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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Human beings typically encounter a variety of difficulties and challenges during the course 

of their lives, ranging from daily hassles to major life events. Each person, during the course of his 

or her existence, is bound to face transitions and tasks that represent real challenges for balance and 

individual development. In this regard, in human history there are some examples of groups and 

individuals who have been able to turn unfavorable conditions or situations around to resist, cope, 

transform, integrate and build personal and collective resources to overcome difficult life 

experiences. On the other hand, others are extremely troubled by the inevitable hardships of 

everyday life. Based on this consideration, researchers in the field of individual differences have 

focused on examining personality traits that seem to be associated with successfully overcoming 

adversity, identifying the characteristics of individuals who thrived while living in difficult 

circumstances such as poverty and parental mental illness (Garmezy, 1991; Rutter, 1990; Werner & 

Smith, 1992). 

Focusing on the interaction between individual and environment, some authors (Rutter, 

1990; Masten, Best & Garmezy, 1990; Milgram & Palti, 1993) used the concept of resilience to 

indicate a universal ability to cope with frustrating events and maintain a good level of adjustment. 
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It is a coping skill related to particular personality traits and personal characteristic able to 

counteract and neutralize the risk factors (Rutter, 1985; 1990). 

One of the main difficulties in conducting research on resilience is that wide discrepancies 

exist in how it has been defined and conceptualized. In fact, a concept that is terminologically very 

similar to resilience, but that has different connotations, is ego-resiliency (Block & Block, 1980; 

this construct will be explained in detail in the next section). This dissertation, focusing on ego-

resiliency, starts with a general analysis of the construct and seeks to analyze the consequences and 

the correlates of this personality trait. 

 

1. The development of the construct of ego-resiliency 

The concept of ego-resiliency was introduced by Block (1980), together with the concept of 

ego-control, to indicate two important personality dimensions that can significantly affect the 

interaction between an individual and the environment and his behavioral strategies. These 

constructs have been proposed within a personality theory where the Ego has the task of controlling 

impulses and facilitating the individual’s adaptation to reality (Block & Block, 1980).  

Ego-control concerns the degree of control that individuals exercise over their own impulses, 

desires and emotions, in other words the regulatory mode of their own inner world. Ego-control 

represents a continuum where at one extreme we find the overcontroller - individuals who have a 

high control of impulses and desires - and at the other extreme we find the undercontroller -

individuals inclined to give free rein to their emotions and impulses (Block & Block, 1980; Block & 

Kremen, 1996).  

Instead, the concept of ego-resiliency, indicates the ability to flexibily and elastically modify 

one’s level of ego-control in both directions, conciliating the satisfaction of own needs with the 

demands and rules of the environment. This capability allows the individual to live better and to 

adapt effectively to the demands of the enviroment (Block & Block, 1980; Block & Kremen, 1996). 

In this regard, various studies have demostrated that ego-resiliency correlates positively with 
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sociability, good humor, empathy, spontaneity, lack of rumination and the ability to resist at stress 

(Klohnen, 1996). The opposite of ego-resiliency, ego-brittleness consists of limited and not very 

adaptive behaviors that predispose the individual to the adopt disfunctional coping strategies, 

especially during changes and the difficulties (Block & Block, 1980). 

In summary, the term ego-resiliency describes a set of traits reflecting general 

resourcefulness, strength of character and flexibility of functioning in response to varying 

environmental demands. Individuals with high levels of ego-resiliency are characterized by high 

level of energy, a sense of optimism, curiosity, and the ability to detach and conceptialize problems 

(Block & Block, 1980).  

Based on Block’s work, a qualitative study by Wagnild and Young (1993) identified a 

cluster of personality traits that seem to facilitate adaptation after a loss. These features included a 

balanced view of life, perseverance, self-confidence, sense of uniqueness, attribution of meaning to 

life. Benard (1991) considered as crucial characteristics of resilient individuals autonomy, problem 

solving skills, social skills and intentions for the future. Instead, Cramer (2000)  considered good 

intelligence, creativity, imagination, and pleasure derived from playing for children as more 

important. Other important resilient characteristics were identified by scholars who followed the 

positive psychology approach and these included happiness (Buss, 2000), subjective well-being 

(Diener, 2000), optimism (Peterson, 2000), faith (Myers, 2000), self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 

2000), wisdom (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000) and creativity (Simonton, 2000). 

 

1.1. Ego-resiliency and successful adaptation during the stages of life 

Block and Block (2006) stated that ego-resiliency represents a protective factor against 

negative outcomes in major domains of life. Resilient individuals (i.e., individuals high in ego-

resiliency) showed better adjustment and higher attainments at all stages of life (Block & Block, 

1980). They actively shaped the world and made their environment more compatible with their 

personality due to their ability to successfully cope with changing environmental circumstances 
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(Block & Block, 2006). Resilient individuals were also more likely to receive positive feedback 

regarding their behavior, had little need for change, demonstrated more stable personality patterns, 

and thus attained a better personality-environment fit (Asendorpf & van Aken, 1991). 

Research has demonstrated the influence of ego-resiliency on personal and social 

functioning throughout diverse phases of development. In infancy, ego-resiliency was associated 

with secure attachment and better preschool problem-solving ability (Arend, Gove, & Sroufe, 1979). 

In childhood, ego-resiliency was associated with empathic behavior toward peers (Strayer & 

Roberts, 1989), adaptability (Wolfson, Fields, & Rose, 1987) and socially competent behaviors 

(Eisenberg et al., 2004; 2003) under stressing circumstances (Luthar, 1991). On the other hand, low 

levels of ego-resiliency predicted later use of age-inappropriate defense of denial (Cramer & Block, 

1998) and were related to children’s egocentrism, although with different implications for boys and 

girls (in this regard, see Gjerde, Block, & Block, 1988).  

In adolescence, high levels of ego-resiliency were linked to personality maturity 

(Westenberg & Block, 1993), to appropriate delay of gratification behavior (Funder & Block, 1989; 

Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988), and to the “well adjusted pole” of the Big Five (McCrae & Costa, 

1999) dimensions (Caprara, Steca, & De Leo, 2003; Eitzring, Block, & Funder, 2005; Huey & 

Weisz, 1997). On the contrary, lower levels of ego-resiliency were related to hard drug use (Block, 

Block, & Keyes, 1988), depressive symptoms (Block & Gjerde, 1990) and internalizing and 

externalizing problems in both clinical (Huey & Weisz, 1997) and nonclinical samples (Chuang, 

Lamb, & Hwang, 2006). In young adulthood, high levels of ego-resiliency were related to identity 

consolidation (Pals, 1999) and faster psychological and emotional recovery from stress (Tugade & 

Fredrickson, 2004). Finally, in later adulthood, ego-resiliency was linked to successful adjustment 

and life outcomes (Ong, Bergerman, Bisconti, & Wallace, 2006). 

These results lead us to recognize ego-resiliency as one of the most important adaptive 

features of the personality, which effectively increase and strengthen resilience and ensure greater 

chances of success in the face of life’s hardships and difficulties. 
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1.2. Ego-resiliency during emerging adulthood 

Although the role of ego-resiliency in individuals’ adaptation has been widely documented 

across different developmental phases (Block, Block & Keyes, 1988; Block & Gjerde, 1990; 

Chuang, Lamb & Hwang, 2006; Denissen, Asendorpf & van Aken, 2008; Eisenberg, Chang, Ma & 

Haung, 2009; Huey & Weisz, 1997; Ong, Bergerman, Bisconti & Wallace, 2006; Westenburg & 

Block, 1993), few investigators have directly addressed the factors that might foster or promote the 

development of ego-resiliency in late adolescence to emerging adulthood (see Hofer, Eisenberg, & 

Reiser, 2010, for findings in late high school). 

The transition from adolescence to adulthood concerns a new developmental period for 

young people, lasting from late teens through the mid- to late twenties, and requires adjustment to 

many psychological and environmental changes (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Petersen, 1996). Individuals become more independent and start to search for their place in society, 

according to social and normative roles expected for adults (Arnett, 2000). Unsurprisingly, such life 

transitions represent a time of particular vulnerability to stress (Compas, Wagner, Slavin, & 

Vannatta, 1986) because the advent of these experiences may disrupt the previous equilibrium of an 

adolescent’s ecological system (Breunlin, 1988). As such, examining the internal resources youths 

have to psychologically cope with these changes and transitions is important in the prediction of 

their adjustment and well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  

During these years, individuals make life decisions that greatly impact their long-term 

adjustment: educational training, occupational decisions, marriage, starting a family. At the same 

time their personality characteristics are particularly sensitive to environmental influences (Sturaro, 

Denissen, van Aken & Asendorpf, 2008). Overall this is a time of increasing diversity in life paths 

(Schulenberg, Sameroff & Cicchetti, 2004), where there is an increase in individual differences 

regarding how this transition is faced. Therefore the years between adolescence and young 

adulthood are “an optimal window” for studying relations between personality and significant life 

outcomes (Krueger, 1999). 
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 In this regard, resilient individuals are more likely to assume adult responsibilities such as 

leaving the parental house, finding a part-time job and committing to a romantic relationship at a 

younger age compared to overcontrolled and undercontrolled individuals (Denissen, Asendorpf & 

van Aken, 2008). It seems probable that resilient individuals continue to do well during the 

transition from late adolescence to early adulthood, whereas ego-brittle individuals might be 

required to revise the way they confront life, which in turn might impinge on their level of ego-

resiliency (Arnett, 2000). Of interest, researchers have not found clear support for the existence of 

different ego-resiliency trajectories for males and females from adolescence to emerging adulthood 

(Chuang et al., 2006; Vecchione et al., 2010).  

Given the variability in the pathways leading to adulthood, the flexibility of personality 

characteristics have a relevant role in marking future adjustment pathways. In particular, the 

transition to adulthood is a time in which depressive personality problems emerge, seriously 

compromizing one's ability to make good personal choices that may jeopardize future adjustments 

in multiple domains such as interpersonal relationships (Tanner et al., 2007; Paradis, Reinherz, 

Giaconia, & Fitzmaurice, 2006), work productivity and educational outcomes (Wittchen, Nelson, & 

Lachner, 1998). Differently, during this phase there is an average reduction in antisocial problems 

that usually peak during adolescence. Therefore the presence of antisocial personality problems at 

this age may represents a severe impairmanent of future adaptation. (Roisman, Aguilar, & Egeland, 

2004) 

 

2. Outline of the Dissertation 

The present work adopts the definition offered by Block and Kremen (1996) who identified 

ego-resiliency as trait resilience, that is, the individual ability to dynamically and appropriately self-

regulate that allows high resilient people to adapt more quickly to changing circumstances. As 

argued by Waugh, Fredrickson and Taylor (2008), although most individuals may exhibit resilient 

behavior at one time or another, treating resilience as a trait accounts for significant individual 
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differences in the capacity to adapt in the face of trauma and stress. Within this framework, ego-

resiliency is expected to reflect individual differences that may be present as early as at birth (Caspi 

et al., 2003).  

The first research question is “If it is true that ego-resiliency plays a significant role in 

individuals’ adjustment, what are the antecedents sustaining this construct during emerging 

adulthood?”In particular, the present work attempts to identify the variables that sustain and support 

ego-resiliency over time, from adolescence to early adulthood. On the basis of this research 

question, assuming that ego-resiliency has a key role in individuals’ adjustment, this dissertation 

seeks to extend this assumption to a critical developmental period - the transition from late 

adolescence to emerging adulthood, a period of numerous changes and environmental demands. In 

other words, “Does ego-resiliency play an important role in predicting successful adaptation during 

young adulthood?” 

From Chapters I to III, empirical findings derived from the Genzano longitudinal study will 

be discussed. Specifically, Chapter I aims to investigate the relation between positivity (a basic 

disposition that leads the individual to evaluate life and one’s experiences in a positive light, with 

an essentially biological value; Caprara et al., 2009) and ego-resiliency during the period from the 

beginning of adolescence to emerging adulthood (from 16 to 26 years) through a panel structural 

equation model. As there have been few studies that investigated the relation between these two 

personality traits, we propose to study this relation assuming that individuals who see the world and 

their experiences through a positive light tend to develop more strategies to improve their ego-

resiliency and are thus able to effectively deal with the sorrounding life experiences.  

Chapter II aims to examine the reciprocal longitudinal relations between adolescents’ self-

reported ego-resiliency and emotional self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions and in 

managing negative emotions as they move into early adulthood (from 16 to 26 years) by using a 

panel structural equation model. In spite of addressing different personality aspects, these constructs 

seem to be related to each other. In this regard, we hypothesized that perceiving oneself as able to 
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adapt successfully to changing and demanding circumstances might provide a suitable condition to 

strengthen the ability at the basis of emotional self-efficacy beliefs. At the same time, individuals’ 

ability to manage negative emotions and appropriately express positive emotion may strengthen 

their self-report of ego-resiliency. The posited conceptual model has implications for interventions 

designed to promote and sustain ego-resiliency.  

Chapter III aims to examine the influence of ego-resiliency on the development of 

determinant life outcomes such as internalizing and externalizing problems during the period from 

20 to 29 years old. The present research contributes to the understanding of the role played by ego-

resiliency in shaping psychological adjustment in early adulthood. 

