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The distressing effects of growing up in a violent community as a child can create 

repercussions that carry over into adulthood.  However, for those individuals seeking a less 

violent and more successful life outside their dangerous neighborhoods, a high level of resilience 

is necessary. Growing up in violent neighborhoods can induce traumatic responses with social, 

psychological, and physical consequences, thus triggering possible later victimization, harm, and 

damage to healthy development (Teitelman, McDonald, Wiebe, Thomas, Guerra, Kassam-

Adams, & Richmond, 2010). Even individuals who are resilient in one area, such as academics, 

may suffer consequences in other areas, such as psychological well-being (Teitelman et al., 

2010). This paper will examine resilience among adults who grew up in violent communities and 

persevered.   

The effects of living in a dangerous neighborhood have been intensely studied. Research 

shows interest in community social disorganization theory, citing violent neighborhoods as the 

root cause of delinquent actions and crime (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). However, there is 

an inherent principle that neighborhood influences are likely to be impactful through indirect, 

proximal actions, which can be good or bad (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). This means that 

there are other factors working together to play part in a child’s upbringing; including protective 

factors such as the quality of family relationships, community support, or the individual 

themselves (LeBlanc, Self-Brown, Shepard, & Kelley, 2011). These factors contribute to 

resilience in individuals growing up in violent communities. Further, positive influences may 

have an indication of long-term success.  

Such implications are important to understand because children living in dangerous 

neighborhoods are resilient and often navigate their way to an optimistic future. Previous 

research has been done to show the devastating effects and bleak outcomes of growing up in a 
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violent neighborhood. This study will examine the contrary, and delve into the lives of 

individuals who grew up in such areas but successfully overcame this adversity. 

Resilience 

 It is remarkable to note that more children who experience adversities exhibit resiliency 

than do not. Even when children experience tremendous and long-lasting difficulties, half of 

them will persevere and face positive outcomes (Bernard, 2004). Youth grow up in numerous 

environments, inclusive of their family, school, friends, teams, religious affiliations, 

communities, etc., and each environment provides a source of both risks and protective factors 

(Masten, 1998). Such protective factors seem to predict positive outcomes for high-risk 

populations from about 50 to 80 percent (Bernard, 2004). Additionally, research suggests that 

resilience is a process, rather than a specific quality, developed by building blocks of protective 

factors (Tuck & Anderson, 2014). Successful development appears to be influenced by 

resilience, but there is no such thing as a child who is not vulnerable to their environment 

(Masten, 1998).  

 There are many misconceptions surrounding resilience. This includes the idea that 

resilience is an innate quality possessed by some, but not all. The implication of resiliency being 

associated only with high-risk populations is simply not true; resiliency applies equally to all 

individuals. Resilience lies inside every human being and is pertinent to development in both 

advantageous and adverse circumstances (Masten, 2001). Exposure to trauma or adversity does 

not always cause mental health distress, psychological impairment or violent behaviors, and a 

large percentage of individuals will develop a stable pattern of healthy adjustment after a tragic 

circumstance (Brewer-Smyth & Koenig, 2014). 
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There are individual characteristics that constitute personal resilience, including social 

competence, problem solving, autonomy, and sense of purpose. External factors influencing 

resilience involve an individual’s environmental roles. These environmental factors include the 

community, school, family, opportunities to participate and contribute, high expectations, and 

caring relationships.  This study will examine the experiences of three adults who faced 

adversities growing up in violent communities and demonstrate resiliency through use of various 

protective factors. The three common protective factors woven throughout each interviewee’s 

experience include adaptive distancing, self-awareness and spirituality. 

Literature Review 

 Approximately 9.6 million adolescents living in the United States reported in a national 

survey that they have witnessed some form of violence in their community (LeBlanc et al., 

2011). Exposure to violence over the course of a child’s life affects their behavioral trajectories, 

psychological well-being, academic achievement, and developmental outcomes (Jain & 

Klebanoff Cohen, 2013). Living in neighborhoods with higher rates of violence and crime and 

lower incomes and education levels is associated with increased distress in children (Shumow, 

Lowe Vandell, & Posner, 1998).  Further, exposure to neighborhood violence has a direct effect 

on risky behaviors in adolescents, leading to engagement and association with negative peers and 

participation in unsafe health behaviors (LeBlanc et al., 2011).   

