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A communication perspective offers an important framework for understanding 
resilience, especially within military cultural contexts. 

Military members, along with security forces and first responders, 
face pressures and demands in their work that are nearly 
unparalleled in other professions and that may threaten or 
undermine their resilience. Amid growing mental and behavioral 
health concerns and a continued rise in deaths by suicide among 
active-duty military members, the US Department of Defense 
and various service branches have launched a myriad of initiatives 
designed to cultivate and strengthen resilience, defined as the 
ability to withstand, recover and grow in the face of stressors and 
changing demands (CJCSI 3405.1, 2011), across the forces.  

While much of the effort within the military has historically 
centered on personal resilience, a task force I lead at Air University, 
sponsored by the Air Force Office of Resilience, has recently 
expanded the focus to include key perspectives, approaches, 
and theories of resilience from a range of academic fields and 
to examine individual, social, and organisational dimensions of 
resilience. The task force includes faculty and students who engage 
in a year-long project to identify best practices for creating cultures 
of resilience and community across the Air Force, military and 
DOD. Resilience speaks to the health and well-being of individuals, 
organisations, and communities; to their capacity to maintain core 
purpose, adapt, and perhaps even thrive in the wake of adversity. 

Not something that only some people ‘have’ while others do not, 
nor something we generate solely and continuously on our own 
(Buzzanell, 2018), resilience is enacted in and through mindful 
practices, communication and social connection that enhance 
our ability to carry on and,in the military context, achieve mission 
goals, in the face of disruption, loss, or disaster.

THE UTILITY OF A COMMUNICATION 
PERSPECTIVE 
In recent decades, important advances across a variety of 
scholarly disciplines have emerged to guide the study, teaching, 
and practice of resilience. Within the burgeoning field of 
resilience work, one approach that may hold particular promise 
is a communication perspective on resilience. A communication 
perspective considers communication an essential force in 
defining social reality, focusing on both the processes and effects 
of communicative messages. It suggests that communication 
shapes how we engage in meaning-making, forge and maintain 
relationships, create shared practices, negotiate social reality, 
and understand ourselves in relation to others. This perspective 
offers frameworks for understanding resilience that differ from 
the clinical or social psychological approaches that are also 
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included in our group’s examination, drawing upon theories 
that emphasise the socially constructed nature of sensemaking 
and that underscore the importance of cultivating healthy 
communication practices in managing multi-faceted and 
unpredictable interaction, especially following disruption 
or catastrophe. Below I offer a brief description of three 
communication theories that offer significant contributions to 
understanding and developing resilience.      

The Theory of Resilience & Relational Load (TRRL) was 
developed by Afifi, Merrill, & Davis (2016) to explain and predict 
why some people, families and groups demonstrate resilience 
in the face of adversity while others do not. The theory is 
informed by two basic principles: that people are social beings 
who need to feel connection to others, and that individuals’ 
stress trajectories are affected by those with whom they share a 
relationship. TRRL explores the role of relationship maintenance 
as essential to managing stress and strengthening resilience, and 
examines communication patterns that both reflect and affect 
stress, personal and relational health, and resilience. The theory 
suggests that although individuals may experience chronic stress, 
continuous investment in relationships in specific identified 
ways can help mitigate the effects of this stress and, importantly, 
that these strategies can be learned and developed. In studies 
involving close relationships, the theory has demonstrated that 
communal orientation and reserves of ‘emotional capital’ serve 
to strengthen resilience before, during and after disruptions 
occur. While it has been tested largely in families and romantic 
partnerships, TRRL holds promise for application to other kinds 
of close relationships, including the intensely communal bonds 
typically shared by military members.  

The Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR), Buzzanell 
(2010, 2018) situates resilience in human interaction, drawing 
upon processes that involve multilayered systems of adaptation 
and transformation over time. CTR argues that resilience 
involves five key communicative processes that individuals and 
groups use to foster productive change after adversity and seeks 
to explain how people employ discursive and material resources 
to create a ‘new normal’ after loss, trauma or disruption. These 
processes include crafting normalcy, through interaction, rituals 
and story-telling, e.g., deliberately focusing on productive 
action while backgrounding negative feelings; affirming identity 
anchors (the ways individuals describe themselves in relation to 
others); maintaining and utilising communication networks for 
support; and developing alternative logics (in a sense, reframing) 
to make sense of, and adapt to, radically changed circumstances. 
The theory, which emerged from research involving a variety 
of contexts including job loss, military deployment in families, 
loss of loved ones, and chronic illness, offers pragmatic 
ways to understand and leverage communication and social 
connection in strengthening resilience among families, groups, 
organisations, and communities. 

Often described as a practical theory with a critical edge, 
the Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) Theory, 
proposed by Barnett Pearce and Vern Cronen (1980), focuses 
on resources and practices that people can cultivate to 
construct and engage healthy patterns of communication in an 

attempt to create better social worlds. As described by Robyn 
Penman (2014): “CMM theory is premised on what is called 
a communication perspective that orients the practitioner or 
researcher to look directly at the patterns of communicating, 
rather than looking through communication to its outcomes.” 
The Cosmopolitan Communication model (Pearce, 1989), 
deriving from CMM, offers approaches and strategies 
designed to engage difference and bridge gaps in culture and 
communication in order to achieve effective interaction among 
diverse people and groups. Cosmopolitan Communication 
both requires and enhances the capacity for perspective-taking, 
thereby equipping individuals and groups with tools to create 
space for shared understandings, if not always agreement or 
approval, within interaction and relationships. The model holds 
particular promise for the US military given its ethnic, gender 
and religious diversity, among other dimensions. Deliberate 
and mindful effort is required to leverage these differences 
while establishing common purpose in building effective 
teams (Whitt & Steen, 2021) – an indispensable part of military 
readiness (Goodwin, Blacksmith & Coats, 2018).  

EMERGENT FINDINGS 
As our ‘deep dive’ into the important subject of resilience has 
progressed, some notable conclusions have emerged. One is that, 
like adversity, resilience is not one-size-fits-all and rarely occurs 
along a linear trajectory; people may respond very differently 
to the same traumatic events, with sense-making and appraisal 
playing key roles in the process. Another is that resilience is not 
a ‘one-and-done’ outcome but a process that develops over time, 
drawing continuously upon resources, practices and skills derived 
through and after loss, disruption, trauma, or disaster. We have 
learned that social connection plays a compelling role and, given 
the nature of military culture with its strong collective identity 
and orientation, this may offer exponential benefits in enhancing 
resilience within military groups. Finally, we understand 
resilience in groups, organisations and communities as not 
simply the result of having resilient individuals within them, but 
as something more – an interactive effect of people, environment, 
context, relationships, processes, and structures. Yes indeed, 
the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. A communication 
perspective offers a distinctive lens for understanding the 
interaction of these processes, and for leveraging the important 
role of social connection, in creating cultures that foster, 
encourage, and nourish resilience.  
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