
current issues in personality psychology · volume 9(4), 
doi: https://doi.org/10.5114/cipp.2021.108286

background
The study aimed to compare factors influencing social ad-
aptation of children from families at risk of social exclu-
sion versus their peers with higher socioeconomic status. 
The analysis applied to coping strategies in difficult social 
situations as well as intrapersonal and interpersonal atti-
tudes, and attitudes towards the world.

participants and procedure
The study involved 169 children (girls n = 85, boys n = 84) 
aged 13-14 years. Children were included in the criterion 
group based on a statutory minimum subsistence level ap-
plicable for a given year in Poland. 

results
Children with higher levels of resilience scored high in 
cognitive-intellectual and physical spheres as well as in 

personality, pro-social, socio-moral and support spheres 
and the sense of efficacy. Factors such as socioeconomic 
status and family structure were found to differentiate 
children in terms of coping mechanisms and attitudes to-
wards themselves, other people and the world.

conclusions
The study revealed that the child’s psychological resilience 
is of particular importance for social adaptation.
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Background

It was assumed that factors such as extreme poverty 
or permanent absence of one of the care providers 
negatively affect children’s coping in difficult social 
situations as well as their intrapersonal and interper-
sonal attitudes and attitudes towards the world. The 
more dysfunctional factors affect them, the worse 
their functioning is, as manifested by their behav-
iour. As a result, children develop forms of improper 
behaviour and use less effective coping strategies. 
Numerous empirical studies and theoretical consid-
erations support the adopted assumptions (Gawlina, 
2006; Łukaszewska, 2010; Sygit-Kowalkowska et al., 
2017; Yildiz, 2017). In line with the hypothesis, the 
present study focused on determining the impact of 
dysfunctional factors on children’s coping in diffi-
cult situations and their attitude towards themselves, 
other people and the world, as well as on the role of 
psychological resilience as a resource protecting the 
child against the development of behavioural disor-
ders. In line with current knowledge, the risk of devel-
opmental disorders in the mental and social spheres 
increases with the coexistence of dysfunctional fac-
tors, which may result in difficulties in the child’s 
social functioning (Masten &  Powell, 2003; Rado-
choński, 2009). The literature on the subject presents 
concepts and theories referring to single or multiple 
human factors or traits that explain the unsatisfacto-
ry functioning. The cognitive approach assumes that 
the cognitive assessment of the situation is of great 
importance (Ostaszewski, 2008). On the other hand, 
the regulative theory of temperament emphasizes 
the importance of the relationship between tempera-
ment and the choice of stress coping strategy (Stre-
lau, 1993). Human resources include temperamental 
and personality traits as well as material goods and 
relational skills. People differ in the ways they react 
to difficult situations, depending on the resources 
they have. We can speak of universal resilience when 
an individual copes well in all problematic situations, 
or partial resilience when an individual copes ac-
cording to their practised skills. People with greater 
resilience to stressors show less negative emotions 
and lower emotional arousal, which favours efficacy. 

One of the first studies, conducted by Rutter 
(1987), contributed to the creation of a list of family 
factors that affect the child’s development: risk fac-
tors (marital conflicts, low social status, numerous-
ness, mother’s mental disorders, contact of the child 
with care institutions, and parental delinquency) and 
protective factors (parental support, correct parent-
ing style, positive temperamental traits, female gen-
der). This observation inspired researchers studying 
children brought up in adverse family conditions to 
search for factors protecting against psychopathol-
ogy (Opora, 2011). Good adaptation of these children 
to the environment began to be explained with the 

concept of psychological resilience (Masten, 2001). 
According to Fredrickson, such a  permanent re-
source of an individual emerges in a difficult situa-
tion (Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2008). 

