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Many psychological theories
document the disadvantages of
a tough childhood - from
Sigmund Freud proposing that
neurosis has its roots in a
traumatic childhood (Boschan,
2008) to Bowlby (1951)
suggesting that a strong
attachment between the infant
and a reliable caregiver is non-
negotiable. 

According to the prevailing
model, childhood trauma has no
upside and, depending on its
severity, the damage of such is
permanent to the individual and
society (De Bellis, 2014). Indeed,
kids growing up in highly
stressful conditions score lower
when testing IQ (Bengwasan,
2018) and are more likely to
abuse drugs (Khoury et al., 2010)
and engage in risky sexual
behaviour (Thompson et al.,
2017).  Still, we might intuitively
feel that this is not the whole
story!  



What doesn't kill you make
you stronger?
 Most people know someone who had what would
outwardly be considered a 'good shot at life' but
who, despite a loving home, endless compliments
and unaffordable piano classes, did not grow up
reaching their full potential. This begs the question:
Is too much of a good thing a bad thing? It might be!
(Gunderson et al., 2013).  
Most of us can also think of someone who, against
many odds, entered adult life in a fully functioning,
compassionate mode achieving more than their
backgrounds could ever anticipate. In case we
personally do not know anyone who fits this bill, the
media entertains this collective hypothesis and
teases us (spoil alert!) with success stories of
homeless, black, single parents with adverse
childhoods that still, somehow, rise from rags to
Wall Street! These stories almost imply that the skill
set necessary to blossom in business, sports,
spiritual or personal lives are better developed
during times of hardship. The psychological concept
of positive changes experienced as the result of
struggle (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004) is also an old
philosophical assumption. Already the Stoics
believed in turning obstacles to our advantage. 

Adversity in the mainstream culture

Is the cup half-full? 
 Moreover, for example, the ability to look for the
bright is a good predictor of success in
psychotherapy (Mattila, 2001). Lastly, the idea that
there is value to be gained exclusively from
adversity is relatable, and that might be the reason
why the topic of turning a bad circumstance into an
opportunity is so cheered in movie scripts (“Run
Forrest! Run!”), autobiographies and, lately, in
science. 

In science 
       For instance, outside of Hollywood, more
precisely in Nijmegen, Netherlands, Willem
Frankenhuis and Professor Carolina de Weerth
(2013) decided to test a more systematic and
empirical version of Nietzsche's (must not to be
confused with Kelly Clarkson) popular "What does not
kill me makes me stronger" thesis. 
Aiming to close a gap in a field that constantly
focuses on how impaired one becomes as a result of
repetitive exposition to adversity, they decided to
investigate the cognitive changes that those who
spent their first years in a stressful environment
might display and that could be considered an
advantage later in life. Their results were intriguing:
compared to their non-traumatized peers these
populations were better at detecting danger,
assessing character and proved to be very good at
memory tasks that were relevant to their
experiences. Indeed, what didn’t kill them might
have made them better. 

Overcoming obstacles, a common theme in mainstream
culture is gaining attention in science. 



Asking the right questions 
  These types of studies evaluate how and if adverse
past events can contribute to unique abilities. The
implications of this shift of perspective could be
huge when applied to education, career advice and
this population’s self-image because it challenges
many of the negative assumptions related to the
mental health, cognitive abilities and personality
types related to a person’s background. Currently,
children who experienced adverse upbringings are
perceived as ‘broken’  (Lupien et al., 2006) and to fix
them, the standard strategy is to encourage them to
develop behaviours and thoughts that are typical of
‘normal children’.  What if, instead of trying to
amend what is wrong, the research question
changed to ‘what is better with this child’? What are
the flip sides of a trauma? (Mittal et al., 2015) To get
answers, we must think out of the box because, with
our old interpretations, we possibly missed some
blind spots.

From conventional wisdom to the lab
 

Rethinking willpower
On the famous marshmallow experiment (1972)'
researchers aimed to measured one's ability to delay
gratification, arguably a massive component of
success. The rationale was easy to follow. Mini
participants were presented with one tempting
candy and a promise: eat now, that is all, or wait a
bit and double the reward! Long after the research,
there were no significant surprises. The infants who
displayed willpower extended self-control
throughout their lives compared to those who
didn't, meaning that waiting is always a good
strategy, right? It depends on the context! Let's
agree that children from stable environments are
rewarded for cultivating discipline and assume that
they have fewer obstacles following the advice
usually offered to the middle to upper-class
children, i.e., delay reproduction, make an effort at
school, etc. These children comply with such
instructions because they know that in the end,
there will be gratification.

 On the contrary, kids who are often exposed to the
behaviour of adults who do not follow through with
promises or who live in environments that do not,
for example, value academic efforts perceive their
futures as uncertain because, essentially, it is. Based
on their circumstances, they tend to take immediate
or smaller rewards as soon as they can. However,
instead of dividing these opposing tactics into right
or wrong, we should ask ourselves what is properly
adaptive to each relevant environment? In other
words, loving parents keep their promises, sending
their children the message that waiting is wise. On
the contrary, children living in chaotic conditions,
under the supervision of caregivers who
sporadically or never deliver on what they promise,
learn that waiting is useless or even foolish. In this
context, such behaviour is not short-sighted or
impulsive. It is strategic, and later it can be used as
an asset, in business for instance. 

What if, instead of trying to amend what
is wrong, the research question changed
to ‘what is better with this child? What

are the flip sides of a trauma? 



