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Abstract 

Resilience is a construct commonly cited by humanitarian and disaster management 

establishments. Despite the construct’s centuries-old multidisciplinary evolution and 

interpretations, our current perception of resilience is largely informed by Western research. 

This study sought to contribute to our understanding of resilience by exploring its 

manifestation in a non-Western society. The study focused on a group of internally displaced 

youth in Sudan who have experienced political violence and/or natural hazards. 

Interpretations of resilience from the literature on Disaster and Emergency Management and 

Developmental Psychology were reviewed and explored. The study employed a generic 

qualitative research design that included semi-structured interviews with 6 internally 

displaced participants. Thematic Analysis was the method used for data analysis. Three 

interrelated umbrella themes were generated and discussed. Findings supported cited 

resilience frameworks and revealed resilient behaviours that pivoted on two factors, (1) 

individual attributes, and (2) social resources. 

Keywords: Resilience, Sudan, internal displacement, coping mechanisms, religiosity, 

access to resources, political violence, complex emergency, complex disaster
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Introduction 

As of 2016, reports by UNICEF indicated that a staggering 28 million children (under 

the age of 14) and youth (between the ages of 15 and 24) globally are forcibly displaced by 

disasters (Garin et al., 2016). These numbers are expected to grow based on a predicted 

increase in global disasters (Garin et al., 2016). The term “disaster” commonly evokes 

thoughts of natural hazards (i.e., earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, floods, disease outbreaks, 

and even terrorism), but equally salient and disastrous are the impacts of political violence. 

Political violence is a major contributor to the displacement of millions of children and youth 

within the boundaries of their own countries or across international borders (Garin et al., 

2016). Similar to other forms of disaster, political conflicts occur where people live and 

work, but add layers of complexity not typically experienced in other disasters. In these 

situations, children and youth are exposed to violence, human rights violations, and forced 

displacement (Pedersen, 2002; Wexler et al., 2006, as cited by Tol et al., 2013). As noted by 

Magid and Boothby (2013), “millions of war-affected children become ensnared as victims of 

wars in many capacities; in addition to witnessing violence, or being uprooted from homes 

and communities, they may serve as child soldiers and become separated from family 

members or orphaned” (p. 39). Additionally, these young people are typically caught in the 

crossroads between “natural” hazards and political violence (UNDP, 2011). The resulting 

direct exposure to hazards, and rupture or disruption to supportive socio-cultural 

environments, threaten these children’s development (Drury & Williams, 2012; Slone & 

Peer, 2021). Drury and Williams (2012) suggested that the psychological impacts on children 

of armed conflict may be indistinguishable from those of natural disasters on account of the 
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apparent parallel in findings. Ultimately these children and youth are faced with risks that 

compound and challenge their survival, and those of future generations. 

This study focuses on a group of internally displaced youth who have experienced 

political violence and/or natural hazards, and as a result live in Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDP) camps in the Republic of the Sudan. It explores their lived experience and seeks to 

contribute to our understanding of resilience; resilience being a construct invoked by 

humanitarian efforts targeting children and youth who experience political violence (Barber, 

2013). The construct of resilience is mostly informed by research with children in the United 

States and Europe and is largely based on ideas not necessarily accepted by other societies, 

yet the concept of resilience is globally applied (Boyden & Mann, 2005). In fact, resilience is 

used as one of the indicators measuring global progress in the implementation of the Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2015).  

Considering the evident ambiguity, complexity, multidimensionality, and notable 

difference in multidisciplinary perceptions of the construct, this research endorses an 

interpretation of resilience from the literature on Disaster and Emergency Management. 

Using this lens, a society or community’s resilience is emphasised. However, given the 

demographics and exceptional circumstances of the selected population, this study also 

acknowledges and emphasises the importance of using an interpretation of resilience from the 

field of Developmental Psychology. This lens inherently adopts a more individualistic 

perspective that is more commonly linked to the literature on children who have experienced 

political violence. 
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Exploring different perspectives of resilience provides a better understanding of the 

complexity of the construct and highlights its relevance and applicability on this study’s 

selected population. Ultimately, the study explores factors that may contribute to resilience 

within the participants’ unique environment and within the boundaries of the researcher’s 

training in disaster management, and not in developmental psychology. Specifically, this 

study wants to understand what resources (material, social, spiritual, or otherwise) Sudanese 

youth displaced by complex emergencies (i.e., where political violence and natural hazard 

related disasters and risks intersect) identify as contributing to their well-being or supporting 

their resilience on a daily basis in the IDP camp where they reside (if any)? The findings are 

intended to advance knowledge about factors that influence the resilience of youth who have 

experienced displacement due to political violence and/or disasters and inform the practice of 

non-governmental organizations supporting their development and personal safety in the 

Sudan. 

This research uses a generic qualitative research design. The study initially included 

photo-elicitation (photography-based qualitative technique combined with semi-structured 

interviews). However, due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting 

researcher’s inability to travel and meet with the study’s participants, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted remotely to elicit information about resource factors that may be 

regarded as contributing to the participants’ resilience. 

This thesis starts with a literature review that introduces the situation in the Sudan. It 

then introduces the construct of resilience, demonstrating some of its historical 

underpinnings, multidisciplinary utility, inherent ambiguity, and the definitions of terms that 

were used throughout this study. Furthermore, the literature review includes some exploration 
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of concepts which highlight research on resilience and youth who have experienced political 

violence. This study concludes with a detailed explanation of the methods used to conduct the 

research within the boundaries of ethical practice, as well as findings, a discussion, and 

recommendations. 

Literature Review 

The Republic of the Sudan 

The Sudan lies entirely in the Sahel zone of the African continent which is “an area 

threatened by massive desertification” due to the gradual encroachment of the Sahara Desert 

(UNDP, 2011, p. 56). The Sudan is invariably vulnerable to slow and rapid large- and small-

scale natural disasters like droughts, floods, and disease endemics. Post-colonial 

centralization of the state and ensuing dismantling of local tribal governance structures has 

undermined local disaster management systems and weakened capacities to manage natural 

resources and disasters (UNDP, 2011). This situation, coupled with the country’s varying 

ethno-cultural setting and fragile economic status, is inextricably linked to political conflicts 

and rebel-led violence (Themner & Wallensee, 2011, as cited by Tol et al., 2013). As a result 

of decades of post-colonial armed conflict and violence in Southern Sudan (pre-secession), 

Darfur, the Kordofan States, Blue Nile and Abyei regions, the Sudan was home to 3.2 million 

internally displaced persons (IDP) in 2015. In 2017, multiple disasters (e.g., acute watery 

diarrhoea and floods), violence, and armed conflict continued to affect 2.3 million children in 

the country (UNOCHA, 2017 as cited in UNICEF Annual Report, 2017). Geo-political 

conflicts in the Sudan also possess cross-border dimensions that involve the movement of 

armed rebels and refugees across borders with Chad, The Central African Republic, South 
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Sudan, Ethiopia, and Eritrea. This movement further complicates the situation for IDPs by 

elevating competition for available natural- and aid-resources. 

The United Nations Development Program (UNDP), through its Bureau for Crisis 

Prevention and Recovery, launched a comparative study in 2011 attempting to explore what 

they coined “the disaster-conflict interface” in at-risk countries (UNDP, 2011). The study 

gathered empirical evidence linking the impacts of crisis to the geographical overlap of both 

disaster and conflict (UNDP, 2011). It revealed a complex and sometimes reciprocal 

relationship between disasters and conflict, carrying important implication for children and 

communities in countries like the Sudan where the interface between disaster and conflict is a 

common occurrence. A UNDP (2011) report explicitly remarked, “Sudan clearly 

demonstrates the stress that environmental pressures including natural hazards can exert on 

social cohesion in contexts of weak governance.” (p. 57). The report noted, “the environment, 

particularly environmental stress and competition over scarce resources, is a key factor that 

influences both conflict and disaster” (UNDP, 2011, p. 57). As a by-product, gender and 

family roles are affected and coping strategies that included violence were not uncommon 

(UNDP, 2011). 

Of the most well-known intra-state conflicts in the Sudan was the Darfur Genocide 

that was instigated by violent conflicts between the Sudan’s government and rebel groups. By 

2006, hundreds of villages were fully or partially destroyed and the number of those affected 

by the Darfur Genocide reached approximately four million men, women, and children, of 

which two million were deemed as IDPs. Displaced children and youth of Darfur and other 

injurious intra-state conflicts in the Sudan continue to experience the consequences of past 
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and still ongoing political violence, rendering the Sudan in a chronic state of complex-

emergency.  

The terms “complex emergency” or “complex disaster” are often used 

interchangeably. Although the terms may find utility in varying contexts, the definition of 

complex emergency in this study has been adopted from that of the World Health 

Organization (WHO). According to the WHO, complex emergencies are unique socio-

political environments in which livelihoods are disrupted and life is threatened on account of 

warfare and civil conflicts (Wisner et al., 2002). Typically, complex emergencies result in 

forced displacement, mass famine, and food shortages, and are exacerbated by natural 

disasters (Boëte et al., 2020). This complex overlap of conflicts and disasters continues to be 

a reality for millions of Sudanese young people who are left internally displaced within the 

boundaries of their own country.  

At the time of writing this thesis, and for its duration, the Sudanese people continued 

to be engrossed in a unilaterally peaceful revolution that saw the collapse of a 30-year regime 

that is responsible for the atrocities experienced by many Sudanese; and the struggle 

continues to this very day. 

Resilience 

Resilience is a complex construct; a seemingly polysemous term that straddles a 

multitude of disciplines (Alexander, 2013). The etymology of the term “resilience” is 

centuries old. It is believed to stem from the Latin words resilire or resilio meaning “bounce” 

and has been traced as far back as the Metamorphosis by the Roman poet Ovid (43BC-

17AD). Its early usage commonly carried negative connotations, describing situations such as 
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avoidance, recoil, retraction, shrinkage, desistance, etc. Eventually, more contemporary 

usages of the term “resilience” (around 1839 AD) evolved into carrying more positive 

associations that signified ability to bounce back or recover (Alexander, 2013).  

Today, the term resilience can be thought of as a “multi-faceted concept that is 

adaptable to various uses and contexts, but in different ways” (Alexander, 2013, p. 2714). 