Children from maladaptive families are referred 
to as children from the risk group. For example, the 
probability of emotional problems and aggressive 
behaviour in children brought up in reconstructed 
families is twice as high as in children from full fami-
lies (Borucka &  Pisarska, 2010). Longitudinal child 
development studies show that from 30% to 70% of 
children growing up in adverse conditions and ex-
periencing numerous traumas are characterized by 
considerable psychological resilience (Grzegorzew-
ska &  Cierpiałkowska, 2012). It was concluded that 
both the existing crises and the risk of their likelihood 
may promote personal development and health (Sęk, 
2004). In his research, Klohnen (1996) demonstrated 
that children with higher resilience are characterized 
by a higher sense of meaningfulness, self-confidence, 
self-esteem and a more positive attitude towards the 
world. They also find it easier to establish cordial re-
lations and cooperate with others. They are diligent 
and helpful, which makes it easier for them to receive 
support and satisfy their own needs. Thus, a positive 
relationship was found between psychological resil-
ience and problem-solving strategies. In turn, a nega-
tive relationship was established for coping with diffi-
cult emotions. Resilient children handle pressure and 
stress without sudden reactions and quickly return to 
balance by regenerating their resources (Opora, 2011). 

Aim

The study aimed to assess the importance of psycho-
logical resilience when coping with difficult social 
situations as well as intrapersonal and interpersonal 
attitudes and attitudes towards the world of children 
from low socioeconomic families. The study anal-
ysed strategies for coping in difficult social situations 
as well as intrapersonal and interpersonal attitudes 
and attitudes towards the world that depend on the 
mental resources of children. The study was oriented 
towards answering the following research question:
1. Does resilience differentiate the way children 

brought up in low-income families cope in diffi-
cult social situations, depending on their level of 
psychological resilience?

2. Does resilience differentiate children’s attitudes 
towards themselves, other people and the world 
depending on family factors?

3. Do the interactions between the studied variables 
(poverty, lack of one of the care providers, psycho-
logical resilience) differentiate children in terms 
of coping in difficult social situations, as well as 
their intrapersonal and interpersonal attitudes 
and attitudes towards the world? 
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The children participating in the study were as-
signed to groups considering their individual trait – 
resilience (high, low) according to their test results.  

ParticiPants and Procedure

PArticiPAnts

The study involved 169 children (girls n  =  85, boys 
n = 84) aged 13-14 years. Taking into account the fam-
ily income, two groups of the children were formed 
– the first group consisted of children from “low-in-
come families” (n = 84), where the income per family 
member did not exceed 754 PLN (from 1st Novem-
ber 2017). The second group included children from 
above-average income families, where the income 
per family member was around the national average 
of 1,300-1,600 PLN net (n  =  85). Moreover, in both 
groups the following criteria were taken into account: 
the number of siblings, grade average, receiving as-
sistance from the Municipal Family Support Centre, 
parents’ education, and parents’ professional work. 

meAsures

The following methods were used in the study:
Questionnaire of Coping Strategies in Difficult Social 
Situations (Kwestionariusz radzenia sobie w trudnych 
sytuacjach społecznych, RTSS) by Borecka-Biernat 
(2003). It measures the way children cope with diffi-
cult situations by choosing one of three strategies: ag-
gressive (A), evasive (U) or rational, task-oriented (R). 
The reliability of the tool was measured using com-
petent judges. All correlation coefficients for test and 
test reliability are statistically significant at p < .05.

Questionnaire of Intrapersonal and Interpersonal 
Attitudes and Attitudes Towards the World (Kwestio-
nariusz nastawień intrapersonalnych, interpersonal-
nych i nastawień wobec świata, KNIŚ) by Aksman 
and Wysocka (2011). Intrapersonal attitudes are un-
derstood as self-image and global self-esteem con-
sisting of general and specific self-esteem, shown in 
various spheres of functioning: cognitive-intellec-
tual, physical, socio-moral, and characterological. 
Interpersonal attitudes are defined as the image of 
other people and reciprocal relationships with peo-
ple broken down into: “others vs. myself” (support, 
threat) and “myself vs. others” (pro-society approach, 
aggressiveness). Attitudes towards the world are un-
derstood as the world image, and beliefs about it. The 
internal compatibility of Cronbach’s α is .90 for the 
entire scale, while for individual component scales 
the reliability ranges from .77 to .67. The reliability 
of the test measured by Cronbach’s α is .82 for the 
whole scale, while the internal compatibility estab-
lished for the five subscales is between .76 and .87.