Please note that Chapters II is based on submitted article, while chapters I and III are based 

on unpublished articles. They can be read independently from each other.  

 

3. Genzano longitudinal study  

The participants of the following studies were part of an ongoing Italian longitudinal project 

that has been conducted by Caprara, Pastorelli and their colleagues. The longitudinal design 

involved four cohorts of children attending 3
rd

 grade in an elementary school in Genzano (Rome) at 

the time of the first assessment. Cohort 1 began during the 1989-90 academic year, cohort 2 during 

the 1990-91 academic year, cohort 3 during the 1991-92 academic year, and cohort 4 during the 

1993-94 academic year. About 400 participants were assessed annually till early adolescence, and 

assessed biannually during adolescence and young adulthood. 

This project aimed to investigate the main determinants and pathways of successful 

development and maladjustment from childhood to early adulthood.  

Participants were originally drawn from two public junior high schools in a community 

located near Rome. This sample represents a socioeconomic microcosm of the larger Italian society, 

composed of families of skilled workers, farmers, professionals, local merchants and service staff. 

In particular, 16.4% of families held professional or managerial positions, 40.9% were merchants or 
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employees in various types of business, 13.4% were skilled workers, 20.8% were unskilled workers, 

7.1% were retired and 1.5% were unemployed. This occupational socioeconomic distribution 

matches the national profile (Istituto Italiano di Statistica, 2002). The family composition (type of 

family and number of children) also matches national data. Most participants were from intact 

families (90.5%).  

For the present dissertation, as we can see in Table 1, we used three cohorts assessed 

longitudinally from age 16-17-18 to age 28-29-30. 

 In particular, for studies 1 and 2 in which we investigated the variables that supported and 

improved ego-resiliency, we used variables at Time 1 (age 16-17-18), Time 2 (age 18-19-20), Time 

3 (age 20-21-22) and Time 4 (age 24-25-26) based on self-report.  

For the third study in which we investigated the relation between ego-resiliency and 

behavioral problems, we used adolescent’s self-report variables from Time 3 when adolescents 

were 20-21 years old to Time 5 when young adult were 28-29 years old.  

 

 

Table 1. General sample of the dissertation and specific samples considered across the studies 

 

Note: For Studies 1 and the Study 2 we used Time 1 to Time 4.  For Study 3 we used Time 3 to Time 5.  

 

 

 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

Year  2000 2002 2004 2008 2012 

Cohort 1 Age 16 Age 18 Age 20 Age 24 Age 28 

Cohort 2 Age 17 Age 19 Age 21 Age 25 Age 29 

Cohort 3  Age 18 Age 20 Age 22 Age 26 Age 30 
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CHAPTER I     The role of Positivity as a predictor of Ego-resiliency 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, increased attention has been paid to the personal and environmental 

determinants of well-being and proper individual functioning in line with the theoretical and 

empirical growth of the Positive Psychology movement (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In 

this regard, many researchers have focused on identifying appropriate indicators of individual 

differences in optimal functioning. In particular, researchers have investigated the presence of a 

general tendency to interpret events and one’s life experience through a positive outlook. 

For example, Scheier and Carver (1993) suggested the existence of a general disposition of 

personality called “positive thinking”, the core of individuals’ confidence in their future. Instead, 

Kozma, Stones and Stine (2000) described “positivity” as a general dispositional determinant of 

subjective well-being. Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto and Suh (2000) described the positivity as a 

general tendency to evaluate, in a benign way, various aspects related to one’s own experience in 

the world. Recently, Caprara and colleagues (Alessandri, Caprara, & Tisak, 2012; Caprara, Steca, 

Alessandri, Abela & McWhinnie, 2010) developed a research program that addressed positivity in 
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terms of what is common to self-esteem, optimism and life satisfaction. All three constructs 

correspond to an enduring global evaluation able to exert a pervasive influence on the different 

spheres of individual functioning such as the affective, cognitive, and behavioral. The three 

dimensions probably reflect a common way of thinking and a vision of existence that are 

particularly functional for people’s well-being. In fact, these constructs have been highly correlated 

to each other and with a number of outcomes that reflect individual well-functioning such as health, 

job success and positive interpersonal relationships (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 

2003; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Scheier, Carter & Bridges, 1994). 

In this study we examine the relation between this construct, Positivity, and ego-resiliency, a 

personality trait highly associated with individual general adjustment, as previously mentioned. 

Ego-resiliency represents an intermediate level, reflecting the general capacity for flexible and 

resourceful adaptation to varying external environmental circumstances and to internal dysphoric 

states (Block & Block, 1980; Block & Kremen, 1996). In particular we review the relevance of the 

predictive role of positivity on the development of ego-resiliency during a period of ten years, from 

adolescence to early adulthood (from 16 to 26 years old). 

 

2. Positivity (POS) 

Earlier studies have led to the identification of a common latent factor between self-esteem, 

optimism and life satisfaction, termed positive thinking (Caprara & Steca, 2005; 2006), positive 

orientation (Alessandri et al., 2010; Caprara et al., 2009, 2010), or positivity (POS), corresponding 

to a quite pervasive mode of viewing and facing reality that affects the way people evaluate their 

subjective experiences (Alessandri et al., 2010; Caprara et al., 2010). 

Positivity is a basic mode through which individuals face the reality. It can determine the 

quality of one's subjective experience in the world (Caprara et al, 2010). This orientation can be 

seen as a positive lens through which to view the world and one’s live; there isn’t reference to 
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personal characteristics of positivity but rather to the cognitive mode adopted in the evaluation of 

one's life (Alessandri, Caprara & Tisak, 2012; Caprara, Alessandri, Barbaranelli, 2010).  

Findings from twin studies (Caprara, et al. 2009) have converged with longitudinal and 

cross-sectional data in attesting to the trait-like nature of POS and its stability (Alessandri, et al., 

2012). Cross-cultural studies have documented the generalizability of POS factorial structure across 

countries that differ widely in terms of cultural models of self, language, cultural and historical 

roots and ways of life (Caprara, et al., 2012). Longitudinal study has further attested to the trait-like 

nature of positive orientation and to its impact on individuals' psychosocial well-being, showing 

strong and positive associations with health, quality of friendships, positive affectivity, and ego-

resiliency (Alessandri, et al., 2012).  

On the basis of these results, Caprara and colleagues (2009) defined Positivity as a stable 

individual tendency to viewing oneself, life, and the future under a positive outlook (Alessandri, 

Caprara, & Tisak, 2012; Caprara et al., 2009). Theoretically, it has been proposed that positivity 

exerts an important adaptive function by promoting more effective coping in spite of adversities, 

failures or loss (Caprara, et al., 2009).  As postulated by the Conservation of Resource (COR) 

model (Hobfoll, 1989; 1998), positivity leads individuals to perceive events as predictable and 

generally occurring in one’s best interest (Antonovsky, 1979; see also Hobfoll, 1989, p. 517). 

Moreover it is theorized that positivity is the key resource in buffering the negative effects of 

stressors and unexpected life events on later adjustment and well-being (Hobfoll, 1989).  

This construct may be associated with what many authors call Positivity Bias, which is the 

tendency to see oneself and the environment through a positive image (Heider, 1958). Many authors 

suggested that this bias is an adaptive feature of human cognition that is consistently associated 

with mental and physical health (Lee & Seligman, 1997; Peterson, Seligman & Vaillant, 1988). 

Some studies have also indicated that children show a broad positivity bias compared with other age 

groups. These cognitions are high in early childhood, but decline with age (Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, 

Eccles, & Wigfield, 2002). This decline is associated with both motivational factors through which 
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children maintain high self-esteem (Ruble, Eisenberg, & Higgins, 1994) and factors related to 

cognitive development (Schuster, Ruble & Weinert, 1998). However, the greatest decline occurs in 

adolescence, particularly during the transition from primary to middle and high school, which 

represents a highly stressful transition associated with the decline of self-esteem and one’s belief in 

his or her competence (Fenzel, 2000; Hankin et al, 1998). 

In contrast to the developmental trend of positivity bias, positivity seems to be stable over 

time. Previous studies suggested that POS would represent a solid, enduring individual 

characteristic that slowly changes under various environmental pressures (Alessandri et al., 2012; 

Caprara, Alessandri, et al., 2010; Caprara, Steca, et al., 2010). In addition, genetic studies 

demonstrated that individuals’ scores on POS would have little or no change and would maintain 

rank order stability across time (Caprara et al, 2009; Fagnani et al, 2010). 

 

3. Relation between positivity and ego-resiliency 

Like a basic characteristic of human nature, it is possible that POS develops early in infancy 

as a basic appraisal and evaluative system and then stabily shapes the way the individual 

categorizes his own experiences in the world at a later age. However, few studies have considered 

Positivity as a predictor of ego-resiliency. Some studies attested a strong link between these two 

constructs using cross-sectional samples (Alessandri et al, 2012; Caprara, Alessandri et al, 2010; 

Caprara, Steca et al, 2010).  

Only one study examined the relation between the two constructs using longitudinal data. In 

their study, Alessandri, Caprara & Tisak (2012) founded that POS predicted positive and negative 

affectivity, quality of interpersonal relationships and psychological resilience across time, and that 

positivity explained about the 35% of trait variance in psychological resilience with the remaining 

proportions attributable to environmental experiences (25%) and to unspecified factors and 

measurement error (40%). These findings assigned POS an eminent role as a “dispositional” cause 

that promotes and sustains ego-resiliency and successful adaptation. 
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With regard to the relation between ego-resiliency and the dimensions of positivity (self-

esteem, optimism, life satisfaction), there was also a paucity of studies.  

In particular, research has focused on the relation between optimism and ego-resiliency, 

supporting optimism as a factor that contributes to ego-resiliency and identifying it as the most 

influential adolescent cognitive factor to moderate the effects of life stressors (Tusaie-Mumford, 

2001; Hauser, 1999; Gordon & Song, 1994; Werner & Smith, 1992). Yu and Zhang (2007) argued 

that optimism reflects individuals’ positive attitude toward adverse situations and therefore 

considered optimism as an important consequence of ego-resiliency. Studies of Carver, Scheier, and 

Segerstrom (2010), Tusaie-Mumford (2001) and Bonanno (2005) further supported the view that 

ego-resiliency and optimism might be reciprocally related, since they seemed to accompany each 

other in stressful situations. Based on previous research, therefore it seems likely that positivity 

might provide the motivation to use regulatory abilities in the service of ego-resiliency. 

 

4. The present study 

In this study we tested hypotheses on the associations of POS with youths’ development. In 

particular, we hypothesized that the development of ego-resiliency may be predicted by the 

development of positivity. This hypothesis was based on both previous results attesting the strong 

links between these two constructs in cross-sectional samples (Alessandri et al., 2012; Caprara, 

Alessandri, et al., 2010; Caprara, Steca, et al., 2010) and the genetic basis of positivity. We tested 

this hypothesis using a dynamic (i.e., longitudinal) rather than a static (i.e., across-sectional) model, 

through a autoregressive cross-lagged regression model in which the stability of constructs was 

taken into account to better assess potential causal relations. The expected direction of the effects is 

displayed in Figure 1. However, we did not exclude the possibility that the experience of being 

regulated and flexible might contribute to positivity. Therefore, in exploratory analyses, we also 

tested whether ego-resiliency was as significant predictor of later positivity. It seemed possible that, 
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over time, perceiving oneself as successful in dealing with stressors and taxing environmental 

circumstances could lead to view through a positive light the life and the surrounding world. 

In addition, in this study we considered a 10-year life span from the beginning of 

adolescence to emerging adulthood (from 16 to 26 years old). We considered this period because it 

is well known that during the transition from adolescence to emerging adulthood, personality 

characteristics can be particularly susceptible to modification. As Arnett (2000) pointed out, at the 

end of adolescence boys and girls engage in novel experiences in exploration of the educational and 

job worlds, as well as in interpersonal and intimate relationships, and live a series of 

“microtransitions” (Breunlin, 1988) that are highly diversified across individuals. Thus, we 

reasoned that the transition from late adolescence to emerging adulthood would represent a strong 

“test bench” for the role played by the positivity and ego-resiliency. 

 

5. Method 

5.1. Participants 

The participants were part of an ongoing Italian longitudinal project conducted by Caprara, 

Pastorelli and their colleagues (Caprara et al., 1998, 2005; Pastorelli et al., 2001) since the late 80’s, 

with the aim of investigating the main determinants and pathways of successful development and 

maladjustment from childhood to early adulthood. 

The participants were 373 adolescents, 198 females and 175 males, aged from 16 to 18 years 

at Time 1 (henceforth labelled T1; mean age = 16.91, SD = .99), from 18 to 20 years at Time 2 (T2; 

mean age = 18.88, SD = .99), from 20 to 22 years at Time 3 (T3; mean age = 20.86, SD = 1.02), and 

from 24 to 26 years at Time 4 (T4; mean age = 24.93, SD = 1.18). Most participants were attending 

high school at T1 and T2 (from 16 to 20 years). At T3 and T4, approximately half (52.7% at T3 and 

49% at T4) were college students. 

