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Abstract

This study examines resilience among a sample of American Indian adolescents living on or near 
reservations in the upper Midwest. Data are from a baseline survey of 212 youth (115 boys and 97 
girls) who were enrolled in the fifth through eighth grades. Based upon the definition of resilience, 
latent class analyses were conducted to identify youth who displayed prosocial outcomes (60.5%) 
as opposed to problem behavior outcomes. A measure of family adversity was also developed that 
indicated only 38.4% of the youth lived in low-adversity households. Defining resilience in the con-
text of positive outcomes in the face of adversity, logistic regression was used to examine the pre-
dictors of prosocial outcomes among youth who lived in moderate- to high-adversity households. 
The analyses identified key risk and protective factors. A primary risk factor appeared to be per-
ceived discrimination. Protective factors were from multiple contexts: family, community, and cul-
ture. Having a warm and supportive mother, perceiving community support, and exhibiting higher 
levels of enculturation were each associated with increased likelihood of prosocial outcomes. 
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Conditions on American Indian reservations today continue to demand a high de-
gree of resourcefulness, competence, and flexibility. American Indians live in a society 
in which they must constantly adjust to the demands of their cultures and White Amer-
ican culture (LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993). The stressors associated with this 
adjustment are particularly notable for youth. American Indian adolescents must learn to 
negotiate the “shifting requirements of multiple social and cultural systems as they are 
growing up” (Beauvais, 2000, p. 2). While living on reservations may expose youth to 
more poverty and fewer economic opportunities, it may also provide protective elements. 
For example, urban American Indian youth may well experience greater stress in daily 
living than their relatives on the reservation because it is difficult for them to access so-
cial support networks, such as extended family networks that are more readily available 
on reservations (LaFromboise & Dizon, 2003). The reservations have been the base for an-
other important component of resilience, the continuity and revival of American Indian 
culture and traditions (Goodluck, 2002). 

Resilience in the face of adversity is not new to American Indian tribes. They have sur-
vived genocidal practices directed toward them, including a massive redistribution of peo-
ple away from their homelands and the imposition of the reservation system. They with-
stood drastic changes in sociopolitical, cultural, and physical environments and the added 
stress from oppression and hostility. Through it all, many were able to adapt and overcome 
adverse circumstances. Although the term “resilience” has only recently been linked with 
Native people, the meaning of the term has been applied and practiced among American 
Indians for centuries. James Clairmont, a Lakota spiritual elder, expresses how the concept 
of resilience is inherent in his tribal culture: “The closest translation of ‘resilience’ is a sacred 
word that means ‘resistance’ . . . resisting bad thoughts, bad behaviors. We accept what life 
gives us, good and bad, as gifts from the Creator. We try to get through hard times, stress-
ful times, with a good heart. The gift [of adversity] is the lesson we learn from overcoming 
it” (Graham, 2001, p. 1). It is important that research address the potential protective mech-
anisms that American Indian people and American Indian communities may provide to 
their youth rather than simply advancing deficit hypotheses (LaFromboise, Trimble, & Mo-
hatt, 1990). This research will examine resilience in the context of American Indian youth 
living on or near reservations and examine the factors that predict resilient outcomes in this 
high-risk population. We will assess how to best measure resilience and then systematically 
examine individual, family, and cultural predictors of resilience. 

Resilience 

Resilience has been defined in many different ways. Many views of resilience include 
metaphors associated with adaptability despite adverse circumstances or obstacles (Klar-
reich, 1998). All resilience definitions include the capacity to face challenges and to be-
come somehow more capable despite adverse experiences. Most definitions emphasize 
that resilience is a process, rather than a fixed constitutional attribute, influenced by ev-
eryday decisions (Masten, 2001). According to this interpretation, resilience is conceptu-
alized as a protective mechanism that modifies an individual’s response to risk situations 
and operates at critical points during one’s life (Newcomb, 1992). People who display re-
silient adaptation become stronger by learning new skills, developing creative ways of 
coping, and meeting and overcoming life’s challenges (Luthar & Zelazo, 2003). All of their 
experiences are viewed as educational because they contribute to one’s growth in ability 
to deal with future problems. 
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How youth cope with stressors varies across domain, development, and context. Par-
ticular characteristics rarely serve exclusively as risk or protective functions. Resilience 
factors generally fall into the following areas: (a) intrapersonal, (b) interpersonal, and (c) 
community, with culture shaping the person-in-environment interaction and thereby in-
fluencing all three perspectives (Delgado, 1995). Exposure to multiple protective or re-
silience factors can increase one’s chance of competent social adjustment because it indi-
rectly moderates the effects of risk exposure (Rutter, 1990). 