Children and adolescents react to their everyday experiences either by acting out in 

response to violence or in an attempt to protect themselves from their dangerous environment 

(Shumow, Lowe Vandell, & Posner, 1998). When children are exposed to episodes of violence, a 

range of psychological problems may appear, including internalizing and externalizing problems, 

as well as decreased cognitive functioning and social skills (LeBlanc et al., 2011). However, 
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there is evidence to suggest that not all youth internalize dangerous communities the same way, 

with a significant portion of these youth successfully acclimating over time, despite harsh 

conditions (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 2013). Some children and adolescents exposed to violence 

and raised in dangerous neighborhoods are able to maintain good psychological functioning and 

display adaptive behaviors (LeBlanc et al., 2011).  

Numerous long-term studies have looked at the resilience among children exposed to 

adversities such as poverty, child abuse and neglect, but little research has documented resilience 

among children exposed to dangerous communities (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 2013). Violence in 

dangerous communities is an enduring problem that affects millions of children, so it is 

imperative to understand more about the processes that promote positive development in youth 

exposed to violent neighborhoods (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 2013). Protective factors promote 

achievement of positive outcomes and lessen negative consequences (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 

2013). These protective factors exist at many levels of a child’s life and are influenced by 

different systems, including family relationships, the community, societal expectations, and the 

individual themselves (LeBlanc et al., 2011).  

Research has found family and peer support to be a common theme contributing to 

resilience in individuals facing dangerous communities. Support from a child’s family and peers 

have been positively associated with reduced aggression and delinquency (Jain & Klebanoff 

Cohen, 2013). It is suggested that positive family relationships are correlated with less risk 

taking, better health outcomes, and heightened academic achievement (LeBlanc at al., 2011). 

Further, having greater family and peer support increases the odds of having normal or better 

behavioral functioning and adaptation (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 2013). Youth growing up 

surrounded by violence have identified a variety of family members, close friends or mentors as 
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confidantes, key motivators and great supporters in their lives (Teitelman et al., 2010). As a 

protective factor, the positive influence and guidance from these individuals in a child’s life, 

especially the strong presence of a mother, has been a vital constructor of resiliency (Teitelman 

et al., 2010). Interestingly, in the current study, only one participant cited having strong 

immediate family bonds contributing to his resilience, and another cited only her grandmother 

being a source of inspiration. 

Another common theme of resilience previously studied includes positive community and 

neighborhood resources. There is evidence to suggest that leaving children home alone after 

school leads to negative behaviors and that after school programs are protective (Shumow, Lowe 

Vandell, & Posner, 1998). Youth have identified afterschool programs, sports, recreation centers, 

parks, and school activities as safe spaces promoting resilience (Teitelman et al., 2010). A study 

of health risk behaviors found that strong neighborhood cohesion was associated with positive 

health outcomes if the neighborhood promoted healthy behavior (Jain & Klebanoff Cohen, 

2013). This includes access to programs created to foster meaningful participation, providing a 

place for children and adolescents to “stop being around bad people” (Teitelman et al., 2010). 

 In regard to this study, all three interviewees mentioned some level of participation in 

after school activities, including sports and organizations like the Boy Scouts. Conversely, the 

participants did not cite these as principal factors of resilience in their lives, but rather felt that 

internal factors triumphed. Additionally, some activities the participants engaged in were not 

organized by the school or community, but found and practiced on the individual’s own accord. 

It is unique that all interviewees cited internal protective factors as the core of their resilience, in 

contrast to previous research focusing on external factors being the focal point of resilience. 
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These internal factors include the rejection of being labeled as a victim, having a keen sense of 

self-awareness, and living a life of purpose guided by spirituality. 

Method 

Procedure 

 A literature review for this study was conducted utilizing Chapman University Library 

database ERIC-EBSCO, searching keywords, “dangerous neighborhoods”, “violent 

neighborhoods”, “community violence”, “coping”, “youth”, “outcomes”, “development”, and 

“resilience”. Participants were of a convenience sample and initially contacted over the phone 

with a description of the study. Interviews were completed face-to-face, each lasting 

approximately two hours, and semi-structured using similar questions. The first interview was 

done in the interviewee’s home and audio-recorded, while the two subsequent interviews were 

completed in public spaces and recorded by hand. Consent was given for each interview to be 

shared in the study, with one name changed to ensure privacy. 