 

5.1.1. Attrition and missing data analysis 
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Data was available for 337 individuals at Time 2, 252 at Time 3 and 161 individuals at Time 

4. Overall, 43.16 % of the original sample remained and contributed data at the final assessment 

time (2008). The attrition was mainly due to the individuals’ inavailability to take part in this phase 

of the study. In some cases, the participants were uncontactable. Analyses of variance suggested 

that the participants included in the final sample at the later assessment (Time 4) did not 

significantly differ from their counterparts (participants not included in the final Time) on the 

means and the covariances of the examined variables as tested by a multivariate analysis of variance 

and Box-M test for homogeneity of covariance matrices. In sum, the attrition did not seem to be 

systematic.  

The lack of selective attrition in our data is supported by Little’s test (Little & Rubin, 2002) 

for data missing completely at random (MCAR) as implemented in SPSS 14. This test resulted in a 

non-significant value (i.e., χ
2 

= 153.467, df = 138; p =.17), indicating that missingness was related 

to the observed values of the variables in the data set, but unrelated to unobserved missing values 

(Enders, 2010). Accordingly, we computed the maximum-likelihood estimates of missing data via 

the expectation–maximization (EM) algorithm that restores the complete data matrix and offers 

unbiased estimates of missing data under MCAR assumption (Enders, 2010). The final sample size 

for this study was 273 (175 males and 198 females). 

 

5.2. Procedure 

The young adults enrolled in this study were invited to participate in the study by phone. 

Questionnaires and consent forms were sent to the participants by mail. All the envelopes were 

returned directly by the participants to a team of two or three researchers during specifically 

scheduled meetings in a school. The participants received a small payment for their participation at 

Time 1 and Time 2 (25 Euros or an equivalent dinner token). At Time 3, participants did not receive 

any payment.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Paths of Influence of Individual’s Ego-Resiliency and Positivity Assessed at T1, at T2, at T3 and T4. POS = positivity; RES = Ego-

resiliency  
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5.3. Measures 

The measures were all self-report scales and included measures of ego-resiliency and the 

latent factor of Positivity administered at each time point. 

Ego-resiliency. The ER89–R (Alessandri et al., 2008; Vecchione, et al. 2010) is a brief 

inventory composed of 10 items. Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they 

agreed with each statement on a scale ranging from 1 (does not apply at all) to 4 (applies very 

strongly). High correlations with the original measure devised by Block and Kremen (1996) have 

confirmed the construct validity of the scale (Alessandri et al., 2008; Vecchione, et al. 2010). The 

psychometric properties of the instrument have been documented in a large sample of Italian 

respondents (Alessandri et al., 2008) and confirmed in both cross-cultural and longitudinal research 

(Alessandri, Vecchione, Letziring, & Caprara, 2012; Vecchione et al., 2010). Sample items include 

“I quickly get over and recover from being startled,” and “I get over my anger at someone 

reasonably quickly” (alphas = .84, .84, .85, and .83 from T1 to T4, respectively). 

Positivity. As for earlier studies, we estimated the individuals’ scores on the latent POS 

construct using explorative factor analysis. Specifically, the measures of self-esteem, life 

satisfaction, and optimism were factor analyzed (with principal axis factor analysis), and an 

estimated factor score was obtained for all participants from the one-factor solution. At all time, 

indices of fit for this analysis revealed only one eigenvalue higher than 1 (2.014, 2.183, 2.277, and 

2.233, from T1 to T4 respectively; 67% for T1, 73% for T2, 76% for T3 and 74% for T4 of variance 

explained by the one-factor solution). The factor scores for all times were saved and inserted into 

the SPSS data file which included the other variables investigated (e.g. demografic variables and 

ego-resiliency), so that this new variable could be used for subsequent analyses. 

 

5.4. Statistical Analyses 

To estimate the hypothesized model and handle missing data, we used Mplus 5.01 (Muthén 

& Muthén, 2006) with Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation. Compared to 



 30 

other methods for handling missing data, such as listwise or pairwise deletion, FIML produces more 

reliable estimates for parameters and model fit (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). 

To evaluate model fit for autoregressive cross-lagged models, the following criteria were 

employed: χ
2
 likelihood ratio statistic, Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 

and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with associated confidence intervals. 

The significance value of chi-square is sensitive to large sample sizes and easily produces a 

statistically significant result (Kline, 1998). We accepted TLI and CFI values greater than or equal 

to .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and RMSEA values lower than or equal to .06 (Browne & Cudeck, 

1993). To test for differences in fit among nested models, we calculated the chi-square difference 

test (Δχ
 2

; see Bollen, 1989). The autoregressive cross-lagged models were conducted within 

multigroup analyses by sex.  

 

6. Results 

Using one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA), we first examined sex differences in the 

measures within each of the four time points. Next, we examined the zero-order correlations among 

the variables, both within time and across time. Third, we used structural equation modeling for 

testing the aforementioned hypotheses.  

 

6.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations of ego-resiliency and positivity at T1, T2, 

T3 and T4. One-way analyses of variance indicated that there were significant gender differences 

for for positivity only at T2 and T3 (from 20 to 24 years old). Males were more positive than 

females during the transition from adolescence to adulthood.  

Table 2 presents the zero-order correlations among observed variables (i.e., ego-resiliency, 

and positivity). As expected, ego-resiliency and positivity were positively and significantly related, 

both concurrently and across time. Also, examined variables proved to be highly stable over time. 
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Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Sex Differences for Ego-Resiliency and Positivity at each of the four 

Assessments for Males and Females 

 Males Females Sex 

Variable M SD M SD F (1, 373) Sign. 

Ego-resiliency T1 4.91 .80 5.03 .75 2.18 .140 

Positivity T1 0.09 .90 -0.08 1.07 2.86 .091 

Ego-resiliency T2 4.91 .71 5.05 .74 3.52 .061 

Positivity T2 0.11 .92 -.10 1.06 4.13* .043 

Ego-resiliency T3 5.00 .65 5.06 .72 0.73 .393 

Positivity T3 0.11 .89 -.10 1.07 4.22* .041 

Ego-resiliency T4 5.07 .56 5.14 .64 1.06 .305 

Positivity T4 0.01 .93 -.01 1.06 0.20 .887 

Note. * p < .05. T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3; 

T4 = variable assessed at Time 4. F = F ratio resulting from one-way analyses of variance; the degrees of freedom and 

the number of participants are within the parentheses. 

 

 

Table 2. Zero-order Correlations among Measures of Ego-Resiliency and Positivity for Males and Females. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Ego-res T1 1 .45** .60** .34** .38** .24** .37** .23** 

2. Pos T1 .59** 1 .38** .75** .27** .65** .33** .59** 

3. Ego-res T2 .59** .46** 1 .49** .62** .31** .56** .35** 

4. Pos T2 .34** .65** .52** 1 .36** .72** .38** .66** 

5.Ego-res T3 .58** .45** .59** .33** 1 .43** .70** .43** 

6. Pos T3 .37** .59** .46** .57** .50** 1 -52** .70** 

7. Ego-res T4 .52** .41** .52** .41** .54** .35** 1 .50** 

8. Pos T4 .42** .63** .38** .59** .50** .71** .50** 1 

Note. The correlation coefficients below the diagonal are for males; the correlation coefficients above the diagonal are 

for females; T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3; T4 = 

variable assessed at Time 4. Ego-res = Ego-Resilience; POS = Positivity  **p < .0
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6.2. Modeling Strategies 

We tested our theoretical model using an autoregressive cross-lagged model, following the 

suggestions of Cole and Maxwell (2003; Maxwell and Cole, 2007). In particular, we estimated a 

model that included (a) all the autoregressive paths (i.e., the paths predicting a variable from its 

prior level), as well as (b) the across-time paths from ego-resiliency at a given time point to 

positivity at the subsequent time point; and from positivity at a given time point to ego-resiliency at 

the subsequent time point; (c) all correlations between variables within time. 

To estimate the hypothesized model, we used Mplus 5.01 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). 

Missing data were handled by using Full Information Maximum Likelihood Estimation (FIML). 

This estimator maximizes the number of participants whose data contributes to the covariance 

matrix to be analyzed. Compared to other methods for handling missing data, FIML produces more 

reliable estimates for parameters and goodness of fit indices (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). According 

to a multifaceted approach to the assessment of model fit (Tanaka, 1993), the following criteria 

were employed to evaluate the goodness of tested models: χ
2 

likelihood ratio statistic, Tucker and 

Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) with associated confidence intervals. The significance value of chi-square 

is sensitive to large sample sizes and easily produces a statistically significant result (Kline, 1998). 

We accepted TLI and CFI values greater than .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and RMSEA values lower 

than .06 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). 

To test the possible moderating effects of sex, we used multiple-group structural equation 

modeling (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). In our approach, the equivalence between male and female 

groups was evaluated by imposing identical unstandardized estimates for autoregressive and cross-

lagged paths (we refer to this model as the sex-constrained model). The plausibility of these 

equality constraints was examined with the modification indices and the χ
2 

difference test between 

nested models (i.e., the sex constrained model vs. the unconstrained model; see Bollen, 1989). We 

used the same procedure to constrain autoregressive and cross-lagged paths to be equal across time. 
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In this model (i.e., the sex-time constrained model), equality constraints were simultaneously 

applied across sex and across time. 

 

6.3. Longitudinal Modeling Analyses 

The sex constrained model showed a good fit to the data: χ
2
 (39) = 99.029, p = <.01, CFI 

= .941, TLI = .918, RMSEA = .091 (.069 - .113). Following standard procedures, we examined the 

gain in fit achieved by freely estimating all paths across sexes. The change in fit between the sex 

constrained model versus the unconstrained model was not significant: χ
2
(15) = 13.258, p = .58, 

supporting the tenability of the constraints imposed across male and female groups. We then 

estimated the sex-time constrained model by further imposing equality constraints across time. This 

model fitted the data well χ
2
 (49) = 111.836, p < .00, CFI = .938, TLI = .932, RMSEA = .083 (.063 -

 .103). Furthermore, the change in fit between the sex-time constrained model versus the 

unconstrained model was not significant: χ
2
(25) = 26.065, p = .40. This best-fit model is 

illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

6.4. Autoregressive and Cross-lagged Path and Cuncurrent relations 

As can be observed, all the autoregressive paths were significant. All the examined variables 

at T1 significantly predicted the same variables at T2, and so on for the subsequent time points, 

demonstrating a high degree of stability over time. In addition, positivity significantly predicted 

ego-resiliency from T1 to T2, from T2 to T3, and from T3 to T4. This prediction was not true from 

ego-resiliency to positivity for all the time points. All of these longitudinal predictions held above 

and beyond the stability of the variables. This result suggests that positivity can be an antecedent of 

ego-resiliency during an important development period, from adolescence to emerging adulthood. 

In addition these two variables seem to be closely related within time. 
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 Figure 2. Longitudinal relations between individuals’ Ego-Resiliency and Positivity assessed at T1, at T2, at T3 and T4 in the sex-time constrained model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Solid lines represent significant paths, dashed lines represent non-significant path. Reported coefficients refer to standardized estimates for males and for females (in 

parentheses) respectively. All parameters are significant beyond p < .05. 
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6.5. Explained variance 

The model accounted for a large proportion of variability for all variables, with little 

differences across males and females. Specifically, for males, R-squared at T2 were 46% for 

positivity and 41% for ego-resiliency; at T3, they were 47% for positivity and 37% for ego-

resiliency; at T4, they were 48% for positivity and 37% for ego-resiliency. For females, R-squared 

at T2 were 55% for positivity and 37% for ego-resiliency; at T3, they were 50% for positivity and 

35% for ego-resiliency; at T4, they were 47% for positivity and 40% for ego-resiliency 

 

7. Discussion 

Little research has focused on the relation of ego-resiliency with other personality variables 

over the course of development. Findings from this study have several important practical 

implications because of their theoretical relevance to broaden the field of positive psychology. 

Indeed, our results shed light on the role of positivity and its associations with individuals’ ego-

resiliency during the transition from adolescence to emerging adulthood and represent an important 

contribution to the design of applied interventions aimed at fostering the development of resilience 

in youths.  

As expected, results from the structural equation model demonstrated that these constructs 

were positively correlated within time. As it stands, despite high stability across time for all two 

constructs, we were able to confirm our expectation, based on previous studies, of a significant 

prediction of ego-resiliency from positivity over time, and not the contrary. As revealed by previous 

studies (Alessandri, Caprara & Tisak, 2012) POS accounted for a considerable proportion of trait 

variance (rather than state or error variance) of ego-resiliency. These findings are consistent with 

prior research indicating that positivity operates as a basic trait associated with the individuals’ 

ability to effectively deal with internal affective states and to actively shape their life (Alessandri, et 

al 2012; Caprara, et al. 2010). Although there has been little literature investigating the role of 

positivity on ego-resiliency, present findings clearly attest to the strong associations of POS with 
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adolescents’ adjustment and their ability to cope with changing and demanding environments, in 

particular during a transitional period associated with a multitude of challenges and tasks (moving 

from college to University, getting married, starting work, etc.).  

Viewing positivity as a predisposition that enhances the effects of ego-resiliency opens new 

avenues to both research and practice concerned with promoting human potentials for adaptability. 

This finding also suggest that the construct of ego-resiliency may be particularly important during 

the transition to emerging adulthood when both social and interpersonal environments are likely to 

change. One possibility is that since late adolescents are required to efficaciously adapt to a rapidly 

changing environment, then their abilities to deal with stress, negative internal states and taxing 

social interactions could be of special importance. 