American Indian Resilience 

The recent history of American Indians in the United States has been associated with 
a number of dramatic and distinctive risk factors, including acculturation stress, repeated 
traumatic loss, poverty, social disorganization, political disempowerment, high rates of 
school dropout, alcohol abuse, inhalant abuse, chronic health conditions, and correspond-
ing decline in resources, opportunities, and support (Appleton & Dykeman, 1996; Blum, 
Potthoff, & Resnick, 1997; Howard, Walker, Walker, Cottler, & Compton, 1999; Kumpfer 
& Alvarado, 1995; Nelson, Moon, Holtzman, Smith, & Siegel, 1996; Office of Juvenile Jus-
tice and Delinquency Prevention, 1995). The likelihood of youth developing problems in-
creases rapidly as the number of risk factors increases in comparison with the number 
of protective factors (Dunst & Trivette, 1994). Yet, despite these formidable risks, many 
American Indian youth do become engaged in prosocial activities and successfully avoid 
problem behaviors. It is the presence of these positive outcomes, in the face of substantial 
adversity, that points to the resilience of American Indian youth. 

There is a paucity of research on American Indian resilience. In fact, our review of the 
numerous works addressing resilience, found few empirical studies on resilience that fo-
cused solely on the American Indian population (Graham, 2001; Long & Nelson, 1999) 
and relatively few that even addressed it indirectly (Miller-Heyl, MacPhee, & Fritz, 1998; 
Pharris, Resnick, & Blum, 1997). There has, however, been emerging conceptual devel-
opment as to what would comprise resilience in this context (Cross, 1998; Goodluck & 
Willeto, 2004; Heavy Runner & Marshall, 2003; LaFromboise, Oliver, & Hoyt, in press; 
Montgomery, Miville, Winterowd, Jefferies, & Baysden, 2000). The contributions of these 
authors suggest the importance of community, family, and general Native cultural values 
as each being a critical element in the resilience and well-being of the youth. 

Predictors of Resilience 

A number of individual, family, and community characteristics are likely to contrib-
ute to resilient outcomes for youth. At the individual level, these include gender, positive 
self- esteem, and an active engagement in one’s culture. At the family level, these would 
include family structure and parental support. At the community level, there are both 
positive community supports and risk factors, such as poverty and discrimination. 

Risk for susceptibility to emotional distress, protection from situations of risk, and 
ways of responding to adversity may be gender-based during adolescence (Gardano, 
1998; Fergusson & Horwood, 2001). For example, Turner, Norman, and Zunz (1995) re-
port that boys may be at risk when there are extreme levels of interdependence within 
the family, whereas girls may be at risk when there are extreme levels of independence or 
disengagement in family interactions. Girls tend to self-destruct with quiet, disturbed be-
haviors rather than act out with externalized behaviors as boys do. 
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The social and emotional demands of adolescence may be particularly trying for Amer-
ican Indian girls. They frequently experience feelings of hopelessness (Blum, Harmon, 
Harris, Bergeisen, & Resnick, 1992), become victims of violent behavior (e.g., battery, 
rape, sexual assault, or incest) (Fleming & Manson, 1990), have high teen pregnancy rates 
(Blum et al., 1992), and undergo suicide-related hospitalizations more frequently than 
American Indian boys do (LaFromboise & Howard-Pitney, 1995). These gender-based 
outcomes indicate that American Indian girls experience high levels of stress and encoun-
ter situations associated with high risk wherein they may loose confidence in their ability 
to overcome hardships. 

Self-esteem, the belief that there is not a discrepancy between one’s ideal self-image 
and actual self-image (Long, 1991), is argued to be one of the most important traits in re-
silient youth (Gordon, 1996). Youth with high self-esteem and sense of self-efficacy report 
positive feelings about themselves, their social environment, and their ability to deal with 
life’s challenges (Werner, 1992). Self-esteem is thought to serve as a psychological protec-
tive factor against the harmful effects of stress (Timko, Moos, & Michelson, 1993) and the 
tendency to engage during adolescence in risky behavior, such as drug use and poor aca-
demic performance (Bell & Suggs, 1998). 

Given the resurgence of involvement in traditional activities and ceremonies in Amer-
ican Indian communities, adherence to traditional values and pride in one’s culture pro-
vides a foundation for American Indian adolescents as they “blend the strengths of their 
people with the opportunities of the larger society” (Beauvais, 2000). Zimmerman and 
colleagues argue that enculturation, the process of learning about one’s native culture, 
is an important resilience factor for American Indian children (Zimmerman, Ramirez, 
Washienko, Walter, & Dyer, 1998). Identification with one’s culture is thought to have 
positive developmental effects through enhanced self-esteem and conformity to cultural 
community norms (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). Studies have found that identification 
with, and pride in, one’s ethnic group is associated with increased competence, academic 
achievement, and self-esteem (Martinez & Dukes, 1997; Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997). 