The concept’s apparent cross-disciplinary migration (from engineering and manufacturing to 

medicine, then to the social sciences), its popularity, and its resulting subjectivity, fosters 

confusion (Alexander, 2013). In the field of disaster and emergency management, the concept 

of resilience is not as well evolved and defined as the social vulnerability paradigm (Fordham 

et al., 2013). The multifaceted nature of resilience presents challenges in defining it, 

establishing its boundaries, and measuring it (Cutter et al., 2008). A multitude of debates 

continue resulting in a variety of frameworks. Despite the confusion, rhetoric about disasters 

and natural hazards has seen a shift from the use of social vulnerability to resilience “as a 

more proactive and positive expression of community engagement with natural hazard 

reduction” (Cutter et al., 2008, p. 598). As a result, governments continue to call for 

enhancing citizens’ resilience as a means of preparation for disasters and as a 

“counterbalance to social and individual vulnerabilities” (Abramson et al., 2015, p. 42). In 

fact, enhancing resilience is one of the four Priorities for Action stipulated in the United 

Nation’s Sendai Framework (an internationally ratified agreement on disaster risk reduction) 

(UNISDR, 2019). The UNISDR’s definition of resilience, which represents how resilience is 

primarily defined in the field of disaster management, follows: 

“The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 
accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely 
and efficient manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its 
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essential basic structures and functions through risk management” (UNDRR, 2016, p. 
22). 

However, assuming a possible link between individual and community resilience, and 

favouring a more singular operation of the construct on account of its applicability on this 

study’s participant population, this study embraces a definition of resilience from Michael 

Ungar (2017), suggesting resilience is: 

“Our capacity to navigate to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources 
that sustain our well-being, and negotiate for these resources to be provided in ways 
that are meaningful to us” (6:29). 

Ungar’s view of resilience seemingly aligns with those of many researchers who have moved 

away from merely focusing on the psychopathology of resilience in children to considering 

the child’s interaction with external socio-cultural and environmental forces (Boyden & 

Mann, 2005). The next sub-sections address this topic more in-depth.  

Resilience as Applied to Children in Developmental Psychology. According to 

Masten and Narayan (2012), World War II provided the foundation upon which studying 

resilience in children within the context of war emerged. Pioneering researchers such as 

Freud and Burlingham (1943) focused on the traumatic effects of war on children (Masten & 

Narayan, 2012). The focus was evidently on the disparate capacities of individuals to cope 

with trauma and adversity. 

Luthar et al. (2000) and Alexander (2013) offer a slightly different history of the 

concept of resilience as it pertains to children. Both authors claim that studies addressing 

adaptive outcomes in the presence of adversity were founded on studies addressing 

schizophrenia by psychiatrist Norman Garmezy (1918 – 2009) in the 1940’s. Garmezy’s 

work in the early 1970’s provided the foundation for the emergence of the concept of 
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competence (a measure of psychological robustness) in the face of adversity. Eventually, the 

term resilience replaced competence and was subsequently linked to ‘positive psychology’ by 

researcher Ann Masten (Alexander, 2013; Boss, 2013). The differential impacts of threat and 

adversity on children and individual variations in their response were the dominant paradigm 

used by developmental psychologists at this time. 

Eventually, ‘Resilience’ was reserved to define a dynamic, developmental, and 

transactional process that encompassed multiple domains of influence through which a 

condition of adversity was automatically presumed by definition; a “dynamic process 

encompassing positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity” (Luthar et al., 

2000, p. 543). It reflected “a positive expression” that suggested agency and a capacity to 

cope in the presence of adversity (Kendra et al., 2018, p. 87; Luthar et al., 2000). Its 

dynamism allowed for it to vary from person to person and account for developmental and 

experiential changes that naturally occur to individuals through time (Conner & Davidson, 

2003 as cited by Thompson et al., 2017). 

In the field of sociology, resilience is often linked to the bio-ecological theory 

developed by Urie Bronfenbrenner (reviewed in a section below) (Alexander, 2013). 

Resilience in sociology apparently emerged from pioneering work by Aaron Antonovsky 

(Boss, 2013). Antonovsky’s work, although void of specifically using the term ‘resilience’, 

linked people’s psychological, social, and cultural resources to their abilities to survive or 

thrive despite difficult circumstances. Such work allowed concepts such as ‘resilient 

communities’ (a term commonly used in the field of emergency management) to be 

introduced (Alexander, 2013). Antonovsky’s work is considered foundational as it unveiled 

the multidimensional nature and dynamism of the concept of resilience (Boss, 2013). In 
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contrast to just an individual or psychological focus, individual capacities within their unique 

social ecologies were emphasized as fundamental elements contributing to resilience.  

Although the development of the definition of resilience in developmental psychology 

appears to complement sociology’s perspective (on account of the broader social domains 

being considered), one singular understanding of resilience is not shared by all (Thompson et 

al., 2017). Alexander (2013) noted, “It does appear that lack of resilience at one level (from 

the individual to the world) can undermine resilience at other levels, but it is not easy to scale 

up psychological resilience to various social levels, especially community resilience” (p. 

2712). In contrast, Abramson et al. (2015) argued that individual resilience attributes interact 

with those of community resilience, and that “access to or engagement with 

community/social resources can activate inherent individual resilience attributes” (p. 45). 

Furthermore, both authors saw a link between culture and social capital (which includes 

individual psychological well-being) as mechanisms that may enable and perpetuate a 

community’s resilience. 

In conclusion, it is evident that the concept of resilience used in developmental 

psychology has moved from being primarily concerned with individual and intrinsic qualities 

of resilience to one that included external and extrinsic factors (Luthar et al., 2000). In other 

words, the context within which a child was centrally embedded (social), and the child’s 

personal attributes (psychological) were identified as integral and inextricable systems 

contributing to her/his resilience. That is arguably useful when discerning the foundation for 

resilience in prevention and intervention frameworks across varying socio-cultural 

environments. This does not minimize intrapersonal traits that have been linked to resilience. 

For example, Dumont and Provost (1998) linked self-esteem, personal satisfaction, self-
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confidence, and problem-solving skills to resilient and well-adjusted adolescents as more 

persuasive factors than social support. Nevertheless, the advancement to the broader and 

integrative perspective allowed for a more holistic identification of factors that led to 

psychological resilience (Alexander, 2013). Ungar (2013) argued that “research has identified 

no internal genetic or psychological structures that predispose youth to resilience that do not 

rely on environmental triggers to shape their expression” (p. 139). He further posited that 

external contextual and environmental factors involved in the process of becoming resilient 

account for more than individual characteristics (Ungar, 2013). Slone and Peer (2021) 

conclude that war-affected children, evidently, may possess latent coping abilities that may 

not be detected through deficit-focused research, and stressed the importance of factoring in 

personal characteristics within contexts and developmental-stage. Coping can be defined as 

“constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or 

internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141 as cited by Tol et al., 2013, p. 14).  

Furthermore, Mhaka-Mutepfa and Maundeni (2019) confirmed scholarly evidence of 

the role of protective factors that reached far beyond personal attributes. The authors 

identified social and environmental assets in manifesting resilience. Comparably, Betancourt 

and Khan (2008) viewed resilience as composed of both protective factors and processes. 

They argued that protective factors referred to “exogenous variables whose presence is 

associated with desirable outcomes…” (p.318), while protective processes referred to 

interactions between children and their family, peer group, school, and community. Dumont 

and Provost (1998) identified protective factors as a collective of internal (e.g., personal traits 

like self-esteem) and external (e.g., social support) resources coupled with coping strategies 
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and behaviours that are used to escape from or minimise the effects of stressors. Mhaka-

Mutepfa and Maundeni (2019) posited that coping strategies are influenced by the type of 

protective factors available to a society and considered religiosity, for example, as an 

effective strategy in some environments. 

Coping strategies are believed to have been the most cited and extensively researched 

resilience factors (Hooberman et al., 2010). In their resilience literature review, Drury and 

Williams (2012) identified “intrapersonal” and “social” domains as interplaying resilience 

influencing components. Coping strategies were primarily associated with intrapersonal 

factors and included adaptive and maladaptive behaviours. In their view, coping included a 

“broad category of regulatory responses” to stress that ranged from impulsive action and 

intrusive thoughts to problem solving and positive thinking (Drury & Williams, 2012, p. 

281). Comparably, Dumont and Provost (1998) cited coping strategies as “cognitive and 

behavioural efforts that allow an individual to tolerate, escape, or minimize the effects of 

stress” (p. 346). The authors distinguished between positive and negative coping strategies. 

They warned that despite the apparently successful application of negative coping strategies 

by some individuals when dealing with psychological discomfort (e.g., avoidance and passive 

acceptance of one’s destiny), evidence remains suggestive of their negative relation to 

resilience as an outcome. Similarly, Hooberman et al. (2010) referred to “emotion-focused 

disengagement coping (i.e., social withdrawal and self-criticism)” as a relative risk factor in 

moderating the effects of trauma (p. 561). Thompson et al. (2017) linked resilience to 

protective factors with emphasis on coping strategies defined in a similar fashion to that 

provided by Dumont and Provost (1998). Studying Post Traumatic Stress Disorders (PTSD), 

Thompson et al. (2017) categorized coping into active and avoidant strategies and reported a 
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positive relationship between active coping strategies and resilience to PTSD as opposed to 

avoidance strategies. Hooberman et al. (2010) reported similar findings studying PTSD in 

torture surviving refugees.  

In general, literature on intrapersonal coping strategies demonstrate a clear association 

with resilience and emphasise a somewhat linear relationship between the two; negative 

strategies inhibit resilience while positive strategies foster resilience. Some disagreements 

remain on what is negative and what is positive coping strategies, as will be briefly touched 

on in the next sections. Further, the following sections address the social domain of 

resilience.  

An Ecological Model Perspective of Resilience. The perception of resilience as a 

dynamic process (i.e., not a static outcome) operating within different contexts and social 

ecologies inspired resilience scientists concerned with children who have experienced 

political violence to use the term “ecological resilience” (Tol et al., 2013). The ecological 

resilience framework was premised on an “ecological-transactional” approach first developed 

by Urie Bronfenbrenner in the 1970’s (Tol et al., 2013, p. 12). Bronfenbrenner’s early work 

laid emphasis on the importance of the environment in which children grew up and 

conceptualized such environmental influences at multiple nested levels (Betancourt & Khan, 

2008; Tol et al., 2013). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological levels included (a) the central ontogenic system which 

denoted the individual child; (b) the micro-system within which the ontogenic system was 

embedded and included the child’s activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships with 

peers, family, and school; (c) the meso-system which comprised of the multiple interrelations 
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between micro system settings like home-school-peer relations; (d) the macro-system which 

represented consistencies in the form of culture and sub-culture that permeate all the other 

systems; (e) and finally the Chronosystem that accounts for longitudinal sociohistorical 

events and transitions along the individual’s life course that ultimately influence their 

development. Additionally, both the micro- and meso-systems were situated within the exo-

system in which the child may not actively participate but which remains influential; like a 

parent’s workplace (Tol et al., 2013). Bronfenbrenner’s work “reemphasised the significance 

of studying development as a joint function of person and environment” allowing 

consideration of temporal influences (Tol et al., 2013, p. 13). He combined aspects of 

personality, context, and their combined interaction through time. The adoption of 

Bronfenbrenner’s model offered a means to analyse the operationalization of protective 

factors and processes at different socio-ecological levels and with consideration for socio-

historical contexts (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Tol et al., 2013). Figure 1.0 is an adapted 

illustration of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. 
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Figure 1.0 An adapted illustration of the ecological resilience framework for children 
affected by war, based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. This image shows 
Bronfenbrenner’s nested levels of environmental influences and their interconnectedness. 
Adapted from: Tol, Jordans, Kohrt, Betancourt, and Komproe, (2013). Promoting Mental 
Health and Psychosocial Well-Being in Children Affected by Political Violence: Part I – 
Current Evidence for an Ecological Resilience Approach. New York, Springer. 
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Reflective of a paradigmatic shift, the “ecological resilience” framework is a culmination of 

theories concerned with moving away from the premise of strictly exploring psychopathology 

of political violence on children. In its utilization of Bronfenbrenner’s model, it is a 

framework that is more broadly attentive to the processes of identifying resilience at diverse 

contextual levels and provides a central framework for a more nuanced analysis of the 

impacts of armed conflict on children (Betancourt & Khan, 2008). It is supportive of the idea 

that resilience is influenced by and manifests itself in different socio-ecological levels and 

contexts allowing for the emergence of a multiplicity of resilience pathways (Mhaka-Mutepfa 

& Maundeni, 2019). With specific reference to children who have experienced political 

violence, Tol et al. (2013) offer a definition of ecological resilience that states, “those assets 

and processes on all socio-ecological levels that have been shown to be associated with good 

developmental outcomes after exposure to situations of armed conflict” (Tol et al., 2009, p. 

