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Resilience is understood as the ability to cope with stressful events, adapt to changing circumstances,
and maintain a relatively stable trajectory of functioning (Bonanno, 2004; Connor & Davidson, 2003; Friborg,
Barlaug, Martinussen, Rosenvinge, & Hjemdal, 2005). With college students experiencing higher rates of mental
health problems, both academics and practitioners are increasingly concerned with understanding and assessing
their resilience (e.g., Abolghasemi & Varaniyab, 2010; Hartley, 2011). Research aims at identifying various
contributing factors to resilience across contexts and at different points in the life cycle (e.g., Luthar, Cicchetti,
& Becker, 2000). One stream in this research domain focuses on the role of relationships with other people.
Social ties are essential to well-being (Fisher et al., 2012) and assist individuals in modifying their reactions to
stressful events and attaining successful outcomes (Werner, 1995).

Established ties such as family members, partners, and members of the local community are often
the first sources drawn upon in the face of disruptive life events (Buzzanell, 2019). In addition, dense
networks with more connections among network members are more conducive to providing informal support
than sparse networks (Hurlbert, Haines, & Beggs, 2000; Marsden, 1987). Yet literature suggesting the
importance of strong and dense networks is largely based on measures of static or a priori structure of
networks (i.e., the ascribed characteristics of one’s contacts and preexisting relationships among them).
Little is known about how the specific ways networks are activated through communication influence
resilience. The act of confiding in others improves physical health and mental well-being (Cohen & Wills,
1985) and paves the way for seeking advice and support (Small, 2017). How individuals choose to activate
certain sectors of their networks in response to particular events varies (Pescosolido, 1992). In other words,
two individuals who have analogous forms of personal networks with family, friends, and others may differ
greatly in terms of how they communicate with their network members.

Delving into this distinction between static and activated networks, this study integrates recent
theorizing on how individuals use networks in practice (Small, 2017) with traditional network perspectives
(i.e., emphasizing network structure). More specifically, this research addresses the following question:
Once the structure of static networks is accounted for, how are the resilience traits of college students
associated with the frequency (i.e., how often a given contact is communicated with), topic diversity (i.e.,
the variety of topics discussed with a given contact), and content (i.e., the substantive topics being
discussed) of their communication ties? We answer this question by using a fine-grained data set of college
students’ discussion networks that includes a large number of network contacts and topics discussed with
each contact.

College Students’ Mental Health and Resilience

The transition from high school to college can be turbulent as students move away from their
friends and family and amass more adult responsibilities. In 2019, 77% of undergraduate students reported
their overall stress over the previous month was moderate to high (American College Health Association,
2020). Students with mental health disorders show poorer relationships, less campus engagement, and
lower graduation rates (Salzer, 2012).

Resilience has emerged as important to students’ mental health as well as their academic
performance. Resilience is sometimes viewed as personal dispositions linked with psychological factors,



2528 Lee, Benedict, and Guest International Journal of Communication 16(2022)

personality characteristics, or coping habits (Connor & Davidson, 2003). In other conceptualizations,
resilience is considered a process in which people proactively engage in communication, storytelling,
interaction, and sensemaking to cope with difficult situations (Buzzanell, 2019). In empirical studies,
resilience has been examined as a determining factor for psychological or health outcomes such as
burnout, life satisfaction, and recovery after illness or medical procedures. For example, resilience was
found to partially mediate the relationship between perfectionism and emotional distress symptoms
among college students (Kilbert et al., 2014). Students’ perceived resilience also influenced their use of
regulatory strategies, including time management, self-regulation, and effort regulation, which
subsequently predicted their academic achievements (Johnson, Taasoobshirazi, Kestler, & Cordova,
2015). In contrast, when resilience is examined as an outcome, various factors ranging from personality
traits and cognitive strategies to social relationships are shown to be contributors. In the current study,
we adopt the latter perspective and examine the network and communicative predictors of college
students’ resilience. Students’ egocentric networks (i.e., personal networks) are examined, in which the
focal node (i.e., ego) is a student connected via ties (i.e., communicative relationships) to other people
(i.e., alters).

Networks as Protective Factors

Substantial evidence exists about the importance of individuals’ connections with others for
their mental health and well-being (e.g., Fisher et al., 2012; Wyman et al., 2019). McPherson, Smith-
Lovin, and Brashears (2006) propose that the strength of ties is linked with the breadth (e.g., various
types of support) and depth (e.g., the extent of support in a certain area) of possible support, implying
its importance in well-being. Social network literature uses various indicators for measuring strong ties
such as density, relationship types, intimacy, and time spent together (e.g., Granovetter, 1973). Yet
indicators of strong ties are often correlated with one another (Marsden & Campbell, 1984). Strong ties
are generally assumed to involve relationships with similar others who form dense connections among
themselves. For example, kinship networks are dense in that members of the same family naturally
have ties to one another (Roberts, Dunbar, Pollet, & Kuppens, 2009) and are likely to be high in racial,
religious, and socioeconomic homophily. Because of these correlations, which make it difficult to
theorize how aspects of strong ties are associated with resilience, there is a need to parse out the
unique contributions of each dimension of tie strength. The following section explains three major
indicators of strong ties derived from the static structure of the network: relationship types, homophily,
and density.