In spite of the results of this work we cannot exclude the possibility of a reciprocal relation 

between positivity and ego-resilience in other developmental phases, as they seem to accompany 

each other during the development process, particularly during stressful life situations. Anyway, it 

seems likely that the pattern of relations identified in this study can be attributed to the specific time 

frame investigated. In sum, we prefer to be cautious in interpreting this effect and to reiterate the 

need for replication in studies covering larger time span. The idea that the relations between 

positivity and ego-resiliency may became reciprocals, and that ego-resiliency may drive the 

development of positivity is in fact attractive, and may represent an useful addendum to the agenda 

of future research in this area. 

Marginally, we have to underline the gender differences emerged in the present study. In 

accord with literature (Alessandri et al, 2010; Caprara et al, 2009), males were more positive than 

females, especially during adolescence (from 16 to 20 years old). However, we found no 

differences in model parameters and the longitudinal relations observed among these constructs. 

Based on these results, one could speculate that positivity would represent some sort of 

inherited psychological system that acts by orienting the daily interaction of individuals to the 
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surrounding environment. One may wonder about the extent to which and how any change can be 

pursued to promote a mode of viewing that significantly affects people’s experience.  

A few limitations of the current study should be noted. First, it would be desirable to test the 

generalizability of our findings across different populations and cultural contexts. The concepts of 

ego-resiliency and positivity may show important variations across social contexts and cultures 

(Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). Second, all variables were assessed using self-report measures. Whereas 

self-esteem, life satisfaction, optimism and ego-resiliency are private subjective evaluations that are 

necessarily accessible through self-report of individuals, future research would benefit from 

assessing constructs using multiple methods (i.e., clinical interviews, information processing tasks, 

etc.) and informants (i.e., parents and peers). Finally further research is needed to clarify the 

influence of life experiences on these two constructs. 

Despite these limitations, the present study expanded research that has addressed the 

promotion of ego-resiliency and psychosocial adjustment over the transition to emerging adulthood.  
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CHAPTER II    Reciprocal relation between Ego-resiliency and 

                             Emotional Self-efficacy Beliefs across time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In this study we examined the role of emotional self-efficacy beliefs as mechanisms that can 

promote the development of ego-resiliency in youths during the transition from late adolescence to 

emerging adulthood. Whereas the benefits of ego-resiliency have been highlighted by several 

empirical studies (Block & Block, 2006), considerably less attention has been paid to the 

identification of reliable predictors of ego-resiliency development. We sought to fill this gap in 

literature by using data from a large sample of late adolescents who repeatedly completed measures 

of ego-resiliency and emotional self-efficacy beliefs across eight years. 

 

2. Emotional Self-efficacy Beliefs 

Social cognitive theorists view personality as a cognitive affective system resulting from the 

concerted action of functionally distinct structures that gradually take form over the course of 

development (Bandura, 1986). Social cognitive approaches, in particular, have addressed the 

psychological mechanisms that enable people to interact effectively with the environment, to assign 
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personal meaning to their actions, and to plan and execute the course of actions in accordance with 

their personal goals and standards (Bandura, 1986). This emphasis has led to a focus on the unique 

properties of human agency such as self-reflection and self-regulation that enable people to 

capitalize upon their own and others’ experience, to select and change the environments in which 

they live, and to contribute to charting the course of their life (Bandura, 2001). 

Among psychological structures attesting to individuals’ agentic power, none has proved to 

exert a more pervasive influence over thought, motivation, and action than self-efficacy beliefs, 

namely, judgments people hold about their capacity to cope effectively with specific challenges and 

to face demanding situations. The self-assurance with which people approach and manage difficult 

tasks determines whether they make good or poor use of their competencies. As evidenced in 

empirical studies, a strong sense of personal efficacy appears to overrule insidious self-doubt and 

sustain the development of various competencies and the regulation of action (Bandura, 2001; 

Murray, Holmes, Griffin, Bellavia & Rose, 2001; Schwarzer, 1996). 

Although empirical findings have largely supported the substantial influence of self-efficacy 

beliefs on individual functioning in diverse domains (see Bandura, 1997, for a review), in the 

present study we focused on perceived emotional self-efficacy in the domain of affect regulation. 

Following the common distinction between positive and negative affect (Russell & Carroll, 1999; 

Watson & Tellegen, 1985), Caprara et al (2008) argued for the importance of emotional self-

efficacy beliefs in both managing or modulating the expression of negative affect and impulsivity 

and appropriately experiencing and expressing positive affect especially in difficult situations 

(Bandura et al., 2003; Caprara, 2002). In fact, in the face of provocative circumstances and stressors, 

people who cannot sufficiently modulate their strong negative emotions may externalize negative 

feelings inappropriately (Eisenberg et al., 2001), including anger and irritation (Olson, Schilling, & 

Bates, 1999), or may be overwhelmed by fear, anxiety, or depression (Flett, Blankstein, & 

Obertinsky, 1996). In contrast, experiencing positive affect can enhance cognitive functioning, 

buffer the perturbing effects of aversive experiences, facilitate adaptive coping (Folkman & 
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Moskowitz, 2000) and lead to rewarding and enriching social exchanges and experiences 

(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). 

Although the concept of emotional self-efficacy shares some similarities with that of 

emotion-related self-regulation (Derryberry & Rothbart, 1997; Rothbart et al., 2000), it is important 

to recognize the conceptual distinction between actually being able to self-regulate and feeling 

competent of doing so. Emotion-related self-regulation refers to a person's ability to understand and 

manage internal feelings and emotions by engaging in appropriate cognitive and behavioral 

strategies (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004). Instead, emotional self-efficacy reflects a person’s 

perceived abilities to self-regulate, which may not always entirely reflect their true level of self-

regulation. Some individuals may not fully recognize their own competencies whereas others may 

overestimate their own abilities. 

Perceived emotional self-efficacy beliefs therefore entail a subjective self-appraisal of one’s 

own emotional competence in the domain of emotion regulation. Consequently, measures of 

emotional self-efficacy beliefs are expected to relate only modestly to moderately to measures of 

positive and negative states (correlations are, in fact, in the range of .30, see Caprara, et al. 2008) as 

the perception of one’s own abilities is substantively different from the assessment of one’s own 

emotional state. Thus, from a more theoretical point of view, self-efficacy beliefs in managing 

negative emotion refer to beliefs regarding one’s capability to improve negative emotional states 

once they are aroused in response to adversity or frustrating events and to avoid being overcome by 

emotions such as anger, irritation, despondency and discouragement. Self-efficacy beliefs in 

expressing positive emotions refer to beliefs in one’s ability to experience or allow one to express 

positive emotions such as joy, enthusiasm and pride in response to success or pleasant events. 

It is unlikely that people flexibly adapt to novel and unknown situations, avoid rigid 

responses under stress, and approach reality with curiosity and enthusiasm if they do not believe 

that they are able to master both emotions associated with the repeated experiences of multiple daily 

hassles and serious life difficulties. Consistent with the view that emotional self-efficacy beliefs 
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contribute to development, such beliefs predict changes in very stable and solid personality traits, 

such as emotional stability (Caprara, Vecchione, Barbaranelli, & Alessandri, 2012) and positive 

orientation (Caprara, Alessandri, & Barbaranelli, 2010). 

Self-efficacy beliefs do not operate in isolation from one another and may be generalized, at 

least to some degree, across activities and situations, albeit in relation to a specific domain of 

individual functioning. Thus, one might expect modest relations between self-efficacy beliefs in the 

ability to manage negative emotions and self-efficacy beliefs in the ability to express positive 

emotions. In a previous longitudinal study, Alessandri, Caprara, Eisenberg & Steca (2009) 

investigated the relations between the two different kinds of emotional self-efficacy beliefs (i.e., 

managing negative emotions and expressing positive emotions). Self-efficacy beliefs in managing 

negative emotions were predicted by self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions only 

during late adolescence (from 18 to 22 years). This relation in the opposite direct (i.e., from self-

efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions to self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive 

emotions) was not significant (both from 16 to 20 years and from 18 to 22 years). 

Other research suggested age and gender differences in emotional self-efficacy. Caprara, 

Caprara, and Steca, (2003) found that men appeared to enter adulthood with a more robust sense of 

personal efficacy in dealing with negative affect compared to women, whereas women’s sense of 

personal efficacy in dealing with negative affect improved from early adulthood to old age. Both 

men and women’s sense of personal efficacy in expressing positive affect declined across age 

groups, but men had higher scores (Caprara et al., 2003). 

 

3. Relations between Ego-Resiliency and Emotional Self-Efficacy Beliefs 

From a theoretical point of view, ego-resiliency and self-efficacy beliefs are different 

constructs that draw upon different scientific traditions and address different aspects of personality. 

In principle, they can be mutually informative. The construct of ego-resiliency refers to an 

individual characteristic “reflecting general resourcefulness, sturdiness of character, and flexibility 
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of functioning in response to varying environmental circumstances” (Luthar, Cicchetti & Becker, 

2000, p. 546) and is often viewed as closely associated with the ability of flexibly modulate the 

level of control and, hence, to emotional regulation (see Derryberry & Rothbart, 1997; Eisenberg, 

2002). In contrast, self-efficacy beliefs point to self-regulatory processes and mechanisms that allow 

people to reflect upon themselves and to learn from their own and others’ experiences (Caprara et al, 

2012). In addition, contrary to ego-resiliency, self-efficacy beliefs reflect highly contextualized 

knowledge structures that affect appraisal processes, which in turn guide actions (Bandura, 1997). 

In spite of these differences, previous studies provided support for the association between 

emotional self-efficacy beliefs and ego-resiliency during the transition to adulthood. In particular, 

using a 10-year longitudinal design, Alessandri, Eisenberg, Vecchione, Milioni, and Caprara (2013) 

found that the mean-level trajectory of ego-resiliency from ages 15 to 19 was moderated by self-

efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions, and that the trajectory from ages 19 to 25 was 

moderated by the experience of familial support and self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive 

emotions at age 15. This suggested that emotional self-efficacy beliefs might play a significant role 

in accounting for individual differences in the growth trajectory of ego-resiliency. 

 

4. Aim of the Present Study 

The present study was conceived to further investigate the relations between ego-resiliency 

and emotional self-efficacy beliefs using a longitudinal panel design in which the stability of 

constructs was taken into account to better assess potential causal relations. The expected direction 

of the effect is illustrated in Figure 1. As previously noted, we consider ego-resiliency and 

emotional self-efficacy beliefs to be constructs that occupy different layers in the architecture of 

personality. Ego-resiliency is a relatively unconditional and broad disposition referring to an 

individual basic potential, or, simply what a person “has” (see Asendorpf & Denissen, 2006; 

Asendorpf & van Aken, 2003). Emotional self-efficacy is a knowledge structure (i.e., a set of self-

related beliefs) operating at an intermediate level between broad dispositions and specific behaviors, 
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and mostly represents an individual’s characteristic adaptation (McAdams, 1999). This reasoning 

echoes previous distinctions made by both McAdams (1995) and Graziano, Jensen-Campbell and 

Finch (1997) with regard to levels of analysis in personality psychology. Furthermore, it embraces 

their view that individual differences in personality should be addressed at different levels, as well 

as the belief that a comprehensive view of personality should account for both traits and self-

processes. 

Conceiving ego-resiliency as a relatively unconditional, temperamental-like trait (Block & 

Block, 1980; Caspi & Silva, 1995), we reasoned that ego-resiliency might predict emotional self-

efficacy beliefs. This is because experiencing oneself as an individual able to adapt resourcefully to 

changing and demanding circumstances and flexibly use problem-solving strategies (versus 

experiencing feelings of vulnerability to negative emotionality or environmental stressors) might 

provide the conditions for formulating, practicing, and further strengthening the abilities that are at 

the basis of emotional self-efficacy beliefs. In brief, we suggest that because ego-resiliency is a 

fundamental and early-appearing aspect of temperament and personality (Caspi & Shiner, 2006; 

Eisenberg et al., 2006; Rothbart & Bates, 2006; Taylor et al., 2013), it is reasonable that it would 

operate as a significant predictor of beliefs about the self. 

Second, we reasoned that emotional self-efficacy beliefs may, in turn, predict individuals’ 

overall ability to appropriately self-regulate and, thus be resilient (Block & Block, 1980) across 

different situations and across time. Indeed, distinct emotional self-efficacy beliefs play a crucial 

role in overruling or modulating the expression of negative affect and impulsivity versus the ability 

to appropriately experience and express positive affect (Bandura et al., 2003; Caprara, 2002). This 

hypothesis is partly confirmed by a previous longitudinal study on how emotional self-efficacy 

beliefs predicted ego-resiliency (Alessandri, et al. 2013). 

Furthermore, it is likely that self-evaluations of one’s own ego-resiliency contribute to an 

individual’s experience as being effective in dealing with the appropriate expression of positive 

emotions and in managing the urgency of negative experiences. In addition, perceiving oneself as a 
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resilient individual may affect self-perceptions of how capable one is in dealing with positive and 

negative emotions. Because being optimally regulated helps in meeting the social standards of 

behaviors approved by significant others, it is likely that resilient individuals progressively gain 

confidence in their capability to regulate emotions. Thus, we hypothesized that ego-resiliency may 

act as a mediator in the development of perceived self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative 

emotions and in expressing positive emotions. 

