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ABSTRACT

The study investigates the role of social skills within the framework of the
Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR) and its relationship on college students’ ability to
manage stress and achieve positive adaptation. College students experience significant stress that
could lead to mental health outcomes such as anxiety and depression. The study also integrates
the Social Skills Deficit Vulnerability Model (SSDV) to examine whether distress disclosure
skills moderate the engagement in resilience-building processes. CTR processes were also
examined to mediate between stress and positive adaptation. College students completed a
survey assessing their stress levels related to a difficult event, distress disclosure, CTR behaviors,
and positive adaptation. Results show no significant mediated or moderated relationships. The
findings highlight the nuanced role of specific CTR behaviors and contextual factors in fostering
adaptation, stressing the complexity of resilience processes and the need for further research to
enhance the theoretical and practical understanding of communicating resilience.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

People in the U.S. report suffering from an overwhelming number of external stressors
(Bethune, 2022). Chronic stress contributes to various diseases and negatively impacts quality of
life (Ribeiro et al., 2018), contributing to headaches, sleep disorder, digestive issues, and other
mental health problems (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2022). Talking about
and sharing one’s thoughts and feelings are common and effective ways of relieving stress (Zech
& Rime, 2005). Indeed, during times of loneliness and isolation, seeking meaningful discussions
with others should be a priority. Close interpersonal relationships help decrease stress, anxiety,
and depression (Vinker et al., 2020; Shah et al., 2021). As individuals seek to manage the impact
of stressors on their mental and physical health, the concept of resilience emerges as a guiding
process for adaptation. Traditionally thought of as an individual trait (Jacelon, 1997), resilience
may be developed through interpersonal communication (e.g., Cameron & Overall, 2018). Thus,
it is important to understand how resilience can be fostered through communication.

An assumption in the resilience literature is that resilience arises through proactive
behavioral processes, particularly communication and social realms. While considerable research
has examined stress management and resilience, the role of social skills in these relationships
remains unclear. Thus, there remains limited work on the ability to seek and participate in
building resilience. This study employs the Communication Theory of Resilience to examine
stress, focusing on how communication processes reintegrate individuals after a disruption.

Additionally, the Social Skills Deficit Vulnerability Model (SSDV) is integrated into the model



to include social skills. Because the skill to appropriately and effectively communicate one’s
thoughts and feelings vary at individual levels, social skills may explain an individual’s capacity
to acquire social resources and express stressors. Ultimately, the goal of the study is to
understand how social skills act as a vulnerability factor in enacting a resilience process crucial
to adaptation. In other words, social skills as a vulnerability factor means it is a type of
moderator variable that impacts the outcome only when a stressor is present, rather than a factor
a cause or outcomes of psychosocial problems (Segrin, 1996).

The Prevalence of Stress in Undergraduates

A recent national survey reported that individuals between the ages of 18 and 25
experienced the highest average stress level compared to other adults (Bethune, 2022). Among
college students, 66% reported feeling stressed, 51% indicated daily worries, and a significant
number considered dropping out the following semester due to stress (Hrynowsky & Marken,
2023). Moreover, Liu et al. (2019) found alarming rates of mental health issues among college
students, with one-fifth reporting attempting suicide (9%) and 20% engaging in self-harm. These
findings highlight the important need to address stress experiences among college students.

One reason why college students experience heightened stress during the transition from
late adolescence to young adulthood is the frequent challenges arising from changes in social
situations and personal development (Bruffarets et al., 2018). These challenges include living
away from home, sharing living spaces with strangers, maintaining a good academic standing,
planning for the future (Flaherty, 2023), newfound autonomy, work, family responsibilities, and
identity exploration (Arnett, 2000; Pedrelli et al., 2015). This pressure to adopt 'adult’ behaviors
can lead to feelings of inadequacy, as many students may struggle with delayed social

development (Steinmetz, 2016), which can be challenging if parents have been overly protective,



unintentionally hindering their children's opportunities to learn life skills (Schroth, 2019).
Consequently, college students may feel pressure to act like adults while simultaneously
struggling with facing delayed social development.

Unfortunately, stress disrupts psychological balance and mental well-being. Coping
mechanisms, such as increased blood flow and the secretion of stress hormones, activate the
sympathetic nervous system (Yaribeygi et al., 2017). How individuals respond to stressors may
determine whether they experience mild or intense stress (Lazarus, 1993). Stress, commonly
associated with depression and anxiety (Asif et al., 2020), can trigger mental health diagnoses or
suicide attempts, even after just one or two stressful events (Liu et al., 2019). Stress is not always
visible, as many individuals mask their feelings. Although a student may be achieving academic
success, does not necessarily reflect the internal struggles they may be confronting (Brown,
2018; Liu et al., 2019). Thus, understanding and addressing stress among college students
becomes important to promote resiliency and well-being.

Resilience and Positive Adaptation

Resilience, defined as the dynamic ability to proactively engage in personal and social
constructive behaviors amid challenges, is increasingly recognized as a systems concept in the
resilience literature (Masten, 2018). There are four core ideas for a systems framework: 1)
several interacting systems on multiple levels shape the development and function of the living
system, 2) a system’s capacity for adapting is always changing and developing, 3) changes can
filter across domains and levels of functioning due to system interconnections, and 4) systems
are inter-reliant. Resilience operates as a dynamic process where different levels of the system
interact to contribute to a person’s overall resilience. This indicates that resilience is not static

but a series of dynamic interactions among multiple systems (Masten, 2018). For instance,



Conway et al. (2020) support this notion in their study on couples’ coping with one partner
experiencing dementia. Participants expressed that their resilience was a continual process that
developed over time, wherein one couple stated that their resilience fluctuated depending on the
resources they had to manage their stressors. Thus, it is thought that a person does not carry
resilience with them in every situation; rather, resilience depends on the context, resources, risk,
population, and study outcomes (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005).

Positive adaptation is defined as favorable adjustment patterns an individual attains given
their available resources and background (Mahoney & Bergman, 2002). Extensive research
highlights the notable outcomes of positive adaptation, including wisdom (Liney, 2003), personal
and relational growth (Shoychet et al., 2022), psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989), and life
satisfaction (Jimenez et al., 2012). It is thought to result from the resilience process, underscoring
personal growth, recovery, and sustainability after a distressing event (Folkman, 2011). While
positive adaptation is often studied in conjunction with resilience, both concepts explore how
individuals navigate difficult experiences to achieve positive outcomes. The current study
examines positive adaptation as the outcome variable because it encompasses well-being,
continued functioning, and growth. Research indicates potential protective factors for positive
adaption, including positive personality qualities, supportive families, external conditions outside
of the family that provide coping and support, and attachment relationships (Friborg & Hjemdal,
2004; Masten, 2007). Given that positive adaptation often occurs within close relationships,
effective communication processes likely serve as protective factors in experiencing positive
adaptation.

Effective communication strategies enable individuals to construct meaning from

difficult experiences, mobilize social support networks, and cope with life’s challenges.



Behaviors such as self-disclosure, seeking social support, and reframing serve as mechanisms for
maintaining relationships, processing emotions, and solving problems. Communication theories
offer valuable insight into how individuals enact these behaviors that contribute to resilience and
adaption. The growing body of research asserts that resilience can be learned and taught as a
process to strengthen coping strategies (Stephens, 2013). Understanding how and to what extent
communication behaviors either foster or hinder adaptive outcomes becomes crucial if resilience
is indeed a learnable skill (e.g., Mancini & Bonanno, 2009). Therefore, the current study
examines positive adaptation as an outcome of engaging in communicative resilience.
Theoretical Foundations
Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR)

Communication researchers have made significant progress in understanding resilience as
a communicative process. CTR is a theory that describes and explains the communicative
process involved in developing resilience through discourse (Buzzanell, 2010). The resilience
process is activated when individuals experience a temporary event (such as losing a job) or a
lasting event (the loss of a loved one) that creates disruption in their life. The events could be
singular or recurring, leading to uncertainty and evoking emotions like sadness, fear, or anger.
People then engage in an interactive process to create meaning through stories and messages that
help them reintegrate from their life troubles (Lucas & Buzzanell, 2012). Resilience develops as
individuals encounter and make sense of new relationships and situations (Buzzanell, 2017,
Egeland et al., 1993). The CTR process plays an important role in understanding the behaviors of
building resilience, although research has yet to determine how each process may be affected by

stress.



