related to the idea that most families
accept passively their condition of poverty and do
nothing to change it. Hopeless families, accustomed to
living in extreme poverty survive without "moving a
finger" to transform their condition. The professionals
perceive those poor families as unmotivated and
uninterested groups of people as shown in the speech
below:
"Most of the time the mother sleeps till noon...This is
not a reason for her child be kept at home and not
attend school! It seems that there is no interest at all; it
is like being comfortable at the poverty condition! As
they are not educated at all, they give no value to that,
they don't want to grow, I can't understand that
passivity" (Health agent).
The second category found in the discourse talks
about the dysfunctional family. The majority of
advocates believe that poor families are "disorganized"
or "unstructured". The subcategories that explain how
the professionals describe those families are shown in
Figure 2.
The professionals who work with poor families
experience narratives of different types of violent and
abusive interactions (parent-parent, parent- child, step
parent-child, step parent - parent).
"If you just look around you see woman being beaten
everyday or the stepparent getting rid of the child who
is not his biological child..." (Health agent)
The subcategory neglect of children is present in
most narratives as the final consequence of the
"dysfunctional" family. The interviewees think that
poor families do not care for the welfare of their
children and have parenting styles that damage their
healthy psychological development. According to them,
this fact results in a great number of street children or
abandoned children under the care of public
institutions.
"In the silence of the family, (the parents) they do bad
things to their own children...they neglect, abuse,
maltreat....one mother told me that the father (her
husband) would exchange a girl for sound equipment or
something similar, or would give the girl to go out with
someone else...."(Social Worker)
Related to violence and neglect of children is the
category of substance abuse, especially alcohol by the
male parent. This aspect is referred as being responsible
for the "disorganization" of the family unit.
"...we see lots of drugs in the family context...the use
of drugs weakens the family structure, the identification
with parents. The kids see that their parents are not that
strong figures, they might knew that, but they see
parents using drugs such as marijuana, cocaine and
then they get apart..., they get to a point they do not
stand anymore " (Social Worker)

E-Journal of Applied Psychology: Resilience in Poor Families. 3(1): 26-33 (2007)

Yunes: Resilience in Poor Families

29

Besides all the aspects mentioned above, the meaning
of dysfunctional family has to do with the composition
or form of the family who live in poverty. Most
professionals alluded to the non-nuclear type of family,
such as the single-parent family whose leader is a
woman, mother or grandmother. These women have
been abandoned by their partners and end up looking
after their children on their own.
"And, somehow this unstructured family has to
survive. We see that in the everyday practice...Mother
and kids go to grandparents' house who with difficulties
share the little they have, look after grandchildren so
the mother can work and they carry on". (Doctor)
Stepfamilies were also included in the category of
"dysfunctional families" with the same characteristics
of violence, neglect and substance abuse.
The multigenerational repetition of family patterns is
frequently pointed out by the majority of professionals
and emerges as an important category that interacts
with the already presented ones (see Figure 1). The
causal condition of this interaction of categories and
subcategories is clear by the belief that the passive
acceptances of poverty and disorganization are patterns
of interactions that repeat in the families are transmitted
from one generation to the other. In the professionals
opinion the result is a negative family cycle that hardly
ever is broken.
"They have different values, distorted values, they
bring that from their past experience...the father, the
grandfather, they have been brought up as animals,
then they behave as animals". (Headmaster)
Violent
relationships

Neglect of
children

In general the discourses expressed some categories
that were organized during the analysis into two main
components that characterize "resilient" families. The
advocates believe that the relational style of the family
determines the condition of overcoming adversities in
poverty. But they also emphasize in their discourses the
importance of organizational/normative resources as
shown in Figures 3 and 4.

The relational components
The presence of significant others in the trajectory of
the family is seen as an important factor that help
families to face adversities. Strong figures that give
support to the group are mentioned, and are usually a
female figure (in the role of mother or grandmother).
"Something we see is the women, there is always a
woman. Hardly ever is the father or a man that leads
the family. It is interesting that the women can make it".
(Doctor)
The workers also cited kinship as people who
influence positively the dynamics and functioning of
the family. The affective dimension of those presences
is highly evidenced as an important indicator of better
quality of the family relationships.
"Someone who gives hope and affection to them. If
they have no hope they do not survive. " (Teacher)
Treating other people with affection, caring for
children, relatives, friends and also being concerned
about the environment, their houses, their
neighborhood, can also be an indication of successful
problem solving in poverty.
"It is an extremely modest place, but the house is
somewhere you feel good, everything is tidy, they are
happy..." (Health agent)

The Organizational/Normative Components
The “Dysfunctional” family

Presence of
substance
users

Nonnuclear
model

Figure 2: Characteristics of “dysfunctional family
model” in the professional's view.

The Professionals' Experience With Poor
Families "who overcome the adversities of
poverty with success"
During the second part of the interviews the focus was
directed to the families who "make it". The
heterogeneity of perspectives made the coding process
quite difficult to categorize. It is very important to
mention that the professionals insisted in talking about
the families who do not succeed even when the key
question was about the ones that "succeed".