167, as cited in Tol et al., 2013, p. 13).  

Endorsing the socio-ecological framework, and addressing children who were victims 

of war, conflicts, and displacement, Slone and Peer (2021) identified the “social climate of 

support” that included individual characteristics like sense of agency and belonging, family, 

and community support as resilience factors mitigating negative psychological consequences 

in children. For example, social and community support mechanisms, such as the restoration 

of educational programs, were found to increase the likelihood of resilient behaviour in 

children affected by war and conflict (Betancourt & Khan, 2008). In relation, Boyden and 

Mann (2005) reported the currently widely accepted scholarly view that “the psychosocial 

outcome of exposure to adversity varies from individual to individual and population to 
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population and is mediated by an array of personal, family, and broader environmental 

factors or processes that interact with each other in a dynamic manner” (p. 17).  

It can be argued that the ecological model automatically dismisses the premise that 

resilience is generalizable across individual children, cultures, and contexts, or a universal 

understanding of the concept exists. Differences in conceptualizations of childhood, available 

support systems, behaviours, and even adversity between high and low-income countries 

present challenges for the cross application of resilience research (Boyden, 2003a; Howard et 

al., 1999 as cited by Tol et al., 2013). In other words, universal frameworks delineating the 

concept of resilience cannot blindly be applied cross-culturally (Kendra et al., 2018). In 

relation, McAdam-Crisp (2006) challenged the cross-cultural applicability of Western-

developed, and arguably hegemonic, resilience frameworks. The author studied children in 

adversity in relatively similar contexts to those found in the Sudan (Rwanda, Angola, and 

Congo) and highlighted the severe cumulative effects of disasters those children often 

experience. Western-developed resilience frameworks were found not to be automatically 

cross-culturally generalizable and in fact the author warned that culturally inappropriate 

interventions and solutions grounded in those frameworks may perpetuate entrapment in 

vulnerability cycles and further societal dysfunction (McAdam-Crisp, 2006). Synonymously, 

Betancourt and Khan (2008) noted “interventions based on traditional practices may be more 

culturally syntonic and engaging than treatment models imported to war-affected regions 

from the west” (p. 324). For example, traditional cleansing ceremonies in Sierra Leone and 

traditional healing programs in refugee camps in Thailand were found to endorse resilient 

outcomes (Betancourt & Khan, 2008).  
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Contexts of Political Violence and War. Slone and Peer (2021) posited that “war and 

armed conflict should be understood to affect children not only by direct exposure to threats, 

but by the disruption of the multiple layers of social fabric that support their development and 

mental health” (p. 76). However, from a psychology and human development perspective, 

contexts of political violence and war presented challenges in conceptualizing resilience. 

According to Barber and Doty (2013), in the literature on human-development the notion that 

resilience is non-normative and rather exceptional (everyone strives to attain resilience, but 

few possess the necessary characteristics to develop it) suggested the existence of common 

themes. Those were, “(1) resilience requires risk; (2) resilient functioning is uncommon; and 

(3) political conflict can entail such extreme adversity that resilience would be even rarer” 

(Barber & Doty, 2013, p. 234). Based on such assumptions, children who have experienced 

political violence were expected to exhibit widespread dysfunction on account of their 

prolonged exposure to situations of presumably severe and chaotic social dysfunction and 

violence (Barber, 2013). However, Barber and Doty (2013) reported that a body of empirical 

evidence has invalidated these expectations. Instead, children and youth who have 

experienced political violence were found to exhibit a very common and remarkable ability to 

adapt and function competently despite adversity (Barber, 2013). Slone and Peer (2021) 

confirmed Barber’s opinion on account of strong empirical evidence that many children of 

war and conflict demonstrated surprising resilience behaviours. For example, Cortes and 

Buchanan (2007) studied Columbian child soldiers who exhibited resilient behaviour despite 

their armed combat experiences. They identified multiple themes operating at different socio-

ecological levels that contributed to their resilient behaviour. These included a sense of 

agency, social intelligence, empathy, shared experiences, and community connection (Cortes 
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& Buchanan, 2007). Such findings may be suggestive of the existence of mediating socio-

cultural factors. In relation, Barber (2013) posited that:  

“The expectation for widespread dysfunction appears exaggerated, relying as it does 
on low correlations and on presumptions of universal response to adversity. Such a 
position ignores cultural differences in understanding and responding to adversity, 
and in the specific case of political conflict, it does not account for the critical role of 
ideologies and meaning systems that underlie the political conflict and shape young 
people’s interpretation of the conflict, and their exposure, participation, and 
processing of experiences” (p. 461). 

 

In relation, it can be argued that the notion of adversity may render itself a subject of debate 

on account of varying socio-cultural perspectives across the globe. In that regard, Boyden and 

Mann (2005) posited that “meaning is a profoundly important mediating factor in children’s 

experiences of adversity…” (p. 15). In relation, Ungar’s et al. (2008) posited that 

“standardizing the measure of children’s experiences runs the risk of overlooking localized 

discourses of healthy functioning and pathologizing (colonizing) the experience of those 

whose lives are different from the mainstream” (p. 178). For example, in some societies, 

adversity may be accepted as being directly influenced by a higher presence, or deities 

(Boyden & Mann, 2005). Such belief system may render some people more accepting of their 

situation and better equipped to deal with vulnerabilities and adverse experiences, thus 

allowing them more capacity to build resilience (Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). For 

example, studying Sri-Lankan war-affected children, religiosity was found to serve as an 

important protective factor (Betancourt & Khan, 2008). This has been found globally in other 

accounts specifically addressing Sub-Saharan Africa where religiosity was evidently a social 

resource and coping mechanism that positively influenced youth resilience (Bruce et al., 

2012; Mosavel et al., 2015; Vinueza, 2016 as cited by Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). 
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Similarly, religious belief among Sudanese refugees in Australia, along with other resources 

like social support and personal qualities, was also associated with coping with their 

experience of forced migration, and their resilience (Schweitzer et al., 2007). This is not to 

conclude that religiosity is always a positive contributor to resilience. As cited by Mhaka-

Mutepfa and Maundeni (2019), religiosity has been reported to have a negative effect on 

resilience in some studies including one conducted in Australia. Tol et al. (2013) note the 

complexities associated with religious beliefs and ideological commitments and posit that 

although they may promote mental health, they may be associated with reinforcing stigma or 

negative behaviour. Slone and Peer (2021) confirmed the evident two-pronged nature of 

religiosity and its effect on resilience. However, research on specifically African children and 

ethnic and migrant groups in most African countries revealed that faith-based coping 

strategies mitigated the effects of trauma and helped build resilience (Mhaka-Mutepfa & 

Maundeni, 2019).  

Further commenting on the contextual and cultural relativity of coping and resilience, 

Ungar (2013) posited that “youth at risk, in complex social ecologies, manifest patterns of 

coping that may be atypical relative to those assumed by cultural elites to represent good 

coping” (p. 146). For example, Tamil children affected by conflict resorted to social 

distancing and staying away from schools, among other avoidance strategies, as a means to 

cope with their situation in ways that arguably demonstrated resilience (Boyden & Mann, 

2005). Such operationalization of avoidance strategies and their outcomes may be viewed as 

contradictory to those reported by Thompson et al. (2017) when addressing resilience to 

PTSD. Similarly, a study addressing coping in conflict affected Walungu Territory in Eastern 

Democratic Republic of Congo reported avoidance and faith-based coping strategies such as 
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“trying to forget and praying” possibly helpful in youth mental health outcomes (Cherewick, 

2016, p. 105). Children in Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Malawi reported singing gospel 

songs among their coping strategies in the aftermath of Cyclone Idai (Mhaka-Mutepfa & 

Maundeni, 2019). Evidently, it may be conceived, as appropriately stated by Boyden and 

Mann (2005), that “variations in patterns of resilience and coping at the group level are also a 

function of cultural beliefs about childhood and child development” (p. 12).  

In conclusion and in alignment with these findings, research focused on documenting 

the negative psychological effects of political violence on children evolved into investigating 

broader contextual attributes of resilience in children of war (Tol et al., 2013). Empirical 

investigations shifted the focus from addressing not only what influenced mental health in 

children who have experienced political violence, but also how and what multifaceted 

processes were involved in helping those children thrive in the face of adversity; a debate that 

arguably reinforced the socio-cultural influences and multidimensionality of resilience. 

Resilience as it Relates to Disasters and the Social Vulnerability Paradigm. 

According to Fordham et al., (2013), resilience within the context of disaster management is 

not yet as well evolved and refined as the hazards and social vulnerability paradigms. The 

authors argue that resilience as a concept can moderate the effects of vulnerability through its 

adaptability and usefulness as a “boundary object” that facilitates understanding across 

different disciplines and approaches. In that sense, resilience can be used to integrate ideas 

and harmonize approaches. Yet the problem remains that multiple frameworks that attempt to 

define both vulnerability and resilience exist, and consequently their relationship is still not 

well articulated (Cutter et al., 2008). However, discussions about resilience in the field of 

disaster management ordinarily include an analysis of vulnerabilities.  
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Attempting to ameliorate the shortcomings in vulnerability and resilience frameworks 

and present a link between the two, Cutter et al. (2008) created the disaster resilience of place 

(DROP) model. The model presents vulnerability and resilience as overlapping concepts that 

are neither mutually inclusive nor exclusive. DROP was designed to capture disaster recovery 

disparities between communities and their sub-populations who inherently exhibit different 

levels of vulnerability and resilience to disasters. Additionally, DROP was created to address 

natural hazards but is adaptable to human-made hazards (conceivably political violence). 