According to CTR, resilience is not an inherent trait within individuals; instead, the
foundation of resilience is rooted in the exchange of messages, narratives, and conversation.
Buzzanell (2010) identifies five fundamental processes that underline resilience. Firstly, crafting
normalcy refers to an individual’s efforts to uphold regular routines and the ordinary aspects of
life through communication and familiar rituals, resulting in a new normal that integrates the
loss. This might involve maintaining schedules, habits, and completing routine tasks (Wilson et
al., 2021). Having a sense of normalcy during stress is important to help offset the imbalance or
disruption one feels from the stress. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, student
accounts of being able to balance normalcy were associated with their academic and personal
adjustment. Students who created a routine during the transition from in-person to online
schooling stayed organized and motivated, while students who struggled to establish this sense of
normalcy experienced decreased motivation (Scharp et al., 2022). CTR describes that people
strive to establish a sense of normalcy following a disruptive event, either by talking about how
things are normal, or through behaviors that reflect a routine (Wilson et al., 2021; Chernichky-
Karcher et al., 2019). However, during stressful periods, people may also construct a new sense
of purpose, finding joy alongside their challenges while balancing health, jobs, and family (e.g.,
Fortuna, 2021), so creating a new normal can be difficult because the process requires
transitioning into unfamiliarity territory. Thus, the more stress someone feels about an event, the
less normalcy they are likely to perceive in their lives.

Secondly, affirming identity anchors refers to the enduring aspects of one’s identity to
which they turn to when explaining who they are (Buzzanell, 2010). This process highlights how
individuals use communication to regain or maintain their sense of self that existed prior to the

stressful event (Venetis et al., 2020). This can involve adhering to significant values and



identities, such as gender roles, spiritual beliefs, or expressing affiliations with social groups
(Wilson et al., 2021). Consequently, stress may unsettle one’s identity (i.e., a person’s self-
concept and the social roles they enact, such as a worker, friend, parent, spouse; Thoits, 1991).
For instance, Buzzanell (2010) found that families where the father had lost their job were
affirmed in their identity as the household head, decision maker, and breadwinner. Without an
identity anchor to buffer against uncertainties, stress may lessen one’s affirmation. When
someone experiences stress after a disruptive event, they may rely on spiritual beliefs to reduce
the effects of their stress, such as someone saying, “my faith empowers me to be strong.”
Moreover, taking a strength-based approach to one’s identity may help reduce the impact of
stress on one’s identity. Thus, when stress increases, identity anchors may be injured.

Thirdly, maintaining and using communication networks serve as another communicative
way to build resilience. Individuals rely on nurturing, sustaining, and drawing upon their
networks for resources. This practice includes reaching out to family, friends, professionals, and
peers. Extensive literature widely affirms that social support plays a crucial role in fostering
resilience across various contexts, thereby enhancing overall well-being (e.g., Alsubaie et al.,
2019; Mohd et al., 2019). Social relationships serve as a protective factor in the development of
resilience, ensuring that individuals have a support system to rely on during times of emotional,
social, or financial need (Harms et al., 2018). Indeed, maintaining and using networks were
integral for pandemic college students to endure the transition from in-person to online learning.
Students appreciated and adjusted better when they interacted more with their peers and
professors (Scharp et al., 2022). That said, stress typically induces anxiety because situations that
are stressful are perceived as worrisome (Endler & Parker, 1990) and individuals tend to resort to

isolation as a self-induced coping strategy to handle their worries and avoid interpersonal



interactions (Brown et al., 2021). When individuals cope with stress ineffectively, it may worsen
mood and increase irritation; and so, they may withdraw into isolation to attempt to manage their
stress alone, making it less likely that they reach out to their social network.

The fourth process in fostering resilience involves acknowledging and reframing
situations. This helps individuals integrate into their situations or construct alternative logics.
Alternative logics are rooted in sensemaking, and in the resilience process, people interactively
creating meaning within their context and consider various explanations for their situation and
experiences (Buzzanell, 2017). For instance, during the pandemic, first-generation college
students often reassessed their experiences in a positive light (Scharp et al., 2022). They sought
the positivity within a situation, focusing on aspects they could control while accepting what was
beyond their control. This approach allowed them to view the situation as a learning experience.
Similarly, in response to COVID-19, military spouses relied on military mantras to draw strength
during difficulty (Fanari et al., 2023). These mantras were alternative logics to the fear and
uncertainty of COVID-19 discourse. Mantras such as “Take it day by day,” “Embrace the suck,”
and “Hope for the best, plan for the worst” were repeated discourse used as a sensemaking
strategy during the pandemic, providing helpful guidance. Constructing alternative logics closely
aligns with cognitive reappraisal, an emotion regulation strategy that reframes the meaning of an
emotional stimulus to alter the emotional impact (Lazarus & Alfert, 1964; Ochsner & Gross,
2008; Gross, 2015). Cognitive reframing plays a significant role in reducing negative emotions
and enhancing positive ones (Lin & Liu, 2021), as the meaning one assigns to the stressor is
important because it influences the behavioral, physiological, and experiential response

generated in that situation.



While CTR argues that constructing alternative logics is a way a person reframes a
situation and moves beyond conventional ways of thinking to respond to disruptions (Wilson et
al., 2021), cognitive resources are likely reduced when someone is stressed. Stress impacts
cognitive functioning, particularly sleep disturbance, concentration, (e.g., Eskildsen et al., 2017),
attention, memory, decision speed (Mendl, 1999; Korten et al., 2016), and rumination (Sladek et
al., 2019). Rumination, a hallmark of depression, involves someone narrowly focusing on
negative thinking (Van Vugt & Van Der Velde, 2018). Thus, it is likely that the more stress
someone experiences, the fewer cognitive resources they possess to enable the process of
constructing alternative logics.

Lastly, legitimizing negative feelings while foregrounding productive action involves
acknowledging one’s negative feelings while intentionally taking productive actions towards
important goals (Wilson et al., 2021). An individual enacts this process by moving forward with
one’s life while recognizing unpleasant experiences such as being a marginalized family member
or pursuing career opportunities after a job loss (Wilson et al., 2021). Arguably, legitimizing
negative feelings while engaging in productive action results in one’s ability to emotionally
regulate and cognitively prepare. For example, students who effectively utilize this process
describe their behavior during challenging academic periods as striving to do their best,
regardless of the resulting letter grade. On the other hand, students who struggle with this
process appear to indicate how their emotions overwhelm them, leading them to focus more on
the negatives than the positives (Scharp et al., 2022). CTR describes foregrounding productive
action while backgrounding negative feelings as a deliberate way to validate negative emotions
while recognizing that dwelling on them may be counterproductive to achieving other important

goals. However, if one is feeling stressed to the point where they are mentally and emotionally



10

tired, it would be “easier said than done” to move on from those negative feelings. Moreover,
downplaying or harshly judging emotions can backfire, leading to more negative emotions. As
such, individuals who judge their emotions as negative tend to have worse psychological
outcomes than those who view all their emotions as positive (Willroth et al., 2023). Although
CTR encourages people to validate their negative emotions and recognize that dwelling on
negative emotions is not being helpful (e.g., “being sad about the situation won’t change it”),
excessive effort on backgrounding emotions may impede productive action. Thus, the more
stress someone experiences, the less likely they are to take productive action.
Social Skills Deficit Vulnerability (SSDV) Model

Social skills significantly impact personal and relational health. Individuals with poor
social skills and high stress levels often suffer from psychological distress, increased social
anxiety, and depression (Segrin, 1996; Segrin, 2000; Segrin & Flora, 2000). However,
individuals with robust social skills can mobilize their supportive networks and maintain their
quality of life even in challenging circumstances (Segrin et al., 2016). For example, adolescents
with good social skills who also participate in extracurricular activities experience improved
quality of life with their close relationships and physical well-being (Lemonia et al., 2017). The
Social Skills Deficit Vulnerability Model (SSDV) can help explain these varying outcomes.
Rather than examined as predictors or outcomes, social skills are seen as vulnerability factors
influencing relational and well-being outcomes in stressful situations (Segrin, 1996). According
to the SSDV model, individuals with strong social skills can mobilize their social support
networks, enabling them to maintain their quality of life in challenging circumstances (Segrin et
al., 2016). Moreover, when stress is combined with poor social skills, individuals are more likely

to experience higher social anxiety and depression, increasing their vulnerability to the negative
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effects of stress (Segrin, 1996; Segrin, 2000), making them more vulnerable to the negative
effects of stress (Segrin et al., 2016). This vulnerability of inadequate social skills increases the
difficulty in acquiring social support and using effective coping techniques (Segrin & Flora,
2000).

Social skills, sometimes referred to as social competence, communication competence, or
interpersonal skills (Segrin et al., 2016; Segrin, 2000), allow people to interact appropriately and
effectively with others (Segrin, 1996). Although there is no adequate nor universally agreed-
upon single definition of social skills, many scholars concur that a key representation of social
skills is the ability to send and receive information (Riggio, 1986). There are many ways to
measure social skills. They are often measured by sets of social behaviors that are valued in a
culture, leading to positive outcomes and aiding in accomplishing social tasks (Del Prette & Del
Prette, 2021). Some of these behaviors include emotional and social expressivity (communicating
attitudes and self-disclosure), emotional and social sensitivity (e.g., decoding others’ emotions
and understanding one’s own), emotional and social control (e.g., regulating emotional and
verbal behaviors), and social manipulation (Riggio, 1986). Other observable social skill
behaviors include civility, making and maintaining relationships, empathy, assertiveness, and
managing conflict (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2021). The current study focuses on a specific aspect
of social skill, self-disclosure during times of distress. The current study focuses on distress
disclosure skills as a critical subset of self-disclosure. Distress disclosure skills is a type of self-
disclosure that is one’s willingness to share personally distressing information to others (Ward et
al., 2009).