Child Resilience Scale (Skala pomiaru prężności 
u dzieci, SPP-18) by Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński 
(2011). The tool measures resilience, defined as a per-
sonality trait positively associated with the process 
of coping with traumatic events and stress in every-
day life, as well as the adaptation process.

Procedure

The research was preceded by obtaining permits 
for contact with children and their families from 
the directors of primary schools in the Pomeranian 
Voivodeship. The directors of the establishments 
were informed about the nature of the studies, their 
planned course, the objectives of the study and the 
location and form of the presentation of the results 
obtained. Parents of children participating in the 
study were also informed of the anonymity and vol-
untary participation in the study, as well as of the 
form and nature of the study and how and where the 
results were presented. During the discussions, writ-
ten permission was collected from parents to exam-
ine the child. The consents obtained are in the pos-
session of the authors of the study. 

The study began with a parent interview, during 
which data were collected on the structure and func-
tioning of the family and the support forms the fam-
ily uses, such as family allowance. The data obtained 
from parents were confirmed with the Municipal 
Family Support Centre. The tests given to the children 
had the form of a paper-and-pencil questionnaire.

The data collected using the described study 
methods and procedures were subjected to statistical 
analysis using IBM SPSS Statistics 24. First, the ba-
sic descriptive statistics were analysed, followed by 
a  three-factor analysis of variance in the following 
system: financial situation × family structure × resil-
ience with Sidak’s post hoc test. The statistical signifi-
cance level was deemed to be p < .05. 

results

The study showed several differences between chil-
dren with high and low resilience. 

The main effect of resilience was found to be 
statistically significant in the cognitive-intellectual 
sphere: F(1, 169) = 21.86; p < .001; η2 = .120, charac-
terological sphere: F(1, 169) = 5.31; p < .05; η2 = .032, 
pro-social sphere: F(1, 169) = 4.58; p < .05; η2 = .028 
and socio-moral sphere: F(1, 169) =  22.06; p  <  .001; 
η2 = .121. High-resilient children scored higher in all 
of the above-mentioned dimensions. Additionally, 
the main effect of resilience was found to be statis-
tically significant in terms of the received support: 
F(1,  169)  =  8.59; p  <  .01; η2  =  .051 and self-efficacy 
F(1,  169) = 15.14; p <  .001; η2 =  .086. Children with 
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high levels of resilience scored higher on the scale 
of received support and assessed their self-efficacy 
higher. A main effect of resilience was also obtained 
for the lack of helplessness sphere: F(1, 169) = 6.32; 
p < .05; η2 = .038. Children with higher levels of resil-
ience were characterized by higher scores on the lack 
of helplessness scale. This score shows that high-re-
silient children have a lower sense of helplessness.  

Moreover, the main effect of resilience in 
the physical sphere was statistically significant: 
F(1, 169) = 27.68; p <  .001; η2 =  .147. In this dimen-
sion, the effect of the interaction of the financial situ-
ation and resilience also was found to be significant: 
F(1, 169) = 2.82; p < .05; η2 = .018. Children with high 
levels of resilience differ from children with low 
levels of resilience both when the families are low-
income (p < .01) and when they are moderately well-
off (p  <  .001). In both cases, high-resilient children 
scored higher on the physicality scale (see Figure 1).

Taking into account the remaining variables, the 
main effect of financial status in the cognitive-intel-
lectual sphere was found to be statistically signifi-
cant: F(1, 169) = 14.02; p <  .001; η2 =  .080. Children 
from extremely low-income families obtained lower 
results on the scale than children from middle-in-
come homes.

Also in terms of support, the main effect of the 
family structure was found to be statistically sig-
nificant: F(1, 169) = 5.12; p < .05; η2 = .031. Children 
from one-parent families scored lower in the support 
sphere than children raised in full families. On the 
scale of the sense of efficacy, the main effect of the 
family’s financial status was found to be significant: 
F(1, 169) = 8.83; p < .01; η2 = .052. Here, children living 
below the poverty line scored lower than children 
from middle-income homes.