In summary, the above reasoning led us to examine the reciprocity of relations between ego-

resiliency and emotional self-efficacy beliefs. Perceiving oneself as able to successfully manage 

negative emotions and appropriately express positive emotions may strengthen one’s self-report of 

ego-resiliency. Self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) would suggest that at least a part of one's stable 

tendency to successfully deal with emotions might derive from seeing oneself as able to behave in 

that way. However, we expected the prediction of emotional self-efficacy beliefs from ego-

resiliency to be stronger than vice versa because core traits are expected to be more stable than 

characteristic adaptations. This may therefore leave little variance to be predicted by emotional self-

efficacy beliefs. Finally, because only one study has examined the reciprocal relations between the 

two kinds of emotional self-efficacy from 16 to 22 years (Alessandri et al., 2009), we investigated 

the longitudinal relations between different emotional self-efficacy beliefs in an exploratory manner. 

 

5. Method 

5.1 Participants 

The participants were from families involved in the same ongoing longitudinal research 

presented in Studies 1. 

The participants were 450 older adolescents, 239 females and 211 males, ranging from 16 to 

18 years old at Time 1 (henceforth labelled T1; mean age = 17, SD = .80), from 18 to 20 years old 

at Time 2 (T2; mean age = 19, SD = .80), from 20 to 22 years old at Time 3 (T3; mean age = 21, SD 

= .82), and from 24 to 26 years old at Time 4 (T4; mean age = 25, SD = .80). Most participants were 
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attending high school at T1 and T2 (from 18 to 19 years). At T3 and T4, approximately half (54.7% 

at T3 and 49% at T4) were college students. 

 

5.1.1. Attrition Analyses 

At the final assessment after eight years, 55.3% of the sample contributed data to the study. 

In particular, all the participants (i.e., 100%) were assessed at T2, 17% (13% females and 22.3 % 

males) were not assessed at T3, and 44.7% (37.2% females and 53.1% males) were not assessed at 

T4. The attrition was mainly due to the inavailability of individuals to take part in this phase of the 

study or, in some cases, to the inability to contact the participant. Analyses of variance suggested 

that the attrited participants did not significantly differ from their counterparts in the means and the 

covariances of the examined variables as tested by a multivariate analysis of variance and Box-M 

test for homogeneity of covariance matrices. 

 

5.2. Procedure 

All the procedures used in the longitudinal study were the same as the previous study and 

are described better in the previous chapter (see Chapter I). 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Paths of Influence of Regulative Emotional Self-Efficacy Beliefs on Individual’s Ego-Resiliency Assessed at T1, at T2, at T3 and T4. SE 

Positive Emotion = Positive Self-Efficacy Beliefs; SE Negative Emotion = Negative Self-Efficacy Beliefs 
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5.3. Measures 

The measures were all self-report scales and included measures of self-efficacy beliefs in 

managing negative emotions, self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions, and ego-

resiliency administered at each time point. 

Emotional self-efficacy. Emotional self-efficacy beliefs were measured with two scales 

assessing the perceived capability to manage negative affect and to express positive affect (Caprara 

& Gerbino, 2001). Six items measured one’s perceived capability to regulate negative affect in the 

face of anxiety-arousing threats, anger provocation, rejection, disrespect and the ability to control 

worrying or anxiety when things go wrong (e.g., “How well can you keep from getting discouraged 

by strong criticism?” and “How well can you get over irritation quickly for wrongs you have 

experienced?”; αlphas = .76, .77, .83 and .65 at T1, T2, T3 and T4, respectively). Three items 

assessed the participants’ perceived capability to express positive affect such as liking and affection 

toward others, enthusiasm and enjoyment and satisfaction after personal accomplishments (e.g., 

“How well can you express joy when good things happen to you?”; alphas at T1, T2, T3 and T4 

= .69, .80, .81 and .80, respectively). For each set of items assessing emotional self-efficacy, 

participants rated the strength of their self-efficacy beliefs on a scale ranging from 1 (not well at all) 

to 5 (very well). 

Ego-resiliency. The ER89–R (Alessandri et al., 2008; Vecchione, et al. 2010) is a brief 

inventory composed of 10 items. Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they 

agreed with each statement on a scale ranging from 1 (does not apply at all) to 4 (applies very 

strongly). High correlations with the original measure devised by Block and Kremen (1996) have 

confirmed the construct validity of the scale (Alessandri et al., 2008; Vecchione, et al. 2010). The 

psychometric properties of the instrument have been documented in a large sample of Italian 

respondents (Alessandri et al., 2008) and confirmed in both cross-cultural and longitudinal research 

(Alessandri, Vecchione, Letziring, & Caprara, 2012; Vecchione et al., 2010). Sample items include 
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“I quickly get over and recover from being startled,” and “I get over my anger at someone 

reasonably quickly” (alphas = .82, .84, .87, and .83, from T1 to T4, respectively). 

 

5.4. Preliminary Analyses  

To investigate the dimensionality of the measures, as well as their discriminant validity, 

principal factor analysis with Promax rotation was performed at each assessment point. The 

screeplot and the pattern of loadings indicated that a structure with three factors corresponding to 

the hypothesized constructs (i.e., two factors corresponding to the two domains of self-efficacy and 

one factor corresponding to ego-resiliency) could be obtained at each time point. The loadings on 

the intended factors ranged from .36 to .84 (M = .60; SD = .34) across the four assessment points. 

The secondary loadings varied from -.28 to .30 (M = .25; SD = .18). Factor correlations ranged 

from .33 to .42 across the four assessments. These results supported the factorial validity of the 

measures and the empirical distinctiveness of the three constructs. 

 

6. Results 

Using one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA), we first examined sex differences in the 

measures within each of the four time points. Next, we examined the zero-order correlations among 

the variables, both within time and across time. Third, we used structural equation modeling to test 

the aforementioned hypotheses. 

 

6.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for emotional self-efficacy beliefs and 

ego-resiliency at T1, T2, T3 and T4. One-way analyses of variance indicated that there were 

significant gender differences for all the assessed variables except for ego-resiliency at T3 and T4 

(see Table 1). Males reported a stronger sense of efficacy in managing negative emotion than 

females, whereas females felt more efficacious in expressing positive emotion. With respect to ego-
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resiliency, females were more resilient than males at T1 and T2 (i.e., from 16 to 21 years), but there 

were no gender differences at T3 and T4 (i.e., from 20 to 26 years). 

Table 2 contains the zero-order correlations between emotional self-efficacy beliefs and ego-

resiliency. High correlations across time indicated high stability for both self-efficacy beliefs and 

ego-resiliency. As expected, at each assessment self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions, 

self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions and ego-resiliency were positively and highly 

related to each other for both sexes. 

 

 

Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation and Sex Differences for Regulative Emotional Self-Efficacy beliefs and Ego-

Resiliency at each of the four Assessments for Males and Females 

 Males Females Sex 

Variable M SD M SD F (1, 450) Sign. 

Positive self-efficacy T1 4.17 .71 4.37 .62 9.69* .002 

Negative self-efficacy T1 3.49 .66 3.21 .70 18.12* .000 

Ego-resiliency T1 4.87 .74 5.03 .72 5.06* .025 

Positive self-efficacy T2 3.99 .78 4.41 .60 41.13* .000 

Negative self-efficacy T2 3.25 .61 3.08 .65 8.66* .003 

Ego-resiliency T2 4.84 .71 5.04 .78 8.28* .004 

Positive self-efficacy T3 4.06 .73 4.38 .68 19.12* .000 

Negative self-efficacy T3 3.41 .68 3.08 .81 17.71* .000 

Ego-resiliency T3 5.04 .86 5.07 .81 .11 .742 

Positive self-efficacy T4 4.09 .66 4.27 .70 4.01* .046 

Negative self-efficacy T4 3.58 .76 3.28 .83 7.96* .005 

Ego-resiliency T4 5.14 .69 5.11 .73 .09 .759 

 

Note. * p < .05. T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3; 

T4 = variable assessed at Time 4. F = F ratio resulted from one-way analyses of variance; the degrees of freedom and 

the number of participants are within the parentheses. 
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Table 2. Zero-order Correlations among Measures of Regulative Emotional Self-Efficacy and Ego-Resiliency for Males and Females. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1. Pos-sef T1 1 0.26** 0.48** 0.37** 0.23** 0.44** 0.29** 0.15* 0.28** 0.15 0.03 0.22** 

2. Neg-sef T1 0.36** 1 0.34** 0.13* 0.50** 0.33** 0.13 0.37** 0.29** 0.12 0.34** 0.28** 

3. Ego-res T1 0.43** 0.41** 1 0.34** 0.30** 0.55** 0.13 0.12 0.39** 0.12 0.23** 0.37** 

4. Pos-sef T2 0.45** 0.24** 0.30** 1 0.26** 0.40** 0.27** 0.07 0.24** 0.24** 0.15 0.20* 

5. Neg-sef T2 0.09 0.35** 0.23** 0.27** 1 0.45** 0.08 0.42** 0.29** 0.07 0.41** 0.33** 

6. Ego-res T2 0.32** 0.35** 0.55** 0.45** 0.32** 1 0.20** 0.22** 0.54** 0.16* 0.28** 0.51** 

7. Pos-sef T3 0.33** 0.18* 0.37** 0.45** 0.10 0.44** 1 0.48** 0.40** 0.54** 0.24** 0.44** 

8. Neg-sef T3 0.20** 0.37** 0.32** 0.39** 0.40** 0.43** 0.46** 1 0.30** 0.28** 0.52** 0.42** 

9. Ego-res T3 0.15* 0.29** 0.36** 0.30** 0.24** 0.43** 0.41** 0.39** 1 0.32** 0.26** 0.67** 

10. Pos-sef T4 0.14 0.13 0.20* 0.32** 0.13 0.27** 0.57** 0.31** 0.17 1 0.28** 0.35** 

11. Neg-sef T4 0.26** 0.38** 0.33** 0.22* 0.42** 0.31** 0.21* 0.51** 0.10 0.23** 1 0.46** 

12. Ego-res T4 0.24* 0.35** 0.48** 0.26** 0.07 0.47** 0.37** 0.35** 0.24* 0.46** 0.28** 1 

 

Note. The correlation coefficients below the diagonal are for males; the correlation coefficients above the diagonal are for females; T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable 

assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3; T4 = variable assessed at Time 4. Pos-sef = Positive Self-Efficacy Beliefs; Neg-sef = Negative Self-Efficacy Beliefs; Ego-res 

= Ego-Resilience. **p < .01; *p < .05. 
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6.2. Modeling Strategies 

We tested our theoretical model using a four-wave mediational design, following the 

suggestions of Cole and Maxwell (2003; Maxwell and Cole, 2007). In particular, we estimated a 

model that included (a) all the autoregressive paths (i.e., the paths predicting a variable from its 

prior level), as well as the across-time paths from (b) ego-resiliency at a given time point to both 

types of self-efficacy beliefs at the subsequent time point; (c) self-efficacy belief in expressing 

positive emotion at a given time point to ego-resiliency at the subsequent time point; (d) self-

efficacy belief in managing negative emotion at a given time point to ego-resiliency at the 

subsequent time point; (e) self-efficacy belief in expressing positive emotion at a given time point 

to self-efficacy belief in managing negative emotion at the subsequent time point; (f) self-efficacy 

belief in managing negative emotion at a given time point to self-efficacy belief in expressing 

positive emotion at the subsequent time point. In addition, all the variables were allowed to covary 

within time. 

 

6.3. Structural Equation Analysis  

To estimate the hypothesized model, we used Mplus 5.01 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). 

Missing data were handled by using Full Information Maximum Likelihood Estimation (FIML). 

This estimator maximizes the number of participants whose data contribute to the covariance matrix 

to be analyzed. Compared to other methods for handling missing data, FIML produces more reliable 

estimates for parameters and goodness of fit indices (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). According to a 

multifaceted approach to the assessment of model fit (Tanaka, 1993), the following criteria were 

employed to evaluate the goodness of tested models: χ2 likelihood ratio statistic, Tucker and Lewis 

Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 

(RMSEA) with associated confidence intervals. The significance value of chi-square is sensitive to 

large sample sizes and easily produces a statistically significant result (Kline, 1998). We accepted 
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TLI and CFI values greater than .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and RMSEA values lower than .06 

(Browne & Cudeck, 1993). 

To test the possible moderating effects of sex, we used multiple-group structural equation 

modeling (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). In our approach, the equivalence between male and female 

groups was evaluated by imposing identical unstandardized estimates for autoregressive and cross-

lagged paths (we refer to this model as the sex-constrained model). The plausibility of these 

equality constraints was examined with the modification indices and the χ2 difference test between 

nested models (i.e., the sex constrained model vs. the unconstrained model; see Bollen, 1989). We 

used the same procedure to constrain the autoregressive and cross-lagged paths to be equal across 

time. In this model (i.e., the sex-time constrained model), equality constraints were simultaneously 

applied across sex and across time.  