Self-disclosing involves the voluntary process of sharing personal information with

others (Greene et al., 2006), including psychological distress, which prompts support-seeking
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behaviors (Han et al., 2015). Self-disclosure generally is associated with improved mental and
physical health, stress-related growth, and better emotion-regulation strategies (Pennebaker,
1997; Levi-Belz, 2016; Kahn et al., 2017). Moreover, the ability to self-disclose may not only
elicit support from others but also assist in cognitive processing, such as reframing or rumination
(Dong et al., 2015). When people self-disclose, they experience authenticity, pride, safety, and
reduced anxiety and shame (Farber et al., 2004). Additionally, it facilitates emotional relief,
conflict resolution, and decreases depression and interpersonal sensitivity (Paulson et al., 1999;
Hemenover, 2003). Alternatively, keeping secrets inhibits the healing process that helps relieve
emotional and physical tensions (Farber et al., 2004). Thus, poorer self-disclosure skills appear
to be a vulnerability factor that hinders the development the development of positive adaptation.

Self-disclosure is a widely identifiable and measurable skill in interpersonal relationship
and as a crucial element of effective communication. Skilled self-disclosures can appropriately
share information about themselves that is neither too much nor too little, depending on the
context (Hargie, 1986). Research supports its trainability. For example, graduate students trained
in self-disclosure assisted in experimental training programs where they trained adolescents in
the ability to self-disclose (Haynes & Avery, 1979). As a result, subjects who received training
displayed higher self-disclosure and empathy skill levels than untrained individuals. Similarly,
Cohen et al. (1986) motioned how self-disclosure, social anxiety, and social competence were
skills necessary to cope with stressful events as these behaviors represented one’s ability to gain
appeal, maintain, and activate other’s support. Those who were willing to share about themselves
had a greater likelihood of attracting friends and building resourceful networks.

Self-disclosure skills training has also been applied in counseling contexts. Workshops

designed to improve self-disclosure helped couples reduce avoidance as well as
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demand/withdrawal patterns (Zarei & Saneimanesh, 2014). A 12-week self-disclosure training
program showed an improvement in participant self-disclosure levels (Bek et al., 2019).
Additionally, Arroyo et al. (2022) further identified self-disclosure skills as a crucial social skill,
highlighting participants’ comfort in sharing feelings with romantic partners, friends, and family
and perceived social support outcomes. Given its similarities to self-disclosure skills, distress
disclosures skills would involve sharing personal information related to a stressful situation.
The Current Study

The current study examines the distress disclosure skills in the resilience process (see
Figure 1 for conceptual model).

Figure 1. Conceptual Model

CTR Processes

Distress
Disclosure Skills

Perceived Positive
Stress Adaptation

CTR posits that individuals are proactive agents in the resilience process, with the
capacity to choose and enact resilience behaviors (e.g., Buzzanell, 2010). However, CTR does
not consider how distress disclosure skills impact one’s capacity to do so. The SSDV model
suggests that social skills, such as self-disclosure, play an important role in enabling individuals
to seek support and adapt during high stress from life disruptions (Segrin & Flora, 2000, Korem,
2023). If distress disclosure skills play an important role in enabling a person to enact resilience,
then those with poorer distress-disclosure skills may be less successful engaging in the five

resilience processes and less likely to report positive adaptation after a stressful situation.
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Additionally, this study investigates how different life contexts influence the resilience
process. Previous research has shown that resilience behaviors vary depending on the situation.
For example, job loss often prompts individuals to seek from (e.g., professional services) and
informal (e.g., friends and family) support to manage mental health (Mayer & Hollederer, 2022).
This type of resilience behavior would be analogous to CTR’s communication networking. On
the other hand, coping strategies like engaging in household routine tasks, similar to CTR’s
concept of crafting normalcy, are less consistent as an effective means of coping (Mayer &
Hollederer, 2022). However, strategies like re-evaluation, self-distraction, acceptance, and
planning align with CTR’s principles of cognitive appraisal and foregrounding productive action
that helped during job loss (Navarro-Abal et al., 2018). Across contexts, problem-solving and
emotion-focused coping strategies tend to be more common and helpful behaviors (Solove et al.,
2015) than routines. The variability in coping behaviors highlight that different situations may
elicit specific resilience behaviors. According to CTR, resilience is an intentional behavioral
process. Individual choices are influenced by the specific needs of their circumstances. Not all
challenging life situations can be or should be addressed the same way. Thus, the following
research question is posed:

R1: What difficult life situations elicit specific resilience behaviors?

The study further analyzes associations of the possible indirect effects grounded in CTR. As
stated previously, stress may have implications for each of the five resilience processes, such that
high levels of stress likely decrease resilience behaviors and, ultimately, positive adaptation.
According to CTR, when individuals encounter life disruption, they draw upon discursive and
material resources to enact the resilience process (Buzzanell, 2010). Research indicates that

individuals who can and do engage in the resilience process have higher reports of post-traumatic



15

growth, mental health, and less stress following a disruptive event (Wilson et al., 2021).
Additionally, communicative families who openly discuss how to navigate difficult times are
likely to recall positive and effective messages that help members adapt to change and maintain
routines (Boumis et al., 2023). Thus, it appears that without the intervention of resilience
behaviors (i.e., CTR behaviors), positive adaptation becomes a challenging outcome after
stressful disruptions. The following hypotheses are set forth:

H1: Stress is negatively related to (a) crafting normalcy, (b) identity anchors, (c)
communication networks, (d) alternative logics, and (e) foregrounding productive
action.

H2: (a) Crafting normalcy, (b) identity anchors, (¢) communication networks, (d)
alternative logics, and (e) foregrounding productive action are positively related to
adaptation.

H3: (a) Crafting normalcy, (b) identity anchors, (¢) communication networks, (d)
alternative logics, and (e) foregrounding productive action will mediate the
relationship between stress and adaptation.

Next, grounded in the SSDV model (Segrin, 1996), self-disclosure skills are hypothesized
to make people more or less vulnerable to engaging in CRT behaviors when stress is high. Social
skills are essential for effectively navigating and coping with stressors, making it crucial to
explore their role in the resilience process. For instance, compared to those with poor social
skills, individuals with greater social skills find it easier to engage in personal and social
resilience behaviors (e.g., Seema & Kumar, 2018; Riggio et al., 1990; Losa-Iglesias et al., 2017).
They also demonstrate a higher likelihood of developing and maintaining social networks and

have a heightened sense of emotional and social sensitivity, enabling better understanding and
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interpretation of others’ communication and social norms (Riggio, 1986). The ability to self-
disclose tactfully is a component of social skills, with both excessive and insufficient disclosure
having relational implications (e.g., Simpson, 2009; Steuber et al., 2018). Thus, following the
SSDV model, the current study explores the interaction between stress and distress disclosure
skills, aiming to further understand their part in resilience. The following hypothesis is proposed:
H4: Distress disclosure skills moderate the relationship between stress and (a) crafting
normalcy, (b) identity anchors, (¢) communication networks, (d) alternative logics,
and (e) foregrounding productive action, such that the negative relationship between
stress and each of the CTR processes will be weaker for individuals with higher
distress disclosure skills and stronger for individuals with lower distress disclosure

skills.
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CHAPTER 2:
METHOD
Participants and Procedures

Participants viewed the advertisement for the study on the University of Georgia’s
(UGA) SONA system and signed up for the online survey. Participants over 18 years old were
eligible to earn one research credit. After Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, participants
completed an online Qualtrics survey where they identified a difficult life event and responded to
questions about their perceived stress levels, resilience process behaviors, distress disclosure
skills, and adaptation following the event. The survey took approximately 15 minutes to
complete.

One-hundred and thirty-seven participants were recruited from the University of
Georgia’s Communication Departmental research pool using convenience sampling.
Convenience sampling was chosen for its practicality, ease, and efficiency in accessing the
desired population of college students. College students report the highest levels of average
stress compared to other adults (Bethune, 2022), putting them at risk of dropping out
(Hrynowsky & Marken, 2023), engaging in self-harm (Liu et al., 2019), and struggling with
various newfound responsibilities (Arnett, 2000; Pedrelli et al., 2015). Considering that this
study focused on the college population, recruiting college students as the sample was
appropriate. The average participant age was 19.5 years old (SD = 0.5). Of the respondents, 66
identified as male (47.8%), 71 as female (51.4%), and 1 preferred not to answer (0.7%).

Participants varied in ethnic identity: Asian/Asian American (19.6%; N = 27), Black/African
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American (8%; N = 11), Hispanic/Latin(x)(a)(0) (9.4%; N = 13), White (60.1%; N = 83), other
(1.4%; N = 2), and 2 (1.4%) preferred not to answer.