Getting organized and mobilizing external resources is
appointed by the professionals as an efficient way to
confront the "hardness" of everyday life. The
subcategories that emerged from the discourses were
priority to occupational success and organizational
patterns. Having an occupation and giving value to
formal education and work plus showing initiative,
responsibility, perseverance and willingness to study
and work are essential to transform the scenery of
poverty. According to these professionals, creativity
and the adequate use of network resources can solve
routine problems.
"The mother do something, she sells plants, sells
table cloths...they tell us and I think they make it...They
get children's clothes from relatives and friends, one
help the other and then life goes on". (Doctor)
Also the professionals say that patterns of
organization such as collaborative routines that
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Significant presences for
supportive relationships

Women
(mother, grandma)

Affectionate connections

Extended
family,
neighbors

Any
strong
person

With their own
children
(Cohesiveness)

With their own
environment
(world connection)

Figure 3: The relational components of resilient families according with the professionals' discourse
.

Getting Organized in the
Condition of Poverty

Give priority to
occupational success

Formal
Education

Work

Organizational Patterns

Collaborative
Routine

Traditional
Nuclear
Structured
Families

Figure 4: The organizational/normative components of resilient families according with the professionals' discourse
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involves the whole family, shared planning and
decision making when associated with the traditional
nuclear two-parent family model are important to the
efficient functioning of poor families.
"It is a sort of perseverant family...well organized,
there is a mother and a father, they agree and share
decisions. With those characteristics, they make it!"
(Health Agent)Other single categories were found in
most discourses and were found related to the two
components, relational and organizational, such as the
multigenerational transmission of the experience of
“overcoming difficulties”, the natural individual
“resilient” condition of each member, the willingness of
the family “to struggle” in the face of adversity and the
moral, ethical and religious values of the family.
Concerning their professional attitudes and
relationships with the families, half of the advocates
criticized the Brazilian Government and blamed the
social system for being unfair on poor people. They
claimed the Government is guilty for the high rate of
unemployment, bad functioning of public institutions,
lack of resources for children and families services.
These professionals usually adopt an attitude of
concrete assistance toward the families. They help
through donations of food, clothes and objects for their
houses. The other half criticized this posture of concrete
assistance especially when it comes from the
Government itself.

Discussion
As shown in the result section, the word resilience is
not part of the professionals' vocabulary either at work
or at any other situation. Their assumptions on the
phenomenon were based on a definition that came from
the interviewer.
They portray poor families as submissive and passive
to the condition of poverty. These families are labeled
"unstructured" not just for its configuration but also for
their characteristics of violent relationships, for being
neglectful of their children, and for the presence of at
least one substance abuser member. The professionals
believe that these features are transmitted through
generations and perpetuate the "myths" of passivity and
"lack of structure" in the family history. These beliefs
find partial support in the "scripts theory" of Byng-Hall
(1995). According to this author, during our family life
we rehearse our future life with our future families,
replicating or correcting our "parent's scripts" and also
testing new ways to relate to people. For some reason,
the professionals believe that poor families always
replicate both the "resilient" or "non-resilient" script.
Therefore, there is no research evidence on this data to
support these ideas.
Most professionals found difficult to organize their
ideas about families that succeed despite poverty. It
seemed hard to them to "escape" from their initial
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perceptions: the passive unstructured poor families.
Nevertheless, families that make it, appear in the
professionals’ belief system with two components:
relational and organizational or normative. When they
talked about relational elements they gave emphasis to
the presence of helpers or mentors that would assist the
families to come over the problems of socio economic
disadvantage. It seems that even when the professionals
think of potentially resilient families, they think of them
as helpless and needing someone to push them to
success. There are also few references to the dimension
of family resilience called by Walsh (1998, 2003) as
communication processes internal to the family, such as
affectionate relationships and expression of emotions.
The organizational/normative component evokes
patterns of organization, another dimension emphasized
at Walsh's theory on resilience. The professionals
reinforce that formal education and work as well as
discipline and collaboration are important to success.
According to advocates, the nuclear traditional families
also have more chances to overcome difficulties.
Although the relational and organizational style of
the family are confirmed by research as indicators of
family resilience (Walsh, 1998), there are some
evidences of the ideological character of the construct
of resilience when considered in the context of poor
families. When the advocates expressed the
organizational characteristics, they recommended that a
resilient family should function according to
mainstream social norms such as work, education and a
two-parent model. Maybe those are their middle class
values that do not consider the real difficulties of poor
people in getting a job, registering a child in a public
school or in maintaining a two-parent marriage
nowadays.
The advocacy discourses reveal that the ideological
facet of the construct of resilience might interfere in
their perceptions of the difficulties associated to
poverty to the extent that they do not believe that these
families have a way-out. Having this in mind, they
seem to be "paralyzed" and do nothing but donate
things to help the families in a concrete manner. This
attitude reinforces the social inequalities and do not
cooperate with families to develop consciousness of
their political rights and position in society. Therefore,
their relationships occur in an oppressor- to- oppressed
model or powerful-to-powerless mode. Educational
programs are necessary to encourage these
professionals to think more emphatically about the life
and history of low-income communities. The families
deserve to be assessed in their own terms rather than to
be considered helpless or "non-resilient a priori". It is
worthwhile to further investigate how and to what
extent the conditions of poverty affect adversely the
development of Brazilian families.
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