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Resilience processes in sexually abused adolescent
girls: A scoping review of the literature
Childhood sexual abuse is often associated with a number of deleterious psychological and behavioural
outcomes for survivors. However, some research suggests that this impact is variable and that some
survivors adapt positively. An ability to adapt positively to adversity, under any circumstances, has been
termed resilience. Drawing on a socio-ecological understanding of resilience, the aim of this scoping
review was to comprehensively map existing empirical studies on resilience processes in sexually
abused adolescent girls and to summarise emerging resilience-enabling factors. We also considered the
implications of the findings for practice and research. A total of 11 articles met the criteria for inclusion
in the review. Findings from these studies suggest that internal factors (meaning making, optimistic
future orientation, agency and mastery) and contextual factors (supportive family, social and educational
environments) function interdependently to enable resilience in sexually abused adolescent girls.
Practitioners should leverage these complementary and interdependent resilience-enabling mechanisms
by encouraging greater involvement of girls in the planning of interventions and by assisting girls in
developing meaningful narratives about their abuse experiences. Interventions should also encourage
greater involvement from supportive structures, while challenging social and cultural norms that inhibit
resilience. Resilience researchers should be cognisant of the paucity of research focusing on resilience
processes in sexually abused adolescent girls as well as the absence of innovative, participatory methods
of data collection.
Significance:
•

The review adds to a body of literature on resilience processes with implications for resilience researchers.

•

The findings have implications for a range of practitioners (psychologists, social workers, teachers etc.)
who work with sexually abused girls.

Introduction
In August 2016 the hashtag #1in3 was trending in South Africa. This hashtag represents the pervasiveness of
sexual abuse in South Africa (i.e. one in three South Africans has experienced sexual abuse). Following a silent
protest at a political meeting, women from diverse backgrounds across South Africa took to social media to share
experiences of sexual assault, bringing to the fore South Africa’s violent rape statistics. One Twitter user tweeted
the following1:
Actually let me just get this straight. In my immediate family – we are 3/3. My mom.
My sister. Me. #1in3

Notwithstanding definitional issues as to what constitutes child sexual abuse (CSA), there is agreement on the
pervasiveness of CSA in society, with data suggesting an average worldwide rate of 18% to 20%.2 South African
CSA data are more alarming: Artz et al.3 found that one in three young people in South Africa have experienced
some form of sexual abuse, suggesting that at least 784 967 young people, as of 2016, had been victims of sexual
abuse by the time they reached 17 years.
Reading through a number of tweets bearing testimony to the high sexual violence levels in our society, one tweet
stands out as most pertinent to this review4:
That little girl that was raped at 15 is doing well, I look myself in the mirror and smile, I’ve
worked so hard to be where I am today. #1in3

This ability to adapt positively to adversity has been the focus of resilience research for the past four decades.5
Resilience researchers address the question of why and how some people adapt positively in spite of significant
adversity. This review begins with a similar question, but is distinguished by its specific focus on adolescent girls
who have experienced CSA.
Extant literature2,6,7 suggests that CSA is associated with a number of adverse psychological and behavioural
consequences for survivors throughout their lifetime. Depression, substance abuse, eating disorders, dissociation,
somatisation, anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress disorders, psychotic and schizophrenic disorders, and
suicidal ideation are among the mental health sequelae linked to CSA.8-12 CSA has also been correlated with
interpersonal, relationship and sexual difficulties.6,9,13,14 Despite this literature and as evidenced in the tweet above,
the impact of CSA is variable; research shows that not all individuals who have experienced CSA develop posttraumatic stress disorder or other psychiatric and behavioural problems.9,15-17 Some research suggests that less
than one fifth of CSA survivors show symptoms of serious psychopathology.18,19
© 2017. The Author(s).
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Given the high prevalence of sexual violence globally, augmented insights into the resilience processes that buffer
the impacts of CSA are particularly relevant. Greater insight into resilience processes potentiates an enhanced
understanding of how best to support youth who are at risk for negative developmental outcomes.20 A cursory
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review of scholarly research suggests a profusion of studies on sexual
violence, its determinants and its impact for survivors.2,3,6-9 Although
Phasha21 and Resnick et al.12 point out that much of this enquiry has
overlooked issues pertaining to resilience, internationally there is a
growing body of primary studies that focus on resilience in the aftermath
of CSA16. This development is encouraging given the contribution that
these insights can make to specialised clinical services and theoretically
supported interventions with CSA survivors. This burgeoning interest
has also resulted in a limited number of reviews.16,17,22 None of these
reviews has, however, focused specifically on resilience processes in
adolescent girls who have survived CSA. The reviews by Domhardt
et al.17 and Marriot et al.16 included men and women of all ages, whilst
Lekganya’s22 systematic review focused on studies with adult women.
Masten and Wright23 posit that a developmental perspective is necessary
when understanding risk and resilience processes; exposure to risks
varies with development, as does the individual’s processing of the
event. Similarly, Supkoff et al.24 suggest that resilience is a developmental
process. An individual may be resilient in one developmental period,
but not in another. For example, DuMont et al.25 found that resilience
decreased by about 18% between adolescence and young adulthood,
giving credence to the dynamic nature of resilience processes. Thus,
an individual demonstrating resilience in adulthood may not necessarily
confirm or explain resilience processes during adolescence.