A post-hoc analysis indicated adequate power (.92) to detect small effect (Cohen's 2 =
.15) using a sample size of 137 participants.
Measures

See Appendix A - E for all items. Below are the descriptive statistics, including mean,
standard deviation, Cronbach’s alpha, and sample items for the study variables.
Difficult Life Event

Participants responded to a prompt about a recent difficult life event (e.g., Wilson et al.,
2021). This prompt asked participants to recall a challenging life event from the past two years.
Because a defining characteristic in studying resilience requires adversity (Riley & Masten,
2005), the prompt was appropriate to prime participants to think about a difficult life event.
Participants were asked to “[think] of a difficult life event that you had endured or one that
disrupted your life and forced you to create a new normal” (Wilson et al., 2021, p. 484). Then
participants selected the category indicating what was that disruptive event: death, economic,
disaster, relationship, legal, medical, or education/work. Wilson et al. (2021) determined these
seven categories by having two of the authors independently code 11% (30 stories) of the data,
achieving a high intercoder reliability of x« = .92. This typology was useful to categorize the
specific contexts that frame participants’ experience of adversity and serves to measure the
degree of adaptation following those life challenges. As Luthar et al. (2000) explained, resilience
should be studied within certain circumstances because one person might be resilient in one area
but not in another. The current study examined whether positive adaptation varies across these

different life situations reported by the participants and their reported resilience behaviors.
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Perceived Stress

Participants completed the 22-item Impact of Event Scale — Revised (IES-R) to assess
subjective distress following the difficult life event participants identified (Weiss & Marmar,
1997). Total subjective stress included three subscales: intrusion (nightmares, intrusive thoughts,
feelings, imager, disassociation), avoidance (numbing feelings, ideas, responsiveness), and
hyperarousal (irritability, hypervigilance, difficult concentrating, easily startled, anger)
(Buchanan, 2023). Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4
(extremely). Past research had supported the reliability with total Cronbach’s a = .95, avoidance
a = .85, intrusion a = 0.92, and hyperarousal o = .91 (Rash et al., 2008). Because the subscales
were moderately correlated (intrusion — avoidance, r = .59; intrusion — hyperarousal, r = .77;
avoidance — hyperarousal, r = .55), this study treated stress as a global measure. Indeed, the IES-
R is commonly treated as a singular scale that measures total subjective stress (McCabe, 2019).
The scale showed excellent reliability (o = .93) for the current study. The total mean score for the
IES-R was M = 2.73 (SD = .83), indicating the average level and variability of perceived stress
levels among participants.
Distress-Disclosure Skills

The Distress Disclosure Index (DDI) (Kahn & Hessling, 2001) is a 12-item scale that
measures an individual’s tendency to conceal or disclose psychological distress over time.
Previous studies have further utilized DDI as a self-disclosure skill measurement in various
contexts such as loneliness (Fan et al., 2025) and mental health (Wu et al., 2024). Participants
were prompted to recall the stressor they indicated before answering the DDI. Items were rated
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The content

validity and reliability of the DDI have been confirmed through both exploratory and
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confirmatory analyses across two separate studies. The reliability of the DDI has been previously
found to be @ = .94 in one study and « = .95 in the other (Kahn & Hessling, 2001). Sample
items included, “When I felt upset, I usually confided in my friends,” “I preferred not to talk

99 ¢

about my problems,” “When something unpleasant happened to me, I often looked for someone
to talk to.” Of the 12-items, Six were reverse-coded. Responses were averaged so that higher
scores indicated more distress disclosure while lower scores indicated low disclosure. The scale
was reliable for the current study (« = .93). The total mean score for the DDI index was M = 2.88
(SD = .87), indicating the average level and variability of distress disclosure levels among
participants.
Communication Resilience Processes

Participants completed the 32-item Communication Resilience Processes Scale (Wilson
et al., 2021) to measure their ability to craft normalcy, affirm identity, communicate networks,
utilize alternative logics, and take productive action after the stressful event. Wilson et al. (2021)
found the reliability of the overall scale to be above « = .80, with further support for convergent,
divergent, and predictive validity. The overall scale for the current study indicated reliability at o
= .91. Each of the five subscales were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and examined separately. For the 8-item crafting normalcy
subscale, an example item was, “I tried to keep life as normal as possible,” and had a mean score
of M =3.00 (SD = .80), and a reliability coefficient of « = 77. For the 6-item affirming identity
anchors subscale, an example item was, “I maintained key aspects of my identity amidst
everything that was going on,” and had a mean score of M = 5.59 (SD = 1.05), and a reliability

coefficient of « =.87. For the 5-item maintaining and using communication networks subscale,

an example item was, “I turned to family and close friends for support,” and had a mean score of
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M = 4.66 (SD = 1.51), and a reliability coefficient of « = .92. For the 9-item alternative logics
subscale, an example item was, “I tried to see the difficult situation in a new light,” and had a
mean score of M = 4.69 (SD = 1.13), and a reliability coefficient of « = .84. For the 4-item
foregrounding productive action subscale, an example item was, “I focused on actions that would
help me move forward even though it was difficult,” and had a mean score of M =5.26 (SD =
1.09), and a reliability coefficient of & = .87. The responses in each category were averaged.
Higher scores indicated more resilience behaviors for that category while lower scores indicated
low resilience behaviors.
Positive Adaptation

Participants responded to the 6-item Brief Resilience Scale (Smith et al., 2008) on a 5-
point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items included, “I
bounced back quickly after the stressful time,” “It did not take me long to recover from the
stressful event,” and “I came through the difficult time with little trouble.” Previous research
indicates the scale to be reliable with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from « = .80 - .91 among four
separate samples (Smith et al., 2008). Additionally, convergent and discriminant validity had
been assessed and found to be appropriately correlated (Smith et al., 2008). Items were averaged
so that higher scores suggested more adaptation and lower scores suggested less adaptation. For
the current study, the scale showed reliability (« = .86). The total mean score for the BRS scale
was M = 2.93 (SD = .87), indicating the average level and variability of positive adaptation levels
among participants.
Covariate Measures

Several covariates were included to provide a more nuanced understanding of the

situational context of the responses surrounding the difficult life event. The covariates included
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event importance, talking about the event, event controllability, and mood, as each of these
factors may contribute to understanding an individual’s perception and reaction to the event,
offering deeper insights into their resilience behaviors and positive adaptation outcome (e.g., Li
etal., 2020; Du et al., 2018; Cohodes et al., 2023).

Event importance, talking about event, and event controllability were measured using
items from Lyubomirsky et al.’s (2006) study. To do so, participants completed three single-
item, 10-point Likert scale questions to assess their experiences with life situations, including
“Think about how important the experience of the situation was to you” (1 = not at all
significant, 10 = very significant), “How much time have you spent talking to others about the
experience?” (1 = none, 10 = a lot), and “Was the situation something you could fix on your
own or was it out of your control?” (1 = not easily resolvable, 10 = easily resolvable).

Assessing mood helped to gain insight into participants’ subjective experiences and
contextualized their responses during the survey because one’s current mood might have shaped
both recall and responses (Matt et al., 1992). To assess basic mood-dimensions of valence (V),
calmness (C), and energetic arousal (E), participants responded to a single statement with six
bipolar items (Wilhelm & Schoebi, 2007). Participants indicated their feelings using statements
like “At this moment, I feel”: tired-awake (E), content-discontent (V), agitated-calm (C), full of
energy-without energy (E), unwell-well (V), relaxed-tense (C). The scale ranged from 0 (very) —
6 (very), where participants used a slider to represent their current mood. Wilhem and Schoebi
(2007) had indicated that Cronbach’s a for the three categories ranged from « = .73 - .89. Higher
scores indicated higher positive valence (V), calmness (C), and energetic arousal (E). For the

current study, the scale was combined for a one total score with a reliability of « = .86.
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Analysis Plan

A variety of tests were used to explore the research question and test the proposed
hypothesized relationships among the study variables. A one-way MANOVA was used to
explore the differences between CTR processes across different life situations. An additional
one-way ANOVA was used to explore situations to positive adaptation. MANOVAs allow the
researcher to determine if there are any statistically significant differences among three or more
dependent groups. To explore the relationships of all the main (perceived stress, social skills,
CTR, positive adaptation) and covariate (gender, event importance, talking about the event, event
controllability, mood) variables, a correlational test was used to identify any significances among
the variables. Statistical significance was evaluated using p-values. Correlational tests help
researchers determine the strength and direction of the monotonic association between two
variables (Schober et al., 2018). A correlational test can inform the researcher if there are any
relationships between variables.