Mediated effects were calculated using the procedures outlined by MacKinnon, Lockwood, 

Hoffman, West, and Sheets (2002). We followed the asymmetric confidence interval method 

recommended by MacKinnon et al. (2002) to formally test mediation (MacKinnon et al., 2004). The 

critical values for the upper and lower confidence limits for indirect effects were calculated based 

on the product of two random variables by using the program PRODCLIN2 (Fritz & MacKinnon, 

2007; MacKinnon, Fritz, Williams, & Lockwood, 2007). 

 

6.4. Longitudinal Modeling 

The sex constrained model showed a good fit to the data: χ2 (77) = 99.831, p = .041, CFI 

= .982, TLI = .971, RMSEA = .042 (.009 - .063). Following standard procedures, we examined the 

gain in fit achieved by freely estimating all paths across sexes. The change in fit between the sex 

constrained versus the unconstrained model was not significant: χ2(27) = 21.974, p = .74, 

supporting the tenability of the constraints imposed across male and female groups. We then 

estimated the sex-time constrained model by further imposing equality constraints across time. This 

model fitted the data well χ2 (95) = 139.001, p < .01, CFI = .965, TLI = .954, RMSEA = .052 (.032 -
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 .070). Furthermore, the change in fit between the sex-time constrained model versus the 

unconstrained model was not significant: χ2(45) = 61.144, p = .06. This best-fitting model is 

illustrated in Figure 2. 

As can be observed, all the autoregressive paths were significant. All examined variables at 

T1 significantly predicted the same variables at T2, and so on for the subsequent time points, 

demonstrating an high degree of stability over time. In addition, both self-efficacy beliefs in 

managing negative emotions and in expressing positive emotions significantly predicted ego-

resiliency from T1 to T2, from T2 to T3, and from T3 to T4. At the same time, ego-resiliency 

predicted both emotional self-efficacy beliefs from T1 to T2, from T2 to T3, and from T3 to T4. All 

of these longitudinal predictions held above and beyond the stability of the variables. This result 

suggests that ego-resiliency and emotional self-efficacy beliefs reciprocally affect the development 

of each other during a long period of time, which ranges from adolescence to emerging adulthood. 

In contrast, reciprocal relations between self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions and in 

expressing positive emotions were not observed.  

Next, we tested whether the effects of each variable assessed at one time point (i.e., ego-

resiliency at T1) on later scores of the same variable (i.e., ego-resiliency at T3) were longitudinally 

mediated by the other variables (i.e., by emotional self-efficacy beliefs at T2). We found that the 

unstandardized indirect effect of self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions at T1 on self-

efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions at T3 through ego-resiliency at T2 was significant 

(b = .013; z = 2.60) and that the associated confidence interval (CI) did not include zero (.004, .025), 

thus supporting mediation. The unstandardized indirect effect of self-efficacy beliefs in managing 

negative emotions at T2 on self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions at T4 through ego-

resiliency at T3 was also significant (parameter estimate, statistical test, and CI were identical to 

those of the mediated effect described above as the paths were all constrained to be equal across 

time). Similarly, the indirect effect of self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions at T1 on 

self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions at T3 through ego-resiliency at T2 was 
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significant, as well as the indirect effect of self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions at 

T2 on self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions at T4 through ego-resiliency at T3 (b 

= .013; z = 2.20, CI = .002, .027). 

The same pattern was found for the mediating role of self-efficacy on across-time indices of 

ego-resiliency. The unstandardized indirect effect of ego-resiliency at T1 on ego-resiliency at T3 

through self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions at T2, and that from T2 to T4 through 

self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions at T3, were both significant (b = .013; z = 2.60, 

CI = .004, .025). The indirect effect of ego-resiliency at T1 on ego-resiliency at T3 through self-

efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions at T2 and the analogous relation from T2 to T4 

were also significant (b = .013; z = 2.20, CI = .002, .027, for both relations). All the mediated paths 

were found to be equal for males and females. 

The model accounted for a large proportion of variability for all the variables, with little or 

no apparent difference between males and females. Specifically, (averaging for males and females), 

R-squared at T2 were 28% for self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions, 27% for self- 

efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions and 37% for ego-resiliency; at T3, they were 29% 

for self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions, 28% for self-efficacy beliefs in expressing 

positive emotions and 28% for ego-resiliency; at T4, they were 27% for self-efficacy beliefs in 

managing negative emotions, 26% for self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions and 44% 

for ego-resiliency. 
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Figure 2. Longitudinal relations between Emotional Self-Efficacy beliefs and individuals’ Ego-Resiliency assessed at T1, at T2, at T3 and T4 in the sex-time constrained model. 

 

Note. Solid lines represent significant paths, dashed lines represent not significant path. Reported coefficients refer to standardized estimates for males and for females (in 

parentheses), respectively. All parameters are significant beyond p < .05 
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7. Discussion 

Researchers have acknowledged the importance of ego-resiliency for individuals’ positive 

social functioning and youths’ later outcomes. However, relatively little research has focused on the 

relations of ego-resiliency with other personality variables over the course of development. This 

study examined the reciprocal relations of ego-resiliency with perceived self-efficacy in managing 

negative emotions and in expressing positive emotions in the transition from late adolescence to 

emerging adulthood. As hypothesized, findings from this longitudinal investigation indicated that 

self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions and in expressing positive emotions were 

significantly associated with the development of ego-resiliency over time. In their own right, these 

results represent an important contribution to the design of applied interventions aimed at fostering 

the development of resilience in youths. Furthermore, our findings extend results from Alessandri et 

al. (2013) by clarifying the likely direction of the influence between ego-resiliency and emotional 

self-efficacy beliefs. 

In accordance with our first hypothesis, ego-resiliency significantly predicted the 

development of emotional self-efficacy beliefs. It is likely that experiencing oneself as an individual 

able to resourcefully adapt to changing circumstances and to environmental stressors provides the 

conditions for practicing and further strengthening the abilities that are form the basis of feeling 

efficacious. Self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) would suggest that feelings of emotional self-

efficacy derive, at least in part, from seeing oneself as able to regulate emotionality under a large 

variety of environmental circumstances (i.e., from the more adverse to the more favorable). 

In accordance with our second hypothesis, emotional self-efficacy beliefs predicted ego-

resiliency. Self-efficacy beliefs regulate human functioning and emotional well-being through 

cognitive, motivational, affective and selective processes. As such, emotional self-efficacy is likely 

to affect individuals’ ability to adapt and to deal with difficult situations flexibly, and enhance 

perseverance in the face of failure (Bandura et al., 2001). These qualities are relevant for the 

development of youths’ ego-resiliency. To successfully address the multitude of challenges and 
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tasks associated with this transitional period (moving from college to University, getting married, 

starting work, etc.), youths should possess robust self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura et al., 1999). 

Especially when faced with challenging situations, it is likely that self-efficacy beliefs are important 

in developing a sense of self-competence that, in turn, influences a person’s ability to overcome the 

pernicious effects of adversities. Probably these beliefs can be important components of emotional 

competence in resilient adolescents (Aspinwall & Richter, 1999). 

The reciprocity observed between emotional self-efficacy beliefs and ego-resiliency 

suggests that the two constructs reinforce each other over time. Both positive and negative 

emotional selfefficacy beliefs predicted the development of ego-resiliency over time, and ego-

resiliency in turn predicted the development of emotional self-efficacy beliefs in both domains 

(emotional self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions and in managing negative emotions). 

These relations held even when controlling for the stability of all the constructs, providing some 

support (although not full support, of course) for causal interpretations. 

Also of note, both types of emotional self-efficacy beliefs mediated part of the change 

observed in ego-resiliency over time. Likewise, ego-resiliency mediated part of the change in both 

emotional self-efficacy beliefs. These findings suggest that self-efficacy in modulating both positive 

and negative emotions may have unique effects on ego-resiliency and that ego-resiliency may have 

its own effect on both types of emotional self-efficacy. Although not tested, it is likely that 

emotional self-efficacy and ego-resiliency can each offer a specific contribution to optimal self-

regulation by increasing the general capacity to tolerate and respond effectively to difficult 

situations and adverse emotions (Saarni, 1999). 

Finally, the gender differences we found in the present study replicated those in previous 

research (Caprara, Caprara, & Steca, 2003; Caprara & Steca, 2005; 2007). At all ages, female 

adolescents and young adults reported higher self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions 

compared to their male counterparts. In contrast, male scored higher than females on self-efficacy 

beliefs in managing negative emotions. At T1 and T2 (but not T3 or T4), females rated themselves 
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as more resilient than males. Perhaps males and females are motivated differently to rate themselves 

in accordance with the perceived stereotypic gender roles. In fact, western societies tend to view the 

appropriate expression of positive emotion - the expression of internalizing negative emotions such 

as anxiety, sadness, and depression - and generally being more flexible and adaptable as feminine 

traits. On the other hand, the masculine role is often associated with impulsivity and higher levels of 

externalizing emotions such as anger and high intensity positive emotion (see Eisenberg, Martin, & 

Fabes, 1996; Else-Quest et al., 2006). However, we did not find any differences in model 

parameters and longitudinal relations observed among these constructs. Although the mean levels of 

the key variables of emotions varied across sex, the relations between perceived self-efficacy 

competencies and ego-resiliency appeared to unfold similarly over time. In contrast to the study of 

Alessandri et al (2009), our data did not support a reciprocal relation between self-efficacy beliefs 

in managing negative emotions and self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive emotions. The 

development of self-efficacy in managing negative emotions and in expressing positive emotions 

therefore seem to be relatively independent. 

By examining the pattern of findings from late adolescence into emerging adulthood, we 

hope to contribute to the understanding of the joint development of ego-resiliency and emotional 

self-efficacy beliefs and their correlations. The obtained findings can be useful in designing 

interventions aimed at strengthening ego-resiliency as they suggest that even such a stable 

disposition may be amenable to change though appropriate experiences. In this regard, 

sociocognitive theory provides useful and well-detailed guidelines (Bandura, 1997). 

With regard to potential limitations of this study and future directions, it would be desirable 

to test the generalizability of our findings across different populations and cultural contexts. The 

beliefs in the regulation and expression of emotions and the concept of ego-resiliency may show 

important variations across social contexts and cultures (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). The use of self-

report data may be viewed as a major limitation that inevitably biases results. For example, the 

within-time correlations between measured variables might be inflated by the presence of common 
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method variance. However, this study embraces a long temporal span (8 years) and is focused on 

prospective relations that are less likely than contemporaneous data to be biased by method effects. 

Moreover, although the assessment of both ego-resiliency and perceived emotional self-efficacy 

would have benefited from the use of more than a single informant, one might argue that no one can 

report on an individual’s own self-efficacy better than the participant himself. Specifically, no 

person is in a better position than an agent to know and report about his or her self-perceived beliefs 

to manage negative affect and express positive affect across contexts and situations. In future, it 

would be desirable to obtain measures of ego-resiliency from multiple informants (e.g., peer or 

family reports, behavioral measures). Although multiple measures of emotional self-efficacy might 

also be desirable, as already noted, it is difficult for a person to report on someone else’s feelings of 

efficacy. Despite these limitations, we believe that the present results provide a methodologically 

rigorous description of the reciprocal relationship between emotional self-efficacy beliefs and ego-

resiliency from late adolescence to emerging adulthood. 
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CHAPTER III   The predictive role of Ego-Resiliency in Behavioral 

                             Problems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Research findings accumulated over the years suggest that ego-resiliency is a protective 

factor able to counter negative life outcomes in important behavioral domains (Block & Block, 

2006). Empirical studies have found that low ego-resiliency during adolescence predicted poor 

adjustment (Block, Block & Keyes, 1988), undermined personality maturity, predicted later 

internalizing and externalizing problems and depressive symptoms (Block & Gjerde, 1990; Chuang, 

Lamb & Hwang, 2006; Huey & Weisz, 1997; Ong, Bergerman, Bisconti & Wallace, 2006; 

Westenburg & Block, 1993), while high ego-resiliency in adolescence was related to adaptation and 

positive development (e.g. Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & Peterson, 1996). 

Despite the fact that previous research has identified numerous correlates of ego-resiliency, 

there is a lack of empirical studies addressing the directions of influence between ego-resiliency and 

behavioral problems. Indeed, previous studies mostly relied on cross-sectional research (e.g., Hofer, 

Eisenberg & Reiser, 2010) or clinical samples (Huey & Weisz, 1997) to investigate the role of ego-
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resiliency on behavioral problems. We retain that clarifying the likely direction of influence 

between ego-resiliency and internalizing/externalizing problems during early adulthood is a critical 

question. Influential theoretical models depict ego-resiliency as a relatively broad and unconditional 

disposition (see, Asendorpf & Denissen, 2006) that exerts a pervasive influence on the individual’s 

ability and behavior. One may therefore expect a direct effect from ego-resiliency on several 

indicators of adjustment in young adulthood. This implies that improving ego-resiliency could have 

a beneficial effect on several adaptive outcomes. A different causal mechanism, by contrast, would 

bring into question the usefulness of educational practices and intervention aimed at sustaining ego-

resiliency. 

In this study we used three waves of data collected from a sample of early adults aged from 

20 to 29 years to examine the longitudinal relations of ego-resiliency with internalizing and 

externalizing problems. In this study, we strove to corroborate theoretical claims positing ego-

resiliency as one of the key determinants of adjustment in this taxing developmental age (Arnett, 

2000).  