Relationship Types

Ties surrounding an individual can be pictured as concentric circles (Roberts et al., 2009) in which
relational type is used as an indicator of tie strength. Strong ties, including family and romantic relationships,
are represented by the smallest circle around the ego; weak ties, including friends and acquaintances, are
in the medium circle; and strangers are in the largest circle. Family ties are bound by norms and expectations
for providing support (Roberts et al., 2009), often offering critical support in both routine and nonroutine
situations (Hurlbert et al., 2000). Strong involvement with a romantic partner is associated with a greater
likelihood of support and communication resulting from the partner’s networks (Parks, Stan, & Eggert,
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1983). The composition of college students’ networks, in terms of relationship types, impacts their well-
being. Familial support is linked to fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression (Khan, Kasky-Hernandez,
Ambrose, & French, 2017) and college persistence, particularly for underrepresented students (Mishra,
2019). Further, friend support moderated the relationship between academic stress and resilience (Wilks,
2008); and students centrally located in their friendship networks exhibited higher levels of resilience
(Fernandez-Martinez et al., 2017).

Homophily

Homophily, the principle that similar people are likely to form ties with one another, tends to be
observed more in strong and confiding relationships compared with less intimate ones (McPherson, Smith-Lovin,
& Cook, 2001). Homophily has been examined for attributes including race, age, gender, class, and education.
For example, racial homophily predicts college students’ social circles (Mayer & Puller, 2008). Sharing similarity
with other people improves psychological comfort, and greater similarity among friendship networks is related
to higher life satisfaction (Seder & QOishi, 2009). Furthermore, relationships exist between perceived similarity
and the perceived support available from groups (Campbell & Wright, 2002). International students who
reported higher levels of connectedness with locals, which was measured partly by whether they met those with
similar characteristics to themselves, showed higher levels of resilience (Cheung & Yue, 2013).

Density

Density is a powerful indicator of two contrasting structures of networks: closure and brokerage
(Burt, 2000). Network closure—a structure in which nodes are strongly interconnected—facilitates trust,
norms, and cooperation (Coleman, 1988). In contrast, network brokerage—a structure whereby an
individual spans weaker connections among groups—brings benefits of information and control to the
broker. The contrast between closure and brokerage maps onto the two forms of social capital: bonding
and bridging (Putnam, 2000). Bonding ties are associated with dense connections in immediate circles,
while bridging ties reach out to external entities. Consequently, individuals who have dense networks
can be hypothesized to benefit from the stronger web among alters. Density is shown to be positively
associated with well-being (e.g., Walker, 2015). For example, the life satisfaction of married people is
increased by having denser networks, which may be attributed to the social support from close others
(Acock & Hurlbert, 1993).

Network Activation Through Communication Ties

Along with aspects of network structure, examining the substance of communication helps understand
how resources can be mobilized and improvised through activating network ties. Interpersonal communication
plays a significant role in receiving support and coping with stress (Fisher et al., 2012). Maintaining and using
communication networks is a key process of enacting resilience (Buzzanell, 2019) and can be considered a
coping strategy when dealing with stress (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). Scharp, Wang, and Wolfe (2022) showed
that first-generation college students relied on supportive communication with both enduring institutional
networks and temporally contingent ties to cope with disruptions during the pandemic. College students’
conversation-oriented experiences with family members, defined as engaging in open communication on various
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topics, was associated with their ability to use communication networks to receive social support in stressful
situations (Dorrance Hall & Scharp, 2021). Similarly, conversational (rather than conforming) family
communication patterns positively predicted high school students’ academic resilience (Jowkar, Kohoulat, &
Zakeri, 2011). Immigrants maintained and used online communication networks with physically distant family
members as a resilience strategy (Scharp, Geary, Wolfe, Wang, & Fesenmaier, 2021). These studies suggest
that talking often and across various topics with others may be useful.

Extending these studies, which typically focus on dyadic instances of support provision, the
current study takes a holistic look at the personal network environments that surround an individual.
Recently, increasing attention to network practices, beyond the a priori structure, produced a more
complex conceptualization of tie strength (Brashears & Quintane, 2018). Studies also suggested the
need for both the structural and behavioral aspects of strong ties to be unpacked. For example, Small
(2017) proposed that the likelihood of triadic closure that leads to dense networks is not an
unquestionable outcome of strong ties but subject to whether the actors share institutional contexts in
which activities are jointly organized.

Building on these debates, this study assesses how indicators of tie strength in the communicative
interaction uniquely contribute to dimensions of resilience when static network structures are controlled. In
addition to measuring communication frequency and the number of topics discussed, we extend the limited
set of literature on substantive topics discussed with close network members (e.g., Brashears, 2014) to the
context of college students.