Four decades of research has identified universally occurring protective
mechanisms that appear to inform resilience.23,40 Masten41 suggests that
these mechanisms reflect adaptive systems that have been influenced
by biological and cultural evolution. They go beyond the individual into
other social and cultural systems. This underscores the importance
of the environment reiterated by other resilience researchers42-43 and
references the social ecological context to which Ungar44 speaks.
Masten41(p.6) refers to these mechanisms as ‘the short list’. This list
(itemised below) draws on qualities of the individual and the social
ecology.23 As summarised by Masten41,45 and Masten and Wright23,
fundamental adaptive systems include:

The need to focus only on adolescent girls’ experiences stems from
research that talks to the role that gender plays in both increasing girls’
vulnerability to sexual assault and the buffering effect it may have in
enabling resilience. Research shows that while both girls and boys are at
risk of sexual abuse, girls are more vulnerable.26 Patriarchal constructions
of masculinity, gender roles assigned to women, social inequality,
cultural and parenting practices, and inadequate legal systems increase
women’s and girls’ vulnerability to abuse and also impact their helpseeking behaviour and recovery processes.27-29 Conversely, Jefferis30
adds that while girls may be at higher risk, cultural and contextual factors
may also enable strength uniquely for girls. Hirani et al.31 assert that
gendered understandings of resilience are necessary as gender roles
interact with social and environmental factors to differentially influence
how men and women experience and respond to adversity.

•

problem-solving and the presence of adequate cognitive abilities
that allow adequate information processing (resilience does not
require exceptional intelligence, but rather the ability to determine
what is happening and what to do23);

•

self-regulation skills that allow for the employment of effective
emotional and behavioural regulation strategies;

•

agency, mastery and self-efficacy, including a positive sense of self,
the presence of self-confidence, the motivation to do something
differently to succeed, and a sense of control of the environment;

•

meaning making (the ability to find meaning or purpose in all
experiences), and hope for a better future, justice or better afterlife;

•

the influence of culture, traditions and religion as captured in
the presence of protective factors such as faith and traditional
and cultural belief systems that assign meaning to experiences.
Affiliation with religious communities may also provide support
and assistance.

Methodology
The scoping review
Scoping reviews have gained increasing popularity as a way of
synthesising research findings46,47 and are broadly a way of determining
the research available on a specific topic48. Specifically, they are a form
of knowledge synthesis that involves mapping existing literature to get a
sense of the breadth and depth of a particular research area.47,49-51 Scoping
reviews are typically undertaken to examine the extent, range and nature
of the research activity; determine the feasibility of undertaking a full
systematic review; summarise and disseminate research findings; and
identify gaps in the existing literature.49 As detailed in the introduction,
our review matches the aforementioned given the intention to synthesise
what is currently known about the resilience processes of adolescent
girls who have experienced CSA. This type of scoping review does
not stop at the point of summarisation and dissemination of findings,
but goes further to try and draw intervention- and research-related
conclusions from the existing literature.49

