Article review

Masten, Ann S. (2001).  Ordinary Magic:  Resilience Processes in Development.  American Psychologist.  Volume 56, Number 3.  227-238.

Ann Masten is one of the leading lights in resilience research and this article serves as a summing-up review article in the prestigious American Psychologist.

As the title suggests Masten attempts to show in this article the ordinariness of the resilience process.  “The great surprise of resilience research is the ordinariness of the phenomena.  Resilience appears to be a common phenomena that results in most cases from the operation of basic human adaptational systems” (p. 227).  Masten points out (p. 234) that prevailing theories and models based as they are on the study of psychopathology tend to make one expect extraordinary qualities in individuals who achieve resilience.  However, nothing can be further from the truth.  “Resilience does not come from rare and special qualities, but from the everyday magic of ordinary, normative human resources in the minds, brains, and bodies of children, in their families and relationships, and in their communities” (p. 235).  Masten points out that this view is very optimistic with important implications for intervention.  Masten indicates that, to be powerful, intervention strategies and programs need to tap into these basic but powerful and very ordinary systems. 

Masten highlights the impact of good parenting and how it counters the impact of all types of adversity including poverty, divorce, and many other forms of adversity.  Good intellectual functioning, cognitive skills as well as positive self-perceptions are also protective factors. These factors are very interactive with one feeding off the other.

The author also highlights that negative life experiences have very modest explanatory power and have negligible impact compared with parenting variables and other protective factors.  Moreover, Masten points out very optimistically that “very little evidence has emerged from these studies to indicate that severe adversity has major or lasting effects on adaptive behaviors in the environment unless important adaptive systems, such as cognition and parenting, are compromised prior to or as a result of the adversity” (p. 232).

The author documents some of the difficulties in resilience research including the many definitions of resilience and whether it should be defined as the absence of psychopathology for instance or the presence of positive development.  Moreover, adversity is so multifaceted that it does provide interesting challenges for researchers.  However, for a research purposes, resilience is only considered to have occurred if individuals have indeed been exposed to significant threats to their development.  The author points out that Elder’s concept of life paths remains one of the best ways of understanding resilience where one views adverse events as occurring repeatedly and over time which is what indicates an increase or predicts an increase of poor outcomes where as the opposite would also be true.

That something as ordinary and informal as parenting can have such an immense protective impact on children and youth in adverse situations and how parenting can actually aide and recovery after adversity is quite remarkable and of immense importance for child welfare. Very simply, if children and youth are surrounded by poor parenting, there are less likely to do well and, of course, that’s what child welfare is all about. It is based on the insight that good parenting is the key protective factor that assures positive development and that when it is absent the State must act to provide the child with alternative positive parenting. It is surprising however that under the influence of theories of psychopathology, child protection sometimes deviates from this crucial theory, and rather than correcting the parenting, it attempts to provide the child or the youth with a ersatz form of therapeutic intervention that very imperfectly approximates the ordinariness of parenting.  
If it looks technical, requires a specialty, and a lot of training, it probably isn’t ordinary and it probably isn’t parenting and it probably isn’t effective.
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