Families can play a pivotal role in the social ecology of substance use. Parental sup-
port has been found to be one of the most powerful predictors of reduced delinquency 
and drug use in American Indian youth (King, Beals, Manson, & Trimble, 1992). Positive 
family relations discourage youth initiation into drug use (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 
1992) and lend emotional support in sustaining resilience and minimizing vulnerability 
(Klarreich, 1998). Families can set biological risk (Schuckit, 1992) and create high-risk en-
vironments through parental or sibling substance use (Hansen et al., 1987). Increased pa-
rental supervision is also a major mediator of negative peer influence (Dishion, French, 
& Patterson, 1995). These environmental risks influence socialization practices, the inter-
personal dynamics of conflict, discipline, parent–child relationships, and family isolation 
(Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1995). 

Resilient youth seem to survive in high-risk families through their ability to adjust and 
cope with inconsistency and adversity (Beardslee & Schwoeri, 1994). The task for youth 
in high-risk families is to: (a) avoid becoming overwhelmed by the stresses of the family, 
(b) maintain compassion for the family yet remain detached from family troubles, (c) de-
velop understanding of the family’s problems, and (d) receive some emotional support 
from well family members (Sayger, 1996). Contemporary living has required American 
Indian communities to develop and hone their ability to be resilient for their people to 
lead stable and fulfilling lives. When an American Indian family is unable to instill moral 
values and provide guidance and support for children, the community must take respon-



Re s i l i e n c e a m o n g Mi d w e s t e r n Am e r i c a n In d i a n Ad o l e s c e n t s     197

sibility for ensuring that the family is supported in ways that improve its care for chil-
dren. American Indian communities and neighborhoods both on and off the reservation 
can reinforce a protective sense of self-worth, identity, safety, and environmental mastery 
(LaFromboise & Medoff, 2004). 

There are also risk factors within the community context. One is the level of poverty 
and the lack of employment opportunities on the reservations. These risk factors may be 
further exacerbated by discrimination experienced on and near the reservation. Youth 
who experience race-related prejudice, discrimination, and blocked opportunities may 
develop oppositional cultural values that have been associated with poor outcomes, such 
as academic disengagement, psychosocial maladaptation, and problem behaviors at home 
and at school (Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2005). Al-
though parents are important mediators of children’s racial understanding (Hughes & 
Chen, 1999), children’s exposure to influences outside of the family also prompts them to 
construct and reconstruct their notions about themselves as members of a racial or ethnic 
group (Trimble, 1988). 

The analysis of predictors of resilience requires a multistage analysis. First, we need 
to identify youth who are demonstrating resilient responses. This is a two-step pro-
cess. Initially, we will identify youth profiles that are associated with positive behav-
ioral outcomes. Then, we need to examine the level of adversity faced by the youth. In 
the context of this study, we examine these adversity elements within the adolescent’s 
household. We then identify resilient American Indian youth as those who have posi-
tive behavioral profiles while facing substantial adversity. Once the resilient youth are 
identified using this protocol, we examine the influence of selected individual, family, 
and community variables. 

Method 

Participants 

Two hundred-twelve adolescents (115 boys and 97 girls), ranging in age from 10 to 
15 years old and enrolled in fifth through eighth grades, participated in this study. They 
were recruited from three American Indian reservations located in the upper Midwest. 
The reservations, while varying in size, are similar in terms of tribal affiliation, location 
in rural areas, and prevalence of high levels of unemployment and poverty. Adolescents 
from these reservations share similar cultures, traditional language, and basic geographi-
cal regions. Fifty percent of the participants were age 11 or 12 at the time of the interview 
while 30% were 13 or 14 years old. Of the remaining participants, 13% were age 10 and 
only 6% were 15 years old. The mean of male participants was 12.1 years and of female 
participants was 12.2 years. Participants were nearly equally distributed across the tar-
get grades in school. Thirty-eight percent of the participants lived in single-parent house-
holds, predominantly female-headed. Approximately one-third of the participants (31% 
boys and 34% girls) had never lived with their biological fathers, 32% did not presently 
live with their biological father but had lived with their biological father previously, and 
34% lived with their biological fathers at the time of the interview. About two-thirds of 
the participants (68%) had a male caregiver present in the home. 