 

2. Relation between Ego-Resiliency and Behavioral Problems 

Across all life stages, ego-resiliency has been associated with high intellectual capacities 

(Block & Kremen, 1996) and social competences (Spinrad et al., 2007), high levels of culturally 

desirable traits (Block, 1971; Taylor, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Eggum, & Sulik, in press; Ozer & Gjerde, 

1989), and low levels of undesirable traits such as neuroticism, hostility, internalizing and 

externalizing problems (Causadias, Salvatore & Sroufe, 2012; Chuang, Lamb & Hwang, 2006; 

Eisenberg et al., 2004; Hofer et al., 2010; Letziring et al., 2005). Accordingly, ego-resilient 

individuals (i.e., individuals high in ego-resiliency) are likely to exhibit better adjustment and 

higher attainment than ego-brittle individuals (i.e., individuals low in ego-resiliency; also see 

Robins, John, Caspi, Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1996) and are believed to actively shape the 

world and make their environment more compatible with their personality due to their ability to 
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cope with changing environmental circumstances (Asendorpf & van Aken, 1999; Block & Block, 

2006; Caspi & Silva, 1995).  

Building on previous research, cross-sectional studies have revealed that ego-resiliency was 

negatively related to both internalizing and externalizing problems (Huey & Weisz, 1997) 

indicating the consistent relevance of this personality dimension to both forms of behavior problems 

in the children. Brittle individuals possessed lower levels of adaptive capabilities than resilient 

individuals, were more likely to respond unfavourably to various environmental stressors (Block & 

Block, 1980) and were more likely express themselves in either externalizing (i.e. drug abuse; 

Block et al, 1988) or internalizing (i.e. depressive symptomatology; Block & Gjerde, 1990) 

directions. With increasing levels of ego-resiliency, the likelihood that a child would express 

impulses in an externalizing or internalizing direction appeared to be significantly reduced. Of 

interest, whereas ego-resiliency and behavioral problems have been established as constructs related 

to children’s adaptive social and psychological functioning (Eisenberg, et al. 2004; Martel, et al. 

2007), little is known about their relations in populations other than young children and adolescents. 

Therefore the years of young adulthood are important for studying relations between personality 

and significant life outcomes (Krueger, 1999). In particular, the transition to adulthood is when 

depressive personality problems emerge, seriously compromising one's ability to make good 

personal choices, create good interpersonal relationships (Tanner et al., 2007; Paradis, Reinherz, 

Giaconia, & Fitzmaurice, 2006) and work productively (Wittchen, Nelson, & Lachner, 1998), 

compromising future adjustment. This result is mainly true for females (Keiley et al, 2000; Verhulst, 

1995). In addition, during this phase there is an average reduction in antisocial problems that 

usually peak in adolescence (Bongers, Koot et al, 2003; Verhulst, 1995; Keenan & Shaw, 1997; 

Silverthorn & Frick, 1999). 

Based on literature, we tested the relation between these three constructs longitudinally, 

assuming that during the period of emerging adulthood ego-resiliency can be a protective factor 

against maladjustment outcomes, especially behavioral aspects. 
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3. The present study 

Although the above literature demonstrates that negative relations exist between ego-

resiliency and behavioral problems, researchers previously have focused primarily on children, 

leaving questions about the nature of these associations in adolescence. It is possible that the 

association between ego resiliency and internalizing/esternalizing problems changes at critical 

transition points in development such as early adulthood.  

In this study we aimed to investigate the unidirectional flow of influences stemming from 

ego-resiliency to externalizing and internalizing problems using three waves of data gathered during 

the transition from late adolescence (age 20-21) to adulthood (age 28-29), using a cross-lagged 

panel design (Cole & Mazwell, 2003). Whereas not expected, we also investigated the reverse 

longitudinal path, from behavioral problems to ego-resiliency, to test if the presence of 

psychopathological symptoms can strengthen or decrease ego-resiliency during early adulthood. 

 

4. Method 

4.1. Participants 

The participants were from families involved in the same ongoing longitudinal research 

presented in Studies 1 and 2. 

One hundred and fourty four young adults (59.7% female) were included in the first cohort 

(cohort 1 – C1). They were 20 years old in 2004 (i.e. Time 1-T1), 24 years old in 2008 (i.e. Time 2-

T2) and 28 years old in 2012 (i.e. Time 3-T3). One hundred and nineteen young adults (48.7% 

female) were included in the second cohort (cohort 2-C2). They were 21 years old in 2004 (i.e. T1), 

25 years old in 2008 (i.e. T2) and 29 years old in 2012 (i.e. T3). Cohort effects were previously 

tested and found to be insignificant for sociodemographic and major study variables. Therefore the 

data from the two cohorts were combined. About half of the participants were college students at 

each assessment (56.3% at T1, 54.8% at T2 and 44.1% T3). Seventy-two percent reported to be 

working at T3, but only 43.9% had an open-ended contract (30.3% full time and 13.6% part time). 
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At the last assessment, 71.8% of the participants were unmarried whereas 13.6% were married and 

14.5% were cohabitant. Only 6% of the participants had children. 

 

4.1.1. Attrition and missing data analysis 

For C1, data was available for 89 individuals at Time 2 and 61 individuals at Time 3. For 

C2, data was available for 78 individuals at Time 2 and 51 individuals at Time 3. Overall, 42.6% of 

the original sample remained and contributed data at the final assessment time (2012). The attrition 

was mainly due to the individuals’ inavailability to take part in this phase of the study. In some 

cases, the participants were uncontactable. Analyses of variance suggested that the participants 

included in the final sample at the later assessment (T3) did not differ significantly from their 

counterparts (participants not included at the last time) in the means and the covariances of the 

examined variables (demografics variables, ego-resiliency, internalizing and externalizing 

problems), as tested by a multivariate analysis of variance and Box-M test for homogeneity of 

covariance matrices. In sum, the attrition did not seem to be systematic.  

The lack of selective attrition in our data is supported by Little’s test (Little & Rubin, 2002) 

for data missing completely at random (MCAR) as implemented in SPSS 14. This test resulted in a 

nonsignificant value (i.e., χ
2 

= 35.110, df = 29; p =.20), indicating that missingness was related to 

the observed values of the variables in the data set, but unrelated to unobserved missing values 

(Enders, 2010). Accordingly, we computed the maximum-likelihood estimates of missing data via 

the expectation–maximization (EM) algorithm that restored the complete data matrix and offered 

unbiased estimates of missing data under MCAR assumption (Enders, 2010). The final sample size 

for this study was 263 (119 males and 144 females). 

 

4.2. Procedure 

All the procedures used in the longitudinal study were the same as the previous studies and 

are described better in the previous chapters (see Chapter I and II). 
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4.3. Measures 

Ego-Resiliency. Ego-resiliency was measured using the 10 items of the Italian version of 

the Ego-Resiliency –Revised 89 (Alessandri et al., 2008; Vecchione et al. 2010). This scale is a 

brief inventory to assess an individual’s capacity of responding flexibly to challenging and shifting 

circumstances. Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they agreed with each 

statement on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). High correlations with the original 

measure devised by Block and Kremen (1996) have confirmed the construct validity of the scale. 

The psychometric properties of the instrument have been documented in a large sample of Italian 

respondents (Alessandri et al., 2008) and confirmed in both cross-cultural and longitudinal research 

(Alessandri, Vecchione, Letziring, & Caprara, 2012; Vecchione et al., 2010). Sample items include 

“I quickly get over and recover from being startled,” “I get over my anger at someone reasonably 

quickly,” and “I am more curious than most people” (alphas = .78, .77, and .73, from T1 to T3, 

respectively). 

Behavioral problems. Behavioral problems of participants were measured with the Adult 

Self-Report (ASR; Achenbach, 1997). This instrument is the adult equivalent of the YSR (Young 

Self-Report). It is a questionnaire for adults from 18 to 59 years old that includes 123 items 

covering behavioral or emotional problems that occurred during the past six months. The items 

(0=not true, 1=somewhat or sometimes true, and 2=very true or often true) are designed to tap two 

dimensions: internalizing problems (i.e., withdrawal, somatic complaints, anxiousness/depression), 

and externalizing problems (i.e., delinquency and aggressive behaviour). Alpha coefficients were 

.92, .92 and .93 from T1 to T3 for the internalizing scale, and .88, .85 and .88 from T1 to T3 for the 

externalizing scale. 

Control variables. The following variable was included in analyses: sex (1 = males, 0 = 

females). 

 

4.4. Statistical Analyses 
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To estimate the hypothesized model and handle missing data, we used Mplus 5.01 (Muthén 

& Muthén, 2006) with Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation. Compared to 

other methods for handling missing data, such as listwise or pairwise deletion, FIML produces more 

reliable estimates for parameters and model fit (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). 

To evaluate model fit for autoregressive cross-lagged models, the following criteria were 

employed: χ
2
 likelihood ratio statistic, Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 

and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with associated confidence intervals. 

The significance value of chi-square is sensitive to large sample sizes and easily produces a 

statistically significant result (Kline, 1998). We accepted TLI and CFI values greater than or equal 

to .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and RMSEA values lower than or equal to .06 (Browne & Cudeck, 

1993). To test for differences in fit among nested models, we calculated the chi-square difference 

test (Δχ
 2

; see Bollen, 1989).  

Finally, with regard to autoregressive cross-lagged models, we conducted multigroup 

analyses by cohort. We also used sex as a control variable in the model. 

 

5. Results 

5.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations of ego-resiliency and both behavioral 

problems at T1, T2, and T3 and one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) that evaluated gender 

differences in the considered variables. ANOVA indicated that there were significant gender 

differences only for internalizing problems. Females experienced more problems such as anxiety 

and depression than males throughout the study.  

Table 2 presents the zero-order correlations among the observed variables (i.e., ego-

resiliency, internalizing and externalizing problems) for both sexes. As expected, ego-resiliency and 

both behavioral aspects were negatively and significantly related, both concurrently and across time. 
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The examined variables also proved to be highly stable over time. In addition, the correlation was 

stronger for females than for males. 

 

Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation and Sex Differences for Ego-Resiliency and Internalizing/Externalizing Problems at 

each of the four Assessments for Males and Females 

 Males Females Sex 

Variable M SD M SD F (1, 263) Sign. 

Ego-resiliency T1 4.89 .77 4.85 .74 .14 .71 

Internalizing T1 .27 .23 .41 .27 21.17** .000 

Externalizing T1 .34 .26 .34 .20 .01 .92 

Ego-resiliency T2 5.11 .71 4.94 .80 2.16 .14 

Internalizing T2 .24 .20 .39 .27 14.61** .000 

Externalizing T2 .26 .20 .31 .18 2.93 .09 

Ego-resiliency T3 5.07 .72 4.91 .67 1.48 .23 

Internalizing T3 .21 .23 .36 .29 7.13** .01 

Externalizing T3 .22 .21 .29 .19 2.95 .09 

Note. ** p < .05. T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3. 

F = F ratio resulting from one-way analyses of variance; the degrees of freedom and the number of participants are 

within the parentheses. 

 

 

Table 2. Zero-order Correlations among Measures of Ego-Resiliency and Internalizing and Externalizing Problems for 

Males and Females. 

 

 Res T1 Res T2 Res T3 Int T1 Int T2 Int T3 Ext T1 Ext T2 Ext T3 

Res T1 1 .60** .57** -.24** -.32* -.32** -.22** -.20* -.22* 

Res T2 .58** 1 .75** -.24** -.26** -.45** -.15* -.16* -.36** 

Res T3 .58** .72** 1 -.21* -.20* -.34** -.27** -.27* -.37** 

Int T1 -.34** -.32** -.43** 1 .76** .64** .72** .60** .47** 

Int T2 -.20* -.46** -.39* .44** 1 .78** .52** .64** .41** 

IntT3 -.10 -.51** -.37** .28* .81** 1 .53** .56** .66** 

Ext T1 -.16* -.28* -.40** .68** .24* .13* 1 .73** .65** 

Ext T2 -.20* -.33** -.35* .29* .75** .65** .36** 1 .67** 

Ext T3 -.01 -.33* -.17 .16* .66** .79** .24* .77** 1 

Note. The correlation coefficients below the diagonal are for males and the correlation coefficients above the diagonal 

are for females. T1 = variable assessed at Time 1; T2 = variable assessed at Time 2; T3 = variable assessed at Time 3. 

Res = Ego-Resilience; Int = Internalizing problems; Ext = Externalizing problems. **p < .01; *p < .05. 
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5.2. Modeling Strategies 

We tested our theoretical model using a three-wave mediational design. In particular, as 

illustrated in Figure 1, the model included (a) all the autoregressive paths (which reflect inter-

individual rank order stability over time in the variables), the across-time paths from (b) ego-

resiliency at a given time to internalizing problems at the subsequent time point; (c) internalizing 

problems at a given time to ego-resiliency at the subsequent time point; (d) ego-resiliency at a given 

time to externalizing problems at subsequent time point and (e) externalizing problems at a given 

time to ego-resiliency at a subsequent time point. In addition, all the variables were allowed to 

covary within time (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). Control variable (sex) was included in relation to all 

variables and retained if they were significant (p < .05). This allowed us to test the likely direction 

of effects among constructs because cross-lagged paths reflected across-time effects controlling for 

prior levels of a construct.  