Participants 

 Steve. Steve was the first male interviewed. He is 44 years old, has been married for 11 

years, currently raising two young sons, and resides in Fullerton, California. Steve grew up in the 

heart of Santa Ana, California, a predominately Hispanic area known for violence and gang 

activity. Steve is Caucasian, an ethnic minority for this community, which made him vulnerable 

to victimization. He never spoke Spanish fluently, but knew enough to realize when his peers 

were saying negative things about him. Steve would ride his bike to school and had to pass 

through extremely dangerous areas where he would get stopped by gang members, leading to 

sometimes brutal fights. During fourth grade his parents divorced, leaving him devastated and 

feeling more vulnerable. 
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Steve struggled with many adversities throughout his childhood and adolescence, 

especially the impact of his parents’ divorce. After Steve’s parents finalized the divorce, Steve’s 

father walked out of his life. Steve also dealt with the suicide of a close friend in high school, 

who killed himself at a party in front of mutual friends. Steve was not there when it happened 

and stated, “If I was there I don’t know if I would have ever gotten past that.” He also wrestled 

with his own depression and contemplated suicide himself. 

 Things began to change for Steve when he switched schools and took the bus to another 

high school in a safer area further away. Although Steve transferred to a high school with a much 

higher socioeconomic status in a wealthy area, he had a hard time making friends because he was 

used to being the outsider at his school in Santa Ana and beaten up because of it. In regard to 

transferring schools Steve said, 

[I] Went on the bus, sat by myself, got off the bus, went to school by myself. So I always 

felt different, a lot of that was that my mother didn’t pay attention and she didn’t realize 

vulnerabilities of always being alone; you’re going to feel lonely. It’s going to affect you. 

I felt broken.  

Steve did not enjoy school and achieved grades just high enough to pass and graduate. He 

struggled with English and would become extremely anxious when it came to reading, but 

enjoyed math. When he finally made friends at school, Steve “gravitated to surfers, skaters, 

stoners…whoever didn’t feel like they needed to fit in.” 

A turning point in Steve’s life was when he finally decided to go to college. This decision 

was made in high school after Steve wanted to date a girl, but her father said that she was not 

allowed to date Steve unless he had an educational plan that included college. Steve eventually 

graduated from college with a degree in human services and became a social worker, which he 
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did for many years before switching careers. He has now worked for the same company the past 

fifteen years. Currently, he is focused on raising his two sons and building a wonderful life for 

his family and continuing his passion of surfing. Connected to that passion of surfing, Steve 

volunteers with an organization that helps children with disabilities learn how to surf. 

Robert. Robert is 26-years-old, of Hispanic decent, resides in Tustin, California, and 

spends the majority of his time focused on his new business. When asked about a childhood 

memory, Robert revealed that when he was about three years old he was in the car with his 

mother when she yelled for him to duck down in the backseat because there was a drive-by 

shooting. Around the same age, Robert was at his grandmother’s house when the Drug 

Enforcement Administration (DEA) raided the home. The DEA confiscated $400,000 worth of 

drugs and a few of Robert’s family members were arrested in front of him. 

Robert, just like Steve, grew up in a dangerous area of Santa Ana. His father, a farmer 

from a rural part of Mexico, and his mother, from a family involved with one of the largest 

Hispanic drug cartels, moved to the United States before Robert, their oldest child, was born. 

Robert’s mother’s family has long been associated with the cartel in Mexico, with most of the 

family either in jail, deceased, or addicted to drugs. Robert grew up believing this life was 

normal and other children experienced the same circumstances. Robert’s mother and father tried 

their best to shield Robert from this side of their lives, and enrolled Robert in a good elementary 

school. 

Robert thrived academically in elementary school and was part of the Gifted and 

Talented Education (GATE) program. He became friends with children who had, what he calls, a 

“Leave it to Beaver lifestyle”. This meant they had the “ideal” nuclear family, with happily 

married parents, living in an idyllic suburban neighborhood. Robert said this gave him hope and 
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showed him that his “current existence is not the way it is always going to be.” Robert was 

bullied in elementary school and physically fought with boys who made fun of him. He joined 

the Boy Scouts when he was 10 and continued with the program until he was 16. Robert later 

attended a high school with a predominately Hispanic population. At this high school there were 

fights every day, Robert was involved in a few, and many teenagers were affiliated with gangs. 