Understanding resilience processes
Although the prevailing critiques of resilience studies often cite the lack of
definitional consistency, resilience broadly refers to a process of positive
adaptation in the context of severe adversity.23,32,33 This definition infers
that resilience is an interactive process, with two critical aspects present:
significant adversity and positive adaptation following exposure to
adversity.34,35 Rutter36 urges attention to understanding which resources
and processes are crucial for adaptation in a given developmental period
and/or particular context. This emphasis relates to resilience being
a dynamic process. Put differently, resilience is not a single or static
individual quality; instead resilience is a process that varies relative to
the type of adversity, contextual variables and developmental phase.35,37
The reference to ‘dynamic’ processes also points to the current ecological
systems (also called ‘social ecological’ – see Ungar38) understanding
of resilience. A social ecological understanding of resilience frames the
review that we report in this article. This understanding sees individuals
as embedded in dynamic ecological systems that enable positive
adaptation.30,38 Resilience is, thus, defined as the mutually constructive
relationship between an individual and his/her ecological system.38 This
reciprocity tasks the individual’s social environment to make resilienceenabling resources available, while the individual is simultaneously
tasked with moving towards these resources and using them effectively.39
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attachment relationships and social support that provide capable,
responsive caregiving (in adolescence, this support may take the
form of close peer relationships);

Although the above recur in accounts of resilience, Rutter36 cautions
that the optimal clinical facilitation of the above protective processes
requires an understanding of how the type of adversity, context and/or
developmental stage alters their impact and meaningfulness. Thus, to
address what is known and not known about how the above resilience
processes inform the resilience of adolescent girls who have experienced
CSA, we opted for a scoping review of the current literature. We used the
above shortlist to structure the findings.

Our primary aims in this scoping review are thus to assess the breadth
of empirical studies that focus on the resilience of adolescent girls who
experienced CSA and to distil the resilience-enabling processes that are
common across these studies. Consequently, we consider how findings
relating to what enables resilience may be used to inform interventions
with adolescent survivors of CSA. We also consider how findings
can be used to inform research practices (e.g. choice of research
methodologies) within this field and population.

South African Journal of Science

•

In keeping with the iterative nature of scoping reviews49, our scoping
review took place in two phases. Whereas scoping reviews generally
begin with a broader, less focused research question which may then
be refined, ours began with too narrow a research question. Initially, the
focus was only on qualitative and mixed-methods studies of resilience
processes in sexually abused adolescent girls. This first phase was
implemented between August 2015 and December 2015. However, after
recognising the relative dearth of qualitative studies, we expanded the
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study scope to include a wider range of study designs, leading to Phase
Two (February 2016 to August 2016). Phase Two included qualitative,
quantitative and mixed-methods studies of resilience processes in
sexually abused adolescent girls. In both phases, the same search
terms and search engines were used. Keywords entered and included
in the title and abstract were: (1) resilience OR resilient OR resiliency OR
functional outcomes OR positive adjustment OR protective factors AND
(2) sexual violence OR rape OR child sexual abuse OR sexual molestation
OR sexual assault AND (3) adolescent girls OR girls OR young women.
While this inverted process was time-consuming, it allowed for a more
comprehensive sense of the existing literature.

•

The study population comprised only adolescent girls between
the ages of 13 and 19 or where the mean age of the sample was
below 20 years. The rationale for limiting the review to adolescent
girls’ resilience processes has been discussed above. Essentially
we concur that gender adds a layer of complexity to resilience
processes30 and as a dynamic process, resilience is subject to
change over an individual’s lifespan25,52,53.

•

The study focused on resilience processes in girls who had
experienced one or more incidents of CSA. We assumed that the
authors of each study had adhered to the expectation that resilience
studies include only participants who experience a negative event
(such as CSA) as adverse and who maintain/regain functional
outcomes despite the experience of adversity.54 Studies covering
broader incidents of maltreatment, such as neglect or physical and
verbal abuse, were excluded. Some researchers55 suggest that it
is important to separate different types of childhood adversity, as
the association between the exposure and outcome may vary, with
different maltreatment types likely to predict different outcomes.

•

The study referred to resilience processes or protective factors
(individual strengths as well as social-ecological supports found in
families, communities, cultural heritage and so forth). As indicated
above, resilience was conceptualised as a social-ecological
process informed by the universally occurring processes
suggested by Masten and Wright23. Studies that addressed one or
more of these cardinal processes were included.

•

The study was conducted between 1995 and 2016.

Arksey and O’Malley’s49 iterative five-stage model guided this review
(Table 1). Where appropriate, the recommendations made by Levac
et al.47 were included. The sections below offer a description of these
stages as incorporated in this review.

Identifying the research question
This scoping activity sought to explore factors promoting resilience in
adolescent girls who had experienced CSA. The research question thus
focuses on adolescents as opposed to adults or young children, on girls
as opposed to women or men, and on sexual abuse and not on other
forms of abuse.