Superior pattern recognition 
 Some evidence suggests that growing up with
pressure may enhance skills to better identify
multiple components in an environment (Mittal,
2015). Children from volatile homes can recognise
faster which actions are more likely to be punished
or rewarded. A study tested these abilities by giving
participants the wrong instructions to play a
videogame (Ellis et al., 2017). Children from tough
backgrounds noticed the error more quickly than
other children and reacted by adjusting their
behaviour to the new, correct, instructions. These
results meant that people conditioned to
predictability, like children from stable
environments, may obey rules even when they
should not. In this context, those from turbulent
backgrounds may perform better when looking for
alternative possibilities, being better at finding
innovative solutions. (Ellis et al., 2017)

Cognitive Adaptations

Creativity
 Another potential ability that traumatised
individuals might develop is walking away when
necessary (Arroll & Howard, (2013) and their lack of
perfectionism. Freedom from perfectionism
positively correlates with creativity because it
permits endless exploration, leading eventually to a
novel, creative way to do things. Extreme
perfectionism can be toxic when one becomes
overly focused on avoiding failures instead of
creating solutions (Karatzanos, D & Zbainos, 2020).
The freedom to drop a narrative or leave things
undone without moaning or excessive dwelling
might reflect being raised with constant changes,
without too much opportunity to attach to places,
routines or ideas.

 
Risk-Taking
   Those who grow up sensing that almost nothing is
under their power may become adults who do not
necessarily value being in control. They develop
what researcher Michael Ungar (2009) call the risk-
taker advantage. These traits translate into an asset
to anyone required to navigate challenging and
complex economies (Wall Street, for example) while
keeping calm making decisions under pressure in
highly stressful environments. In contrast,
overprotected children become adults with a low
tolerance for ambiguity at work and in their
interpersonal relationships, mainly because they
never experienced incertitude before. (Ungar, 2009)

Overprotected children
have low tolerance for

ambiguity mainly because
they never experienced

incertitude before



Resilience 
 So what does that mean? That early adverse
conditions are a predictor for success, and a stable
upbringing is a recipe for creating inpatient adults
with low levels of creativity, unable to think for
themselves even when they receive incorrect
instructions? 

The answer is complex. For example, a study
analysing teenager's levels of resilience, academic
engagement, and delinquency (Ungar et al.,2018)
showed some unexpected results. The researchers
were interested in finding out if resilience was good
or bad in specific contexts and divided the sample
of teens with behavioural problems into two groups:
those from loving and those from broken homes. 

They found something unusual. The children who
scored low in resilience living with supportive
parents displayed fewer behavioural problems than
children living in unsupportive homes. This part was
the non-surprising bit. Their environment
compensated for their poor coping skills while teens
from broken homes and low resilience got into
trouble often. 

The odd part was in the results of the population of
teens with behavioural problems and high resilience
levels.   The results indicated that resilient
participants living in adverse conditions got
themselves into trouble (e.g. stealing, fighting and
not finishing tasks) less often than resilient
participants living in stable homes. 

But why? 

The hypothesis was that resilient teens from stable
homes would behave better. However, that is not
how it goes. Children growing up in challenging
environments are sometimes lucky to find a role
model (a dedicated teacher or caring grandparent)
who teaches them how to survive. Their brains are
wired for success through this support, and they
learn to perform better because of this one person.
Because they have so little, these children seem to
value more any opportunity that they are given.

The curious case of resilience scores
 

On the other hand, the more resilience teenagers
from privileged homes scored, the more behavioural
problems they displayed. In terms of adaptation,
this represents the reverse case of the neglected
child. The traumatised child responds to her bad
environment developing resilience to survive. In
contrast, this positive trait works negatively in kids
from loving homes. Their resilience enhances
feelings of self-importance and fuels bullying
tendencies, typically found on entitled children
(Brummelman et al., 2015). Based on this, one can
assume that the old concept of 'the more, the
merrier' is flawed in terms of resilience. In simpler
words, traumatised children can benefit from
building this trait, but the same is not for
populations with advantages who already have all
kinds of support; instead, they need to temper their
strengths with consequences and clear boundaries. 



The lessons from this field are too complex to be
translated into straightforward advice. It would be
absurd to suggest that childhood trauma is
favourable for people. None of the scientists
mentioned in this article denies the negative
consequences of growing up with adversity, neither
promoted it as 'positive'. However, their message is
to consider the individual's inherent strengths, no
matter their background. Ultimately, we are the
stories we tell ourselves (Lilgendahl & McAdams,
2011), and adults who grew up in unpredictable
environments tend to foster feelings of self-doubt.
There are implicit negative assumptions about the
temperament, capabilities, and even levels of
intelligence in traumatised children, leading the
subject of such interpretation to use these self-
fulfilling prophecies for reenacting their trauma
instead of overcoming it. (Levy, 1998). 

The takeaway

More research in this area may reverse cultural
stereotypes associated with trauma by looking at all
children or adults who once were children with a
renewed hope. Ultimately, by deepening our
understanding, we could be helping more people
achieve success in employment, education, and in 
 their lives. 

Finally, not all trauma has necessarily any 'flipside'.'
Pressuring a victim into finding something great
about a challenging past situation is an unfair
request, and trauma needs to be understood in each
person's context. However, by identifying strengths
relative to their experiences, we are at risk of
finding their unique skills. After all, better than
dwelling in painful pasts is to celebrate possibilities
in the present moment. Controlling the
circumstances in which one is born is not always
possible, but what we do later might positively
influence their future.
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