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1. Introduction:

This text is about the protective factors in children´s psychic development. I think the question to protective factors is very interesting. We have to know much about the facts which leads children to deviant behaviour and the way of criminality. But it is also important to find out why children in high-stressed life-conditions will not become deviant. Unfortunately the outcomes in research are not always split into female and male figures. And so: many important information goes lost. With my doctorate thesis I try to find out some more about the gender-facts in resiliency. I am interested in the question: “Why will not all endangered girls become criminal?”

My focus is on the psychological / pedagogical view to the children. I try to give you some facts of research which are not only interesting for readers in germany. With this text I will give you a general view to the actual outcomes in research. I hope that you can read my text easily – I gave my best!

But first: Let´s take a view to the girls in high-risk life states – how do they live?

2. How live girls in high-risk life states?

When we ask about deviant girls we have to take first a view to the living conditions of girls, living in high-risk life states. I will give you now some information. But I have to say first that this information refers especially to the situation in Germany. Some facts could vary in other countries. I think you know how difficult it is to get some hard facts about the family atmosphere. We only get information by families who are receiving any help or by families who permits to give any information about their family.

Although the birth-rate removes from year to year the majority of the children grows up with their full parents. But the divorce-rate increases. And that results that the number of families with one parent (mostly with the mother) increases, too. Regardless whether the economic standard is low or high the state of divorce is for all family members a hard time. But in research we can find that girls have more capabilities to overcome this hard time than boys.

Children are factors for poverty. The more children live in a family the more the risk for poverty grows up. The lower income of families with children is a large stress-factor. And this problem aggravates in families with only one parent. It seems that especially for girls in adolescence a problematic economic situation is a risk factor. We have also to consider that especially families with a lower state of education does not ever know how to find economic and social support. And poverty is a stigma which many families try to cover.

Education is the chance for improvement. If a child live in a high-risk-family with a high educational and / or economic level the chance to find some support is higher. But especially in migration-families we have the problem of the language. Maybe there is no possibility to ask for help. In Germany we can see that migration-families often live with a very traditional family-structure. That means that girls have to learn how to be a good wife an mother, first. But the question of professional education is for the majority of all german girls a question of balancing family and profession. The choice of a profession is often influenced by the question of motherhood in later years. That results that girls tending to learn a profession from a more limited spectrum of possibilities than boys.

We have to consider, too, that independent from the economic and educational state a large number of families are afflicted by psychic or physic disorders. The handling of this problem is for all family members a high stress-factor.

Now let´s take a look on the research about criminal girls. In Germany we don´t have many facts about this phenomenon. The rate of criminal girls in adolescence increases, especially the violence against other persons. But here the male rate crosses the female rate about factor 12.5. Girls in the age of 14 – 15 years are most endangered to become criminal. The rate for criminality is here the highest.

3. Resiliency vs. vulnerability:

First of all I would like to give you an explanation of resiliency:

In the research about the relation of family characteristics and the development of psychic disorders of children and adolescence kids we can see three phases:

1. The first phase is about the influences which causes the general impairment of the mental health. Here we can find maybe the theories of Freud and Bowlby.

2. The second phase is a little bit more differentiated in the relationships: For example the research about the effects of different educational methods we can find here. The different relationships in family systems and individual and specific psychic problems belongs to these phase of research, too.

3. In opposite to the first two phases the third phase of research takes a look over the individual reaction on difficulties and emotional stress of persons. Here are not only the risk-factors decisive. The protective factors are also important. In literature we can find these perspective under the key words “resiliency” and “protective factors”.

The concept of resiliency is not as new as it seems, maybe. For example: In 1937 Hildegard Hetzer shows that some children - grown up in poverty - have been developed very well. In the twentieth century some similar theories are created, especially in the range of stress-research. I think that the most important concept is the coping-strategy by Lazarus and others. But in comparison the coping-concept is more focussed on some special life-events or a special period. The resiliency-concept includes more long-time aspects. On the other hand the idea of resiliency avoids the imagination of an absolute invulnerability. Maybe we can say that resilience can vary more facts, especially long-time facts.

With the concept of resiliency you can examine in three different ways:

1. You can examine the phenomena of bio-psycho-social health in spite of a high risk of disorders. For example: The well developed psychic health in high-risk families.

2. You can examine, too the maintenance of social competence in actual difficult situations. An example may be the divorce of the parents.

3. And finally you can examine the rehabilitation after the experience of traumatic situations like child abuse.

In the research of resiliency there is the way of adaptation on a high-risk life event as well subjected as the result of adaptation. It is never meant an absolute resistance against a critical event but also a relative resistance. It can vary in other situations. The protective factors can be anchored interpersonal (i.e. the support by friends, teachers and / or family members) or intrapersonal (i. e. the temperament or the physical or psychical constitution).

The most important study in the field of resiliency is the Kauai-study by Emmy Werner and Ruth Smith from the USA: It is a prospective longitudinal-study. Werner and Smith have examined one complete cohort of the isle Kauai. These group was examined from birth to their 30th year of life. The focus of this study was on the risk- and protective-factors for the personal development of resiliency. Now I will show you the most important outcomes from these and other longitudinal-studies for resiliency.