Identifying relevant studies
Scoping studies requires transparency and rigour, which are ensured
through the comprehensiveness of the data search.49 To achieve this
comprehensiveness, we searched a number of different sources:
electronic databases, reference lists, university repositories, an online
social networking research site, and organisational reports. To ensure
access to the correct search engine, we consulted a librarian at
North-West University, who provided suggestions regarding keyword
combinations and the most comprehensive database to access.

Search strategy
Using the keywords and inclusion criteria referred to above, we
identified relevant studies via OneSearch, which is a comprehensive
electronic search platform that accesses multiple resources, including
online resources, journals and books, in one search. Databases in
OneSearch that we selected were ERIC, JSTOR, MEDLINE, PsychINFO,
PsychARTICLES, ScienceDirect, Academic Search Premier and CINHAL.
We also ran separate searches in Scopus, ScienceDirect, JSTOR and
Web of Science.

Levac et al.47 suggest that while comprehensiveness and rigour are
important, researchers must be cognisant of practicalities such as time,
personnel, and budget constraints. Given the reality of these constraints
in our review, we established the following inclusion criteria:
•

The study was reported in English.

•

The study was a primary study. Theoretical overviews, literature
syntheses and studies describing therapeutic interventions
were excluded.

Table 1:

In addition to searching electronic databases, we conducted a search of
South African university repositories, including those of the Universities
of Stellenbosch, Pretoria, the Western Cape, the Witwatersrand and
Johannesburg. Through this process, we identified six South African
dissertations. One dissertation met the inclusion criteria.

Arksey and O’Malley’s49 five-stage model
Step

Description of step

Identify the research question

Identify the research question to guide the next stages. Important facets or aspects of the question must be clearly defined,
as they have implications for the search strategy used.

Identify relevant studies

Identify relevant studies by determining search terms, sources, and language. Levac et al.47 assert that comprehensiveness
and breadth are important in this process. Sources may include electronic databases, university repositories, reference lists
and organisational reports.

Select studies

Identify post hoc inclusion and exclusion criteria, which can be determined by increased familiarity with the literature.

Chart data

Develop a mechanism, such as a data charting form, to sort through material according to key issues and themes. A
descriptive analytical method or narrative review may be used to obtain process-oriented or contextual information.

Collate, report and summarise data

Provide a literature overview, for which an analytic framework or thematic construction is needed. Often a numerical
analysis of the extent and nature of studies and a thematic analysis are presented.

Consult with stakeholders (optional)

Invite key stakeholders to suggest additional resources/references and provide additional insights that may not be accessible
through the literature review.

South African Journal of Science
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We then conducted a manual search of selected articles and literature
syntheses that focused on resilience processes and were recommended
by resilience researchers or emerged from the electronic search.16,17,22,30
Through this process, we identified five studies; saturation was reached
when no new studies were identified.49

narrative literature review of resilient outcomes for people (of all ages and
genders) who had experienced CSA included 50 studies, and Domhardt
et al.’s17 systematic review of resilience processes in survivors (men,
women, all age groups) yielded 37 studies.

Charting the data

We conducted a broad Google search on sexual violence and/or
resilience and identified organisations locally and internationally that
conducted related research. We then looked through the organisations’
outputs, identifying three studies from one organisation, none of which
met the inclusion criteria.

On completion of the selection process, we adopted a descriptive-analytic
approach to chart the data, which involved applying a standardised
analytical framework to all included studies.49 We recorded the following
information from each of the studies:
•

Author(s), year of publication and location (country) of the study

•

Source type

•

Study population

•

Study design/methodology

Study selection

•

Aim of the study

The search generated 985 studies. Titles and abstracts were first
screened against the inclusion criteria. In this process, 832 were
excluded, and 153 were selected for full-text screening, of which 11
were included in this review. Articles were typically excluded because
they did not report girl-specific findings. Figure 1 provides a description
of the selection process.

•

Results/findings

Screening

Identification

Lastly, we accessed an online social networking research site,
ResearchGate, to search for specific authors who had previously
published on CSA and resilience. In this manner, we accessed two
conference papers and two articles. All of these were excluded because
of their inclusion of mixed gender samples.

Records identified through
database search (n=965):
OneSearch (n=452)
ScienceDirect (n=34)
Scopus (n=292)
Web of Science (n=69)
JSTOR (n=118)

Records screened and
retained
(n=153)

Appendix 1 in the supplementary material offers a summary of the
studies included.