“Everyone at this high school shared the same narrative,” Robert said, “Everyone’s parents were 

from Mexico and came here to do better.”  

Robert moved to Corona his junior year of high school. This was a milestone for the 

family because his father was finally able to buy a home. He continued to do well academically 

and took Advanced Placement (AP) classes. However, where he was once part of the ethnic 

majority at his high school, he was now part of the minority. This brought about racial tension 

and Robert wanted to be respected. Robert had his younger brother and sisters looking up to him, 

and Robert wanted to be a positive role model for them, so he continued to work hard 

academically and eventually went to college. After college, he worked as a regional account 

manager for a major company for two years, helped his father run a construction business, and 

currently has started his own fitness company that is slowly becoming very successful. 

Carlisa. Carlisa is 25 years old, African-American, currently enrolled in law school, and 

resides in Long Beach, California where she lives with her fiancé and two-year-old daughter. 

Carlisa grew up in Compton, California, a city notorious for gang violence, primarily the rivalry 

between the infamous Bloods and the Crips. More specifically, Carlisa explained she was raised 

in the “center, center of Compton, where it was really bad, especially in the 1990’s.” Her 

grandmother and two uncles raised her, with her mother sometimes absent, and her father in and 

out of prison. 
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As a child, Carlisa believed it was the norm to have territories of a city claimed by gangs; 

she knew exactly which gang “owned” which part of town. Once, when she was young, she 

criticized a sidewalk covered in graffiti while walking with her friends, naively pointing out the 

fact that it was not the territory of the gang who did the marking. Overhearing her comments, a 

much older girl threatened to hurt her if she didn’t leave. Carlisa also explained racial tensions 

being a source of violence in the community. Compton is separated into areas by race; there are 

predominately Hispanic areas and predominately African-American areas. Carlisa recounted a 

story about walking around town and turning onto a street she was unfamiliar with. A Hispanic 

man driving by in a car rolled down his window and pointed a gun in her face, firmly telling her 

to turn around and go home.  

Much like both Steve and Richard, a major turning point for Carlisa was when she 

switched high schools. After finding out her cousin was taking the bus from Compton to another 

town an hour away and enjoying his new high school, Carlisa decided to do the same. Carlisa 

describes herself as a “nerd” who has always enjoyed school and played every sport possible. 

However, race played a role at her new high school and she felt a sense of isolation where she 

was now a minority. Carlisa prevailed and excelled in academics, and would cry if she was sick 

and had to miss school because this meant she would not receive the perfect attendance award. 

She eventually graduated from college where she majored in criminal justice and political 

science. Currently, Carlisa is enrolled in law school and anticipates graduating in a year. Her 

ultimate goal is to become a human and civil rights attorney and help as many people as possible. 

Findings 

 Despite facing adversities growing up in dangerous neighborhoods, all three participants 

were able to persevere. Although they each faced their own unique challenges and various 
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hardships, three common themes were present throughout each interview. The first universal 

theme of resilience throughout each participant’s interview included adaptive distancing and 

resistance. The second resiliency theme present was a sense of self-consciousness and 

mindfulness. Lastly, each interview portrayed a deep awareness of spirituality and sense of 

meaning contributing to their resilience. 

Theme One: Adaptive Distancing and Resistance 

 Adaptive distancing is the process of emotionally detaching from certain dysfunction, no 

matter the environment, recognizing that an individual cannot control the chaos that occurs 

around them (Bernard, 2004). This method of adaptive distancing allows an individual to step 

back from the poor circumstances surrounding their lives and take an observational standpoint, 

rather than a participatory one (Bernard, 2004). It is a process of psychological distancing, 

detaching the self from the here and now, to mentally transcend an experience (White, Kross, & 

Duckworth, 2015).  