Approximately 16% of the participants’ households had incomes of $35,000 or more 
per year, while 32% had incomes of $20,000–$35,000, and 36% had incomes of $10,000–
$20,000. About 17% of their household incomes were less than $10,000 per year. 
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Procedure 

To be eligible to participate in the study, adolescents had to be enrolled tribal members 
and at least one parent had to agree to participate. Tribal families with eligible children 
who lived on, or within 50 miles of, one of three reservations were included in the sam-
ple. The interviews were conducted during home visits made by one or two interview-
ers. All of the interviewers had tribal affiliation and were directly supervised by on-site 
staff. Two hundred-twelve families (85% of all eligible families) agreed to participate in 
the study and completed the baseline interview survey for a prevention study (Whitbeck, 
Stubben, Hoyt, LaFromboise, & Hales, 1999). 

Measures 

In this analysis, gender was a dichotomous variable (0 = male and 1 = female) and age 
of the youth was coded in years. A family structure variable, male in household, was a di-
chotomous indicator of whether there was an adult male in the household involved in su-
pervising the youth. This could be the youth’s father, stepfather, mother’s live-in partner, 
grandfather, or any other adult male who was actively involved in a parent-like manner 
in the supervision of the youth. 

Self-esteem was measured using items selected from the Tri-Ethnic Center’s self- esteem 
scale (Oetting & Beauvais, 1990/1991). This measure has been validated among minority 
youth, including American Indian adolescents. One dimension indicated self- esteem as-
sociated with feelings of positive self-worth (e.g., “I am proud of myself”), a second di-
mension tapped feelings of perceived competence (e.g., “I am able to do things well”), 
and the third dimension focused upon positive images in the view of other persons (e.g., 
“People like me”). The alpha internal consistency estimate for this measure was 0.67. 

Enculturation was measured by a set of 20 items that included three basic overlapping 
elements: (a) participation in traditional activities, (b) identification with American Indian 
culture, and (c) traditional spiritual involvement. The measures for participation in tradi-
tional activities were developed through focus groups with elders and included engage-
ment in tasks related to pow-wow celebrations, knowledge and use of traditional lan-
guage, and involvement in existing practices that originated during traditional times (e.g., 
doing beadwork, making regalia, spear fishing, hunting). Identification with American 
Indian culture was measured using six items from the Oetting and Beauvais (1990/1991) 
American Indian Cultural Identification Scale. Traditional spiritual involvement was as-
sessed by three global items that asked about involvement in traditional spiritual activi-
ties and the importance of spiritual values in their lives. The final enculturation measure 
had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84. 

Maternal warmth was measured using the youth’s reports of mother’s parenting behav-
iors. The scale was comprised of a six-item scale made-up of questions such as the follow-
ing: When you and your mom have a problem, how often can the two of you figure out 
how to deal with it?; How often do you talk to your mom about things that bother you? 
Response categories were Never, Sometimes, and Always. Internal consistency, assessed 
by Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.65. 

Community support was a three-item index that asked the youth to rate how concerned 
people in their community were about children getting good grades in school, being good 
at playing sports, and learning their American Indian language and customs. The results 
were based on the youth’s perception of community concern. Each question had a 3-point 
response scale where the youth indicated whether community members were seen as be-
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ing happy, not too concerned, or unhappy in each of these domains. The alpha reliability for 
this index was 0.60. 

Perceived discrimination was measured with a 10-item perceived discrimination scale 
designed to tap a range of potential types and sources of discrimination for youth. The 
questions in this scale load on three general dimensions: global discrimination, authority 
discrimination, and school discrimination. Global discrimination is a 5-item factor that as-
sessed general experiences ranging from being ignored, excluded, or verbally insulted by 
other youth to hearing racial slurs and threats of physical harm. The second dimension, 
authority discrimination, consisted of three items regarding perceived discrimination by 
authority figures. These included being treated disrespectfully by a store clerk, hassled 
by police, or having adults suspect them of some type of wrongdoing because they are 
American Indian. The third and final dimension pertained to discrimination at school. 
The items on the third dimension included having teachers express surprise when they 
did well or teachers expecting them not to do well because they are American Indian. In-
ternal consistency, assessed by Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.80. 

Resilience was measured as a multidimensional construct. The measurement approach 
was to identify first a set of measures that would characterize commonly recognized di-
mensions of resilience, including both prosocial behaviors and the absence of problem 
behaviors. The prosocial measures selected here tap dimensions of school involvement, 
including attitudes toward school, academic plans, and current grades. The problem be-
haviors considered were alcohol use, other substance use, and externalizing behavior. 