Further, DROP acknowledges the interconnectedness of social processes where natural 

systems, social systems, and the built environment interact with humans.  

Whether or not frameworks like the DROP model elicit agreement among scholars in 

the field of emergency management, the social vulnerability paradigm supports 

understanding the nuances of social differentiation, and consequently aids in designing 

resilience-building strategies. Resilience is thought to focus on how communities overcome 

adversities as opposed to how adversities affect them (UNFAO, 2016). Relevantly, Cutter 

(2014) posited that building resilience facilitates the transition to sustainability and includes 

multiple mechanisms (disaster risk reduction, policy reform, capacity building) through the 

coordinated efforts of multiple stakeholders. Cutter et al. (2008) sees the resilience of a 

community as inextricably linked to its environment and the handling of resources; a 

perception that is perhaps analogous to the ecological resilience framework. 

Thus, understanding how disasters unfold, are mitigated, or levels of risk are reduced 

requires an assessment of how vulnerabilities emerge and are propagated. Researcher Wisner 

(2004) argued that extreme events become disasters only when coupled with existing 

vulnerabilities and the exposure of vulnerable populations to hazards. Generally, four 



RESILIENCE AMONG DISPLACED SUDANESE YOUTH                            28 

 

 

 

interconnected and different dimensions of vulnerability exist: physical, social, economic, 

and environmental (Coppola, 2015). Thus, an assessment of all these influencing elements 

and their interconnectedness becomes necessary and renders a more comprehensive 

understanding of vulnerability. Cardona (2013) stated: 

“At the urban scale, for example, vulnerability seen as an internal risk factor must be 
related not only to exposure of the material context or to the physical susceptibility of 
the exposed elements, but also to the social frailties and lack of resilience of the prone 
communities. This means looking into the capacity to respond to or absorb the 
impact.” (p. 48). 

As an analytical tool to aid in understanding the propagation and interconnectedness 

of vulnerability and how disasters transpire, Wisner (2004) presented the Pressure and 

Release Model (PAR) (see Figures 2.0). It is a “hierarchy of causal factors that together 

constitute the pre-conditions for a disaster” (Wisner, 2004, p. 87). Thus, the model depicts 

disaster risks as the product of the intersection between the physical hazards and existing 

vulnerabilities; the pressure point. In other words, hazard and vulnerability became 

concomitant conditions; disasters cannot occur without the mutual existence of hazard and 

vulnerability (Cardona, 2013). It follows that reducing the risk of disaster requires an 

assessment of the entire chain of causation; the pressure release point. It should be noted that 

although the PAR model primarily addresses only naturally occurring hazard events, its 

application is arguably useful when considering how political violence exacerbates societal 

vulnerabilities. Considering that “natural” disasters are thought to be “manifestations of the 

social vulnerabilities of societies” (Pelanda, 1981, as cited by Quarantelli, 2000, p.4), perhaps 

political conflict, and the violence that commonly ensues, relates to similar social 

vulnerabilities. Thus, understanding vulnerability may augment understanding resilience in 

disaster contexts. 
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Figure 2.0 Pressure and Release (PAR) Model: the propagation of vulnerability. 
Image depicting disasters as the product of intersecting opposing forces: vulnerability 
processes and natural hazard event. Reprinted from At Risk (p. 51), by Wisner (2004).  
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Although the PAR model is one of the most cited conceptual models of social 

vulnerability, PAR “fails to adequately address the coupled human-environment system 

associated with proximity to hazard” (Cutter et al., 2008). A further development of the PAR 

model led the researchers to develop the Access Model (Wisner, 2004). The Access model 

provides a more detailed view of the social and contextual interactions at the pressure point 

between hazard risk and vulnerability. In other words, it provides a more detailed differential 

assessment of vulnerabilities and how access to resources based on multiple and 

interconnected factors such as ethnicity, age, gender, culture, social capital, livelihood 

opportunities, assets, etc. may further influence the degree to which a community experiences 

a disaster. For example, children of war, conflict, and displacement face direct and indirect 

consequences through a disruption of their close environment. They deal with physical, 

psychological, and social dangers, and commonly lack access to basic needs (Slone & Peer, 

2021). In such cases, and generally when addressing disasters, the Access model allows for a 

more temporal, dynamic, and contextual analysis of the situation. Although the link between 

resilience and vulnerability is still unclear and is a subject of much debate (Cutter et. al, 

2008), some concepts that may be analysed through the Access model seem to overlap, like 

access to resources.  

In the Sudan, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 

analysed community resilience to improve targeted humanitarian interventions in the country. 

Indicators such as income and access to food, access to basic services, and possession of 

assets were found to correlate to a household resilience (UNFAO, 2016). Drury and Williams 

(2012) provided empirical evidence from research on children in Afghanistan that suggested 

the need to improve access to basic social, health, and education resources to improving 
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whole family outcomes. Boyden and Mann (2005) and Slone and Peer (2021) identified lack 

of access to resources as a major risk factor suggesting a direct link to resilience in children 

affected by war and conflict. Betancourt and Khan (2008) cited literature suggesting that 

access to resources such as healthcare, shelter, nutrition, and social and legal services as 

essential to promoting the well-being of war affected populations. Although the literature 

evidently promotes access to resources as a moderating factor in building resilience, it is also 

evidently multidimensional as it manifests in different ways at different ecological levels. 

Access to resources may encompass access to obvious tangible essentials like food, shelter, 

and healthcare, but may also include access to peers, family, spiritual resources, safety, and a 

broader community. In summary, access to physical and social resources constitutes a major 

component in the research addressing protective factors or domains that foster resilience 

(Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Drury & Williams, 2012; Dumont & Provost, 1998; Mhaka-

Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019; Slone & Peer, 2021). 

In summary, this review demonstrates salient debates regarding the conceptualization 

of resilience. Resilience has evolved from the idea of an individual’s intrinsic qualities and 

capacity to overcome adversity, to a concept that more holistically considered context, lived 

experiences, available resources, and actions. How an individual defines and copes with 

adversity within his distinct surrounding socio-cultural environment, and the level of access 

he may have to social resources, emerge as contributing factors in how resilience is 

manifested. The two contributing interconnected domains include: social resources and 

intrapersonal attributes. This study’s approach considers both domains in its quest to explore 

and identify how the study’s participants demonstrate resilience. 
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Methodology 

Research Problem  

Humanitarian efforts targeting populations that have experienced political violence 

(and/or complex emergencies) increasingly invoke the construct of resilience to address the 

adversity (Barber, 2013). The field of disaster management assumes resilience to be a 

positive expression of engagement with natural hazards (Cutter et. al, 2008). This study 

sought to illuminate the resources (material, spiritual, social, other) Sudanese youth displaced 

by complex emergencies (i.e., where political violence and natural hazard related disasters 

and risks intersect) identify as contributing to their well-being or supporting their resilience 

while living in an IDP camp. 

Research Question 

In this study, resilience is defined from a developmental psychology perspective as 

previously outlined by Ungar (2017). The study asks: 

 What resources (material, social, spiritual, other) Sudanese youth displaced by 

complex emergencies (i.e., where political violence and natural hazard related 

disasters and risks intersect) identify as contributing to their well-being or supporting 

their resilience while living in an IDP camp (if any)?  

Research Methodology  

This study employed a generic qualitative research design (Caelli et al., 2003). The 

initial study’s design proposed using photography-based semi-structured interviews as the 

research methods. However, due to the unfortunate onset of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 



RESILIENCE AMONG DISPLACED SUDANESE YOUTH                            33 

 

 

 

design’s practical application, research data solely involved telephonic semi-structured 

interviews that were recorded and transcribed. The findings were produced using a thematic-

analysis technique applied on the transcribed English translations of the recordings. 

It should be noted that strict ethical guidelines that conformed to Royal Roads 

University Ethics Committee guidelines with the explicit intent to do no harm were followed 

throughout this study. Research and data collection activities commenced only after having 

received an ethics committee approval. The approval process involved submitting a detailed 

“Request for Ethical Review for Research Involving Humans” application to the committee 

that outlined explicit details of the project’s purpose, methodology, participants, and risks and 

benefits. The participants’ demographics, locations, and selection criteria; recruitment and 

withdrawal process; their privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity rights and consent process; 

and the impact this study may have on them were all detailed, discussed, and approved. 

Qualitative Research. Qualitative approaches facilitate investigating complex 

phenomena related to the human condition from the perspective of particular groups of 

people within naturalistic settings (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). Qualitative research 

approaches allow the researcher to explore, interpret, and shape their knowledge of a 

phenomenon based on the personal, subjective, and experiential beliefs and assessments of 

research participants. The goal is to develop a deep understanding of how people perceive 

certain realities and act within specific social contexts. 

The social constructivist perspective is often used in conjunction with qualitative 

research as “an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 4). Social 
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constructivism assumes and puts emphasis on the participants’ own abilities to engage with 

and make sense of their environment to generate subjective meanings of their situations. The 

paradigm assumes that subjective meanings are predicated on the historical, social, and 

cultural contexts of an individual’s life, and that interpretations of those meanings are 

influenced by the researcher’s own experiences and background (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) note that qualitative researchers are more interested in 

understanding human actions through interpretive assumptions as opposed to predictions and 

control through positivistic and post-positivistic assumptions. Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 

(2012) explain that “qualitative methods provide considerable room for an interpretive 

inquiry” (p. 5). Qualitative approaches are non-prescriptive and are rather subjective, 

allowing for the “social construction of knowledge” (McAdam-Crisp, 2006, p. 62). McAdam-

Crisp (2006) asserted that “traditional positivistic paradigms are being challenged in relation 

to their ability to fully comprehend the wholeness of the human experience, specifically in a 

cross-cultural context and as a means of understanding the constructs of resilience” (p. 60). 

Generic Qualitative Research. A range of methodologies arising from varying 

epistemological and philosophical foundations fall under the umbrella of qualitative 

research. Given that this study’s intended design did not fit within the confines of a single 

established qualitative methodology, it more accurately followed a generic qualitative 

research design where deviations from specific methodological prescriptions appear (Kahlke, 

2014). Generic qualitative research has been defined by Caelli et al. (2003) as “that which is 

not guided by an explicit or established set of philosophic assumptions in the form of one of 

the known qualitative methodologies” (p. 9).  
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Generic research offers flexibility by allowing the blending of compatible tools that 

established methodologies offer that fit well with the study’s research questions, participants 

and their context, and the researcher’s theoretical and epistemological position and 

experience in research (Kahlke, 2014). To avoid perceived pitfalls of generic qualitative 

research such as “method-slurring” as referred to by Kahlke (2014), this study’s initial design 

adopted elements of photo-elicitation, semi-structured interviews, and data analysis methods 

in a manner that was believed to ensure congruence between them and with a social 

constructivist and qualitative approach. Although the element of photo-elicitation was 

regrettably discarded due to the constraints enforced by the pandemic, the research was 

continued within the same design scope. 