For the lack of threat dimension, the main effect 
of the family structure was found to be statistically 
significant: F(1, 169) = 9.23; p < .01; η2 = .054. Children 
brought up in single-parent families score lower on 
the lack of threat scale than children from full fami-
lies. This means that children from one-parent fami-
lies report a higher level of a perceived threat than 
children from complete families. The interactions be-
tween the factors of family financial status and the 
family structure were also noted to be statistically 
significant: F(1, 169) = 4.19; p < .05; η2 = .025. The pair-
wise comparisons showed that children brought up 
in full families differ from children raised in broken 
families in terms of perceived threat for the group of 
children from middle-income families (p < .01). Chil-
dren brought up in middle-income, but incomplete, 
families, scored lower on the lack of threat scale than 
children from families where parents remain in a re-
lationship. There were no differences in this respect 
in the group of low-income children. The analyses 
also showed a significant effect of the triple interac-
tion of the material situation, family structure and 
resilience: F(1, 169) = 3.45; p < .05; η2 = .021. 

children with high levels of resilience

The interaction of the economic situation and family 
structure was statistically significant: F(1, 121) = 6.78; 
p <  .05; η2 =  .055. Children from full families differ 
from children from one-parent families when the 
family is of average status (p <  .001). High-resilient 
children from complete, middle-income families feel 
less at risk (higher results on the No Threat Scale) 
than children with a similar level of resilience from 
middle-income one-parent families (see Figure 2). 

Figure 1

The interaction of the family’s economic situation and 
resilience in the physical sphere
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Figure 2

The interaction of family structure and financial status 
on the sense of lack of threat in high-resilient children
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Additionally, studies have shown differences in 
the coping methods used by adolescents.

A main effect of resilience was obtained for the di-
mension of evasive coping in difficult social situations: 
F(1, 169) = 7.45; p < .01; η2 = .044. Children with low 
levels of resilience avoid coping more often than high-
resilient children. As for the aggressive style of cop-
ing with difficulties, the effect of financial status was 
found to be statistically significant: F(1, 169) = 11.19; 
p < .01; η2 = .065. In difficult social situations, children 
brought up in low-income families use aggressive 
style statistically significantly more often than chil-
dren from middle-income families.

discussion

The development of cognitive and intellectual func-
tions is affected by human activity and adequate 
stimulation from the environment, which may ex-
plain the lower scores of low-income children and 
low-resilience children on the cognitive-intellectual 
scale. In his culture of poverty theory, Lewis (1976) 
draws attention to the fact that children brought up 
in low-income families are often neglected in terms 
of care and satisfaction of needs. People living in 
poverty enclaves are constantly accompanied by 
“empty” time, which is not devoted to cognitive and 
intellectual stimulation. The analysis of this group 
shows that parents of extremely low-income chil-
dren had, to a  large extent, primary or vocational 
education, which may also translate into their chil-
dren’s scores. Parenting behaviours shape the spe-
cific behaviour of the children. Persons from poverty 
enclaves are characterized by a sense of inferiority, 
helplessness, and passiveness (Lewis, 1976). There 
is a link between long-term social assistance in the 
form of benefits and a  lower sense of agency and 
efficiency. Taking advantage of social benefits be-
comes a  lifestyle. The longer an individual collects 
the benefits, the more helpless, less independent and 
effective they become. People with low income lose 
the ability to be independent and they become con-
vinced of being doomed to fail (Tarkowska, 2002). 
Children brought up by parents caught up in the 
“social welfare trap” inherit passive attitudes and 
lack of faith in their remedial abilities. Children from 
low-income homes may experience an imbalance 
between the effort they put in and the results they 
achieve. This may contribute to lower self-efficacy, 
which may be explained by the scores obtained in 
the study.