A common statement throughout all three interviews was, “I am not a victim”. Steve, 

Robert, and Carlisa each explicitly stated that despite all they had faced, they refused to 

victimize themselves or feel sorry for their own circumstances. Choosing to not associate oneself 

as a victim is a prime example of adaptive distancing, showing that the adversity has not defined 

the individual and they will not be labeled as such. Research suggests that analyzing negative 

experiences from an emotionally detached perspective leads to increased insight and closure 

(White, Kross, & Duckworth, 2015). Negative emotions may also be mediated by a shift in 

structure of thought, decreasing personal blame (White, Kross, & Duckworth, 2015). 

 Steve mentioned that his priority was to “break the family cycle” he grew up in and build 

a positive life for himself, his wife, and sons. Refusing to let his childhood experiences define 
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him, he has focused his energy on being a supportive father and raising his sons in a healthy 

environment. While he was a social worker for many years, Steve said he would get bogged 

down trying to help people who chose to be the victim of their tragedies. He mentioned it would 

bother him and he never understood how a person could be helped if they spent so much time 

feeling sorry for themselves. In regard to working in that field, Steve commented, “You can feel 

sorry, but you can’t save anyone but yourself.” 

 “I despise victimization,” said Robert, “It’s disempowering.” As Robert grew up and saw 

how other people lived outside of his own world filled with drugs and violence, he said he never 

felt envious of others who lived a more peaceful lifestyle. Instead, it gave Robert something to 

work towards and aspire to. Robert mentioned, “It’s humbling to know you are your own 

limitation, and you do what you should do, regardless of how you feel.” In other words, it should 

not be about the impact of outside influences, but remaining true to one’s intuition and internal 

guide. Robert also said that from his experiences, he is less sympathetic of people claiming 

themselves a victim of their situations. “I have less sympathy,” he said, “Much less sympathy. 

I’m empathetic, not sympathetic. It is a sobering line to draw.”  

 Carlisa adamantly stated at the beginning of the interview that she was not a victim of her 

environment growing up. She credits much of this to the belief instilled in her as child that, “You 

suck it up, you do what you have to do.” Following that mentality of “sucking it up”, even when 

Carlisa experienced life-threatening violence in her community, it was something she didn’t 

discuss with her family. Carlisa explained the most important thing is to be surrounded by a 

positive support system and strong people. She firmly believes in focusing on the good and 

setting a good example for others, especially now that she has a daughter. “We do not have a 

choice to be born,” she said, “Or a choice in how we are raised. But once we are an adult, we 
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have to make choices. It’s about what we decide to do, regardless of anything else. Our lives are 

driven by our own choices.” 

 Resistance, a form of adaptive distancing, is the rejection of negative messages about an 

individual’s gender, culture, or race, and can protect one’s autonomy (Bernard, 2004). All three 

interviewees mentioned that they experienced racial tension while growing up.  Steve, a 

Caucasian man who grew up in a predominately Hispanic area, faced enormous racial tension as 

a child.  Robert, once part of the majority race at his high school, was suddenly part of the 

minority as a Hispanic man when he switched high schools. Like Robert, Carlisa faced the same 

predicament when she changed high schools and became one of the few African-American 

students at her new school. Steve, Robert, and Carlisa all agreed that they honored and respected 

their backgrounds without making race a focal point or feeling inadequate because of it. 

Focusing on resistance, these individuals were able to be resilient while upholding their unique 

cultural affiliations and maintaining consciousness and mindfulness (Bernard, 2004).  

Theme Two: Self-Awareness and Mindfulness 

 Mindfulness is difficult to define and conceptualize (Coholic, 2011). Mindfulness is the 

process of being in tune with our being through reflection, self-observation and inquiry (Bernard, 

2004). Originally developed as a holistic teaching method, the practice of mindfulness was 

created to relieve suffering and foster compassion and kindness (Coholic, 2011). Practicing 

mindfulness encourages awareness of living in the present moment, being nonjudgmental as 

events unfold, reflecting upon the self, and questioning the view of the world (Coholic, 2011). 

Qualities of self-awareness and mindfulness include acceptance, openness, patience, empathy, 

gratitude, and the ability to tap into an internal source of peace (Bernard, 2004).  
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Mindfulness also includes paying attention to an individual’s strengths and moods, 

without involving emotions and letting things flow without resistance (Bernard, 2004). Research 

has found that a foundation of mindfulness can help build aspects of resilience, including coping 

skills and increased feelings of self-esteem, as well as nurturing gratefulness and compassion 

(Coholic, 2011). Throughout all three interviews, a common thread tying them together was an 

innate sense of self and mindful reflection on life. All interviewees possess a transformative 

power of resilience; the ability to step back from emotion and reframe, seeing their lives from a 

different perspective (Bernard, 2004). 

