
 
Michael Ungar, Ph.D.  

Killam Professor,  
School of Social Work, Dalhousie University 

@MichaelUngarPhD 
www.michaelungar.com  
www.cyccnetwork.org 

www.resilienceresearch.org 

 
Counseling Children, Youth and 

Families with Complex Needs: An  
Ecological Approach to Nurturing 

Resilience across Cultures and 
Contexts 

 
Ontario Summit for Children and Youth Mental Health 

April, 2014 



Part 1: Applied Theory 
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!  In the context of exposure to significant 
adversity 

!  resilience is the capacity of individuals to 
navigate their way to the psychological, 
social, cultural, and physical resources that 
sustain their well being, and… 

!  their capacity individually and in groups to 
negotiate for these resources to be 
provided… 

!  in culturally meaningful ways. 

Psychological Resilience is… 
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Navigation 

Negotiation 

An Ecological Approach to Intervention 



Exercise (Part A) 

!  In pairs, please discuss a “difficult” 
child with whom you work (or know) 

!  Share information about the child’s 
problems and risks she/he faces 
(please change identifying information)  

!  Now, please respond to the following 
questions:  



Exercise (Part B) 
!  What personal and social/economic/
political resources are realistically 
accessible to this child/family? 

!  Given the child’s context, how is he/
she doing when compared with other 
youth in similar circumstances? 

!  Given the child’s strengths and access 
to resources in his/her family and 
community, how does the child cope 
(sustain well-being)?  



!  Decentrality 
!  Complexity 
!  Atypicality 
!  Sensitivity  
(to context and culture) 

Meta-principles and  
their practice  
implications 



!   If we are centered on the person    The 
person is burdened with finding a solution 

!   If we have a simple view of the problem and 
its context    There are a limited number of 
solutions 

!   If we think only of typical solutions    
People’s own solutions will be seen as inferior 

!   If we dominate with our culture    Others 
will be oppressed 

Four Intervention Missteps 



!  De-Centered    The person is not 
burdened with finding solutions alone 

!  Complex    Resources are unlimited 
!  Atypical    All solutions are valued 
!  Culturally relevant    Solutions are 

culturally responsive 

Four Intervention Principles 



!  Interventions cannot permit clients to 
endanger themselves or others 

!  Ethical practice principles may restrict: 
!   Choice of solutions that the counselor can 

support 

…with one qualifying condition… 



Part 2: Clinical Practice 



!  People living in challenging contexts 
change when their natural supports, 
programs and interventions, and social 
policies help them: 
!   Navigate effectively 
!   Negotiate effectively 
!   Find resources that are culturally and 

contextually meaningful 

Theory of Change 



Exercise 

The CYRM-28 



Exercise 
To what extent does each statement 
describe the child/youth? 
1=Not at all 
2=A little 
3=Somewhat 
4=Quite a bit 
5=A lot 

  



Answer Number 
of times 

you 
choose 

this  
answer 

Multiply 
by: 

The 
answer 
value 

Equals: Total 
score for 

each 
answer 

and total 
score 

One’s X 1 = 

Two’s X 2 = 

Three’s X 3 = 

Four’s X 4 = 

Five’s X 5 = 

Total 
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Help People  
Navigate 



1. Available 
The counsellor helps the client identify the 
internal and external resources that are 
available. 
!   “Of the resources you said you needed, which are 

realistically available?” 
!   “Of the resources that are available, which are 

inaccessible, or aren’t needed?” 
!   “What has it felt like in the past trying to get what 

you needed to do well? Feel well?” 

 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



2. Accessible 
The counsellor discusses how the client can 
access the resources that are available. 
!   “Of the resources that are available, what steps are 

necessary to access them?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



3. Barriers 
The counsellor discusses the barriers to change 
the client experiences, and which resources are 
most likely to address which barriers.  
!   “What barriers are you facing that are preventing you 

from making use of new resources?” 
!   “Thinking of one barrier in particular, which resources 

are most likely to make that barrier less of a problem 
in your life?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



4. Linked 
The counsellor discusses with the client 
resources the counsellor is familiar with and the 
role he or she can play in making these 
available and accessible for the client. 
(For the counsellor to reflect on) 
!   Are there resources that I know about that could help 

my client? 
!   What can I do to make these resources available and 

accessible? 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



5. Meaningful 
The counsellor explores with the client which 
resources are the most meaningful given the 
client’s context and culture. 
!   “Of the things you need to change, which do you feel 

would be the most helpful?” 
!   “What supports do you need most to cope differently 

with the challenges you’re facing?” 