Communication Frequency

Tie strength can be gauged by communication frequency, which represents the amount of time
spent associating with a contact (Granovetter, 1973) as well as how likely or frequently information is
exchanged with contacts. Brashears and Quintane (2018) suggest the frequency of tie activation as a factor
that comprises tie strength. For college students, more frequent communication with both strong and weak
ties predicted their well-being (Wang, Chua, & Stefanone, 2015). Daily expression of prioritizing education
from family members was found to help first-generation college students’ academic accomplishments
(Gofen, 2009), indicating repeated conversations may be particularly important. In addition, college
students’ frequent telephone conversations with parents predicted satisfying and supportive parental
relationships (Gentzler, Oberhauser, Westerman, & Nadorff, 2011).

Topic Diversity

Another characteristic of communication related to tie strength is capacity, or the extent to which
a tie can transmit content (Brashears & Quintane, 2018). The breadth of topics discussed with alters is
related to intimacy, which represents tie strength (Marsden & Campbell, 1984). Whether a dyadic tie can
act as a conduit of information, knowledge, or support in diverse domains has implications for various
outcomes (Sosa, 2011). In our study context, the number of topics about which students communicate with
their network contacts reflects the capacity of communication networks.
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Substantive Topics Discussed

While long-standing assumptions in network literature maintain that strong ties are associated with
discussion of important topics, recent studies showed that discussing important topics may be independent
of the composition of the networks. For example, 45% of people in core discussion networks were not
considered important by respondents and, instead, availability and knowledge were reasons that people
discussed important topics with nonclose alters (Small, 2013). Thus, the number of people to whom one
can disclose each type of substantive topic may have effects on resilience independent of the effects of
strong ties themselves.

Table 1 summarizes the variables examined in this study, and the following hypotheses and
research questions reflect the key inquiries of the study:

H1: Having ties with higher communication frequency in one’s personal networks will be associated
with a higher level of resilience, after controlling for tie strength in static network structure.

H2: Having ties with higher communication topic diversity in one’s personal networks will be associated
with a higher level of resilience, after controlling for tie strength in static network structure.

RQ1: How is discussion of substantive topics associated with the level of resilience?

RQ2: What are the relative contributions of indicators of tie strength in static network structure and
activated communication ties in predicting resilience?

Table 1. Summary of Variables.

Indicators of tie Network Activation Through
strength Static Network Structure Communication
e Proportion of kin ties in e  Communication frequency
one’s network e  Topic diversity: Number of
e Proportion of romantic ties topics one discusses with
in one’s network each alter
e Homophily (sex, race) e  Substantive topics discussed

e Network density

Control variables . Demographic characteristics (year, sex, race, religion)
. Mental health
e Associational memberships
. Network size

Method

Respondents were recruited using an online research system at a large Midwestern university from
May to November 2018. Undergraduate students from various majors enrolled in communication courses
completed a survey and earned extra credit for their participation. The total number of participants was 599



2532 Lee, Benedict, and Guest International Journal of Communication 16(2022)

after data cleaning. Table 2 presents a breakdown of demographic characteristics. Non-response caused the
sum for each characteristic to be below 599 in some cases.

Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample.

Characteristic n %
Year
First year 150 25.08
Second year 128 21.40
Third year 168 28.09
Fourth or higher year 152 25.42
Sex
Male 224 37.46
Female 374 62.54
Race
Asian 152 25.46
Black/African American 26 4.36
Hispanic or Latino 29 4.86
White 361 60.47
Other or mixed race 29 4.86
Religion
Protestant 55 9.21
Catholic 151 25.29
Other Christian 149 24.96
Others 69 11.56
No religion 173 28.98
Measures

Personal Network Structure

This study adopted a standardized network instrument used in the General Social Survey (Marsden,
1987). First, a name generator question was asked: “Over the last six months, who are the people with whom
you discussed important personal matters? Please just tell us the first names or initials of 10 people.” American
adults usually name an average of two discussion partners, and only about 10% of respondents name four or
more (Brashears, 2011; Hampton, Sessions, Her, & Rainie, 2011). As the intention of this study was to access
discussion partners outside of students’ most intimate connections, we asked students to name 10 people to
encourage them to look beyond their “first-string” ties. Second, name interpreter questions about each
nominated alter were asked: sex, race, relationship type, communication frequency ranging from 1 (once a year
or less) to 5 (every day), and whether the alters in the network “know” one another.
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Discussion Topics

For nine topic categories, respondents indicated the topic(s) they discuss with each alter. This
method allowed collecting comprehensive information about discussion topics with all alters nominated by
a respondent. Topics were: (1) family, (2) friends and relationships, (3) politics and current events, (4)
career and life goals, (5) health and well-being, (6) culture and entertainment, (7) personal finances, (8)
failure and mistakes, and (9) successes and triumphs.