Collating, summarising and reporting the results
We conducted a numerical analysis of the extent and nature of the
studies included. Of the 11 studies, 4 adopted a research qualitative
design, 1 made use of mixed methods, and 6 were quantitative. Only
one study employed a participatory approach. Studies were somewhat
evenly distributed among low- and middle-income (South Africa, Sierra
Leone and Uganda) and high-income (USA and Canada) countries, with
five in the former18,21,57-59 and six in the latter56,60-64.

Additional records identified
through other sources (n=20):
Reference lists (n=7)
University repositories (n=6)
Organisational reports (n=3)
ResearchGate (n=4)

In addition to the above, we used the shortlist summarised by Masten
and Wright23 and Masten41 to deductively analyse the contents of the
included studies. This shortlist (described above) formed the a priori
codes with which we coded the findings sections of the studies.
We summarised these findings into two broad domains for ease of
understanding: individual factors and resilience-enabling ecologies.
In this way, the scope of available literature, as well as key themes
across the 11 studies, is summatively presented. Nevertheless, the
reader is cautioned that these resilience-enabling factors function
interdependently.

Records excluded
(n=832)

Inclusion

Eligibility

Individual factors

Figure 1:

Full-text articles assessed
for eligibility
(n=62)

Individual factors encompass the ways in which girls contributed to their
resilience trajectories by drawing on personal strengths and capabilities.
Factors included their capacity to make meaning of and or reappraise
the abusive event, displays of agency and self-motivation, self-efficacy,
future-oriented beliefs and self-reliance.

Full-text articles excluded
(n=51)

Self-reliance and individual resources were perhaps necessary for the
participants in some of the reviewed studies. For example, two studies
included participants residing in a foster home/care facility57,62, two
included girls who were referred to child protection services, indicating
multiple risks in the family56,61, and two included African girls in post-war
contexts58,59, again suggesting multiple risk factors and disrupted family
and community structures, with traditionally supportive environments
(such as families) absent.

Studies included in review
(n=11)

Opportunities for meaning making, self-regulation and selfefficacy
Included studies suggested that when girls were able to find meaning,
they had less negative appraisals and thought about the abuse
experiences differently, thereby minimising their significance and
consequently adjusting in more positive ways.18,21,56,64

Description of the selection process of studies for review.

The eligibility of only a small number of studies is not surprising, given
the focused nature of this review and the nature of the enquiry. As
reported by Daigneault et al.56, a limited number of studies focus on
resilience processes in adolescents who have experienced sexual abuse.
Other more inclusive reviews of resilience processes in individuals who
experienced CSA yielded more studies. For example, Marriot et al.’s16
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Collings’s18 findings associated resilience processes with appraisal of
the sexual abuse as either positive or negative, with negative appraisals
suggestive of greater psychopathology. In Daigneault et al.’s56 study,
the ability to make meaning and to integrate memory and affect was a
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protective factor linked to disclosure; thus, girls who chose to disclose
abuse experiences to a greater number of people had higher scores on
meaning making and integration. Their study56 highlights the significance
of disclosure for positive reframing and meaning making in the context
of supportive relationships; girls were able to form and maintain
relationships with people to whom they had disclosed. At follow-up with
a sample of participants in this study56, symptom relief and improved
resilience were found to be associated with participants’ ability to feel
and think about the incident differently61. Also apparent were higher
scores in the domains of self-esteem.

refer to this display of assertion as a way of children retaining a sense
of themselves as independent actors and actively seeking out resources
that may be of use to them.

Phasha21, exploring educational resilience in the aftermath of CSA,
found that the young women in her study adapted positively by making
sense of their experiences of sexual violence as temporary or learning
experiences devoid of self-blame. The absence of self-blaming attitudes
meant that the participants were not hampered by thoughts of guilt
and helplessness:

Attachment relationships

Resilience-enabling ecologies
An ecologically grounded understanding of resilience shifts the onus
of responsibility for resilience away from the child and instead focuses
on the environment to facilitate and make resources available to the
child.44 Resources take the form of supportive family environments, peer
relationships, social and cultural communities and educational systems.