Developing a resilience measure is, in many respects, creating a typology of what a re-
silient youth should look like. In this context, it was more appropriate to use person-cen-
tered analytic approaches, like cluster analysis or latent class analysis, to empirically iden-
tify groups of youth with similar patterns of responses across the set of indicators thought 
to tap resilience. In effect, rather than being concerned with variable-centered approaches 
here, where we could establish that prosocial school involvement is correlated with low 
levels of problem behaviors, we wanted to explore the typologies of youth that underlie 
these diverse behaviors. 

In the current study, we operationalized resilience by selecting a cut-point on each of 
the targeted behaviors that would clearly show high levels of prosocial behaviors and 
the absence of problem behaviors. For School Attitude, we divided youth among those 
who had given positive responses to each of 10 school questions, such as how well they 
like school, how hard they tried in school, how much they felt getting good grades in 
school was important, and the extent to which they were bored in school. Just under two-
thirds of the youth (61.9%) gave a positive response to each of the school attitude ques-
tions. A second measure, Academic Plan, was the participant’s academic plans. Here, we 
categorized all students who indicated their intent to complete at least a college educa-
tion (58.6% of the youth). The school measure was a self-report on grades, School Grades, 
where we categorized all youth who reported that their grades in school were either very 
good or above average (43.3%). Finally, the absence of problem behaviors was measured 
by youth who had never used alcohol, No Alcohol, youth who never used any substances 
(e.g., marijuana, inhalants), No Substance, and youth who were below the cut-point es-
tablished for the Achenbach Externalization scale (Achenbach, 1991), Not Externalize. 

The pattern of these six dichotomous indicators was then examined using a latent class 
analysis (McClutcheon, 1985). Analyses ran using M-Plus (Muthen & Muthen, 2000) indi-
cated that the best-fitting model was a two latent class solution. Each of the six measures 
was a significant predictor of class membership and the two latent class solution appears 
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to provide a clear distinction between youth who show the pattern we would expect for 
resilient youth and those who have patterns of problem behaviors and lower school out-
comes. The profiles for the two latent classes are shown in Table 1. The “pro- social” la-
tent class, comprising 60.5% of the youth, ranks consistently higher on the school out-
comes and in the absence of problem behaviors. For example, 58.8% of the prosocial latent 
class fully endorsed the positive school attitude items compared to 6.5% percent of the 
problem latent class. Similarly, nearly three-fourths (74.6%) of the pro- social latent class 
youth have never tried alcohol in contrast to the 18.8% of the problem youth who have 
abstained. The patterns for the two empirically derived latent classes appear to show a 
clear distinction between youth who have patterns of behavior consistent with resilience 
and those who do not. 

While this analysis clearly demonstrates a group of youth who are characterized by 
prosocial behaviors, we have not yet established the second criteria for resilience. To be 
considered resilient, the youth should have attained this prosocial status in the face of ad-
versity. Youth who have prosocial outcomes in the context of a highly protective and sup-
portive environment would not have to be necessarily resilient to reach this outcome. It 
could be argued, given the general level of poverty and related problems on and near res-
ervations that all of the study youth face some proximate adversity. A more conservative 
approach would be to add to this assessment by looking at even more immediate risks 
faced by these youth, such as adversity within their household. 

A total of eight measures were used to serve as potential indicators of adversity at 
home. One component of home adversity measures included objective and subjective 
assessments of economic stressors. These included whether or not the household re-
ceived food stamps, the family was on some form of family assistance in the past year 
(e.g., TANF), or had a household income that fell below the poverty rate (based on total 
household income and number of persons living in the household). Parents gave a sub-
jective assessment of financial strain by responding affirmatively to a set of items includ-
ing: “Having trouble paying bills on time” and “Not having enough money to make ends 
meet.” These items were computed into a dichotomous measure of having at least 50% of 
the problems. 

Another dimension of adversity in the household considered here were high-risk pa-
rental behaviors. Two measures captured the history of parental problems with alcohol 

Table 1. Latent Class Structure for Child Resilience 

                                                                                                                        Latent classes 
                                                                                                    Prosocial                                    Problem 
                                                                                                      N = 124                                       N = 81 

School 
School attitude	  0.588 	 0.065 
Academic plan	  0.735	  0.359 
School grades	  0.614	 0.156 

Behaviors 
No alcohol	  0.746	  0.188 
No substance	  0.503 	 0.019 
Not externalize	  0.891	  0.567 
Class proportions	  0.605	  0.395
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or drugs. One indicator examined a history of drug use and another designated ever hav-
ing had treatment for alcohol problems. A second set of indicators was about current 
problems. The measures probed whether there had been a recent arrest or binge drink-
ing within the household in the past 30 days. In each instance, the measures were di-
chotomized to indicate that a parent (in the case of two parents, either parent) had these 
problems. 