The hypothesized model will be evaluated using SPSS PROCESS Model 7 (Hayes, 2012)
to test the direct, indirect, and conditional indirect effects. PROCESS produces indirect and
direct effects in moderation and mediated moderation models with one or more mediators. This
technique allows the researcher to probe two- or three-way interactions. The current study
examines two simultaneous mediators: CTR processes and distress disclosure skills.
Additionally, PROCESS can provide estimates for all path coefficients, standard errors, p- and t-
values, and percentile confidence intervals (Hayes et al., 2017). For a moderation model,
PROCESS displays the proportion of the total variance in the dependent variable that is unique

to the interaction of the independent to the moderator, as well as the test of significance.
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Descriptive statistics will be evaluated for mood and subsequent questions on the stressful event;

however, they will not be part of the analysis.
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CHAPTER 3:
RESULTS
Research Question: Disruptive Life Events, CTR Processes, and Positive Adaptation

Among the seven disruptive life events, the most identified were the death of a loved one
(N = 44) and education/work challenges (N = 38), followed by relational issues (N = 25) and
medical situations (N = 24). Economic (N = 3), natural disaster (N = 2), and legal issues (N = 2)
were less common. Because previous research suggests that resilience could vary across different
situations (Luthar et al., 2000), this study examined whether specific CTR processes were linked
to different life events. A multivariate (MANOVA) was conducted to examine the research
question to see if certain life events elicit specific resilience behaviors. The MANOVA examined
the death of a loved one, education/work challenges, relational issues, medical issues, and CTR
processes. Results from the MANOVA indicate a statistically significant difference between life
situations and only crafting normalcy, F(6, 130) = 4.05, p <.001.

A post-hoc analysis further revealed which life events were most likely to elicit the
engagement in crafting normalcy. The results showed that individuals reported engaging in
crafting normalcy significantly more in response to the death of a loved one compared to
education/work challenges (Mpirr = .64, p = .004). Furthermore, there was a significant
difference in between relational events and education/work challenges, with relational issues
leading to higher crafting normalcy than education/work challenges (Moirr = .66, p = .019).

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the means among difficult life events and

positive adaptation. This analysis aimed to determine whether experiencing different types of
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disruptive life events was related to the level of positive adaptation. The results indicated that
difficult life events were not related to participants’ reports of positive adaptation, F(3, 130) =
2.12, p = .10. Therefore, difficult life events did not significantly influence how people positive
adapted, suggesting that the events themselves are not strong predictors or positive adaptation.
Correlations Among Study Variables

To explore potential correlations among the covariates and key variables, a preliminary
analysis was conducted. Table 1 reports the zero-order correlations among all variables in the
study. Gender, event importance, talking about event, event controllability, and mood were

considered as covariates to the main variables.
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Table 1. Covariation Table of Variables
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Positive adaptation 293 .87 1
2. Perceived stress 273 .83 -57** 1
3. Craft normalcy 3.00 .80 -51**  Q92** ]
4. Affirm identity 559 1.05 .28** -23** -2G6** ]
5. Networks 466 151 .23** -16 -21*  40%* 1
6. Alt. logics 469 113 .20* -.08 -12 34** 36%* 1
7. Foreground action 526 1.09 .21* -.07 -.06 ST7r* 32%* 427 1
8. Distress disclosure skills  2.88 .87 22** .19 -21*  28**  78**  21* 24%* 1
9. Mood 344 106  .35%* -30** -24** 32** 18* 22* 16 .05 1
10. Event importance 8.65 160 -12 .07 A2 .09 -.00 -.06 .07 -.02 -12 1
11. Talking about event 6.46 253 -04 07 .02 .05 40** 15 .08 A4** 13 18* 1
12. Event controllability 3.99 294  24** -31**  -34** 13 14 19* 21*  18* 04 -32** 02 1

Note: Bold items indicate *p < .05 **p < .01.
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Previous research has indicated gender differences in life satisfaction, depression, and
psychological distress, such that female participants reported more stressors in interpersonal
contexts than male participants and they react stronger to those stressors in the form of
depression (Hankin et al., 2007). Moreover, social support, emotional regulation, and positive
outlooks were imperative to female life satisfaction (Ayllon-Negrillo et al., 2024). Social support
was just as important to male participants, who also sought novelty for improved life satisfaction.

An independent- samples t-test was conducted to compare levels of positive adaptation,
stress, CTR processes, and the covariates between males and females. Gender was coded as 1 =
female and 0 = male. The results indicated that were only significant differences in positive
adaptation (Mmales = 3.10, SD = .79, Mremates = 2.78, SD =.93; t(134.01) = 2.19, p = .030), stress
(Mmates = 2.57, SD = .79, Mremates = 2.88, SD = .84; t(134) = -2.26, p = .025), distress disclosure
(Mmates = 2.72, SD = .83, Mremates = 3.03, SD = .90; t(134.01) = 2.19, p = .034), and mood (Mmales
= 3.16, SD = 1.07, Mtemales = 3.73, SD =.96; t(130.73) = -3.31, p = .001). These findings suggest
that males report higher levels of positive adaptation than females and females report higher
levels in stress, distress disclosure, and mood compared to males.

The current study also shows that talking about the event had significant associations
with communication networks, social skills, and event importance. Additionally, event
controllability had significant associations with positive adaptation, stress, crafting normalcy,
alternative logics, foregrounding productive action, social skills, and event importance. The
amount of time participants spent talking about the event was positively associated with
communication networks r(136) = .40, p <.001, social skills r(136) = .44, p < .001, and event

importance, r(136) = .18, p = .04. This indicates that the more time someone reported spending
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talking about the event, the more they reported having communication networks, social skills,
and perceived the event to be important.

Regarding event controllability, participants believed the more they could “fix” the
situation, the more they would positively adapt after the event, r(136) = .24, p = .01, find ways to
think about the situation differently r(136) = .19, p = .03, engage in more productive action
r(136) =.21, p = .01, and have better social skills r(136) = .18, p = .03. Conversely, the more
participants felt in control over the event, the less perceived stress they experienced r(136) = -
.31, p <.001, and they showed decreases in crafting normalcy r(136) = -.34, p <.001, and event
importance r(136) = -.32, p < .001.

Mood positively correlated with positive adaptation r(136) = .35, p < .001, affirming
identity, r(136) = .32, p <.001, communication networks r(136) = .18, p = .03, and alternative
logics r(136) = .22, p = .01. On the other hand, mood showed a negative correlation with
perceived stress r(136) = -.30, p <.001 and crafting normalcy r(136) = -.24, p = .01. These
results suggest that when participants moods are positive, there is greater positive adaptability,
stable identity anchors, more active communication networks, and openness to alterative logics.
When moods are negative, participants reported higher perceived stress and more effort in
crafting normalcy.

Hypothesis Testing

Hayes’ PROCESS Model 7 was used to examine the moderated mediation effects of
stress on positive adaptation, mediated by CTR Processes, and moderated by distress disclosure.
Stress was entered as the independent variable (X), CTR processes as the mediator (M), social

skills as the moderator (W), and positive adaptation as the dependent variable (Y). All covariates
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were also considered in the analysis. All variables were mean-centered to facilitate interpretation
of interaction terms.
Hypothesis 1

H1 predicted that perceived stress would be negatively related to each of the CTR
processes (i.e., crafting normalcy, identity anchors, communication networks, alternative logics,
foregrounding productive action). Contrary to what was predicted, perceived stress was only
positively related to crafting normalcy, b = .81, SE = .11, p < .001, indicating that as perceived
stress increases, so does crafting normalcy. Perceived stress was not significantly related to
identity anchors, b = -.59, SE = .34, p =.083, communication networks, b =-.22, SE = .33, p =
503, alternative logics, b = .12, SE = .38, p =.755, or foregrounding productive action, b = -.12,
SE = .36, p =.744. Thus, H1 was not supported. However, mood was the only covariate that was
significantly related with identity anchors, b = .25, SE = .08, p = .003, communication networks,
b =-.22, SE =.08, p =.008, and alternative logics, b =-.27, SE = .09, p = .004.
Hypothesis 2

H2 predicted that CTR behaviors would be positively associated with positive adaptation.
Accounting for each CTR’s influence on each other, there was no one behavior that was related
to positive adaptation. Crafting normalcy, b = .15, SE = .20, p = .435, identity anchors, b = .02,
SE = .08, p =.767, communication networks, b = .04, SE = .05, p = .373, alternative logics, b =
.05, SE = .06, p = .455, and foregrounding productive action, b = .06, SE = .07, p = .423, were
not significantly associated with positive adaptation. Thus, H2 was not supported. However,
mood was the only covariate significantly related with positive adaptation, b = .14, SE = .06, p =

.035.
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Hypothesis 3

H3 predicted that CTR process behaviors would mediate the relationship between
perceived stress and positive adaptation. A mediation analysis attempts to explain a process that
leads the independent to the dependent variable through an intermediary process. In a mediation
model, the independent variable is assumed to directly relate to the mediator and the mediator
relates to the dependent variable (Wu & Zumbo, 2008). The indirect effect of perceived stress on
positive adaptation through CTR was not significant as the confidence intervals contained a zero
for crafting normalcy, b = .15, SE = .20, 95% CI [-.19, .44], identity anchors, b = .02, SE = .08,
95% CI [-.07, 04], communication networks, b = .04, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.04, .03], alternative
logics, b = .05, SE = .06, 95% CI [-.02, .04], and foregrounding productive action, b = .06, SE =
.07, 95% CI [-.04, .04], did not mediate the relationship between perceived stress and positive
adaptation. Thus, H3 was not supported.
Hypothesis 4

H4 predicted that social skills would moderate the relationship between perceived stress
and CTR processes. A moderator adjusts the strength or direction of a relationship between the
independent and dependent variable (Wu & Zumbo, 2008). In this case, social skills were
predicted to adjust the strength or direction between perceived stress and each of the CTR
behaviors. For each analysis, covariates were included to test their potential influence. Overall,
the results showed that social skills did not moderate the relationship between perceived stress
and CTR processes: crafting normalcy, b =.02, SE =.04, p = .547, identity anchors, b = .17, SE
=.12, p =.119, communication networks, b =.09, SE = .10, p =.397, alternative logics, b =-
.00, SE =.12, p = .980, and foregrounding productive action, b =.07, SE = .11, p = .495.