Luthar67 maintains that relationships are central to resilience processes.
The significance of relationships is corroborated in a qualitative synthesis
of resilience mechanisms in girls: Jefferis30 found that, out of the 38
included studies, every study referred to the presence of a constructive
relational context that included positive relationships with other people,
spiritual beings or other animals. This finding is further evidenced in this
review, with supportive attachment systems emerging as a resilience
enabler in 7 of the 11 studies reviewed.

I accepted that it’s in the past. I mustn’t put it in
my mind because it will condemn my mind…. I
know I have a future even though I did go through
that bad stuff … 21

Aspelmeier et al.60 caution that attachment does not completely ameliorate
negative CSA outcomes, although it does offer some protection.
Findings from Spaccerelli and Kim64 corroborate this statement, with
results showing that the presence of supportive parents was related to
average or above average social competence and appeared to play an
important role in maintaining school performance, activities and peer
relationships after the abuse. Here parental support was associated with
the ability to appraise the incident in a less negative way. In Archer57,
maternal support was linked to the adolescent’s sense of identity. Stark
et al.59 also found that maternal support was a protective factor against
stigma associated with sexual abuse: ‘My mother tells me not to worry.
She comforts me.’59

Similarly, participants in Himelein and McElrath’s63 study also made
use of positive reframing and sought to view the incident as a learning
experience or vehicle for change. This belief resulted in new feelings
of strength and maturity. As in Phasha’s21 study, this attempt to find
meaning in the adversity conveyed a sense of hope and optimism
for the participants: ‘Once I was able to put it aside … it made a
huge difference.’63
Self-regulation was apparent in Archer’s57 study; for the 16-year-old
participant in her study, placement at a residential facility following sexual
abuse contributed to greater independence, expressions of agency, and
regulation of her behaviour. Through careful observation and interaction
with the care system, she understood what actions she needed to take
to manoeuvre successfully and made active choices in controlling her
emotions and avoiding trouble. This ability to self-regulate translated into
greater ownership of her behaviour and a less blaming attitude.

These supportive relationships were not limited to parents, but also
extended to peers and other sources of support. Denov and MacLure58
found that the girls in their study often relied on other girls in similar
situations or older women who had experienced similar difficulties and
who were thus able to share information and guide them. This sense of
solidarity eased the difficulties they encountered, and the older women
created safe spaces and a sense of nurturance:

Optimistic future perspectives
Future orientated beliefs and the presence of goals and aspirations are
associated with a positive perception of the world and efforts to adapt
in contexts of adversity.65 This factor appeared to play a role in studies
of sexually abused girls as well. Edmond et al.62 found the presence
of optimism towards the future characteristic of the resilient girls in
their study.

We ... started sharing our stories [of rape] … I felt
much better after this because I thought that I
was the only one to have this happen … the older
women helped me.58

The significance of peer relationships during adolescence is widely
accepted in developmental literature. The studies included echo the
importance of these relationships, with exposure to less negative peer
behaviour associated with resilience.62 Stark et al.59 reported that girls
drew on close friends to help mitigate stigma. Aspelmeier et al.60 found
that higher levels of secure peer attachment/relationships, determined
by perceived quality of communication, were related to lower levels of
self-related trauma symptoms among CSA survivors. In both Archer’s57
and Phasha’s21 studies, this circle of support was broadened, with
participants seeking support and assistance from teachers, friends,
social workers and police officers.

Likewise, participants in Phasha’s21 study were able to envision a
future free from abuse and viewed the future positively rather than with
hopelessness: ‘My future is very important to me.’21
Archer57 also found evidence of future planning and positive thoughts in
her study. Optimistic future planning was evident in both short- and longterm plans. In the quote below, we see the ability to plan for the future,
a demonstration of agency, as well as behavioural self-regulation, which
highlights the interconnectedness of the various resilience-promoting
mechanisms: ‘I have a number of dreams for my future … I must learn to
control my temper better as well if I want to become an air hostess …’57.

The role of supportive environments did not appear limited to offering
nurturing and encouragement; in Stark et al.59, parents and other
community members, such as officials and police officers, played a role
in negotiating some form of justice. While this role may have implied
that the participants might be ‘powerless’59(p.222) in negotiating their
own fate in certain circumstances, in other circumstances, it pointed
to girls’ agency in understanding how legal systems worked and how
they could afford protection. For example, the participant in Archer’s57
study understood early on that reporting abuse would mean removal
from her home. While separation from the non-offending parent was
difficult, she also understood that such separation offered protection.
Both scenarios highlight the possibilities that supportive ecologies hold
in these contexts.