High-resilient children have a  positive attitude 
towards the world and themselves, so they treat dif-
ficulties as a challenge to overcome and a chance for 
a new experience. Such an approach may favour the 
development of cognitive and intellectual functions. 
Children with high psychological resilience can ef-

fectively cope with difficulties, so they function better 
and become successful, which increases their sense of 
self-efficacy. They are characterized by a higher sense 
of meaningfulness, self-confidence, self-esteem, and 
a sense of agency (Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2011). 
High-resilient children are more focused on solving 
difficulties and less on coping strategies, which in-
creases the likelihood of coping positively with the 
problem. Children who perceive the inability to de-
cide their fate and cope with difficulties lose their 
motivation to take preventive actions. Persons with 
low psychological resistance react with more nega-
tive emotions and higher emotional arousal, which 
makes their action less effective. As result, they more 
often resort to evasive coping strategies.

Highly resilient children’s positive attitude to-
wards themselves and the world may explain their 
higher scores on the physical and characterological 
scales. These scales refer to the characteristics of self-
esteem and the child’s view of their external appear-
ance and physical fitness as well as human function-
ing in terms of others and their disposition. Children 
characterized by high levels of resilience are better 
adapted to peer groups. They cope with interpersonal 
contacts much better and adapt to the rules of social 
life, which is confirmed by their higher score on the 
socio-moral scale. These children are more sympa-
thetic to others. They are agreeable and less willing to 
hurt others as compared to children with low levels of 
resilience. Moreover, this trait can protect them from 
social maladjustment. Studies have shown that chil-
dren with higher levels of resilience are more involved 
in pro-social behaviour than children with low levels 
of resilience. It is worth noting that this dimension 
is a part of a wider scale measuring the attitudes of 
“myself vs. others” within interpersonal functioning, 
while one of the dimensions of resilience is proper 
psychosocial functioning. Moreover, the literature on 
the subject shows the relationship between resilience 
and interpersonal skills, such as a sense of humour, 
ability to cooperate, proper peer relations, agreeable-
ness, optimism in life, and reluctance to harm others 
(Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2011).

The study demonstrated that children with higher 
resilience evaluate the received support higher than 
children with low resilience. This may result from the 
ability to establish social relationships that provide 
support. Resilient children have supportive parents 
much more often than children with low levels of re-
silience. The child’s family structure is also important, 
as psychologists describe the breakdown of the fam-
ily as a situation that threatens such values as love 
and a sense of security. The absence of one of the par-
ents automatically reduces the family’s resources, in-
cluding the child’s (less emotional and informational 
support, less financial resources, fewer role models). 
Our own research has shown that children from bro-
ken homes feel a higher level of threat. Moreover, if 
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we take into account children brought up in aver-
age financial conditions, those who experienced their 
parents’ divorce feel a higher level of threat. The sit-
uation is similar for children characterized by high 
levels of resilience. Comparing high-resilient chil-
dren from middle-income homes, those brought up 
in broken families feel a higher level of threat. This 
shows the dysfunctional power of family breakdown 
on the child’s sense of security, even when protective 
factors (high psychological resilience, higher socio-
material status) are present. It should be remembered 
that the child’s distorted sense of security may result 
from conflicts between the spouses, which often pre-
cede the actual separation. 

conclusions

Summarizing the conducted analyses, it can be con-
cluded that:
1. Both risk factors and a child’s mental resources are 

of particular importance for the social functioning 
of an individual. Children from low-income fami-
lies differ from children from families with an av-
erage socioeconomic status in terms of such vari-
ables as a cognitive-intellectual, characterological, 
pro-social, socio-moral sphere, received support, 
sense of efficacy and helplessness. 

2. As part of the preventive and socio-therapeutic 
programmes, it is necessary to focus more on 
children’s resources by expanding school pro-
grammes with specially prepared action plans 
aimed at teaching children how to cope effectively 
using their resources.

3. It is necessary to address the forms and quality of 
social aid programmes as well as their availability. 
For such forms of assistance, it would be impor-
tant to make people with a low income indepen-
dent of social institutions, give them a chance to 
get out of the poverty enclave and re-adapt to the 
social environment. 

4. Such aid programmes need to include elements of 
support addressed directly to children, thus level-
ling their start in the process of education and so-
cialization, therefore counteracting the deepening 
sense of social exclusion. 
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