First the main risk-factors:

· a long-time separation from parents during the first year of life

· the birth of a sister or brother in the first and second year of life

· a hard and / or an often illness

· a physical or psychical illness of mother or father

· handicapped sister or brother

· a long-time family disharmony

· unemployed parents

· parental divorce, changing of school, often movements

· loss of an older sister or brother or a good friend

· living out of the own family (i.e. a hostel)

· an absent father

· for girls: Pregnancy in the adolescence

Now I introduce you the main protective-factors (here are also included the outcomes from some cross-section-studies):

· a confidential person for a long time

· an absent father (here you can see: a risk-factor can be a protective-factor for another person)

· a mother in mental health

· intelligence

· a flexible and quiet temperament

· the motivation for efficiency and performance

· a good ability in communication (this includes the ability in reading and writing, too)

· a tender relationship to the parents

· supporting-systems from outside (i.e. school, church, groups…)

But especially the protective-factors “confidential person” and “supporting-systems from outside” can change to a risk factor: The confidential person can lead a child for example to the way of juvenile delinquency. And we know that not every group is good for the kids.

These “lists” include relative factors. That means that you cannot develop an exact typology of resilient or vulnerable children.

4. Gender-facts in research:

Now, after showing the general outcomes, we have to ask: Are girls more resilient than boys? Can we see any gender-effects?

In the majority of the studies facts are found which confirms the hypothesis that girls have more chances to become resilient than boys. I will show you in summary some facts:

For girls we can find these protective factors:

· frankness for new experiences and persons

· a positive social orientation

· A working mother and the need to provide the younger sisters and brothers causes a higher responsibility and autonomy, especially in families with an absent father.

· the physical attraction

· a constant person for care while the mother is at work

But we have also vulnerable factors for girls:

From birth to adolescence girls are more resilient than boys. But this changes in the adolescence: Now the girls are in danger to be more vulnerable. One cause for this is the lower economic level in the family. This is a risk-factor, especially for girls in adolescence. The danger of an early pregnancy is also a high-risk-factor. In long-time-studies we can see a change, again: The outcomes shows us that in the adulthood the examined women are now more resilient again.

Now we have to take a separate look at the boys:

The outcomes presents that it is for boys, especially in the early childhood, very important to have a close contact to their mother. These contact can be a protective factor. In the Kauai-study the most resilient boys are those who are born at first. They did not have to divide their parental attention with other sisters and brothers. I repeat: The majority of the studies shows that boys are more endangered to become vulnerable than girls.

5. Actual evidence and needs for research:

Today the research of resiliency is a field with many questions. Especially the examination of the gender-facts is in the state of beginning. But there are some demands for research defined by a symposium at cloister Eberach / Germany in October 2001. This symposium followed the international congress “Adverse Childhood Experiences and Adult Health” in Mainz / Germany. I will give you first the actual evidences summed by the symposium:

· There is an evidence that not only some separate stress-factors but the sum of it have an influence to life.

· The field of sexual abuse in childhood is examined well. But other fields of emotional and physical stress are neglected. So the focus is often only on the sexual abuse. In research we can see that there are some other factors which have a higher influence on stress for children (i.e.: a bad emotional relationship to the parents, parental problems like mental and physical sickness, unemployment, differences and others)

· Especially the emotional neglecting has a high significance. But it is not easy to operate with this factor in examination.

· The styles of attachment are important indicators for examination of early neglecting of children. But the members of the symposium state that we have to see these styles only in correlation to protective- and vulnerable-factors.

· Theories and models of protective- and stress-factors have to be made valid. Especially the age of the children is here a decisive factor.

So we have to take a look on the strategies for research, recommended by the symposium:

· It seems that the time of small case-control-studies is over. Now it is important to start big studies with multi-factor-examinations – unfortunately they did not have said something about the financing.

· If it is possible an international cooperation should be aspired. This could be very interesting because the prevalence-rates of some special factors have strong varies in different countries.

· It can be useful to integrate the psycho-biological research.

· The research should be more focussed on prevention and therapy than today. Here can the cooperation with the clinical disciplines give some new inputs.

6. Conclusion and outlook:

At last I will come to a conclusion and give you a view into my doctoral thesis. I hope that my report showed you that the results of the research of resiliency are an important way to take a look to children in high-risk life states. Resiliency includes the prevention. We have some positive factors we can work with. When we can see that children in high-risk life-states have developed some strategies to stay as well as it is possible this is a big chance for our work.

But often the gender-view does not exist or it is a marginal factor. And that leads to strong reactions when we read in newspapers, for example, something about criminal girls. I think we all know some articles with a sensational story about girls, behaving like criminal boys. And especially the violence against other persons is there a “thrill-factor”. But we have to ask: “Why will not become all endangered girls criminal?”. We have some theories to answer, especially the theories about gender socialisation, developed by feminist scientists like Judith Butler and others. 

With my thesis I would like to try to give an answer to these question, too. I am planning to execute interviews with girls in Germany. I am planning two groups:

Group one: This are girls in regular schools. The schools should be in sections with a high rate of juvenile criminality. I would like to examine by interviews and questionnaires some facts of their biography and life-situations. Important facts about their self-concepts should be also registered. My intention is here to desiderate the protective factors in their life and to show the characteristic types of resilient girls.

Group two: This should be my control-group. In schools for children with deviant behaviour I would like to examine the second group of girls. They should be examined by the same questions in interview an questionnaires. Here I hope to find out the diverge factors in comparison to the resilient girls. 

The age of the girls should be between 12 and 16 years. And I think that it could be very interesting to make a comparison between East- and West-Germany, because in both parts we have partially very different social situations.

With my doctorate thesis I am in the phase of planning. But I hope to give you some more information and – maybe – the first results in one year.

I am very interested in comments on this text. If you have some – please give me your comment at: birgitmeriem@web.de
Thank you!