 During Steve’s interview, he was able to articulate the emotions he felt as he went 

through various tribulations in his life impeccably. He appeared extremely perceptive and self-

reflective as he talked about his childhood. Steve said he really tapped into this quality when he 

began his human service counseling courses in college. In one counseling class, he said, the 

students had to counsel each other. This caused Steve to become more introspective and 

articulate about his own emotions without becoming overwhelmed by them. Steve also talked a 

lot about the pivotal role surfing has played in his life. He has been surfing since he was very 

young and continues to do it as often as possible. Steve became hooked on the therapeutic effects 

of the ocean, deeming it his “safe spot”, allowing him to find solitude and peace. When asked 

what message Steve would like to pass onto others, he repeated, “Life is sacred and so worth 

living.” 

 Robert, an advocate for self-reflection and inner growth, said, “I am what I am; I make 

the best of it.” He believes that his resilience throughout life hasn’t happened because of one 

event or one decision, but is in fact, “a scale that has accumulated over many years.” Research 

suggests that resilience is a pathway or a process, accruing and growing stronger over time (Tuck 
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& Anderson, 2014). Robert explained that he has been very perceptive throughout his life, 

learning from everyone around him. He believes that a life worth living is not about accruing 

value, but life takes on meaning when it is shared with others. He considers himself mentally 

tough and embraces himself exactly as he is, constantly reevaluating his current situation and 

planning ways to improve. Robert, just like Steve, finds solace in the ocean when he is surfing. 

He enjoys any hobby where he can get into a “flow state”, such as surfing, snowboarding, riding 

his motorcycle, or working out. A “flow state”, Robert explained, is any activity where he can 

zone out and meditate. When asked what message Robert would like to pass onto others, he said, 

“If you’re not growing, you’re dying. Look inside yourself, pay attention, reevaluate when need 

be.” 

 Carlisa stated her purpose in life is to “be good and do good”, meaning that she strives to 

be the best version of herself and contribute positively to society by helping others. Now that she 

has a daughter, she is overly cautious of her behaviors and actions, wanting to set the best 

example possible. Carlisa said she is always looking inward and is deeply conscious of her limits 

and stressors.  “I wake up every day and choose to be happy,” Carlisa explained. “People think 

happiness is something that is going to come to them when they become successful or earn a lot 

of money, but happiness is a conscious choice that we decide to make, and I choose to be 

happy.” When asked what message Carlisa would like to pass onto others, she exclaimed, “Self-

love! You need to honor yourself and love yourself, because that is the beginning of everything.” 

Theme Three: Spirituality and Sense of Meaning 

 Spirituality is an active quest for something outside the self that will lead to greater 

knowledge and a greater capacity to love (Raftopoulos & Bates, 2011). It refers to one’s 

relationship with other people, the sacredness of life, and the universe (Raftopoulos & Bates, 
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2011). Unlike religion, spirituality is deeply personal and the expressions are diverse, not 

confined to traditional institutions or formal devotional practices (Raftopoulos & Bates, 2011). 

Research shows that faith and spirituality can play a role in resilience. Some resilient individuals 

find stability and strength in religion, faith, spirituality, or sense of meaning (Bernard, 2004). 

Additionally, individuals who can attribute religious or spiritual meaning to misfortune and 

adversities may face less psychological turmoil (Bernard, 2004). Research suggests the fostering 

of spiritual growth leads to healing and potential recovery (Tuck & Anderson, 2014). 

 As individuals form a strong relationship with God or a higher power, they often 

experience better health (Tuck & Anderson, 2014). Research has found a reciprocal relationship 

between spiritual and mental health, with a sense of spirituality leading to less depression and 

greater self-esteem (Tuck & Anderson, 2014). Spirituality has been correlated to greater 

forgiveness, which can lead to decreased hostility and better subjective health (Brewer-Smyth & 

Koenig, 2014). Those that promote this quality of forgiveness, prayer, and trusting in a higher 

power may have lower levels of stress (Brewer-Smyth & Koenig, 2014). On the contrary, 

religious and spiritual struggles have been associated with psychological issues, depression, 

anxiety, panic disorders, and suicidality (Tuck & Anderson, 2014).  