Furthermore, the index of moderated mediation show that crafting normalcy b =.00, SE = .11,
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95% CI [-.01, .03], identity anchors b = .00, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.03, .04], communication
networks b = .00, SE =.01, 95% CI [-.06, .03], alternative logics b =-.00, SE = .01, 95% CI [-
.02, .01], and foregrounding productive action b = .00, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.02, .04]. Hypothesis
4 was not supported.

Post Hoc Analysis

Most studies examine CTR as a singular measure, meaning, the five behaviors are
considered as one unit of resilience processes. Theoretically, each of the five behaviors are
positive constructive behaviors, yet for the current study, accounting for each of the CTR
behaviors as a unit was not significant to positive adaptation. To further investigate, post-hoc
analyses were run to examine each of the five behaviors separately. Post-hoc analyses support
the notion that each of the CTR resilience behaviors alone and as a combined measure are related
to positive adaptation.

Using a simple linear regression for each CTR behavior, crafting normalcy was
negatively related to positive adaptation, b = - .56, R?= .26, F(1, 136) = 48.26, p < .05, while
affirming identity, b = .23, R>=.08, F(1, 137) = 11.77, p < .05, communication networks, b =
14, R?= .05, F(1, 137) = 7.76, p < .05, alternative logics, b = .16, R?= .04, F(1, 137) =5.90, p <
.05, and foregrounding productive action, b = .17, R?= .04, F(1, 137) = 6.32, p < .05, were
positively related to positive adaptation. When accounting for the variance of each CTR behavior
using a multiple regression analysis, only crafting normalcy was a significant predictor of
positive adaptation, b =-.52, SE = .08, p <.001. Identity anchors, b = .05, SE = .08, p > .05,
communication networks, b =.03, SE = .05, p > .05, alternative logics, b =.05, SE =.06, p >
.05, and foregrounding productive action, b =.08, SE = .08, p > .05, was not significantly related

to positive adaptation.
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In addition, CTR was analyzed as an averaged variable, in which case, it was positively
related to positive adaptation, b = .31, R?= .08, F(1, 137) = 11.78, p < .05. Thus, running CTR as
a combined scale and running each CTR behavior independently from each other showed
significant relationships to positive adaptation, however, accounting for CTR behaviors together
from the hypothesized model on positive adaptation showed no significance, indicating that
altogether, CTR behaviors are not strong predictors of positive adaptation.

Another analysis was conducted to see if social skills moderated CTR as a combined
measure and CTR as separate behaviors. Social skills did not moderate CTR as a combined

measure nor CTR as separate processes.
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CHAPTER 4.
DISCUSSION

Grounded in the Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR) and the Social Skills
Deficit Vulnerability Model (SSDV), this study explored resilience as an active process
contributing to positive outcomes. The study examined the relationship between perceived stress
from a challenging life event, specific behaviors within the resilience process, and the role of
social skills in facilitating positive adaptation. Unlike past research, which views CTR as a
holistic process leading to positive outcomes, this study found that isolating specific CTR
processes, even when accounting for each other’s influences, does not significantly contribute to
positive adaptation. In other words, isolated CTR processes are associated with positive
outcomes, but accounting for the entirety of CTR behaviors, none of the individual CTR
processes, except for crafting normalcy, were significantly related to positive adaptation. These
results highlight the complexity of resilience and suggest a need for further investigation into
how different resilience processes contribute to positive outcomes. Social skills also were not
found to be a strong indicator of an individual's ability to engage in the resilience process, which
contrasts with previous literature emphasizing the role of communication and social competence
in resilience.
Resilience In Contexts

Individuals experience difficult life events differently and engage in various behaviors
needed to move forward from those difficulties. Life events vary from the nature of the

situation, the types of support that are given and needed in those situations, perception of control,
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emotional impact, and perceived recovery time. In the current study, only crafting normalcy was
the significant resilience behavior used most in the event of a death and relational issues
compared to education/work challenges. Crafting normalcy requires effort, and while it may lead
to positive outcomes later, the process itself can feel tiresome. The literature frequently suggests
that individuals gauge their recovery by how closely they feel they have returned to normal.
Crafting normalcy is neither an easy task nor mindset to engage in quickly during times of
hardship. Since difficult life events inherently disrupt routines, it is understandable that
individuals must try harder to restore normalcy as a way to regain a sense of meaning (Mohideen
& Heinzelma, 2023) and control over their lives (DeRidder & Gillabaart, 2017). Most
participants in the current study reported that their difficult life event was out of their control,
making crafting normalcy an important behavior to help maintain focus and control to move
forward.

Arguably, a loved one’s death has a stronger intensity and severity than education/work
challenges (e.g., Neimeyer et al., 2010; Batista et al. 2024). Although education/work challenges
could lead to unfavorable outcomes, death has a permanence that severs a personal bond than the
impersonal nature of education/work challenges. It makes sense that in the case of a loved one’s
death, the emotional impact is stronger, and people must find ways to create a new normal with a
deeper intention to heal than with education/work issues. With education/work issues, there
could be solutions to those problems, whereas death is an irreversible loss with no readily
available solution to “fix” the depth of the emotional pain. Because crafting normalcy is a coping
mechanism aimed to help individuals maintain a continuity and familiarity in their life after a
disruption, another explanation to why normalcy was stronger for death than education/work

issues is because death fundamentally disrupts relationships and the feelings of loss and grief
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make it hard to be normal, and so, requires individuals to make more effort to create normalcy.
Indeed, surviving family members of COVID-19 identified creating good-bye rituals and
normalizing the loss as part of their strategies as their “normal” bereavement process to limit
psychological distress (Borghi & Menichetti, 2021).

Crafting normalcy was also an important resilience behavior for relational disruptions
such as breakups or divorce, as it helps individuals turn their focus from the relationship to
themselves (e.g., Hebert & Popadiuk, 2008). Most unmarried couple engage in relational
routines such as leisure activities, couple communication, and sharing meals (Campbell et al.,
2011). When a breakup occurs, those routines are severed, and alternative routines must be
developed as a healing technique. For instance, college students learned that continuing with
their personal goals and engaging in self-focused behaviors was important to their healing
process post-breakup (Hebert & Popadiuk, 2008). Overall, death of a loved one and relational
issues were the most common life disruptions where crafting normalcy was a significant
resilience behavior.

Stress’ Relationship to CTR Processes

Perceived stress was predicted to negatively affect each of the five CTR processes.
Interestingly, stress only had a positive relationship with crafting normalcy. It was expected that
stress would make crafting normalcy harder, but the results suggested that increased stress
motivates a greater need to engage in it. This aligns with the substantial amount of research
indicating that crafting normalcy is a goal for those in stressful situations. Indeed, one’s
perception of crafting normalcy could depend on their ability to recover from a difficult event
(e.g., Lee et al., 2023). For instance, students who adapted better to the quick transition from in-

person to online learning engaged in crafting normalcy (Scharp et al., 2022). Individuals with
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health issues such as Parkinson’s or cancer were motivated to maintain normalcy as a coping
strategy through social and physical activities (Haar et al., 2021; Miedema et al., 2007). In the
case of job loss or natural disasters, normalcy was determined by the daily routines affected
individuals achieved in an attempt to mirror who they were prior to the event (Buzzanell &
Turner, 2003; Haney & Gray-Scholz, 2019). The current study’s results align with previous
research showing that life disruptions reduce general normalcy, thus requiring greater effort to
create or maintain normalcy, making this a key goal for adaptation.

Stress had no relationship to communication networks and foregrounding productive
action. One explanation for why stress was not related to communication networks could be that
individuals might have chosen to internally cope over relying on their social support, even if it
was available. Interestingly, most participants rated their situation as very important, so even
though the difficult life event was a very important one, they did not seek help from others.
People may be unsure how to make connections with others or felt comfortable disclosing their
situation. In fact, more people have lost connection with each other (e.g., CDC, 2021),
suggesting that people might not know how to seek help or feel comfortable relying on others.