Agency and motivational mastery
Jefferis30 refers to ‘agentic women’ when referencing women’s and
girls’ displays of resolve and decision-making in the face of adversity.
This display of volition was apparent in the participants in Denov and
MacLure’s58 study, in which girls demonstrated resilience by exercising
individual agency through personal choices to actively participate or
subtly resist oppressive circumstances. This suggests that, in dealing
with sexual violence, girls are not merely subservient victims, but rather
exhibit a capacity for independent thought and action.58 In much the
same way, Archer57 showed that agency extended towards accessing
social and legal resources, even if such consequences might be to the
detriment of maternal support or material circumstances. Gilligan et al.66
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Cultural and religious traditions

and inclusion of, affected girls in planning of interventions; challenging
of social and cultural norms; and eliciting and encouraging greater
involvement from supportive structures.

Two of the South African studies included found evidence of the protective
impact of religious beliefs on sexually abused adolescent girls. Phasha21
found that African girls often made meaning of CSA by understanding
it as God’s will and not their personal responsibility. Phasha linked this
belief, which acted as a source of strength and a way to acceptance,
to African child-rearing practices being deeply entrenched in religious
beliefs and understandings.

The findings suggest that adolescent girls themselves are resourceful
and display agency in responding to sexual abuse. Cognitive reappraisals
and positive reframing of the incident impacted feelings of self-efficacy
and allowed some to minimise the impact CSA had on them and their
futures; these girls were, thus, able to view the future optimistically.
Opportunities for intervention in fostering resilience are thus apparent:
without minimising the experience, girls can be assisted to develop a
meaningful narrative of the abuse and to envisage a future.56 Collings18
suggests that cognitive appraisals can be altered; thus, employing
cognitive change strategies holds promise in interventions with
this group.

In Archer’s57 study, the belief in a higher being allowed for greater
meaning making and acceptance; the participant’s belief in God and
regular church and spiritual group attendance assisted her in forgiving
those whom she perceived as complicit in the abuse.
Spiritual attributions or meaning making, which included beliefs in ‘white
magic’ and ‘spirits’, were also noted in a Canadian sample61; however,
this finding was specific to the Haitian youth in that sample. The
researchers viewed this finding cautiously, given the test instrument’s
limited cultural sensitivity.

Denov and MacLure58 also draw on their findings of agency demonstrated
by participants to recommend that interventions acknowledge the
volition of adolescent girls and intervene in ways whereby the voices
and perspectives of youth are elicited and incorporated in intervention
programmes. Interventions should provide opportunities for girls’
‘demonstrable capacity of thought and action’ to be acknowledged.58(p.82)

Social, community and educational systems
The importance of school contexts and education was highlighted in three
studies.21,57,62 Educational success, engagement in school systems, and
certainty regarding educational futures were noted. Phasha21 explained
the desire for educational success and commitment to schooling for
the girls in her study in terms of racial and ethnic identity. Phasha21
maintains that self-knowledge and self-regard – processes that partially
stemmed from a positive racial identity and a strong sense of ethnic
identity – allowed African participants to overcome adversity. These
beliefs grew, in part, because of apartheid policies of discrimination
and, simultaneously, conveyed the importance of education as a vehicle
to a better future. In Archer’s57 study, getting involved in educational
and recreational activities provided a sense of belonging and success,
bolstering feelings of confidence and self-esteem.

We found strong evidence of the role of attachment relationships in
enabling resilience trajectories, beginning with supportive parents and
extending to enabling community members, highlighting the importance
of these structures. In contrast, Stark et al.59 reported that while social
networks appeared to be vital in offering support and promoting
psychosocial recovery in the aftermath of abuse, such networks did not
consistently respond positively to the needs of the adolescent girls. In
some instances, girls were stigmatised, blamed or socially excluded by
family and community members because of the sexual abuse; in these
instances, social ecologies impeded recovery processes.59 Jefferis30 also
notes that social, cultural and community norms around gender roles –
which value women’s and girls’ submissiveness and prioritise roles of
caretaking – sometimes act to the detriment of resilience processes for
girls and women. Stark et al.59, speaking to their findings on the role of
stigma and shame, recommend that interventions address destructive
social norms that perpetuate stigma. Thus, interventions aimed at
adolescent girls who have experienced CSA should take cognisance
of the potential and risks that social ecologies, such as families and
communities, present.