Resilience

This study adopted the Resilience Scale for Adults (RSA; Friborg et al., 2005), which takes a more
comprehensive approach than a few other widely accepted scales that place emphasis on personal psychometric
properties (CD-RISC; Connor & Davidson, 2003; Resilience Scale, Wagnild & Young, 1993) or on specific
segments of populations (e.g., Adolescent Resilience Scale, Oshio, Kaneko, Nagamine, & Nakaya, 2003). The
scale assesses protective factors that buffer, offset, or counteract the effects of adversity. It measures both
intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions using 5-point semantic-differential scales (Friborg et al., 2005). Only
the intrapersonal resilience subscales were used in this study. Structured style (a = .63) measures the extent
to which an individual feels and succeeds when life is structured or organized, while social competence (a = .78)
measures perceptions of authentic and positive social skills (Friborg et al., 2005). Perception of self (a = .69) is
related to perceptions of one’s strengths and abilities, while perception of future (a = .72) is related to
perceptions of opportunities for achieving plans and goals (Friborg et al., 2005). Focusing on intrapersonal
resilience allows for the examination of how social-oriented characteristics like discussion networks are
associated with self-oriented cognitive and behavioral aspects of resilience.

Respondents were also asked to think about the hardships they encountered recently and report,
“What made you feel that you were (or were not) recovering from or adjusting to them?” We used excerpts
from open-ended responses to exemplify the findings from network and statistical analyses.

Control Variables

Demographic variables including academic year, sex, race, and religion were controlled in the
models. Mental health was measured using the 5-item version of the RAND Mental Health Inventory (Berwick
et al.,, 1991; a = .80) to account for the baseline levels of psychological well-being. Associational
memberships, a dimension of social capital, were assessed by asking students the extent to which they
belonged to various organizations: not a member, member but not very active, or active member (Ball-
Rokeach, Kim, & Matei, 2001). A summed variable was computed for 13 membership types adapted to the
college context. Last, we controlled for the number of contacts an ego named since large networks had
larger numbers of potentially supportive ties and predicted well-being (e.g., Wang et al., 2015).

Analysis

The egor package in R (Krenz, Krivitsky, Vacca, Bojanowski, & Herz, 2020) was used to compute
measures of personal network structure, including proportions of each relationship type, sex homophily, race
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homophily, and density. Homophily was computed by the E-I measure, in which +1 indicated complete heterophily
(i.e., difference) and —1 indicated complete homophily (i.e., similarity). For both sex and race, the E-I measure
was negative, indicating a strong tendency of homophily. Density was computed as the number of existing ties
among alters divided by the number of total possible ties that could exist among them. Communication frequency
was calculated as the mean of the frequency of communication with nominated alters. Topic diversity was computed
as the mean of the total number of topics discussed with each of the nominated alters. For substantive topics
discussed, the number of alters with whom respondents discussed each topic was measured.

A set of hierarchical regression models? was run to predict each of the four dimensions of resilience.
Control variables and static network structure variables were entered in the first step, and communication
variables were included in the second step. Each of the substantive topics discussed was tested in separate
models because of their strong correlations with one another.

Results

Table 3 provides descriptive statistics and pairwise correlations. As to topic diversity, on average,
respondents discussed 5.48 different topics with their alters. Variables (11)-(19) show the total number of
alters with whom respondents reported discussing each topic. Friends and relationships was the most widely
discussed topic, at an average of 7.6 alters.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Pairwise Correlations.
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
(1) Mental health —

(2) Memberships .07* —

(3) Network size -.04 LRk —

(4) Proportion of kin ties L11xxx —.09%** —.19%** —

(5) Proportion of romantic ties -.05 —-.02 L13%*x -.04 —

(6) Sex homophily .03 —-—08* 2T7F*X 23¥xX J1exkx* —
(7) Race homophily -.00 --00 .04 —.13%** —-.00 .08**
(8) Network density L17xxX -.01 —.14x** 23¥xX .05 -.04
(9) Comm. frequency L14%xx L13%*x -.02 -.03 .00 —. 17***
(10) Topic diversity L11xxx .05 -.03 .09** .08* -.06
(11) Family .08** L10** 36X ** L16*x* .03 —.14%%*
(12) Friends and relationships .03 .06 S5k xX —.13%** -.03 —.25%%*
(13) Politics and current events .06 .05 21%*x .01 .02 —. 12%**
(14) Career and life goals .07* .07% 37**x -.01 .03 —.14***
(15) Health and well-being .08** .09** 33kxK .02 .04 —.13%%*

2 Because the dependent variable of resilience was measured as an ordered and discrete variable, ordered
probit models were also run as a robustness check. The results were consistent with those from the linear
regression.
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(16) Culture and entertainment .08* .05 L33F*x -.05 -.00 —.16***
(17) Personal finances .07* .08** L19%*x .03 .05 —.08%*
(18) Failure and mistakes .05 LRk 35k xX —-.06 .01 —.15%%*
(19) Success and triumphs .10%** .09** 37**x -.00 .04 —.18***
(20) RSA: Perception of self 58 x* .06 -.02 L15kx* -.01 .02
(21) RSA: Perception of future L29%¥X J12%kxx .07* J14xxx .04 -.03
(22) RSA: Structured style L1T7xx* .08** -.01 .04 .02 —.12%%*
(23) RSA: Social competence 31xxx L19%xx J14xxx —.13%** -.01 —. 11%%*
M 4.00 5.36 9.36 .33 .05 -.34
SD .82 3.96 1.79 .20 .07 .37
Min 1.4 0 1 0 0 -1
Max 5.8 20 10 0.5 1
Variables (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)
(7) Race homophily —