Reflexivity. The social constructivist worldview underpinning this research, along 

with the interpretive approach to obtaining knowledge, dictated the need for reflexivity. 

Etherington (2011) defined reflexivity as “a dynamic process of interaction within and 

between ourselves and our participants, and the data that informs decisions, actions and 

interpretations at all stages” (slide 17). Reflexivity requires active and continuous reflection, 

mainly on the part of the researcher. Bergold and Thomas (2012) characterized reflexivity 

according to its focus on the researcher’s personal assumptions, values, and the experiences 

that have shaped their research interest. Epistemological reflexivity involves recognizing the 

limitations of this research in terms of the questions being asked, the methodology chosen, as 

well as the method of analysis (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). Constant reflection in relation to 

the knowledge gained from the study participants, and through the intended researcher-

participant rapport and relationship, are expected to play a major role in how the dynamic and 

interpretive process this research project encompasses develops. As one measure of ensuring 
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reflection during this project, I maintained notes throughout the entire research process. I also 

approached my participants with the conscious acknowledgment that both I and the 

participants are partners in knowledge acquisition and that our combined perceptions of the 

topic being explored will result from respectful and negotiated reasoning. 

As a native Sudanese man, I wanted to understand more about the lives and 

perspectives of less fortunate fellow citizens who are relegated to a life within the boundaries 

of displacement camps. I wanted to learn about how they survive daily to gain a better sense 

of how I may influence assistance provided to them. In addition, I wanted to understand how 

their seemingly chronic state of disaster relates to disaster and emergency management 

theories and research. I was, however, well aware of the implications my own ethnicity and 

social background, which may be perceived by many within the camps as privileged and/or 

politically biased, may have on this study. In light of this, I approached this study already 

humbled by my participants’ endurance and hoped to gain their trust and rapport during our 

exchanges. 

Semi-Structured Interviews. Interviews allow participants to use their own words 

and views to bring meaning to their situation (Macdonald, 2012). Semi-structured interviews 

allow for a more expansive and spontaneous interaction that, in alignment with social 

constructivism and interpretive inquiry, may facilitate the researcher’s understanding of the 

topic from the participant’s subjective perspective (McIntosh & Morse, 2015). Thus, 

questions arising throughout the process allow expansion on the personal perspectives and 

unique experiences related to each participants life (Macdonald, 2012). 
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In this study’s case, interviews were expected to, and have been, conducted in the 

Sudanese dialect of Arabic in which I am fluent. Accordingly, every effort was made to 

document every utterance and meaningful idiosyncratic element of speech during the 

translation/transcription process (Oliver et al., 2005). Such idiosyncrasies may include 

cultural or even emotional gestures that need to be captured in as much detail as possible. As 

noted by Oliver et al. (2005), “talk is peppered with verbal and non-verbal signals that can 

change the tenor of conversations and meaning” (p. 1276). Meaning in Sudanese speech can 

often be found in deliberate idiosyncrasies that should not be lost in translation. 

Methods 

Research methods shape the process by which research data is collected and analysed. 

They are a practical set of tools, techniques, and operational procedures designed to help 

researchers address their questions. Research methods provide a means to an end by 

delineating a strategically designed approach to resolving a research problem or question 

(Gobo, 2008). 

Data Sources, Data Collection, and Data Analysis 

Research Activities. Activities for this research project included participant 

recruitment, data collection, translation, and transcription over a 90-day period. Consistent 

with a social constructivist perspective, emphasis was placed on the “co-construction of 

meaning between the researcher and participant” (Etherington, 2011). The researcher-

participant relationship, and engagement through the narrated stories, help make sense of the 

participants’ lived experiences (Etherington, 2011). 
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Participant Recruitment. Six participants, three males and three females, were 

recruited for this study. Although initial study design included participant recruitment 

through collaboration with UNICEF Sudan, Covid-19 restrictions did not allow for such 

partnership. Alternatively, collaboration with Dr Mohamed Al-Talib, a Sudan based 

psychologist and researcher who is well acquainted with IDP camps and their residents, 

resulted in the successful recruitment of five of the six participants for this study. The sixth 

participant was recruited in collaboration with a USA based Sudanese humanitarian activist 

in close contact with Sudanese refugees living in the USA. All the participants were selected 

based on the following criteria: (a) be or have been internally displaced and of undisputed 

Sudanese origins, (b) hold or held the status of IDP (Internally Displaced Person) for at least 

three years, (c) have been displaced primarily because of political conflict and/or natural 

disaster, (d) be over 18 years of age at the time of interview. The table below provides more 

detailed participant information. It should be noted that all participants declined the need to 

use pseudonyms and agreed on the use of their first names as presented in the table below. 

Name Gender Age at the time 
of Interview 

Age at the time of 
Displacement 

Location 

Fathia Female 24 8 Sudan  

Hashim  Male 33 17 Sudan 

Salwa Female 39 20 Sudan 

Radwan Male 35 20 Sudan 

Tereiza Female 19 n/a USA 

Yaseen Male 25+ 15 Sudan 
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Potential participants (ones based in Sudan) were initially approached by Dr 

Mohamed Al-Talib and/or his team and asked if they would like to participate in my research. 

Once their initial verbal consent was obtained by Dr Al-Talib’s team, their contact 

information was forwarded to me. I contacted each participant via telephone and introduced 

myself and the goal of my research. This initial contact was also an opportunity for a rapport 

and relationship building conversation. The conversation also included agreeing on a set date 

for the interview and a reminder for each participant to choose a safe location to speak from 

where no harm or danger may arise. At that time of initial contact and during the interviews, 

which were conducted late 2020 / early 2021, five of the six participants resided in an 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camp located in the Darfur region of Sudan. Their 

displacement was due to political conflict, war, or complex emergency in the region. The 

remaining sixth participant (contacted in a similar fashion) resides in the USA as a refugee. 

She was born in Egypt after her family’s forced displacement from Sudan. Unbeknown to 

each participant prior to the interview, at the end of each interview each participant was 

informed of and sent a gratuity of $20 USD as a sign of gratitude and in accordance with the 

reciprocal nature this research was premised on. 

Data Collection. The conducted telephonic interviews averaged about 1 hour each. 

Prior to starting each interview, each participant was reminded of the broader aim of the 

research and was briefed on the contents of the study’s consent form, and verbally asked for 

their informed consent to commence the interview recording. All participants verbally 

consented to the interviews. In addition, they all dismissed the need for pseudonyms and 

decided on using their real names for this study. That unanimous decision reflected cultural 

associations with pride and the will to speak up. The semi-structured interviews were then 
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conducted and centred on the participants experiences prior, during, and after their 

displacement, with allowances to dismiss any questions asked, or freely revisit and discuss 

any topic or question asked or left undiscussed. All interviews were conducted in the 

Sudanese dialect of Arabic. Voice recordings of each interview was later re-played and 

spontaneously translated and transcribed in English. Analysis of the transcriptions was later 

executed with the aid of a licensed MAXQDA (Release 20.4.1) software package. 

Data Analysis. Thematic analysis was the chosen analytical tool for this study’s 

transcribed data. As described by Guest et al. (2012):  

“Thematic analyses move beyond counting explicit words or phrases and focus on 
identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the data, that is, 
themes. Codes are then typically developed to represent the identified themes and 
applied or linked to raw data as summary markers for later analysis. Such analyses 
may or may not include the following: comparing code frequencies, identifying code 
co-occurrence, and graphically displaying relationships between codes within the data 
set.” (p. 10). 

The described process by Guest et al. (2012) was followed in this study. In alignment with 

thematic analysis techniques, each interview transcription was individually scrutinized to 

identify perceptions thought relevant to the research problem and question. Each explicitly 

expressed or implied idea was marked and assigned a unique code name. As each interview 

analysis progressed, and new or repeated perceptions continued to emerge throughout the 

remaining text, new codes were either added or the already existing ones reapplied. In many 

instances, single phrases and expressed ideas were linked to multiple code names. Upon 

completion of each interview analysis, a revision of the transcriptions and their assigned 

codes and linked text was carried out for consistency and reassurance and to enhance 

reliability of the findings. This iterative process reflected the interpretive nature of thematic 

analysis and served as an interview quality-check, allowing me to critique and evaluate my 
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interviewing techniques as sessions continue with other participants (McAdam-Crisp, 2006). 

As more individual transcriptions were analysed, further new codes emerged while others 

were reapplied. 

Once all the transcriptions’ analysis and coding were concluded, a collective 

comparison of all the coded data was conducted. Based on code frequencies and 

reoccurrences, relatedness to one another, relevance to the research, and span across 

individual participants, larger umbrella themes that singly encompassed multiple code names 

were generated as reviewed in the research findings section. 

Research Findings 

With the research question in mind, data analysis resulted in the emergence of three 

themes. The table below summarizes and outlines each generated theme, its perceived 

definition, and the cumulative frequency of codes used to develop it. 

Theme Name Definition and Defining Attributes Cumulative 
Coding 
Frequency 

Experience of Adversity Explicit or implied experience of physical or 
psychological suffering and/or grave 
inconvenience on account of complex 
emergency. This may include displacement 
with its immediate and long-term effects, 
lack of access to critical resources, physical 
injury and/or abuse, and negative psycho-
social effects. 

188 
 

Coping Mechanisms Individual strategies or mechanisms 
employed by participants in positively 
handling their situations and experiences of 
adversity. This may include individual 
worldviews, religious and spiritual beliefs, 
hope, social conscience, agency, and past 
experiences. 

167 
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Access to Resources Existence and ability to access material, 
social, and spiritual resources that have 
explicitly or implicitly supported and 
contributed to the well-being of participants. 
This may include healthcare, shelter, food, 
education, social programs, family and 
social ties, and security. 

110 

 

 The following is a more detailed description of the findings for each theme. 

 Experience of Adversity. Given the arguably subjective nature of adversity, and the 

social constructivist approach to my data analysis, text coded as adversity spanned a range of 

topics. Examples included Radwan’s reference to the indignities and ill treatment he 

experienced in the IDP camp, stressing: 

“Not only is it a painful memory, but it is also something I would never forget even if 
I died and come back to life again. It was a shameful deed and inhumane … that 
humans cause such a reality for other humans and … this cannot be forgotten, and it is 
a difficult memory even if I die and come back to life again.” 