Stress was also not related to alternative logics. Individual differences may account for
why this relationship was not significant. Reframing is a psychotherapeutic practice that needs
guidance (Mattila, 2001). Perhaps a discrepancy between the life situation and individual ability
to reframe accounted for the lack of relationship. Individuals might have found it easier to
reframe one situation than another. If participants were in situations where reframing might have
been more necessary (i.e., breakup/divorce) than education/work issues, but did not receive or
utilize the proper technique to reframe in a way that helps them, that might explain why there

was not a significant relationship. Moreover, considering other possible behaviors that someone
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engages in with stress, the results show that perhaps alternative logics is not a strong avenue to
take in consideration with the other five behaviors. Indeed, reframing was not considered a long-
term strategy with loss of a loved one (Eisma et al., 2023) Lastly, although it was posited that the
more stress someone experienced, the less that they would engage in productive action, stress did
not relate to whether individuals engaged in this resilience behavior.

The Role of Social Skills in Engaging the Resilience Process

Social skills were expected to play a key role in one’s ability to engage in the resilience
process when facing stress. It was hypothesized that individuals with strong social skills,
particularly those who disclose their distresses, would be better able to engage in the resilience
process. However, the findings from this study showed that the tendency to disclose distress was
not significantly related to participants’ engagement in the resilience process. These results
indicate that, while disclosure helps build connections and alleviates emotional distress (e.g.,
Rime et al., 2020), it may not be the most important factor in engaging in resilience.

Other social skills and individual characteristics may play a more significant role in
determining how effectively one engages in resilience behaviors. For example, social
assertiveness (Lorr et al., 1991) may relate to resilience as it involves not only self-expression
but also the ability to seek support proactively (Younes, 2021). Introverts and extroverts may
vary in their experiences in relation to resilience-building. Introverts may find it more
challenging to engage socially or disclose personal information, while extroverts may more
readily participate in social resilience behaviors that involve others. However, introverts might
benefit from cognitive introspection, which could be more challenging for extroverts.

Additionally, coping styles such as avoidance may inhibit one’s ability to confront distress,
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potentially limiting engaging in resilience. Cultural display rules should be considered to
understand how appropriate individuals feel in expressing resilience behaviors.

Theoretically, social skills are valuable factors to understand social interactions.
However, research on resilience processes could benefit from examining a wider range of social
skills that enhance social connections. A more comprehensive approach to social skills, beyond
distress disclosure, may be necessary to fully understand resilience-building techniques and
maximize social connections.

Measuring Communication Resilience with Positive Adaptation

CTR emphasizes the role of communication in fostering resilience after challenging life
events. It identifies five communication behaviors associated with positive outcomes after a
difficult event. Previous research developed a unidimensional framework to measure these
behaviors, however, this approach oversimplifies the complexity of communication choices and
effectiveness involved in the resilience process. The current study aimed to assess the five
behaviors separately and their relationship with positive adaptation. CTR has been linked to post-
traumatic growth, life purpose, and mental health, but has been treated as a global measure of
communication resilience, combining various coping behaviors into one construct (e.g., Wilson
et al., 2021). A key insight from the present study was the separation of CTR’s sub-measures to
examine their independent associations with positive adaptation, while accounting for all of the
other behaviors. When each resilience process was examined separately, none were related to
positive adaptation. Moreover, when controlling for the unique variance of each behavior, still
none of the behaviors were related to positive adaptation.

The current study further considered that individuals may not engage in all five resilience

processes because different stress experiences may require specific behaviors. Examining
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resilience as a unidimensional measure overlooks the distinct impacts of the five behaviors on
positive adaptation. An individual may find that resilience behavior is more effective than others
and so does not need to engage in all five behaviors to demonstrate resilience. For instance, the
death of a loved one was specifically associated with crafting normalcy, behaviors that may be
less prominent in education or work-related challenges. In relational disruptions, such as
breakups, crafting normalcy was also significant to help individuals shift their focus from the
relationship to themselves (e.g., Hebert & Popadiuk, 2008). Most unmarried couple engage in
relational routines such as leisure activities, communication, and sharing meals (Campbell et al.,
2011). When a breakup occurs, those routines are severed, and alternative routines must be
developed as a healing technique. Thus, certain resilience behaviors, like crafting normalcy, may
play a more prominent role in adaptation depending on the context.

The present study’s findings suggest that nuances exist within CTR, particularly
regarding the relative importance of individual resilience behaviors. While engaging overall in
more resilience behaviors lead to adaptation, when the individual behaviors are compared, the
individual effects are reduced. However, each of the resilience behaviors may serve a different
function and be more or less useful depending on the situation and level of stress the person
feels. Interestingly, stress was only related to crafting normalcy, suggesting that stress may be
the primary motivator for engaging in that particular resilience behaviors.

Mood as a Significant Covariate

Mood emerged as a significant covariate influencing individuals’ engagement with each
of the resilience behaviors except crafting normalcy and foregrounding productive action. Mood
fluctuations can shape how individuals perceive and respond to stressful events, influencing their

ability or motivation to engage in resilience-building behaviors. When individuals are in a
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negative mood, they are more likely to expect negative events in the future and less likely to
anticipate positive ones (Hepburn et al., 2009). Participants in the current study reported a
moderately positive mood while recalling and completing the survey on their difficult life event.

Mood was positively related with several resilience processes, particularly identity
anchors, communication networks, alternative logics, and positive adaptation. This suggests that
when individuals are in a better mood, they are more likely to engage in resilience behaviors that
help them navigate challenges, emphasizing the importance of emotional well-being in fostering
adaptive coping strategies. However, mood was negatively related with stress and crafting
normalcy, indicating that a better mood corresponds to lower stress and a reduced need to
actively maintain a sense of normalcy.

One possible explanation for this finding is that participants were recalling a difficult
event from the past two years, with the average event occurring about a year prior. Thus, the
emotional significance of the event may have diminished over time, leaving participants in a
more neutral or positive mindset. Time may have helped participants to not feel as strong about
the event or emotionally process the initial surge. When people are in a positive mood, they may
not feel the urgency to engage in the resilience process because their mood while taking the
survey was not impactful enough on behavior (e.g., Gendolla, 2000). Mood also affects how
individuals interpret positive or negative life events (Seidlitz & Diener, 1993). Mood may
enhance the recall of event features but not necessarily the accuracy of the memories (Earles et
al., 2016). Since the Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR) focuses on communicative
responses to difficult situations, participants’ interpretations of their previous engagement the
extent to which they used each CTR process, and their current mood could have led them to

underestimate or overestimate their actions during the event.
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Implications, Limitations, & Future Research

This study is the first to examine CTR’s distinct behavioral processes as more than a
holistic framework. Resilience remains a complex and multifaceted area of study. The findings
from this study suggest a need to explore resilience beyond viewing it solely as a process, raising
important questions about whether resilience should be studied as a trait, a process, or a
combination of both. While conceptualizing resilience as a trait may seem overly simplistic,
viewing it solely as a process also presents challenges. It may be more fruitful to explore how
traits and processes interact and contribute to adaptation outcomes. Previously, resilience has
been viewed as a personal trait or process that the individual enacts leading to positive outcomes
for the person; however, the quality and effectiveness of the support received through the
resilience process should also be a focus for future research. For example, reaching out to social
networks is a proactive resilience behavior, but if the support provided is inadequate, it may
undermine the resilience-building effort (Lee et al., 2024). Future research should explore how
traits, learned behaviors, and social responses interact to shape resilience processes and
outcomes.

In alignment with Luthar et al. (2000), the current findings suggests that certain situations
may require more resilience-building efforts and specific behaviors than others. Resilience
behaviors in one context may not translate as an effective means in other situations. Future
research should continue identifying which resilience behaviors are most used and effective in
specific stressful and difficult situations. Resilience-building behaviors could potentially be
categorized based on their effectiveness in meeting the specific needs of different situations.

It could also be valuable to categorize CTR processes into cognitive and behavioral

components, or individual and social elements, to better understand the outcomes associated with
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each. Although CTR includes several resilience processes, it does not specifically focus on
communication behaviors, as the theory suggests. For example, “alternative logics” is primarily a
cognitive resilience behavior rather than a communicative one. Also, positive adaptation may
vary depending on the level of cognitive engagement, such as using alternative logics, or
behavioral actions, such as seeking social networks. CTR is often studied as a unidimensional
measure that assesses overall behavioral choices and ability. Yet, the five processes within CTR
encompass distinct cognitive, behavioral, and social aspects, each requiring separate evaluations
of their outcomes.

The present study has limitations to consider. First, the small sample size limits the
generalizability of the results to the broader population. A smaller sample size reduces the
study’s statistical power, making it harder to detect relationships that might exist in more diverse
populations. Additionally, the homogenous nature of the sample, which consisted predominantly
of white individuals, limits the applicability of the results to diverse groups. Given that resilience
processes could be influenced by sociocultural factors, the lack of racial, ethnic, and cultural
backgrounds within the sample limits a full understanding of how resilience is developed in
various cultures. The study design does not allow for claims of causality. As a cross-sectional
study, the findings only provide a snapshot of participants’ recalled experiences, making it
difficult to determine a cause-and-effect relationship between stress, CTR processes, and positive
adaptation.