(8) Network density —.18%%* —

(9) Comm. frequency —. 11%%*% Q5% %% —

(10) Topic diversity -.05 A40*** 27 *** —

(11) Family —.08** NCh Rl L18*x* LB7X*X —

(12) Friends and relationships -.04 L22%xX 21kxX 54k xx S7kxx —
(13) Politics and current events -.04 L1 7kxx L13kxX .64 x* 45Hxx 40x**
(14) Career and life goals -.04 25%*x L16%** WClalule L63%*x* L59**xx
(15) Health and well-being -.02 L29%xX L22%xX WVilua LB63F*X L60***
(16) Culture and entertainment -.01 L22%xX L18*x* L69¥xX 54xxx S5k x X
(17) Personal finances -.03 L20%** L19*kx* 69X xX LS2%kxx 38k kX
(18) Failure and mistakes -.01 L22%*x L22%*% 76¥** L63¥*x* LB1R**
(19) Success and triumphs -.01 L26%** L19*x* J74xxX .64 *x* L64x**
(20) RSA: Perception of self -.02 L13kxx L7xxX L15kx* L10** .08**
(21) RSA: Perception of future —.10%** L13kxx 20 ** L18*x* L18%x* L11xxx
(22) RSA: Structured style —.09** .09** L 7xxX .09** J14kxx .07*
(23) RSA: Social competence -.04 L19%xx L32¥xX 25K xX 25Kk xX L32%¥X
M -.63 .51 4.09 5.48 6.09 7.62
SD .52 .26 0.53 2.14 3.17 2.84
Min -1 0 1.9 0 0 0
Max 1 1 5 9 10 10
Variables (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18)
(13) Politics and current events —

(14) Career and life goals LS2%xx —
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(15) Health and well-being S0**x* WA Rotals —

(16) Culture and entertainment 58**x* L63%*x* 59¥*x —

(17) Personal finances Se*** S57%*x 58**x S50**x* —

(18) Failure and mistakes 45xx* .69 ** Voo LB1¥xX 56X ** —
(19) Success and triumphs Ap*** .69 ¥ ** .69 *** 59¥*x S1xxx L83F**
(20) RSA: Perception of self L10** L13kxx L10** .07* LRk .08*
(21) RSA: Perception of future .18 x* L18%x* J14xxx L13kxx L15%kxx L15x**
(22) RSA: Structured style .07* LRk J1Rxx .00 -.01 .07*
(23) RSA: Social competence L13xx X 24%x* 25k xX 20X J1exkx* L29%¥X
M 3.94 6.30 5.79 5.94 3.35 5.80
SD 3.06 3.09 3.26 3.41 2.64 3.35
Min 0 0 0 0 0 0
Max 10 10 10 10 10 10
Variables (19) (20) (21) (22) (23)

(19) Success & Triumphs —

(20) RSA: Perception of self L15x** —

(21) RSA: Perception of future L22%%X 45kxx —

(22) RSA: Structured style .07* 25%kxX L29%xX —

(23) RSA: Social competence 30x** 36 ** 33kxK L13kxx —

M 6.39 3.53 3.59 3.52 3.59

SD 3.49 0.62 0.80 0.79 0.74

Min 0 1.8 1.25 1.25 1.2

Max 10 5 5 5 5

Note. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .1; Variables (11)-18) refer to the number of alters with whom
respondents discussed each topic.

Figure 1 displays the network structure of all 599 respondents, in which various network structures
are noticeable. Some students report rather distinct clusters of alters or clusters with partial overlap, while
others have much denser networks where almost everyone knows one another. The number of topics
discussed with each alter, as represented by node size, also varies greatly.
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Figure 1. Structure of all 599 respondents’ person
Note. Ego (respondent) is excluded from each network visualization. Node size represents topic diversity
(i.e., the number of topics discussed with a given alter). Networks are sorted first by size and then by
density, from top left to bottom right.

Figure 2 provides a close-up illustration of two egos who are similar in network structure for the
most part but differ greatly in their communication with alters.
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Figure 2. Structure of two respondents’ personal networks, highlighting contrasts in the
strength of communication ties.
Note. Yellow indicates female, and red indicates male. The blank node in the middle denotes the ego (i.e.,
respondent). Node size represents frequency of communication. The width of the edges represents topic
diversity. The structure of the network is similar, with many densely connected friends and family
members and three members of the opposite sex. The patterns of communication are different, with the
ego in (b) reporting a higher level of communication frequency and topic diversity.

Table 4 presents the results of the models predicting each of the four intrapersonal dimensions of
resilience. Mental health was a strong positive predictor for all dimensions. Having a larger nhumber of
organizational memberships explained two dimensions: perception of future (only in Model 1) and social
competence. Overall, results regarding the dimensions of perceptions of self and structured style
demonstrated similar patterns, where network structure and communication predictors had minimal
contributions. Perceptions of self was not explained by any of the network structure or communication
predictors. Structured style was positively predicted by sex homophily (i.e., having a larger proportion of
alters of the same sex) and communication frequency.