Hashim also spoke of similar perceptions of indignity when referring to their adverse living 

conditions and struggles in the camp, stating: 

“You would do demeaning work for your livelihood. This was a really bad thing. 
When a person looked back at his life before, they see they possessed freedom. 
Freedom in their life livelihood and life… but when people came to the camp, it was 
devastating, and people lost all senses of direction. Some lost their mind. Some lost 
dignity and their humanity.” 

Other participants described adversity through a lens of adverse living conditions and lack of 

access to resources. Examples included Fathiya’s explanation of life in the camp, stating 

“Life in the camp is difficult … there is sickness and no food for the sick … no matter how 

the family tries they can’t treat the person then they pass away….” Referring to their diet, 

Fathiya’s further states: 
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“Lentils and wheat. If you ate lentils in the morning, in the evening you eat wheat … 
only these two things. After about two months we were able to get some corn. We 
cannot even leave to find any other type of food.”  

Equally, Yaseen spoke of adversity through lack of access to resources, stating “there was 

severe shortage in sustenance, healthcare, and even education.” He continues “I remember 

people would have to group together and camp into these small areas to sleep and stay warm 

… you could basically end up sleeping on top of your own brother … this was a disaster.” 

Hashim also gave similar examples such as “… at the beginning stages there was a lot of 

death…I mean some people died of environmentally related negligence for 

example...unavailability of shelter, lack of healthcare….” Radwan added “there’s no 

healthcare, no education, no dignity, no security, no stability…there is not existence of any 

element contributing to human dignity.” In relation, and referring to physical and 

psychological struggles on account of being forcibly displaced, Salwa added: 

“…it was terrible, it was very difficult. Everyone…all of us just stayed outside at the 
time we did not have tents. Families, families everywhere. Families with children, 
families sitting with their relatives … men, women, and children were all sitting 
together. We stayed like this for a month or two. We lost all hope in life. We never 
thought we would live again, we never thought we would go back to normal living 
and have more children. We lost hope in everything.” 

Further, on the topic of adversities experienced, participants described situations suggestive 

of a perpetuation and intersection of disasters. For example, Yaseen described “In terms of 

healthcare, there were cases of fatalities … especially due to cases of sever watery 

diarrhoea.” He continues “So, this diarrhoea was a disaster within a disaster that I cannot 

forget until this day.” He also mentions “I got sick … I contracted Malaria and I was very 

sick.” Similarly, Fathiya referring to how she ended up in this situation states “I did not just 

come. The war came to me.” She continues “Since the war came, we experienced pressure, 
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we lost souls, we lost our siblings, and we lost our parents and our grandparents. We lost our 

money. We lost everything. We suffered a lot.”  

Similar explicit and implicit examples of adversity, from all participants, are abundant 

throughout the transcribed texts. 

Coping Mechanisms. Despite the horrors my participants described throughout our 

dialogues, in many instances glimmers of positive self-driven contributors to wellbeing, 

which I thematically categorised as coping mechanisms, emerged. For example, religious 

belief and spirituality, specifically Islamic ideology, frequently and explicitly appeared 

throughout all dialogues. Salwa consistently referred to “Allah” (Arabic for the divine) as the 

reason why she (they) survived. When asked where she got the strength and will to survive 

and endure, she replied “From Allah. Glory be to Allah.” She continued: 

“I convinced myself that everything that is happening has been written by Allah. 
Allah tells us that there are five things only he knows … (1) Healing of the sick, (2) in 
which land one dies, … aaah! I forget the rest … When we came here a lot of people 
died here … Allah willed this war and to bring us all here together. So, this was fate 
although there were a lot of violations … but I always go back to Allah and my hope 
is always …” 

Similarly, Fathiya declared “what happened was written by Allah.” Equally, Yaseen stated 

“because life contains adversity and suffering, one has to contemplate and believe that every 

problem they encounter is fait and is in Allah’s hands.” He added “Allah gave you a mind 

that works and that is capable of thought and reasoning, so you use it to sculpt and build your 

own life.” Similarly, Radwan declared “As long as we believe in Allah’s will and one’s 

divine destiny, and that death and the following judgement-day judgement exist … that sort 

of belief gives a person determination and strength to overcome hardship.” Similar explicit 

examples were found in Tereiza’s and Hashim’s interviews. 
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Further, the participants displayed coping strategies that were seemingly more implicit, 

arguably revealing agency, intellectual capacity, humour, determination, a positive 

worldview, and hope. For example, Salwa affirmed: 

“…the truth is war has its pros and cons. For me, it has more pros than cons. There 
were some things that I did not know that I now know … I got to know injustice … I 
learned what my rights are….”  

Salwa further added: 

“I am a social person. I am always working and interacting with the community. 
Working with the community makes me very happy. Whenever I provided a service 
to the community like awareness or guidance, I would be happy and satisfied if a 
person did not know something and I taught them.” 

Salwa also announced: 

“I would also give special recommendations for women in the camps …we have 
united … I am one of the women involved in the Women’s Initiative because women 
have lost their voice ... we united and called ourselves “The Displaced women’s 
initiative at Abu Shouk camp””. 

Further, Fathiya stated: 

 “What I went through gave me the strength to be productive. Studying was not easy 
at the camp we all suffered a lot. Sometimes we did not have the money for 
transportation to the University. I went to university with no food or drink. Sometimes 
I was given 5 pounds only. I suffered but I was able to continue because we paid the 
fees in instalments. But Thanks to Allah I finished.” 

Similarly, Yaseen stated: 

“I went there to work … I used to transport water in the marketplace … I was 
working to help my family,” later adding “… my family was composed of 11 people 
and my father was frail and needed assistance and I was trying to help my family”.  

Yaseen continued “I also studied about the human condition and sociology, and this is 
something I know about. Also, about disasters.” Yaseen continued to explain his views 
stating: 

“I decided to take some of this responsibility for the homeless children despite my 
own homelessness…so after I became about 20 years old, and I learned about social 
sciences and sociology which is related to homelessness and homeless people…so I 
decided to study sociology. This was the only thing that allowed me to learn about my 
place and role in society and what a society is and how it develops. So, I chose this 
field of study, and this field contributed a lot to my understanding.” 



RESILIENCE AMONG DISPLACED SUDANESE YOUTH                            46 

 

 

 

My dialogue with Hashim was equally not short of examples of his coping strategies. Hashim 

stated “Despite the harsh circumstances I went through, I put effort into my education. That is 

one thing I have not stopped doing.” He continued “Thankfully I got an education at the 

University. Now I am working. We provide healthcare to malnourished children.” Others 

continued to showcase examples of coping through a multitude of avenues, such as Radwan’s 

articulate perspective when positing: 

“I would say that there should be development of…these camps basically possess a 
great deal of human-power (or manpower) … if you correctly utilize this power or 
direct it correctly, as a result you can develop the people and environment in which 
these same people live… to the point where you can even benefit humanity in the 
world. There should be development programs provided to the people who are in the 
camps…. like production and manpower development programs… But to the 
contrary, the people who are now in the camps are simply consumers and there’s not 
even room for one to work or provide for themselves or family.” 

Further, Salwa reminded me of our inherent ability as humans to transiently forget as a means 

of coping. She based her argument on the Arabic word for “human” which directly translates 

to “that whom which forgets” by stating: 

“When we came to Almashtal with all the suffering and tragedy we faced we felt like 
we will never live again…but like they say the “Ensan” (Arabic for man derived from 
a word meaning “forgot”) was called Ensan because he forgets … a person forgets, so 
we are living thanks to Allah. We bared children and we are settled. Although we are 
not comfortable emotionally, physically, or mentally ...this is life it never stops it 
keeps going. We are living by the grace of Allah.” 

The transcripts are littered with such examples, from all participants, passionately and 

explicitly demonstrating or implying strategies that could arguably be interpreted as 

contributing to their coping during their adversity. These examples were not short of hope, 

positivity, and possibly post-traumatic growth in some cases, like when Tereiza passionately 

stated “I have a passion that one day I will be able to do something to help people. I wanted 

to start something for kids struggling in schools … I have a vision about these types of 
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things.” Speaking of children, Fathiya provided an engaging example of how some children 

were helped in coping with their situation. When asked what helped children forget, cope 

with, or dissociate themselves from what is happening around them, she recalled: 

“We used to gather around our aunt who would tell us nice stories to make us forget. 
Also, one day an organization came [referring to Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) working on the ground with the displaced] that gathered all the children and 
told us nice stories and brought us food from the city. They would tell us stories about 
the city. We were excited and it made us happy. It made us forget.”  

This brings us to the last theme extracted from my data; Access to Resources presented next. 

Access to Resources. This final theme includes a consolidation of codes that linked 

my participants’ ability to access a multitude of resources while displaced. Because of the 

inherent interlinkages between my codes and themes, how these resources affected my 

participants’ daily lives has been partially addressed within the previous two themes. For 

example, existence or lack of a resource or two may have led to an Experience of Adversity or 

development or utility of a Coping Mechanism already presented above as distinct themes. 

This theme, however, presents a more focused view of the nature of these resources because 

their existence, or lack thereof, constitutes a major element in my research question. 

The response of several Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to my participants’ 

displacements appeared the most under this category of resources. Every participant had 

something to say about NGOs. Some comments were positive and some negative. Their 

mention often provided further evidence of other essential resource. For example, Salwa 

acknowledges during her description of her displacement, “Thank God we were able to reach 

Almashtal …then the organizations came … they helped us and provided humanitarian 

services. They organized the camp for us, they provided tents and essentials.” She continues 

later during the interview describing how their management of the situation was not all 
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positive (which in some cases has been accounted for in my first theme Experience of 

Adversity). When describing how some people living in the vicinity of their make-shift 

displacement camp took advantage of falsifying identification cards to access facilities 

provided by NGOs, she exclaims: 

“The paper that was seen by the organization was not real, they took the people who 
were able and left the ones that were weak. Three-quarters of the people in the camp 
who have the cards have nothing to do with being displaced. Three-quarters of them 
came from Al Fashir.” 

Similarly, Yaseen provided a varying account of NGOs, saying “NGOs arrived late. The Red 

Cross arrived, also the Sudanese Red Crescent … but the NGOs were bad at the beginning.” 

Yaseen continued describing the arguably fickle and somewhat political nature of some 

NGOs, positing: 

“If you want to assist humankind and provide a specific service, you should be 
independent of government management … All the NGOs we had were not 
independent and that is the reason they were not effective. Also, the local or national 
NGOs that came were not there to save humanity…they had a different agenda … 
Now and in general, people who live in camps have not faith in NGOs.” 

On the contrary, Radwan described a more positive outlook by stating “It was not until the 

NGOs arrived that we were provided with food and clothing.” He continued: 

“It was only then that we felt that there was a body that supported us, that fed us, that 
provided water for us, that provided education for us. It was the NGOs who took care 
of this sort of thing. Even healthcare. This was also important because children were 
suffering from malnutrition. There was severe malnutrition… To be honest the 
general way they managed the camps and how they managed and handled us, and 
their treatment was truthfully humane and allows you to feel dignity.” 