 Spirituality may also serve as a protective factor because of the belief that a higher power 

is a constant source of love, guidance and support (Raftopoulos & Bates, 2011). This means that 

although a figure of caring social support may not be available, an individual can still feel guided 

and cared for. Through a relationship with a higher power, a sense of protection, comfort and 

security can be developed, along with increased self-awareness, purpose, optimism, and self-

efficacy (Raftopoulos & Bates, 2011). Spirituality and sense of meaning has played a significant 

role throughout all three interviewees’ lives and has attributed to their resiliency. 
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 Steve, Robert and Carlisa consider themselves spiritual, but do not attend a place of 

worship, either often or not at all. Robert and Carlisa both went to church frequently as children, 

yet no longer do so. Robert said that attending church left an imprint on him that has played a 

role in his life and he considers himself a man of faith. Robert has also practiced martial arts for 

the last ten years, which he considers having an impact on his spirituality. Carlisa, like Robert, 

has carried her faith with her throughout her life. Her grandmother who raised her was very 

religious and taught Carlisa at a young age to pray often. Carlisa said that she talks to God every 

day and carries a strong sense of faith with her in everything she does. Steve was not raised with 

religious influences, yet feels a strong connection with God when he is surrounded by nature. 

This compels him to spend a lot of time at the beach surfing and taking family camping trips. 

When he visits places such as Big Sur or Yosemite, he feels an immense sense of spirituality and 

the presence of God. When a person experiences a spiritual epiphany, they often talk about inner 

peace and a sense of fulfillment (Tuck & Anderson, 2014). 

Discussion 

 The goal of this study was to explore three different experiences of individuals raised in a 

violent neighborhood and able to overcome this adversity. These interviews provide a deeper 

understanding resilience in such individuals facing this hardship. Because previous research 

focuses on external factors of resilience, like family and community support, this study provides 

a richer understanding of resilience with focus on internal factors. Through the interviews 

conducted, common themes of internal factors influencing resilience were found. These 

universal internal factors included adaptive distancing, mindfulness, and spirituality. 
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Limitations 

 Although common themes of resiliency were found among the three individuals 

interviewed, further interviews with numerous individuals who grew up in dangerous 

communities would reveal additional themes. This study interviewed an array of ethnicities, 

including Caucasian, Hispanic, and African-American, but including other races would be 

helpful to understand the topic further. Also, all three interviewees grew up in Southern 

California, with two of the interviewees growing up in the same city. This carries some 

limitations, and extending this research to individuals growing up in a vast variety of cities 

across the United States would give a broader view. The full range of experiences that 

individuals raised in dangerous communities were not explored, so further research with these 

considerations in mind should be conducted. The experiences of these three interviewees are 

only a small window into the lives of those who grew up in violent areas, and their experiences 

are not universal to all. 

Implications 

 Research. As mentioned previously, future research should be open to explore the 

narratives of individuals from all walks of life, with a variety of ethnic backgrounds, living in 

diverse cities across the United States. This would offer a wide range of coping skills and themes 

of resilience to analyze, rather than just the few universal ones found between these three 

interviewees. Each relationship between an individual and the environment they were raised in is 

unique, therefore additional areas of resilience can be found with further in-depth, qualitative 

research. Additionally, prior research in this area has focused on resilience within the context of 

external factors, such as family and community support systems. On the contrary, this study 
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focused on internal sources of resilience, which indicates that further research can be conducted 

with these internal protective factors in mind. 

 Practice. Furthermore, this research presents implications for individuals working with 

those who either grew up in dangerous communities or are currently being raise in one. Themes 

of resilience seen here can be utilized to foster resilience in others. By understanding the 

narrative of resilient individuals with positive outcomes despite adversity, these solutions can 

provide a source of inspiration for others in the same position. There is also a dire need for 

prevention programs to connect with children in high-risk areas so they can be offered an 

ongoing support system. Youth growing up in these communities typically have fewer people 

they can depend on or seek help from, and less access to healthy activities and meaningful 

involvement. Focusing on mindfulness and building the inner-self can be extremely 

advantageous in fostering resilience as well. These positive reinforcements may help build the 

resilience of youth in this population, leading to positive outcomes. 