As to perceptions of future, the proportions of kin and romantic relations in one’s network were
positive predictors, in addition to network size. Higher communication frequency and topic diversity
predicted higher scores in perceptions of future. The dimension of social competence was explained by
several network variables. Density and network size had positive effects, although the effect of density did
not remain once communication variables were included. Proportion of family ties negatively predicted socia/
competence. In terms of communication variables, higher communication frequency and topic diversity
explained higher scores in social competence. For these two dimensions of resilience, adding communication
variables in Model 2 significantly improved the explanative power. These results provide partial support for
H1 and H2.
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Table 4. Predicting Dimensions of Resilience.

Perception of

Perception of self future Structured style Social competence
Model 1 Model 2 Model1 Model 2 Modell Model2 Modell Model 2
Control variables
Year
Sophomore 11 .08 -.08 -.12 .01 -.01 .06 .01
Junior -.02 -.03 —.23%* —-.26%* —.08 -.10 -.12 -.14
Senior .06 .05 -.17* -.18* —-.08 —-.08 -.11 -.11
Sex (Female) -.06 -.08 .03 -.02 17* .15%* .18%** .13%*
Race
Asian —-.12* -.10 —.22% -.17 .00 .03 —.28%%*% 21 x%
African American -.02 .00 —-.08 -.04 -.16 -.14 -.33%* —.28%
Other/mixed race —.24% —.24%* -.15 -.13 .18 .16 -.11 -.11
Hispanic/Latino .04 .05 -.03 -.01 —-.38%* -.38% -.11 -.10
Religion
Protestant .15 .13 .07 .02 —-.06 -.09 .21 .17
Catholic .01 .00 .09 .07 21% .19 .19%* .16*
Other Christian .04 .03 -.06 —-.08 -.02 -.04 .09 .07
Others -.05 -.05 11 11 -.10 -.09 L27%* .28%*
Mental health ABXEER S q1Rkk 6% k% 3%k 18%xkx 16%k* Q0% *x* 25k xX
Memberships .00 .00 .02* .02 .01 .01 .02%* .01*
Network size .01 .01 .04* .05%* .00 .00 .04%* .06**
Structure: tie
strength
Proportion of kin .22 .23 41* .46%* .15 .20 —.79%¥*  — 6O¥**
Proportion of romantic .38 42 1.08* 1.11%* .62 .76 .05 .10
Sex homophily -.07 -.05 -.12 -.07 —.28*%*% - 25% .03 .08
Race homophily .05 .04 -.09 -.09 -.11 -.09 .00 .01
Density .02 —-.06 11 -.06 .05 .01 A40*x* .20
Comm: tie strength
Comm. frequency .07 .16%* .14* 2T7¥*x
Topic diversity .02 .04* .01 .04x*
N 591 587 591 587 591 587 591 587
R? .37 .37 .16 .18 .10 11 .25 .30
AR? .0 L02%** .01 L05¥**

Note. *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .1; Model 1 includes control variables and measures of static network
structure. Model 2 adds communication frequency and topic diversity to Model 1. For demographic variables,
freshman (year), male (sex), White or Caucasian (race/ethnicity), and no religion (religion) served as base
categories. For sex homophily and race homophily, smaller observed values indicated a stronger tendency
of having similarity with alters.
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Figure 3 shows a summary of results regarding RQ1, which explores the substantive topics of
discussion. Having many contacts with whom one can discuss each topic differentially predicted the four
dimensions of resilience. Three topics—friends and relationships, career and life goals, and success and
triumphs—contributed to perceptions of self. Five topics—politics and current events, career and life goals,
finances, failures and mistakes, and success and triumphs—contributed to perceptions of future. No topics
contributed to structured style. A higher level on the social competence dimension was predicted by having
more people to talk with about seven topics: family, friends and relationships, career and life goals, health
and well-being, finances, failures and mistakes, and success and triumphs. In these models, the effects of
demographic and network structure variables were largely consistent with those in the models presented in
Table 4. In sum, in answering RQ2, the role of tie strength measured in static network structure and
activated communication ties differed across resilience dimensions.

Perception of Self Perception of Future
Family — —_—
Friends & Relationships - L 4 L 2
Politics & Current events - —1T— —_—
Career & Life goals - ——— ————
Health & Well-being - — 1T
Culture & Entertainment - —_— ———————
Personal finances o e e
Failures & Mistakes - — —
Success & Triumphs —01— : i 1—.1— i
-.02 0 .02 .04 -.02 0 .02 .04 .06
Structured Style Social Competence
Family - ————— ———
Friends & Relationships B B — —
Politics & Current events == —— -
Career & Life goals T ——
Health & Well-being e e——— ——
Culture & Entertainment - — T T——
Personal finances - e T e
Failures & Mistakes | 10— —
Success & Triumphs - : —r— . —O—I 1
-.05 0 .05 0 .05 A

Figure 3. Regression coefficient plot with 95% confidence intervals for each of the discussion
topics predicting four dimensions of resilience.
Note. Respondents’ demographic characteristics and measures of static network structure were also
included in the model. Full regression results can be obtained from the first author.