Similarly, family existence frequently appeared within this theme of Access to Resources. 

Family appeared as a source of support as well as a burden in some instances. For example, 

Hashim explained: 

“I had my family with me. I also had my maternal uncle’s family as well as my 
sisters’ families along with their kids with me. So about 4 to 5 families walking 
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together. I mean everyone looks for their relatives and gathers to mobilize together. 
This is so that one is able to protect their family. We want no trouble and want to 
reach a safe place, so everyone congregates and mobilizes in groups.” 

Radwan also describes “I had responsibilities. I was responsible for my siblings, and my 

mother. I was personally responsible in the general sense for their welfare.” Yaseen adds 

“The only hurdle that is preventing me from leaving the country is my family. That is the one 

thing. I am helping support my family and this is preventing me from leaving.” And while 

describing memorable, lifesaving, events during her life in the camp as a curious child, 

Fathiya mentions “…that is when I picked up the bomb and my mom kept shouting. My mom 

told me these were dangerous things ….” More particularly, Tereiza was very appreciative of 

her family and their struggles and continued to mention the lessons she gleaned from her 

father, saying for example: 

“…he talked to me about education …he told me education is very important and if 
you are not educated you will be missing out … like you will be missing out in life. 
That is why he made me love school and love education … this is what makes me 
strong about the things I am doing right now.” 

Community support reflective of social capital also frequently appeared within the 

overarching theme of Access to Resources. Speaking of the community at the city of Al 

Fashir where displaced Yaseen, his family, and many others fled to, Yaseen describes the 

community’s generosity towards them stating “…a good thing I remember was that the town 

people, at the beginning, used to help and bring us food … people used to bring fava beans 

and rice to help us”. When recalling an incident of aid and protection he had received while 

frantically looking for his family amidst the initial chaos of forced displacement, Yaseen 

described a group of community members who provided him with temporary shelter saying, 

“I went over and indeed did find a group of people that I ended up joining and staying with 

until the morning.” These same people apparently stopped him from walking further into 
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areas where armed and brutal militias were present at the time. Similarly, when asked about 

positive aspects of life in the camp, Hashim asserts “It was the community of people. The 

camp community of people who were strangers and who ended up creating friendships and a 

sort of brotherhood because of their similar experiences and lessons learned.” Radwan also, 

while describing his displacement journey and initial settlement at the city of Al Fashir, 

explained, “… and food …it was actually the city’s community of residents who initiated the 

provision of food for the displaced. They take Asida [Sudanese food] from their homes and 

bring it over.” Tereiza as well, although not having experienced life in a camp, spoke of and 

described acts of support. Speaking of supportive teachers she explained, “I had a lot of great 

teachers in Egypt … they still support me even today … like I’m in America and they still 

support me even today.”  

All the conducted interview transcripts are littered with examples of or references to access, 

or inexistence, of physical resources such as food, shelter, healthcare facilities, restrooms, 

and educational facilities. Non-physical resources such as spirituality or a sense of 

community support were also often referenced or alluded to. Generally, availability and 

access to resources seemingly played a major and somewhat more positive role in my 

participants’ experiences of displacement. 

Discussion 

Exploring the construct of resilience within a disaster setting, this project asked: What 

resources (material, social, spiritual, other) Sudanese youth displaced by complex 

emergencies (i.e., where political violence and natural hazard related disasters and risks 
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intersect) identify as contributing to their well-being or supporting their resilience while 

living in an IDP camp (if any)? 

The data collected, interpreted, and analysed through thematic analysis suggests 

strong evidence that a multitude of resources did indeed contribute to the participants’ well-

being in their daily lives. The range and nature of these identified resources corroborated the 

reviewed literature and theory in spanning across intrapersonal and social domains, or across 

socio-ecological levels (Drury & Williams, 2012; Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Tol et al., 2013). 

For example, interplay between resources such as access to material assets like food and 

shelter, social collaborations among camp residents, and intrapersonal strengths and religious 

convictions, to name a few, evidently contributed to the participants’ well-being (Betancourt 

& Khan, 2008; Dumont & Provost, 1998; Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). Furthermore, 

like past research conducted on Sub-Saharan, Sri-Lankan, and Sudanese children and 

refugees, religious beliefs and spirituality apparently served as a major positive coping 

strategy and source of meaning among this study’s participants (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; 

Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019; Schweitzer et al., 2017). This aligned with the reported 

literature on resilience-fostering protective factors where intrapersonal and social beliefs and 

spiritual convictions were found to positively contribute to resilience by enabling acceptance 

and interpretation (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). It is, 

however, important to further unpack the data to gain a better perception of how each 

identified resource may have supported the participants’ resilience. Utilizing the same format 

as the research findings section, and before offering a summative discussion, each theme is 

briefly reviewed to highlight salient interpretations of findings as follows: 
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Experience of Adversity. The adopted premise from the reviewed literature is that 

experiences of adversity constitute a precondition for the existence of or capacity to be 

resilient (Kendra et al., 2018; Luthar et al., 2000). Hence the importance of this theme in 

placing this study’s participants within the boundaries of manifesting resilience. Throughout 

the interviews, the participants reported death, rape, beatings, hunger, despair, and sickness 

including outbreaks of malaria and watery diarrhoea, and more. The fact that all participants 

expressed having experienced adverse conditions and events, provides the precondition for 

resilience as outlined in the literature (Kendra et al., 2018; Luthar et al., 2000).  

Resilience, however, being a response to adversity, requires more than just experiences of 

adversity. Resilience is a manifestation of positive outcomes such as positive adaptation, 

capacity to cope, and psychological well-being, in response to adverse events (Alexander, 

2013; Boss, 2013; Kenda et al., 2018; Luthar et al., 2000). Resilience is thought to be 

composed of interactive protective factors and processes (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Dumont 

& Provost, 1998). Protective factors such as social support and community relations, family 

and parental relationships, and schooling, interact with intrapersonal resources and coping 

mechanisms that may include sense of agency, positive thinking, problem-solving, and 

acceptance (Drury & Williams, 2012; Slone & Peer, 2021). The intrapersonal resources 

interpreted and identified throughout the interviews in this study included intellectual 

capacity, humour, determination, altruism, agency, hope, religiosity, pursuit of social support, 

and acceptance. Coping mechanisms are thought to be intrinsic to intrapersonal resources that 

interact with social resources to promote resilient behaviour (Bethancourt & Khan, 2008; 

Drury & Williams, 2012; Dumont & Provost, 1988; Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). 
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The coping mechanisms believed to have been employed by this study’s participant constitute 

the second umbrella theme in the findings and are reviewed more in depth in the next section. 

Coping Mechanisms. Coping mechanisms provide a means to minimize, escape, or 

tolerate stress (Dumont & Provost, 1998). Coping may not always include positive responses. 

An array of negative behaviours such as avoidance, intrusive thoughts, and social 

disengagement may also be regarded as coping (Drury & Williams, 2012; Hooberman et al., 

2010). Thompson et al. (2017) categorized coping into active and avoidant strategies. The 

authors concluded that while avoidant coping strategies involve behaviours and thoughts 

intended to avoid direct confrontation with adverse events (e.g., “wishful thinking and social 

withdrawal,” p. (154)), active coping includes strategies such as “problem solving” and 

“cognitive restructuring” that are designed to change perceptions or qualities of the stressor 

(p. 154). Congruent with other literature, only positive or active coping strategies are 

evidently associated with fostering resilience (Drury & Williams, 2012; Dumont & Provost, 

1998; Thompson et al., 2017). Accordingly, this study’s participants’ engagement arguably 

highlighted two resilience fostering components discussed in the coping literature. Firstly, 

having the will and capacity to recall and speak about their adversity was reflective of 

adaptive behaviours or active coping strategies. (Drury & Williams, 2012; Thompson et al., 

2017). As noted by Thompson et al. (2017), “resilient individuals are more capable of facing 

their fears” (p. 157). Secondly, voluntarily accepting to be interviewed with the implied or 

explicit understanding and hope of bettering their situation through this study’s findings 

reflected behaviours congruent with resilience (Thompson et al., 2017). Examples include 

Radwan’s statement “If there is anything I can do from where I am, specially to raise 

awareness that there’s a real problem existing that needs fixing, I am ready for that.” A 
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further example was Yaseen’s comment “As long as this conversation and recording of it is 

going to be used for education, or a social or humanitarian cause, to better our society, I have 

no objections.” Further, the participants’ active engagement with the researcher supported 

research addressing the significance of including stakeholders’ voices in understanding their 

perceived realities and shaping their paths going forward (Walker et al., 2014). 

Further to accepting to be interviewed, coping through acceptance of the situation was 

prevalent across all participants. In their study of acceptance as a coping response, Nakamura 

and Orth (2005) differentiated between “active acceptance”, where individuals acknowledge 

adversity and try to deal with it constructively in an effort to change one’s life, and “resigning 

acceptance”, where individuals lose hope, become passive, and retain negative futuristic 

outlooks despite their acknowledgment of adversity (p. 283). Thus, although in both forms of 

acceptance individuals acknowledge their inability to control or change the situation they are 

in, and consequently abandon any efforts to do so, the individual’s mental health 

differentiates between the two - active and resigning acceptance (Nakamura & Orth, 2005). 

Thus, active acceptance becomes adaptive while resigning acceptance become maladaptive 

(Nakamura & Orth, 2005). Further, although acceptance has been characterized by some 

research as a passive coping strategy that hinders resilient behaviour (Dumont & Provost, 

1998), acceptance in this study’s case arguably exemplified active acceptance that supported 

positive mental health outcomes (Nakamura & Orth, 2005). The participants explicitly 

expressed acceptance of their situation and directly linked it, and their survival, to their belief 

of the presence of a higher power or deity having direct influence on their adverse situation. 

The participants’ belief in “Allah” or God, his will, the immutable fate he may decree, and 

the wonderful consequences of accepting and enduring one’s trials and tribulations, stood out 
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as a catalyst for survival. As noted by Tol et al. (2013), “ideological commitment may 

provide a sense of purpose, meaning and coherence – turning “victims” into “survivors”” (p. 