The pattern for these eight dichotomous indicators of family adversity was then exam-
ined with the same latent class approach as used to analyze youth resilience (McClutch-
eon, 1985). The M-Plus analyses indicated that the best-fitting model was a four latent 
class solution. Each of the eight measures was a significant predictor of class membership, 
and the four latent class solution appears to provide some clearly interpretable profiles 
of family adversity. The profiles for the four latent classes are shown in Table 2. The larg-
est of the four latent class groups, comprising 38.4% of the families, was labeled as a low-
adversity latent class. Families in this class rank consistently lower on both the economic 
and parental problem dimensions. For example, less than 1% of the low-adversity latent 
class families received family assistance, only 6% received food stamps, and less than 5% 
of the parents had been in alcohol treatment. Two of the latent class groups were mixed 
in the adversity measures. The second latent class, labeled “high poverty, low parental,” 
had over 60% meeting the criteria for each of the family financial items but low to mod-
erate comparative levels on parental problems. Nearly one-fourth (22.9%) of the youth 
lived in households with this pattern. Approximately one in every six youth (17.2%) were 
in a latent class characterized by low-poverty, high-parental patterns of responses. Here, 
rates for food stamps (4.3%) and family assistance (0.5%) are low, but parental problems 
range from 49.7% reporting current binge drinking to 95.4% reporting at least one adult 
arrest. The final latent class represents the highest adversity levels. This category, labeled 
“high adversity” has nearly every family getting food stamps (99.6%) and family assis-
tance (99.4%) and similarly high levels of parental problems (e.g., 62.5% reporting current 
binge drinking). Just over one-fifth (21.5%) of the families were in this group. The pat-
terns for the four empirically derived latent classes appear to show a clear distinction be-
tween levels and patterns of family adversity. 

Table 2. Latent Class Structure for Family Adversity Measures 

                                                                                                    Latent classes 
                                                              Low             High poverty            Low poverty                High 
                                                         adversity          Low parental          High parental           adversity 

Poverty 
Food stamps	  0.060	  0.656	  0.043	  0.996 
Family assistance 	 0.004	 0.757	  0.005	  0.994 
Below poverty rate 	 0.071 	 0.630 	 0.287 	 0.632 
Financial strain 	 0.330 	 0.651 	 0.344 	 0.778 

Parental problems 
Drug use 	 0.338 	 0.349 	 0.751	  0.760 
Adult arrest 	 0.167 	 0.315	  0.954	 0.896 
Alcohol treatment 	 0.046	  0.108 	 0.643 	 0.861 
Current binge drinking 	 0.234	 0.309 	 0.497	 0.625
Class proportions	  0.384	 0.229 	 0.172 	 0.215
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting Youth Resilience 

Variable 	                                                 B                   S.E.                 Wald               Sig.                 e (B) 

Gender (1 = female) 	 –0.817	  0.511	  2.554 	 0.110 	 0.442 
Age 	 –0.468 	 0.169 	 7.681 	 0.006 	 0.626 
Self-esteem	  0.089	  0.074	 1.451 	 0.228 	 1.093 
Enculturation 	 0.601 	 0.285 	 4.435 	 0.035	  1.824 
Male in household (1 = yes) 	 –0.056 	 0.480	  0.013	  0.908 	 0.946 
Maternal warmth 	 0.260	  0.112 	 5.346	  0.021	  1.297 
Lives on reservation (1 = yes) 	 –0.788 	 0.540 	 2.127 	 0.145 	 0.455 
Community support 	 0.444 	 0.250	  3.164 	 0.075 	 1.559 
Perceived discrimination 	 –1.908 	 0.806 	 5.604	 0.018 	 0.148 
Constant 	 2.376 	 3.386 	 0.492 	 0.483 	 10.758 

Results 

The data analysis was conducted using logistic regression to examine youth resilience, 
as defined by the latent class output. For purposes of this analysis, each family was classi-
fied in the group for which its probability was highest. To test for resilience in the face of 
adversity, the youth who lived in the low-adversity households were excluded from the 
analysis. This resulted in a sample of 126 youth who live in one of the three categories of 
higher-adversity households. A set of dummy variables was created to contrast the high- 
adversity group with each of the mixed-adversity latent classes. 

The basic logistic regression model is presented in Table 3. Neither living on the reser-
vation (vs. living within 50 miles) nor having a male parent or caregiver in the house (vs. 
a single mother household) was significant. In terms of child characteristics, there was no 
significant effect for gender. However, age of child was significant. With each year of in-
crease in age (from 10 to 15), there was an associated lowering of resilience by a multipli-
cative factor of 0.626. This represents an approximate 10% decline in resiliency with each 
year of age. Controlling for other factors, these youth have decreasing resilience with in-
creasing age. 