Discussion

This study uses a detailed data set that includes information about a range of topics college
students discuss with their alters to examine the intersection among network structure, communicative
practices, and resilience dimensions. The results show how multiple indicators of tie strength contribute to
the theorizing of resilience.
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Tie Strength Measured in Static Network Structure

Network studies emphasize the need to distinguish among different indicators of strong ties (e.g.,
Sosa, 2011). This study’s findings vary across the three indicators of strong ties, supporting this argument.
Overall, relationship types were found to explain resilience in more cases than homophily did; in particular, race
homophily did not predict any of the dimensions. In one exception to this pattern, having many alters of the
same sex was associated with the extent to which one feels capable of keeping up with daily routines and of
planning and organizing (structured style). The current study contests the common notion that connecting with
similar others benefits well-being, showing homophily may have limited explanatory power for resilience. As to
relationship types, having a large proportion of family and romantic ties explained higher levels of perceptions
of future. For example, one participant described overcoming hardship: “A sense of anxiety goes away because
I focus on more positive things and new opportunities to replace what was lost or ended. I seek encouragement
from my boyfriend, parents, and friends.” Finally, the noticeable negative effect of proportion of kin ties on social
competence could be attributed to possessing a low proportion of friendship ties in one’s social network.>

Network density was partly associated with social competence. In line with Jones and colleagues
(2013), this result shows that having ties with a close-knit group of contacts may offer people the perception
of available social support. In addition, large network size contributed to the dimensions of perception of
future and social competence, suggesting that a larger number of contacts may signal an abundance of
accessible resources. One participant detailed an experience interning abroad, which was characterized by
“extreme anxiety for the unknown conditions” of the workplace, stating the student “turned to [their] family,
friends, and [their] psychologist for help.” Many participants disclosed similarly challenging hardships and
having turned to their large networks for assistance.

The Role of Communication and Discussion Topics

While most previous studies explicated psychological correlates of resilience measured through
dimensions that are intrinsic to an individual, we suggest that resilience is also associated with the forms in
which one communicatively connects with others. Indicators that rely only on ascribed characteristics (e.g.,
kinship, sex, race) may not show the whole picture; expanding the conceptualization of tie strength to
activated communication ties provides a meaningful addition to understanding network structure and
function. Results regarding H1 and H2 specifically suggest that communication frequency predicted all
dimensions of resilience except for perception of self, and discussing diverse topics was associated with two
of the dimensions: perceptions of future and social competence. These results support the idea that
discussing exclusive or a narrow range of topics does not necessarily signal the benefits derived from
relationships, and communicating about diverse topics may be an avenue for engaging in coping behaviors.

The effect of network density on social competence was replaced by the effect of communication
frequency and discussion topic variables when they were jointly included in the model. Burt (2001) suggests

3 Proportions of kin and romantic relationship are both negatively correlated with proportions of friends. On
average, friends occupied 57.4% of alters; family and relatives occupied 33.1%; romantic partners occupied
5.3%; and other relationship types were rarely nominated.
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the benefits of network closure, where strong direct connections among alters improve information access and
provide reliable channels of communication. The importance of the structure of communicative interaction may
be explained by such processes. The finding also aligns with recent studies that emphasize practice and action
beyond network structure itself (Small, 2017). An individual’s resilience is reliant on the capacity to put skills to
effective use (Werner, 1993); in this sense, communicative interaction might be one of the drivers of this
process. For example, one participant indicated the effect of not activating a network, explaining, “I feel like
talking to my parents and friends really helped me get through hardships and times of need. However, I often
hid my feelings instead of talking about them, which did not help me get better.” Finding utility in talking to
alters highlights the need to better define what constitutes strong ties.

With some students feeling compelled to hide feelings from certain people and others being
more open with the people in their lives, students’ communication patterns varied largely. This contrast,
shown in Figure 2, points toward the importance of understanding how students activate their discussion
networks beyond characterizing the composition of static personal networks. Networks can be expanded
or reconfigured as one enacts the process of resilience (Buzzanell, 2019). Self-disclosure, or revealing
information about the self to others, is a primary tool for relational development and predicts various
dimensions of resilience (Brown et al., 2020). Particularly, college students’ intimate and intentional
disclosures on Facebook were associated with higher life satisfaction (Zhang, 2017). Some studies have
challenged the notion that people deliberately make decisions about whom they disclose to and seek
support from (e.g., Small & Sukhu, 2016). The finding that network density did not matter once
communication variables were added provided support for this idea. In other words, regardless of the
nature of the existing dense social circles in which students are involved, the way they engage in
communication with others, even with those who are not part of their dense circles, could be important
for resilience.