 

 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



6. Complex 
The counsellor explores solutions that are as 
complex as the problems they address. 
!   “What else will need to change to make your 

preferred solutions sustainable?” 
!   “Are the solutions you’ve tried working, or do more 

changes need to be made? What else needs to 
change?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



7. Allies 
The counsellor explores possible allies who can 
help the client access resources and put new 
ways of coping into practice. 
!   “Who will help you get what you need to change?” 
!   “How can they help you cope in new and better 

ways?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



8. Adaptive  
The counsellor helps the client explore whether 
solutions are adaptive or maladaptive, and the 
consequences to the choices he or she makes.  
!   “Are the solutions you’ve been trying bringing more 

advantages than disadvantages?” 
!   “If we could help you get better access to the 

resources you need, would that change the coping 
strategies you were willing to try?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



9. Motivation 
The counsellor discusses the client’s level of 
motivation to implement the new solutions he 
or she prefers.  
!   “How does it feel to have to cope with this problem?” 
!   “How motivated are you to make the changes we’ve 

discussed?” 
!   “What would help make you more motivated?” 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



10. Advocacy 
The counsellor advocates with, or on behalf of, 
the client, or shows the client how to advocate 
independently to make resources more 
available and accessible. 
!   The counsellor asks the client, “What can I do that 

would be most helpful for you?” 
!   The counsellor asks others, “What can you do to help 

the client?” 

 

Navigation- Counselor - Client Process 



Exercise 

 Weaving a life 



Help People  
Negotiate 



1. Thoughts and Feelings 
The counselor explores with the client 
(individually or  as a group) thoughts and 
feelings about the problem that brought the 
client to counseling. 
!   “How does it feel having this problem?”  
!   “Do others see the problem the same way you do?”  
!   “Do you agree or disagree with how others see it?” 
!   “What is it like for you when others see you with the 

problem?” 
!   “How has having the problem influenced the the way 

you see yourself? The story you tell about yourself?” 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



2. Context 
The counselor and the client explore the 
context in which problems occur, and the 
conditions that sustain them.  
!   “When is the problem bigger? Smaller?”  
!   “When is it more, or less influential?”  
!   “In which contexts does it change?”  
!   “Which relationships add to the problem, and which 

make it go away?” 
!   “What do people who share your culture say about 

the problem?”  
 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



3. Responsibility 
The counselor and client discuss who has 
responsibility to change patterns of coping that 
are causing problems for the client, and/or for 
others in the client’s life.  
!   “For change to occur, whose responsibility is it? 

Yours? Others?”  
!   “Who would notice change if it did occur?”  
!   “Are solutions within your control? Under the control 

of others? Or both?” 
 

 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



4. Voice 
The counselor helps the client’s voice be heard 
when he or she names the people and 
resources necessary to make life better.  
!   “What would you find helpful dealing with this 

problem at this time?” 
!   “Who could help?” 
!   “Which services and supports could help?” 
!   “How would it feel accepting help from others?” 
 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



5. New Names 
When appropriate, the counselor may offer 
different names for a problem, and explore 
what these new descriptions mean for what the 
counselor and the client will do to solve the 
problem.  
!   “What other way could we describe the problem?” 
!   As the counsellor, how would I describe the client’s 

problem? Is this description useful to the client? 
 

 

 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



6. Fit 
The client chooses one (or more) new 
descriptions of the problem that fit with how he 
or she sees the world. 
!   “If we use that description of the problem, what does 

that mean for our contract to work together?” 
!   “If we use that description of the problem, what 

strategies for change will we need to put into 
practice?” 

!   “What changes should we try to make to the people 
and institutions that affect you?” 