Conclusion 

 The hazardous effects from living in dangerous communities are a sweeping epidemic, 

affecting approximately 40% of youth in America (LeBlanc et al., 2011). Although this number 

is worrisome, there is evidence to show not all children raised in this environment have poor 

outcomes. In fact, the universal quality of resilience shows that individuals prevail, despite 

numerous and ongoing hardships (Bernard, 2004). While this study draws focus on individuals 

sharing common themes of internal resilience within the context of a similar narrative, there is a 

more comprehensive message at hand. The real magic of resilience lies in the heartening fact that 

this trait is possessed by all human beings, and can be tapped into and cultivated. In addition, 

when considering influences of resilience, many external factors come to mind, such as the 
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support of family, friends, and the community. On the contrary, this study shows that internal 

factors, such as adaptive distancing, mindfulness and spirituality, can influence resilience 

profoundly. With this momentous realization in mind, every individual has the ability to focus 

inward, and overcome any adversity with the innate power of resilience.  
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Reflection 

 It was a privilege for these three individuals to share their lives with me. There were 

many emotional and vulnerable moments to share, so I felt a sense of honor that they wanted to 

share these personal stories with me. I was extremely inspired listening to these stories and felt a 

sense of awe. I was not raised in a dangerous community, so I could not relate to this adversity, 

but it was eye-opening and I learned so much about a topic that never has affected me directly.  

 However, I connected with the three themes of resilience immensely. I understood what 

all three individuals meant when they said they never wanted anyone to feel sorry for them, or 

that they were not defined by this adversity. It was wonderful that all three participants were very 

open and prolific in their interviews. I am always looking inward, being mindful and reassessing 

how my attitude and perspective shapes my life. All three interviewees felt the same way, and I 

experienced a deep connection when I discussed this topic with them. In this regard, it felt like 

friends having a conversation about life in general, and less of a rigid interview process; it was 

natural, like everything flowed easily and came together on it’s own. 

 Another aspect of the interviews that I could relate to was the universal theme of 

spirituality. I consider myself a spiritual person, but not exactly religious. Carlisa, Robert and 

Steve felt this way as well. It was refreshing to talk about spirituality as a meditation or quiet 

reflection, and not something tied to religion. Carlisa asked me a few questions throughout the 

interview, including my religious perspective. I told her that there is a quote I believe really 

summarizes my view, which is, “Isn’t a whole day a temple? Isn’t a whole life a temple?” She 

could empathize that there is sacredness to living life, and that every day should be treated as 

such. Steve and Robert portrayed the same belief as well. 

All interviewees shared in the same perspective, focusing on the everyday wonders that 
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come with living life and being in the moment, sharing gratitude and mindfulness. In this regard, 

my interviews became very profound and I walked away feeling like I had just sat through a 

counseling session. I felt lighter and more at peace after these interviews, taking a moment to 

reflect on my own gratefulness. Hearing how each individual overcame difficulties proved to me 

that we really do have the tools to change our lives for the better; we just need to utilize them. 

I felt very comfortable doing these interviews, but I think that was partially due to each 

participant immediately making me feel welcome. If they were each more aloof or not very open 

to share these personal stories, then I may have felt a little uneasy. I was slightly nervous to 

conduct my first interview, but Steve welcomed me into his home and I was quickly assured that 

everything would go smoothly. I think conducting the interview in Steve’s home made him feel 

more comfortable too, so I was off to a good start with my interviews.  

A challenge I faced happened when things became emotional at times. It was hard to 

know what was the appropriate reaction, and sometimes I was at a loss for words. I began to 

understand the power of using silence during a session. Sometimes silence was the only thing 

suitable for the moment and it helped the interviewee work through their emotions and open up 

more. I also tried to be very aware of my body language and facial expressions. These are things 

I can keep improving on as a school psychologist so that my counseling sessions are better. The 

part about counseling that really excites me is getting to learn about people’s lives and hear their 

narrative. I believe when we share our lives and learn more about others we in turn learn more 

about ourselves. With a higher sense of self-awareness, gratefulness, and resilience in ourselves, 

we can help shape other people’s lives in profound ways. 