Results also show the importance of substantive topics. Having many others with whom one could
talk about career and life goals, as well as success and triumphs, predicted a higher resilience score on three
dimensions. Having people with whom to talk about friends and relationships and about failures and
mistakes were the next most important predictors. One participant said, “"Talking to people about the issues
and finding solutions or just spending time with them helps [to recover from and adjust to hardships].” This
finding raises the question of with whom one talks about these topics. Brashears (2014) shows that there
is an association between alter relations (roles) and topics, in which people tend to talk about certain topics
with particular types of others. When considering the egos’ personal networks, the pattern of concentration
versus division becomes an interesting subject. Some individuals might have a concentrated set of
discussion partners, where they discuss multiple topics with only small sets of alters. Other individuals might
be discussing specialized topics, each with different alters. To examine this pattern, we computed the
standard deviation of the total number of topics discussed with each of the nominated alters. A large value
indicates that a student talks with some alters about many different topics but talks with other alters about
only a few topics (concentration); a small value indicates that one talks with most alters about a similar
number of topics (division). When included in models, this variable does not significantly explain any of the
resilience dimensions, suggesting that the ways in which discussion topics are distributed across one’s
contacts are not predictive of resilience.
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Practical Implications for Resilience

Demand for mental health and counseling services on campuses continues to increase and tends
to exceed supply, leading students to look elsewhere for support. The current study suggests that each
dimension of resilience is explained by a different set of predictor variables, which supports the notion of
resilience as a multidimensional construct (Luthar et al., 2000). Considering multiple dimensions of resilience
can help offer more tailored advice when engaging in counseling practices, depending on the specific
difficulties faced by the student.

The perception of future dimension of resilience presents an interesting practical case. Because the
results show that a larger network size and more associational memberships predict higher levels of
perceptions of future resilience, students might be encouraged to grow their discussion networks through
joining organizations. In addition, higher perception of future was predicted by proportion of kin ties. The
perceived stability and permanence of these relationships may offer comfort when thinking about the future.

Results about the substantive topics of discussion (Figure 3) can guide programs on campus that
aim to facilitate students’ resilience. There are assumptions that peer relationships provide many
conversational opportunities, but our findings indicate that may not be true for all students. For instance,
participating in class discussions in American government may be students’ only chance to talk about politics
and current events, while meeting with mental health counselors may be the only place they feel comfortable
discussing their failures and mistakes. Instructors and administrators would be prudent to recognize the
wide array of communication networks students may engage in to be able to offer programming that
supports their whole student body.

Providing spaces in which students can discuss respective topics with peers or other members of
the college community can be beneficial. For example, celebrating the success and triumphs of students
within their departments and colleges through social media posts or personalized e-mails may help students
be more resilient in their perceptions of self and perceptions of future. Ensuring students can have quality
conversations about their careers and life goals with their academic advisers may also relate to resilience.
In addition, identifying spaces for students to discuss their personal finances with relevant experts may help
them build plans to achieve fiscal stability. Instructors may also consider building in partnered and all-class
discussions that address a wide array of topics. In general, creating opportunities for students to engage in
dialogues that would be personally beneficial to them is important. Herein, the importance of offering
counseling and mental health services for college students must be reiterated.

Limitations and Future Directions

The study measured core discussion networks that were larger in size than those conventionally
studied (i.e., five alters). While this choice increases the possibility of accessing peripheral networks, the
question wording is prone to eliciting alters that are already subsets of relatively strong ties one possesses
rather than improvised ties or strangers. Future research should continue exploring novel methods of
gathering information about people’s weak ties.
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In addition, it is difficult to determine the extent to which the discussion topics may be considered
personal or private. For example, health and well-being may be much more personal to a student with a
chronic physical health condition than to a student who is healthy. Future research can consider how
personal a topic is to individuals, along with the relative importance of topics, to help with designing
intervention programs on sensitive topics.

Limitations also exist in the cross-sectional design, which makes it unfeasible to parse out the
causal mechanism. One possibility is that students with strong communication ties have positive perceptions
about their abilities to influence their surroundings and adapt to adversities, which reflect personality traits
of hardiness (Bonanno, 2004). Contrarily, hardy individuals are better at using social support and using
positive emotion to stay in contact with people (Florian, Mikulincer, & Taubman, 1995), which may explain
the possibility that students high on resilience dimensions tend to form strong communication ties.

Last, the unique institutional and demographic context of the large Midwestern university could
have impacted several aspects of students’ discussion networks. Frequency, as a measure of tie strength,
may have biases in that the strength of ties with alters sharing geographical or institutional contexts (e.g.,
neighbors and coworkers) may be overestimated. Similarly, the level of homophily in one’s networks could
be a function of the activities and culture of the institution and the surrounding community.

Conclusion

Building on network theories concerning tie strength, this study examined how both the structure
of and communication in discussion networks explained dimensions of resilience. Talking to other people
may be a pathway for accessing resources like emotional support, financial assistance, or advice and
guidance. Our explication of tie strength, particularly in the context of students’ discussion networks,
contributes understandings of how resilience is constituted through communicative processes.
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