Furthermore, the reliance on self-report measures introduces potential biases, which may
compromise the accuracy of the data collected. Depending on the time elapsed between the
difficult event and taking the survey, participants may have unconsciously altered,

misremembered, or already have worked through the emotional event, leading to potential
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inaccuracies in the data. This becomes problematic given the emotional nature of resilience-
building behaviors surrounding difficult events, where recall may be influenced by individual’s
psychological state or current mood.

Another significant limitation lies in the measure of positive adaptation. While the 6-item
scale used in this study showed reliability, it may not have fully captured the complexity or
nuanced outcomes associated with positive adaptation to adversity. The scale primarily focused
on traditional concepts of resilience, such as the quickness and ease a person can “bounce back”
from challenges. However, resilience is a multi-layered process, and moving forward from
hardship involves more than simply engaging in ways that return the person to a pre-stress state.
A key aspect that the scale did not address is the deeper psychosocial well-being, wisdom, and
personal development that often is reported to emerge through resilience. Arguably, positive
adaptation is not just about recovery; it also involves a movement forward in personal growth,
emotional healing, and a transformed sense of self. These aspects of adaptation better reflect the
outcome of a resilience process in which individuals not only cope but thrive after adversity.

To build upon the current study, future research should focus on limiting the time frame
in which participants recalled difficult events. As the study’s average event was about a year, it
may be interesting to capture resilience-building behaviors within an earlier time frame. By
categorizing events that recently occurred, researchers could better access how varying situations
impact resilience behaviors. Individuals tend to experience the strongest emotional intensity
between three to 24 months after a loss, in which social support begins to decline (Castle &
Phillips, 2003). During this period, grieving individuals often engage in rituals to help them
adjust to their loss. By asking participants to recall difficult events within three to six months,

future studies may capture a more accurate representation of emotions, resilience behaviors (e.g.,
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Mitima-Verloop et al., 2021) and social support received. Moreover, since death can trigger
‘complicated grief” (characterized by intense, thematic emotions) (Dodd et al., 2021), it may be
more appropriate to study death as a separate event within CTR processes.

Another limitation that future studies can research more comprehensively is the role of
social skills in resilience behaviors. Many individuals have lost the ability to engage in small
talk, socialize, or interact with others effectively (Samadder, 2021), which could impact their
ability to express themselves or seek social support and resources important for resilience. While
this study focused on emotional disclosure as the social skill variable, social skills encompass a
wide range of behaviors, including nonverbal communication, social expression, self-awareness,
and interactional management (Jureviciene et al., 2012). Future research could benefit from
investigating other aspects of social skills, such as emotional intelligence (Goleman, 2001),
assertiveness (Delamater & McNamara, 1986; Shouhani et al., 2022), and willingness to
disclose. Moreover, this study focused on distress disclosure that focused on one’s tendency to
disclose their distresses. Future research would benefit to examine a person’s true ability to
effectively disclose with a desired effect.

Lastly, although the current study asked participants for their religious identification, a
more meaningful approach would have been to measure spirituality. Spirituality, which differs
from religiosity (Van Niekerk, 2018), may have a stronger link to resilience (Kim & Esquivel,
2011; Schwalm et al., 2022). Research has shown that the ability to overcome adversity and
thrive may be connected to the idea of a purpose in life and meaning (Schwalm et al., 2022).
Thus, research could benefit to investigate how spirituality is connected to resilience processes
and outcomes, as it could provide deeper insights into how individuals find strength during times

of hardship.
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CHAPTER 5:
CONCLUSION

The current study aimed to examine the processes of the Communication Theory of
Resilience (CTR) and their mediating effects on stress following a difficult life event and
positive adaptation. Additionally, the study sought to determine the moderating role of social
skills, particularly distress disclosure, recognizing that disclosure can enhance or hinder one’s
ability to engage effectively in the CTR processes. However, the findings indicated that neither
the mediating nor moderating relationships were significant. While resilience is increasingly
understood as a process rather than a trait, the current results suggest the need to further explore
the sequence, quantity, and quality of resilience behaviors that could contribute to positive
adaptation. Understanding these nuances will help develop targeted interventions, enhance

practical application, and expand theoretical understanding for the construct of resilience.
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APPENDIX A: Mood
Mood (Wilhelm & Schoebi, 2007)
The following statement asks about your current mood. Please rate each of the following

statement on your current mood: “At this moment, I feel...”

Not at all Very
Tired — awake 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
Content — discontent 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
Agitated — calm 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Full of energy — without energy 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
Unwell — well 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Relaxed — tense 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
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APPENDIX B: LIFE EVENT
Life event (Wilson et al., 2021)
In the past 2 years, please identify a difficult event, one that has seriously disrupted your life.

Please select one option.

Life Event

1. Death of a loved one

2. Economic (e.g., job loss, financial loss, housing loss, food scarcity)

3. Natural disaster (e.g., earthquakes, landslides, floods, wildfires, pandemic)
4. Relationship (e.g., breakup, divorce)

5. Legal (e.g., being arrested, sued, problems with the law)

6. Medical (e.g., mental or physical issues, addiction)

7. Education/work (e.g., challenges at school/work)

Please describe the event you selected [open-ended question]:

Please indicate whether the difficult event is still ongoing?
1. Yes
2. No
How much did this experience matter to you? Use the scale below to show how important it was.
Notatall important 12 34567 89 10 Very important
How much time have you spent talking aloud to (or texting) others about the experience?
None 12345678910 A lot
Was the experience resolvable (meaning, was the experience within or out of your control)?

Not easily resolvable 12345678910 Easily resolvable



APPENDIX D: SELF-DISCLOSURE SCALE

Distress Disclosure Index (DDI; Kahn & Hessling, 2001)

Thinking about the difficult life event you selected, please respond to how you talked to close

others about the event (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).

66

Items

1.

8.

9.

When [ felt upset, [ usually confided in my friends.

I preferred not to talk about my problems.*

. When I remembered the unpleasant event, I often looked for someone to talk to.

I typically don’t discuss the event that upset me.*

When I felt depressed or sad, I tend to keep those feelings to myself. *
I tried to find people to talk with about my problems.

When I was in a bad mood, I talk about it with my friends.

If I had a bad day, the last thing I wanted to do is talk about it.*

I rarely looked for people to talk with when I was having a problem. *

10. When I was distressed, I didn’t tell anyone. *

11. T usually sought out someone to talk to when I was in a bad mood.

12. I was willing to tell others my distressing thoughts.

*reverse-code
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APPENDIX E: COMMUNICATION RESILIENCE PROCESSES SCALE
Thinking about the difficult life event you selected, how well does each of the following
statements describe how you responded to the difficult situation? (1 = Strongly disagree, 6 =

Strongly agree).

Items

Crafting Normalcy
1. I tried to keep life as normal as possible.
2. I continued to do the things I normally would.
3. I made an effort to keep up with my daily routines.
4. I tried to keep busy doing what I normally do.
5. I started to build new routines.
6. I started to do new things that over time became ordinary.
7. I adjusted my daily habits to the new circumstances.
8. I adjusted my routines in light of what happened.
Affirming Identity Anchors
1. I maintained key aspects of my identity amidst everything that was going on.
2. I kept in mind who I wanted to be throughout the situation.
3. I held onto the most important parts of myself despite everything that went on.
4. 1 dug deep into what I value the most as the situation unfolded.
5. I tried to act like the person I ideally wanted to be.
6. I focused on my most important roles during this time.
Maintaining and Using Communication Networks

1. I turned to family and close friends for support.
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2. I turned to other people in my network for what I needed.
3. I sought guidance from people I know.
4. I reached out to other people for help.
5. I relied on my connections with others during the situation.
Constructing Alternative Logics
1. I found a different way to make sense of the difficult situation.
2. I tried to see the difficult situation in a new light.
3. I found a way to reimagine what was happening in the difficult situation.
4. I thought about the situation in ways that I had not considered before.
5. 1 found ways of thinking outside of the box in the situation.
6. I tried to find humor in the situation even though it was difficult to do so.
7. I relied on humor to get through the challenging times.
8. Despite the seriousness of the situation, I found myself using humor to lighten things
up.
9. Even though I didn’t expect to, I found myself laughing at something funny that
happened
in the situation.
Foregrounding Productive Action While Backgrounding Negative Feelings
1. I focused on actions that would help me move forward even though it was difficult.
2. Despite how I was feeling, I chose to focus on things that were productive.
3. I focused on what would help me carry on even though it was challenging.

4. Despite how I was feeling, I focused on taking constructive actions.
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APPENDIX E: POSITIVE ADAPTATION

Positive adaptation (BRS; Smith et al., 2008)

Please rate the following statements about how you felt, thought, and behaved after the difficult

life event (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).

Items

. I bounced back quickly after the difficult event.

. T'had a hard time making it through the difficult event.

. It did not take me long to recover from the difficult event.

. It was hard for me to snap back when the difficult event happened.
. I endured through the difficult time with little trouble.

. Ttook a long time to get over that difficult setback in my life.