Youth self-esteem did not predict resilience outcomes but other protective factors did 
operate as hypothesized. Maternal warmth was significantly related to outcomes that are 
more positive. Each unit increase in maternal warmth was associated with a 1.3 times in-
crease in the odds of the youth being resilient. Similarly, the more enculturated the youth 
were, the greater their resilience. For each unit increase in enculturation, there was a 1.8 
times increase in the odds of being resilient. 

Perceived discrimination was a significant risk factor for lower resilience. For each unit 
increase in discrimination, there was a 0.148 multiplicative change in resilience. Resilience 
declined by approximately 40% for each increment in perceived discrimination. 

Finally, there was some support for the protective effects of community support. Youth 
who perceived community support had higher odds for being resilient (multiplicate odds 
= 1.559). The two-tailed significance test for this effect was only 0.07, but the effect was in 
the hypothesized direction (effectively below 0.05 for a one-tailed test). 

These models were also tested for the effects of the youth being in the highest adver-
sity group versus the two intermediate groups. These analyses did not show any main 
effects. There were no significant differences for risk of adversity once the other back-
ground, risk, and protective measures were in the model. In addition, we tested for po-



Re s i l i e n c e a m o n g Mi d w e s t e r n Am e r i c a n In d i a n Ad o l e s c e n t s     203

tential interactions between the dummy variables representing the differing mix of ad-
versity contexts and the other independent variables in the model. We did not find any 
significant enhancement of the effects of risk factors (e.g., discrimination) nor diminishing 
of protective factors (e.g., maternal warmth, enculturation) when contrasting the highest 
adversity latent class to either of the mixed-adversity classes. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the possible predictors of American Indian 
adolescent resilience. Importantly, the majority of the youth demonstrated resilient out-
comes. The prosocial grouping, representing over 60% of the youth, had positive school 
outcomes and low levels of problem behaviors. Yet, one in every five youth (21.5%) lived 
in high-adversity households, characterized by high poverty and high levels of paren-
tal behavioral problems. Approximately 4 of every 10 youth live in households character-
ized by either moderately high poverty and lower levels of parental behavior problems or 
lower poverty and higher levels of parental behavior problems. Combined, 61.6% of the 
youth live in households characterized by a moderate to high level of family adversity. It 
is clear from these basic distributions that a number of American Indian adolescents dem-
onstrate resilience in the face of adversity. These findings agree with claims from earlier 
resilience research (Garmezy, 1993; Luthar, 1999; Werner, 1992) that adolescents can be 
resilient despite considerable environmental stressors, such as exposure to chronic paren-
tal substance abuse and poverty. 

The analyses clearly pointed to some risk factors for resilient outcomes. The youth’s re-
ports of discrimination were associated with a marked decrease in the likelihood of a re-
silient outcome. Exposure to racist attitudes and behaviors appears to have a negative ef-
fect on American Indian youth. These findings add to the emerging literature that links 
perceived discrimination to poor mental health outcomes among racial and ethnic minor-
ity groups (Szalacha et al., 2003) and reinforce recent research that documents the perva-
sive impacts of discrimination on adolescent and adult American Indian depression and 
substance use (Whitbeck, Hoyt, McMorris, Xiaojin, & Stubben, 2001; Whitbeck, McMorris, 
Hoyt, Stubben, & LaFromboise, 2002). Perceived discrimination may have the most harm-
ful effects on those American Indian youth with a strong cultural identity who encounter 
a nonaccepting majority culture (Zimmerman et al., 1998). 

The finding of significantly decreasing resilience with increasing age is clearly a con-
cern. Net of the protective effects of other factors considered in this analysis, the proba-
bility of remaining resilient declines substantially between ages 10 and 14. It is also a con-
cern that the other protective factors do not appear to moderate this decline. The lack of 
any significant interactions between age and protective factors suggests that the rate of 
decreasing resilience with increasing age is relatively equivalent across youth in high- ad-
versity homes. It is possible that the cumulative effects of home adversity and increasing 
experiences with other adversities outside of the home as youth venture out more (e.g., 
increased discrimination experiences, movement to majority schools, peer pressure) com-
bine to wear down the youth’s resistance to stressors over time. 