Edmond et al.62 showed that girls with a resilient trajectory appeared to
skip school less frequently, were less likely to get into fights at school,
and appeared to have a greater sense of certainty regarding their
educational futures than did the comparison sample of symptomatic
girls. Approximately 88% of participants with resilient trajectories
indicated that they were very sure of their high school plans, with three
out of four planning on going to college.62 Findings in this study were
reinforced in that participants also scored higher on the future orientation
scale, suggesting a more positive view of their futures, and thereby
associating education with a better future.

Implications for future research
What is apparent from this review is the paucity of research focusing
on resilience processes in sexually abused adolescent girls. After a
thorough search strategy using multiple databases, only 11 exclusive
studies were identified. To date, studies on resilience processes in youth
have usually incorporated different forms of adversity, seldom focusing
on only one risk factor. Furthermore, resilience studies with children and
youth often include both male and female participants. As discussed
earlier, gender adds a layer of complexity to resilience processes;
gender roles, societal norms and contextual factors impact how men
and women experience and respond to stressors.67 Where resilience
processes were examined specifically in relation to sexual abuse,
participants were often adult women and not adolescent girls. This
finding suggests a need for further explorations of resilience processes
specific to sexually abused adolescent girls. Limited understanding of
resilience processes in this group may result in interventions that are not
gender and/or developmentally sensitive, lack coherence for adolescent
girls, and may be ineffective.

Discussion
Our aim in conducting this scoping review was to examine and
understand what was known globally about resilience processes in
sexually abused adolescent girls as well as how this insight may be used
to inform clinical practice, intervention and research. A review of the 11
studies included suggests a correlation with protective factors identified
in the broader literature on resilience processes in youth. Furthermore,
we note the presence of internal and contextual factors that function
interdependently to enable resilience in sexually abused adolescent girls.
What is novel about these findings is that they are the first to offer an
overview of the resilience processes that support adolescent girls from
Global South and North contexts to adjust well following CSA.
Taking heed of Levac et al.’s47 counsel to reviewers to consider the
implications of the results and what they may mean for ‘research,
policy and practice’, we consider what the findings from this review
imply for resilience researchers and practitioners working with sexually
abused girls.

Although our review revealed a complementary mix of both qualitative
and quantitative studies, there was an absence of child-centred
participatory approaches. Only one of the included studies58 engaged
girls as co-researchers. This decision was motivated by their belief that
the inclusion of girls as co-researchers would enhance the richness of the
discussion and thus the quality of data. Additionally, for the researchers58,
participatory methods also held the potential of involving the girls in an
educational, empowering and purposeful activity. While there is value
in all empirical studies on CSA and resilience processes, regardless

Implications for practice
Findings from the review highlight possible points at which practitioners
(e.g. psychologists, social workers, child care workers and health
workers) may act in order to leverage resilience-enabling practice.
These actions include assisting girls in the development of meaningful
narratives about their abuse experiences; greater consultation with,
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of methodology, we add to a growing call for the inclusion of youth in
research about them.62,68 Alderson68 asserts that youth are key sources
of information about their own experiences and inclusivity results in more
insightful research. Participatory methods position youth as knowledge
producers. Engaging youth as knowledge producers in research has been
successfully implemented in projects focused on finding solutions to
social challenges, like HIV, sexual vulnerability and teenage pregnancy.69
Moreover, participatory methods are youth friendly, allowing for greater
accessibility and the redress of power imbalances between the researcher
and the participants.70 Such methods have been recommended for use in
studies on both gender violence and youth resilience. Mitchell71 suggests
that studies focused on gender violence require methods that allow for
engagement and disengagement of participants, so that participants
themselves can structure the pace. Participatory approaches allow for
this control. Similarly, Theron72 suggests that qualitative approaches that
embrace creative, innovative data collection techniques result in more
comprehensive understandings of youth resilience processes.
What the discussion above has reinforced is that CSA survivors are not
passive victims acting without agency; they are capable of reflecting on
and negotiating change and solutions to the difficulties they encounter.73
Participatory methods in particular hold the potential for enhancing this
process; a participatory approach creates avenues for youth voices
to be heard, encourages displays of agency and provides a platform
for empowerment.74
Given the possibilities that participatory approaches present in terms
of richer, more in-depth understandings generated by engaged youth
themselves and their suitability for use specifically with sexually abused
girls in terms of potentiating agency, it appears that researchers need to
consider these approaches when exploring resilience processes.
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