The models were tested within a multiple group framework. This approach allowed us to 

ascertain if the results were the same across the two cohort. In performing the analyses, we started 

by estimating the fit of an unconstrained model, in which all the parameters were freely estimated 

across cohort and time. Then we specified a time constrained model, in which all the parameters 

were constrained to be invariant across time but not across cohort. In this way, we could assess any 

difference related to specific ages by examining the strength of the associations between the two 

constructs (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). Finally, we estimated a time*cohort constrained model, in 

which all the parameters were constrained to be invariant across time and across cohorts. 
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 Figure 1. Autoregressive cross-lagged models of the relations between ego-resiliency, internalizing and externalizing problems. The relation between factors are specified 

as cross-lagged effects. 
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5.3. Longitudinal modeling 

The fit of the unconstrained model was adeguate: χ
2
(26) = 35.21, p = .11; CFI = .990; TLI 

= .965; RMSEA = .052 (CI 90% = .000-.092); SRMR = .048. 

We then examined the invariance of parameters by constraining them to equality across time 

but not across groups (time constrained model). This allowed us to determine if there were 

significant differences in the effects of our constructs at different time points. However, 

constraining all the correlational, stability, cross-lagged and covariates paths resulted in a 

significant change of fit: Δχ
2 

(32) = 54.41, p = .01. In this regard, we found that chi-square change 

was not significant (Δχ
2 

(28) = 33.15, p = .23) if equality constraints by cohort were lifted from the 

path leading from sex to internalizing problems. All the other constraints were retained in the model. 

Finally, we estimated a time*cohort constrained model, in which all the parameters were 

constrained to be invariant across time and across cohort. In this case, we found a non-significant 

change of fit: Δχ
2 

(12) = 20.64, p = .06. 

The final model (the time*cohort constrained) demonstrated an adequate fit to the data: 

χ
2
(66) = 88.998, p = .03; CFI = .974; TLI = .965; RMSEA = .051 (CI 90% = .016-.077); SRMR 

= .071. This best-fit model is displayed in Figure 2.  

 

5.4. Autoregressive, Cross-lagged paths and Cuncurrent Relations 

As shown in Figure 2, the variables were highly stable across the three time points: all the 

examined variables at T1 significantly predicted the same variables at T2, and so on for the 

subsequent time points. In addition, ego-resiliency negatively predicted internalizing problems 

across time, while there was a tendence to significance (p = 0.08) for externalizing problems. Most 

importantly, the opposite paths linking each outcome variable to ego-resiliency were not-significant. 

All of these longitudinal predictions held above and beyond the stability of the variables. Each 

variable was also significantly associated with the other two variables within time at all three time-

points.  



 84 

These results supported the hypothesis that higher levels of ego-resiliency in emerging 

adulthood were predictive of a better psychological adjustment over time, especially in terms of 

lower levels of internalizing symptoms. Of importance, these effects held over time and across 

cohorts. 

 

5.5. Effects of Covariates  

Sex significantly and negatively predicted internalizing problems only at T1 (β = -.17, SE 

= .03. p < .05), with females scoring higher.  

 

5.6. Variance Explained 

The models accounted for a large proportion of variability in all the variables. Specifically, 

for first cohort R-squared at T2 were 39% for ego-resiliency, 53% for internalizing problems and 

36% for externalizing problems; at T3, they were 68% for ego-resiliency, 51% for internalizing 

problems and 40% for externalizing problems; for second cohort R-squared at T2 were 47% for 

ego-resiliency, 53% for internalizing problems and 52% for externalizing problems; at T3, they 

were 46% for ego-resiliency, 59% for internalizing problems and 42% for externalizing problems.  

 

5.7. Estimates of the Remaining Cross-lagged Paths 

Finally, we ascertained if the remaining cross-lagged paths (i.e., from internalizing problems 

at T1 to externalizing problems at T2; from externalizing problems at T1 to internalizing problems 

at T2; from internalizing problems at T2 to externalizing problems at T3; and from externalizing 

problems at T2 to internalizing problems at T3) significantly improved the fit of the hypothesized 

model. As indicated by the chi-square difference test for nested models, Δχ
2
(8) = 13.18, p = .106, 

the change was not significant. The chi-square difference test was also non-significant when we 

tested each of these parameters one at a time. 
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Figure 2. Longitudinal relations between individuals’ Ego-Resiliency, Internalizing and Externalizing problems assessed at T1, at T2, and T3 in the time*group constrained model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Solid lines represent significant paths. Reported coefficients refer to standardized estimates for first and for second group (in parentheses), respectively. For simplicity we 

omitted the effects of sex. Parameters are significant beyond  p < .05. The path from ego-resiliency to externalizing problems tended to significance ( p = .08)  
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6. Discussion 

Ego-resiliency has usually been considered as a stable dimension of personality that can 

promote individual adaptation in important psychological domains during different developmental 

phases (Block & Block, 2006). Yet, previous researchers have rarely focused simultaneously on the 

beneficial effects of ego-resilient people on relevant indicators of psychological adjustment such as 

depression and abuse of sostance. In the present study, in order to offer a compelling picture of the 

role of ego-resiliency, we analyzed its effect on behavioral domain in terms of internalizing and 

externalizing problems. In particular, in the present study we examined the reciprocal relations 

between these variables during the period of early adulthood (from 20 to 29 years). We considered 

this developmental phase because it represents a transitional life period that requires adjustment to 

many psychological and environmental changes (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Petersen, 1996), such as going away to college or starting a job, living independently or outside of 

the parental home, or moving in with a romantic partner. As argued previously (Breunlin, 1988), 

these experiences might disrupt the previous equilibrium of an adolescent’s ecological system. 

Indeed, young adult are expected to become more independent and start searching for their place in 

society (Arnett, 2000). 

As expected, results confirmed the primacy role of ego-resiliency in influencing adjustment. 

As it stands we were able to confirm our expectation of a significant prediction of internalizing and 

externalizing problems from ego-resiliency over time. Results showed that ego-resiliency had 

important counteracting effects particularly on internalizing behavioral problems during the early 

adulthood. In particular, ego-resiliency predicted lower levels of internalizing problems. These 

results were in part consistent with literature (Block & Gjerde, 1990). Indeed, individuals who 

possessed high levels of adaptive capabilities and who responded favorably to various 

environmental stressors (higher in ego-resiliency) were more likely to have a positive attitute 

towards adverse situations (Yu & Zhang, 2007), be not only less susceptible to anxiety but also 

successfully and positively engaged with the world (Block & Kremen, 1996; Tellegen, 1985). On 
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the contrary, individuals with low levels of ego-resiliency were more likely to be prone to 

experiencing high levels of anxiety and negative emotionality and therefore be less controlled in 

responding to environmental stimuli (Block & Block, 1980). They were also more likely to express 

both externalizing (i.e. drug abuse; Block et al, 1988) and internalizing (i.e. depressive 

symptomatology; Block & Gjerde, 1990) symptoms. It is noteworthy that the effect of ego-

resiliency on internalizing and externalizing problems emerge despite the high stability of 

internalizing and externalizing problems and their high correlations  

Of interest was that in the present study we found only a tendence to significance on path 

from ego-resiliency to externalizing problems. Within this light, the marginal significance of ego-

resiliency on externalizing problems has a powerful values especially taking into account that 

externalizing problems decrease in adulthood. Anyway, it seems likely that the uncovered pattern of 

relations can be attributed to the specific time frame investigated. However, all these results were 

consistent with Block and Kremen’s definition (1996) that considered ego-resiliency as a trait able 

to influence personal and social functioning in diverse phases of development (Borgers, Koot et al, 

2003).  

Compared to relevant prior studies (e.g., Huey & Weisz, 1997; Block & Gjerde, 1990), the 

present work is novel in several aspects. First, we examined the relevant relations with longitudinal 

data across five years rather than with cross-sectional data (e.g., Huey & Weisz, 1997). Second, we 

considered a community and not clinical sample. Third, we addressed the years of the transition to 

early adulthood, which has received little attention in the literature on externalizing and 

internalizing problems. 

In spite of the number of strengths, we recognize some potential limitations of this study. 

First of all, it is necessary to test the generalizability of our findings across different populations and 

in cultural contexts other than Italy. Indeed, ego-resiliency and the various outcomes may show 

important variations across social context and cultures. In addition, although our data was 

longitudinal, it could not prove causality. Moreover, we only used self-reported measures for our 
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constructs. Since they were all based on the same method, the results were artificially inflated by 

shared method variance (Kline, 2010). Therefore, future research should aim to include other 

informant-based measures (e.g., other reports, behavioral measures). 

Notwithstanding these limits, we believe that the present research will contribute to the 

understanding of the positive effect of ego-resiliency in predicting various important life outcomes 

(Block & Block, 1980). In order to increase our knowledge on this important domain, future 

research should examine whether ego-resiliency can influence well-being and success in other 

domains such as work, relationship, health, etc. 
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The present work starts with a general analysis of the field of ego-resiliency, a marker of 

psychological resilience. We then shift our focus to two aspects of this construct which, in recent 

years, have found their way into literature and the practice of psychology and developmental 

psychology. The two aspects of ego-resiliency we considered were, on the one hand, its association 

with some indicators of psychological adjustment in adolescence and emerging adulthood and, on 

the other hand, the possibility of promoting ego-resiliency by fostering the development of a 

positive psychological trait, namely positive orientation. In particular, this work has mainly focused 

on an important developmental age that has been defined by Arnett (2004) as “emerging adulthood”. 

This is a period during which there is a strong potential for personality change. In fact one goes 

from being adolescent, at the mercy of his impulses, to feeling adult, with responsibilities deriving 

from the many life experiences that take place during this period (i.e. finishing college, starting a 

job, getting married, etc). 

The first and the second study of this dissertation offer new insights on the relationship 

between ego-resiliency and on the main antecedents of this construct such as positive orientation 

and emotional self-efficacy beliefs. The results represent an important contribution to the design of 
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applied interventions aimed at fostering the development of resilience in youths. The first study in 

particular showed that positivity predicted ego-resiliency across time, while ego-resilience did not 

seem to predict positivity. These findings assign positivity an eminent role as a “dispositional” 

cause that promotes and sustains ego-resiliency. Subsequently, the second study indicated that self-

efficacy beliefs in managing negative emotions and in expressing positive emotions were 

significantly associated with the development of ego-resiliency over time. The reciprocity observed 

between emotional self-efficacy beliefs and ego-resiliency suggests that experiencing oneself as an 

individual able to resourcefully adapt to changing circumstances and to environmental stressors 

provides the conditions for practising and further strengthening the abilities that from the basis of 

feeling efficacious. At the same time, emotional self-efficacy is likely to affect individuals’ ability 

to adapt and deal flexibly with difficult situations and enhance perseverance in the face of failure 

(Bandura et al., 2001). These qualities are relevant for the development of youths’ ego-resiliency. 

The findings obtained are therefore useful in designing interventions aimed at strengthening ego-

resiliency as they suggest that even such a stable disposition may be amenable to change though 

appropriate experiences. 

The third study that aims to understand the relationship between having many resilient 

qualities and successful adaptation in terms of behavioral problems has allowed us to confirm the 

protective role of this construct as defined by Block & Kremen (1996), as a trait that is able to 

influence personal and social functioning in diverse phases of development. During early adulthood, 

it seems that ego-resiliency has an important counteracting effect especially with regard to 

internalizing problems. This concurs with literature stating that during the transition from 

adolescence to adulthood depression or anxiety symptoms tend to increase while antisocial and 

delinquent problems tend to decrease with maturity. In addition, these results confirmed that 

individuals who possess high levels of adaptive capabilities and who respond favorably to various 

environmental stressors are more likely to have a positive attitute toward adverse situations (Yu & 

Zhang, 2007) and be less susceptible to anxiety (Block & Kremen, 1996; Tellegen, 1985). On the 
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contrary, individuals with low levels of ego-resiliency are more likely to be prone to experiencing 

high levels of anxiety, negative emotionality, and thus be less controlled in responding to 

environmental stimuli (Block & Block, 1980), and more likely to express both externalizing (i.e. 

drug abuse; Block et al, 1988) and internalizing (i.e. depressive symptomatology; Block & Gjerde, 

1990) symptoms. The present work is new because it addressess the above relations during a 

developmental phase that has been rarely studied. In fact the previous studies were focused in early 

adolescence. 

With regard to potential limitations of this work, first it would be desirable to test the 

generalizability of our findings across different populations. Second, the use of self-report data: all 

considered measures should take advantage of the use of more than a single informant (e.g., peer or 

family reports, behavioral measures). Third, it would be appropriate to study the ego-resiliency in 

more or less stressful life situations that take place during the years covered in the three studies. 

Notwithstanding these limits, this work intends to give an innovative and advanced contribution to 

the study of psychological resilience toward an integrated understanding of this construct, both 

theoretically and empirically, that can be used as an instrument to develop preventive intervention 

programs in various contexts. In particular, by considering resiliency as a relational construct, it 

would be possible to develop specific strategies for assessment and intervention, designed to 

support both the individual and the family in managing difficulties due to transitions at different 

stages of life as well as unexpected and potentially traumatic events. 
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