It is, however, important to recognize the important factors for youth who have main-
tained resilience in the face of these adversities. The strongest predictor of higher levels 
of resilience was enculturation. For each increment in enculturation, the youth were 1.8 
times more likely to be resilient. These findings are consistent with recent research that 
documents the notion that greater engagement in the traditional culture may lead to more 
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positive outcomes for the children (Gonzales, Knight, Birman, & Sirolli, 2003; Huriwai, 
2002; Lalonde, 2003; Zimmerman et al., 1998). In the past, researchers have suggested that 
an appropriate form of measurement that may determine the impact of enculturation on 
American Indian well-being has yet to be developed (Berry, 1994; Beauvais, 1998). Many 
times cultural identity measures do not incorporate crucial aspects of enculturation, such 
as traditional cultural practices (Oetting & Beauvais, 1990/1991; Trimble, 1987). This re-
search, using a measure developed in collaboration with the participating tribes, demon-
strates the type of effects often hypothesized, but seldom obtained in contemporary em-
pirical research. 

There is also evidence of protective mechanisms in the home. The significantly in-
creased likelihood of resilience with higher levels of maternal warmth suggests that the 
support of a parent can serve as a protective factor for youth. Cauce and her colleagues 
(2003) found that maternal warmth served to mitigate the combined negative effects of a 
delinquent peer group and father absence among urban African American adolescents 
(Cauce, Stewart, Rodriguez, Cochran, & Ginzler, 2003). Many children of color are quite 
resilient because they learn a wide range of adaptive skills that often allows them to thrive 
in a multicultural society (Gardano, 1998). Sometimes, it may be difficult for an adoles-
cent to realize that their parent is supportive because many ethnic cultures do not support 
the open expression of feelings. However, a review of studies by Hampson, Beavers, and 
Hulgus (1990) suggests that differences in communication styles between cultural groups 
do not necessarily have a negative impact on general family functioning. 

Finally, the level of community support for prosocial outcomes is significantly associ-
ated with increased probability of resilient adaptation. This supports the research by Du-
bas and Snider (1993), which found that children who seem invulnerable to sustained life 
stress within the family have had at least one outside source of emotional assistance ei-
ther from a community leader, teacher, or adult member overseeing a cooperative group. 
This level of support has an additive effect, complimenting the protective impact of en-
culturation and maternal warmth. 

The finding that living either on a reservation or in an urban setting appears to have 
no influence on the development of resilience in American Indian adolescents attests to 
the salience of cultural involvement among American Indians, as well as their tenacity to 
maintain cultural affiliation despite continuous pressures for acculturation. This finding 
confirms the current trend toward American Indian cultural revitalization because it sug-
gests that cultural involvement and community linkages still occur regardless of where a 
Native person lives (Snipp, 1992). 

We expected to find lower levels of resilience associated with female gender, given the 
social and emotional demands placed upon female adolescents in this context and dur-
ing this developmental period. The finding that gender does not appear to modify re-
sponses to adversity underscores the difficulty in assessing gender differences in vulnera-
bility (e.g., comparability of stressors and their meaning). 

Further research is needed to help explain why some American Indian children and 
adolescents are more resilient than others in adverse situations. Investigations of vari-
ous combinations of stressors associated with gender roles and family and community 
constructs that potentially serve to buffer against negative or harmful influences are also 
needed. There continues to be an enormous gap between what is known about the effects 
of parenting on adolescents as it naturally occurs and what can be done to enhance the 
communication when parents struggle. 

One limitation of the current study is the reliance on the perceptions of the youth for 
many of the key measures. For example, there was no practical way to obtain objective as-
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sessments of discrimination. It was possible, for example, that youth who were more en-
gaged in problem behaviors may have interpreted reactions to those behaviors in school 
or by authorities as evidence of discrimination as opposed to reactions simply to their be-
haviors. Likewise, more prosocial youth could have some bias in perception of commu-
nity support for their behaviors. These types of limitations are not unique to this study; 
much of the survey research conducted today relies on the subjective assessments of situ-
ations by the respondents. However, some caution should be exercised in the interpreta-
tion of these results because of the reliance on youth report for many of the items. 

Perhaps, the most promising finding is that the protective factors identified in this 
analysis (enculturation, maternal warmth, and community support) are each within the 
domain of factors that American Indian tribes can influence. Moreover, the lack of statis-
tical interactions among these components suggests that their effects are additive. This 
implies that, while making improvements in any one of these three areas would foster 
resilience, making additional progress in the other domains would add to the cumula-
tive benefit. Intervention efforts that would simultaneously address enculturation, paren-
tal support, and community support for prosocial behaviors could have the greatest po-
tential for helping youth successfully face the challenges in their day-to-day lives. If these 
efforts could also address the substantial risks for resilience embedded in exposure to dis-
crimination, then further gains might be realized. While it is not likely that discrimina-
tion can be meaningfully reduced in the short run, there could be substantial benefit asso-
ciated with personal, family, and community-focused efforts to provide youth with more 
effective coping resources. 
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