 

 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



7. Resources 
The client and counselor work together to find 
the internal and external resources the client 
needs to put new solutions into practice. 
!   “To put these new coping strategies into practice, 

what personal, family, school, community and 
government resources would you need?” 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



8. Possibilities  
The client experiences possibilities for change 
that are more numerous than expected. 
!   “How do you feel about all the options for change 

that we’ve explored? 
!   “Are you overwhelmed or wanting more possibilities 

for change?” 
!   “The choice you’ve made to fix the problem, is that 

still your best choice?” 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



9. Performance 
The counselor and the client explore new ways 
the client is performing his or her new identity, 
and discuss who will notice the changes.  
!   “How will others know that you’ve changed?” 
!   “How has it felt as you’ve made changes?” 
!   “What’s the new ‘preferred’ story you’re telling about 

yourself? What new story are others telling about 
you?” 

 
 

 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



10. Perception 
The counselor helps the client find ways to 
convince others that he or she has changed, or 
are doing better than expected.  

!   “How can we convince others that you’ve 
changed?”  

!   “Who will be most reluctant to acknowledge that 
you’ve changed? Who can we ask to help convince 
people that you’ve changed?” 

!   “Will people think better of you, or worse, once 
you’ve changed? Whose opinion counts most?” 

 

 

Negotiation: Counselor - Client Process 



Part 3: Service Systems and 
Service Providers 



1.  Be multi-level, ecologically complex 
in their delivery  

2.  Be coordinated, challenging the 
barriers created by service silos 

3.  Emphasize continuity over time, in 
both the seamless delivery of multiple 
services and the engagement of staff 
with the individuals they serve  

Six Principles of Service Design 



4.  Be negotiated, with services matched 
to people's cultures and contexts 

5.  Be designed along a continuum from 
least to most intrusive 

6.  Be effective, whether that 
effectiveness is demonstrated based 
on practice based evidence or rigorous 
evaluation of manualized interventions 

Six Principles (cont.) 



!  To deliver services that nurture 
resilience requires many different 
resources 

It takes a community… 



The PRYM Experience of Service Assessment  

© Michael Ungar and Linda 
Liebenberg, 2013 



Exercise 

 Assessing your programming 



Assessing your programming 
!  Think about a program that you offer 

that helps young people. Name the 
program. 

!  Is there a young person who has been 
difficult to get engaged?  

!  Thinking about that particular young 
person, how would he/she answer each 
of the following questions? 

 



1.  Overall, I am satisfied with the services 
I received 

2.  I helped choose my services 
3.  The people helping me stuck with me 
4.  I felt I had someone within the service 

to talk to when I was in trouble 
5.  I had a say in how this service was 

delivered to me. 

The PRYM Experience of 
Service Assessment  
 



6.  I could get the service when I needed 
it 

7.  The location of the service was 
convenient 

8.  Staff respected my religious and 
spiritual beliefs 

The PRYM Experience of 
Service Assessment (cont.) 



9.  Staff spoke in a way that I understood 
10.  Staff were sensitive to my cultural and 

ethnic background 
11.  I am now better able to cope when 

things go wrong 
12.  There was a service I needed, but I 

couldn’t get 

The PRYM Experience of 
Service Assessment (cont. 



Case Study 



! Pilar Hernandez-Wolfe describes VR as: 
!   The positive impact in domains of one’s life 

that result from traumatic exposure 
!   Hernández, P., Gangsei, D., & Engstrom, 

D. (2007). Vicarious resilience: A new 
concept in work ith those who survive 
trauma. Family Process, 46(2), 229–241. 

!  Our work can be a source of growth 
and VR 

 Vicarious Resilience (VR) 



!  Since you began working in your 
current career, how often have you 
experienced the following: 
!   I am more hopeful about people’s capacity 

to heal and recover from traumas. 
!   I am inspired by people’s capacity to 

persevere through awful circumstances.   
!   I increasingly perceive people’s strengths 

in the face of pain and uncertainty.  

Assessing our VR (a selection of 
items) 



!  I am inspired when I consider the many 
obstacles (political persecution, racism, 
cultural barriers) that the people I work 
with had to overcome. 

!  I am encouraged to continue my efforts 
to make a difference. 

!  I appreciate better the opportunities I 
have in my life. 

Continued … 



!  I am better able to see “problems” as 
opportunities for growth and change 
after witnessing people recover. 

Continued… 
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