15). In other words, their belief system provided a means to alter their perception of the 

situation, and in doing so demonstrated an active coping strategy (Boyden & Mann, 2005; 

Thompson et al, 2017). This mirrored research findings in Sub-Saharan African cultures and 

elsewhere where religious belief ostensibly provides a framework for worldviews and a lens 

through which extracting meaning and navigating life in a positive manner becomes 

conceivable (Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019; Schweitzer et al., 2017). Religiosity also 

seemingly provided a framework within which many of the other intrapersonal capacities 

emanated. Evident in the participants’ speech and rationale, hope, optimism, acceptance, 

determination, and making sense of the environment were implicitly linked to Allah. Similar 

findings were reported in the literature in Sub-Saharan cultures and elsewhere where religion 

posed as a resilience fostering mechanism through provision of meaning (Betancourt & 

Khan, 2008; Boyden & Mann, 2005; Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). For example, 

negotiating and interpreting adversity through religiosity was reportedly a protective factor 

for war affected Sri-Lankan children, as well as Sudanese refugees in Australia (Mhaka-

Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019; Schweitzer et al., 2007). In fact, according to Mhaka-Mutepfa 

and Maundeni (2019), African children and ethnic and migrant groups in most African 

countries often cope with adversity through faith-based mechanisms. Aten and Davis (2018), 

alluded to comparable conclusions about the role of faith and “positive religious coping”, 

citing evidence from Hurricane Catrina survivors. 

Furthermore, coping through religiosity provides an interesting point for discussion as 

it arguably touches on the two resilience domains identified by Drury and Williams (2012) 
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and the literature in general. The first being the intrapersonal domain and the second the 

social domain. On the one hand, religiosity may seem to be an intrapersonal capacity that 

may or may not be independent of each participant’s surrounding environment or upbringing. 

On the other hand, when considering its prevalence across the participants and its evident 

effect on their collective worldviews, it emerges as a resource that may be analysed through a 

social lens. This perspective brings forth and supports the socio-ecological resilience 

paradigm that forms the foundation for the more context specific “ecological resilience” 

framework discussed in the literature review (Tol et al., 2013). The socio-ecological 

framework emphasises a transactional process between an individual and their surrounding 

environment that shapes their capacity for resilience; an idea supported throughout the 

literature. Placing the study’s participants within this framework, being individuals from 

Darfur who are largely Muslim with the Mosque intertwined in their daily lives, arguably 

demonstrates how despite the participants’ individual variables, overarching cultural 

ideologies, practices, and attitudes at the macro level may penetrate and strongly influence 

the shaping of resilience not only in individuals at the micro level, but in whole communities. 

As noted by Tol et al. (2013) quoting Bronfenbrenner (1994, p. 40) “The macrosystem may 

be thought of as societal blueprint for a particular culture or subculture” (p. 20). And despite 

the double-edged and varying outcomes cultural beliefs and practices may have on 

individuals and communities (Tol et al., 2013), religious belief in this study’s context 

seemingly operated to foster resilience on this study’s participants as individuals and as a 

community. Perhaps, this also reinforces the idea that despite the apparent similarities people, 

communities, or societies may exhibit when exposed to disasters of all sorts, some singular 

contextual variables like specific cultural beliefs and ideologies may tip the scales to 
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challenge resilience outcomes and the cross-cultural generalizability of resilience (Kendra et 

al., 2018; McAdam-Crisp, 2006; Tol et al., 2013; Ungar, 2013). 

Access to Resources. This third and last umbrella theme focused on availability of 

and access to social resources (e.g., spiritual, cultural, educational, vocational, physical). 

Participants in this study emphasised objective and explicit forms of these resources. For 

example, access to shelter, food and clean water, healthcare, education, and family were 

amongst the resources most cited by the participants as contributing to their well-being and 

survival. This was unsurprising given the nature of these resources in a setting that calls for 

basic human survival needs like shelter and food and healthcare. These findings aligned with 

findings such as those of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

(UNFAO) in Sudan (UNFAO, 2016). Further, these cited resources support expectations 

forecasted by the Access Model presented in the literature (Wisner, 2004). In its basic form, 

the model forecasts that having access to resources may alleviate some of the existing 

vulnerabilities and enhance chances of exhibiting resilience in the context of disasters 

(Wisner, 2004). In this study, a somewhat bi-directional relationship between these two 

themes, Access to Resource and Coping Mechanisms was evident in many cases. This bi-

directional relationship is corroborated in the literature discussing interactive domains of 

resilience (Drury & Williams, 2012; Dumont & Provost, 1998; Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 

2019; Slone & Peer, 2021). For example, in many instances in this study, access to a 

particular resource provided a means for the development of coping strategies for some 

participants that resulted in the creation of further resources for other community members. 

According to Yaseen, his access to education gave him the necessary impetus to give back to 

his community and socially support homeless children within the camp area. Yaseen’s 
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actions exemplified active coping strategies (social involvement, problem solving, agency) 

that contributed to the provision of resilience-fostering social support networks for the 

homeless children he helped (Dumont & Provost, 1998; Slone & Peer, 2021). In turn, 

Yaseen’s work provided him with a sense of purpose and responsibility that aided him 

through his own struggles. Salwa found similar solace and reciprocity in her founding role of 

The Displaced Women’s Initiative at Abu Shouk Camp. Like Yaseen, Salwa’s collaborative 

initiative provided a multitude of resilience-fostering factors that reached beyond promoting 

her own resilience to that of other community members. Comparable findings were reported 

in studies addressing resilience in adolescents, and Columbian child soldiers (Dumont & 

Provost, 1998; Cortes & Buchanan, 2007). Slone and Peer (2021) coined and described such 

interactive “fusion between disparate resilience-promoting factors” as the “Social Climate of 

Support” (p. 76). These examples supported literature addressing resilience through 

community support, the restoration of educational programs, and the general literature 

supporting the dynamic and multi-directional relations between varying resources and 

adaptive coping strategies (Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Boyden & Mann, 2005; Slone & Peer, 

2021). 

Access to relief and facilities provided through existing NGOs were equally regarded 

as a resource. In fact, access to support systems provided by NGOs, which may have 

encompassed all the above-mentioned objective resources, was the most cited resource 

participants discussed. The existence of NGOs came across as a rightfully expected resource 

on which the very survival of the community pivoted. From that perspective, the existence of 

NGOs, their political affiliations and agendas, their origins and ideologies, and their 

proficiency and efficiency in delivering what they promised were commonly a point of 
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discussion and scrutiny in many participants’ dialogues, both from the lens of how these were 

supportive, and from the lens of how they have been unsupportive. However, not enough data 

was acquired to allow for a deeper analysis of this topic, especially that it somewhat diverted 

from the research’s question. However, this highlighted the idea that perhaps the notion of 

“social support” alluded to in the literature, or the “social climate of support” referred to by 

Slone and Peer (2021) is a subject of scrutiny as it may vary in efficacy. In other words, 

social support is not enough, adequate, and relevant social support is what is needed. 

Limitations 

As with every study, limitations in this research existed. The study’s small sample 

size, length of interviews, remoteness of the modality used to conduct the interviews 

(telephone), and researcher’s non-Developmental Psychology background were all factors 

that may have obscured salient information. The nature and complexity of the participants’ 

experiences and situations required a more in-depth expert analysis. The study’s participants 

and findings cannot be presumed representative of the entire IDP camp community. A 

broader and more inclusive sample size is necessary to draw conclusions about resilience 

within the IDP camp community. 

Conclusion 

Given this study’s two-pronged approach to exploring resilience (developmental 

psychology and disaster management), and its inherent limitations (discussed below), it may 

be ambitious to unequivocally discern if this study’s participants were/are resilient. However, 

the findings clearly demonstrate the participants ability to exhibit resilient behaviours in the 

wake of adversities that ruptured their encompassing social fabric, and despite participants’ 
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existing vulnerabilities. Their resilient behaviours evidently pivoted on two factors, (1) 

individual attributes and ability to navigate the surrounding environment, and (2) social 

resources and their effect on the environment. This demonstrates and affirms findings in the 

developmental psychology literature that advocates for a holistic lens in detecting resilience 

by incorporating interactions between two main domains: intrapersonal attributes and social 

resources. Within the study’s population, both domains appeared to work symbiotically and 

seemed mutually exclusive. Conceivably, perhaps these findings may not have been readily 

evident should an exclusively disaster management approach that defines resilience through a 

community’s ability to “resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform, and recover…in a 

timely and efficient manner” be adopted instead (UNISDR, 2016, p. 22). In its apparent 

precision and perceived lack of considering individual or intrapersonal attributes that 

constantly grow with and interact with the surrounding social ecology, such definition may 

seem limiting and dismissive. Under that lens, the IDP camp community may not fit the 

definition of resilience, while a closer look at the individual level within their socio-cultural 

environment may reveal otherwise. This may be a salient point of consideration for NGOs 

and humanitarian efforts working on the ground and having influential daily interactions on 

the lives of IDP communities. Further, through a developmental psychology or “ecological 

resilience” lens, concerns implicitly and explicitly raised by the participants such as finding 

purpose, capitalizing on camp residents as capable and purposeful stakeholders, or even 

specific dietary needs might become more apparent, and their supportive role in building 

resilient communities more evident. From that perspective, scrutiny emanating from within 

NGOs and humanitarian efforts that question their own mission’s ideology, short- and long-

term plans and goals, relevance of the support they are providing, how the community is 
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perceived, and if or how the community’s voices are used as a resource to provide guidance 

in shaping relief and development programs, etc… may become necessary.  

In addition to the provision of basic human survival and dignifying resources such as 

food and shelter, religious belief among participants evidently played an integral and 

moderating role in providing meaning and exhibiting resilient behaviours. It may be that 

religious belief and spirituality do not categorically or always appear as moderating factors in 

disaster struck communities globally, however, perhaps other culture-specific factors may 

operate in much the same manner. Cultural contexts not necessarily apparent to “outsiders” 

may tip the scales and provide alternate pathways to resilience enhancement projects. Such 

findings may have implications related to resilience research and the notion of cultural 

relativity alluded to and discussed in some literature. Western-developed ideologies and 

precise and overarching definitions of “resilience” and “resilient communities” that do not 

cater for variations in global cultures and social ecologies need to be challenged through 

furthermore culturally sensitive research. There needs to be no room for hegemony in disaster 

management and humanitarian practices. 

Recommendations 

Based on this research, the questions it asked and findings, the following are 

recommendations for consideration. 

 Humanitarian relief agencies working with populations victimized by political 

violence and/or natural disasters must consider the ethical utilization of the workforce 

these very victims may provide. Disaster struck communities should be viewed as 

stakeholders and consequently their perspectives and assessments strongly considered 
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through the provision of adequate means to hear these voices. This may provide many 

benefits for both NGOs and disaster victims that may include a better understanding 

of needs, and a more effective and efficient means to recovery and development. 

 Differences in cultural environments seemingly play a major role in the victims’ 

response, interpretation of adversity, and ability to adapt to their situation. 

Humanitarian efforts and NGOs responding to disasters need to put ample effort in 

understanding and making considerations for this in their practices. The provision of 

resources such as healthcare, food, and shelter, need to equally account for spiritual 

and cultural practices. 

 Further culturally sensitive research addressing humanitarian practices within 

different cultural contexts is necessary for more effective relief efforts. 
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