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positive mental health outcomes. Resilient individuals possess attributes such as mindfulness, 

intrinsic motivation, and social support that help them maintain the ability to effectively 

manage challenges and adversity (Hassan et al., 2022).  

Furthermore, Manohar et al. (2022) found that resilient students were responsible, 

friendlier, and had control of the environment and were able to separate themselves from 

dysfunctional conditions. A previous study found a positive association between high levels 

of resilience and social support among university students (Hamdam-Mansour, 2015). This 

provides further support that strong relationships and social support are important factors that 

enhance resilience and improve one’s ability to effectively manage stressful situations.  

Furthermore, what this finding could mean through Seligman’s personalisation, is 

that with a positive explanatory style students would not blame themselves for experiencing 

financial difficulties, instead they would focus on finding a solution such as applying for a 

bursary or getting student work. By recognising their role in their ability to grow and 

overcome adversity, it increases their ability to become more resilient and ‘bounce back’ 

quickly (Seligman, 1999).  

5.4. Relationship between attachment and resilience 

The second hypothesis sought to examine whether there was a relationship between 

attachment and resilience of undergraduate university students. The results of the Pearson 

correlation coefficient and mediation analysis indicated that there was a statistically 

significant but negative association between attachment styles and resilience among 

undergraduate students. Although dismissive/avoidant, fearful, and preoccupied attachment 

styles were expectantly negatively associated with resilience, secure attachment style proved 

to be negatively associated. This result contradicted the expected hypothesis and previous 

findings that there is a positive association between attachment, specifically secure 
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attachment, and resilience of undergraduate students. Therefore, this result warrants further 

investigation.  

A possible explanation for this finding notwithstanding possible issues with the RSQ 

itself, is that resilience could manifest differently for people who have a secure attachment 

base, perhaps for this cohort, resilience is comprised of other factors not measured here and 

therefore not as dependent on the social aspect of resilience. Therefore, it makes sense that a 

securely attached individual has a higher sense of self-efficacy and their sense of resilience is 

not as reliant or determined by social support factors. Bender and Ingram (2018) found that 

secure attached individuals have greater belief in their own efficacy and tend to place 

significant value in, and frequent practice in mental, physical, and social self-care activities 

that act as a buffer during stressful events.  

In this regard, social support, self-efficacy, and self-care may be important factors to 

investigate when assessing the relationship between those with a more secure attachment and 

resilience, and to consider interventions aimed at improving resilience. These features could 

possibly make it easier for secure attached undergraduate university students who are facing 

challenges such as academic stressors, financial difficulties, and relationship problems to be 

more resilient and help them manage stressful situations.   

In terms of insecure attachment styles i.e., preoccupied, dismissive, and fearful it was 

expected that these would have a negative association with resilience. This result was 

consistent with previous findings (Desai & Balasubramanian, 2021; Shibue & Kasai, 2014). 

For these attachment styles, anxiety is a predominant feature that makes it challenging for 

individuals to be resilient. Individuals that experience high levels of anxiety are presumably 

less resilient (Kural & Kovacs, 2021). Kural and Kovacs (2021) further posit that individuals 
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with insecure attachment styles are high in anxiety because they tend to shift the focus to the 

self instead of facing the problem head on.  

This argument is supported by one of the core assumptions of attachment theory in 

relation to insecure attachment patterns. According to attachment theory, inconsistent, 

unreliable, and insensitive interactions with attachment figures during childhood interferes 

with the development of secure and stable mental foundation (Bowlby, 1988). Therefore, 

these factors may have a negative impact for individuals during their adulthood and may 

reduce their resilience levels when they are facing challenges and adversity and make 

individuals vulnerable to psychological breakdown in the face of adversity. 

Overall, it is noteworthy that secure attachment and insecure attachment styles are 

important factors in the development of resilience. In essence, secure attached individuals 

possess characteristics such as social skills, self-efficacy, and trust which enhances their 

ability to be more resilient. Meanwhile, for insecure attached individuals’ anxiety, fear, and 

rejection are key characteristics which makes them perceive hardships as threatening, more 

stressful, and challenging. This supports the argument that it is important that an individual 

experience adversity to grow, develop and it is the healthy positive outcomes that allows 

them to become resilient (Mann, 2018). 

In terms of Seligman’s Positive Psychology personalisation, for example, dismissive 

attached students would blame themselves for a conflict with friends and would avoid 

resolving the conflict because they do not value close relationships but prefer independence. 

However, to increase resilience, it is encouraged that these students should try to understand 

that there may be other factors that contributed to the cause of the conflict in order to resolve 

it and not blame themselves.  
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5.5. Relationship between perceived stress and attachment 

The third hypothesis aimed to assess whether perceived stress had a negative 

association with attachment among undergraduate university students. In this study, 

perceived stress and attachment among undergraduate university students had a significant, 

positive relationship. This finding was consistent with previous studies (Kural & Ozyurt, 

2023; Owens et al., 2018). A possible explanation for this finding could be the differences in 

attachment styles. Dismissive and fearful attached people experience more negative emotions 

such as anxiety and denial which enhances perceived stress; thus, these individuals are likely 

to perceive challenging situations as more stressful (Terzi, 2013).  

Another possible explanation could be that when individuals experience stressful 

situations, they tend to act by referring to previous experiences. Therefore, insecure attached 

people, learned that they had to try hard or quit when in need because of inconsistent and 

unreliable relationships with primary care givers which then led them to adopt fight or flight 

coping mechanisms to overcome stressful situations (Kural & Ozyurt, 2023).  

In a South African context, a possible explanation for this finding could be that, 

because majority of South African households are low-middle income class and there is a 

high rate of unemployment which might cause high levels of perceived stress, financial 

difficulties, and family tension (Rawatlal et al., 2015). According to Stack and Meredith 

(2018), prolonged financial difficulties can cause parents to be highly overwhelmed and 

distressed which could result in inconsistent, unresponsive, and insensitive parenting. This 

type of parenting may contribute to insecure attachment styles.  

Other research has indicated that insecure attached individuals are hypersensitive to 

and always preoccupied with problems (Koçak & Çelik, 2022). In essence, these individuals 

spend more time worrying about the stressor instead of finding a resolution to the source of 
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the stressor. For undergraduate students that are struggling with their academic work or 

making friends could try attending extra classes or tutorials which the university offers or 

form study groups with other students to improve their academic performance and develop 

social relationships.  In other words, perceived stress enhances anxiety in insecure attached 

individuals.  

What this finding could mean in terms of permanence of Positive Psychology, is that 

undergraduate students with a positive explanatory style would acknowledge that the loss of a 

significant other is traumatic, but it will not last forever. They should focus on what the 

negative event would look like once the challenge has resolved. In other words, their 

understanding might be that stress experienced right now will dissipate once they seek 

professional help or support from family and friends.  

Attachment is an important element in understanding the concept of perceived stress 

and associated factors. Bayrak et al. (2018) found that increased levels of anxiety of insecure 

attached university students is associated with a negative self-concept. The researchers 

further stated that negative effects on the self-concept could impair an individual’s effective 

coping abilities when experiencing stressful situations leading to more perceived stress 

factors and experiencing intensive stress. This association was tested in the mediation 

analysis in chapter 4 and will be discussed below.  

5.6. Attachment styles as a mediator of the relationship between resilience and 

perceived stress 

The final hypothesis aimed to examine whether attachment mediates the relationship 

between resilience and perceived stress of undergraduate university students. As 

hypothesised, the results revealed that attachment is a partial mediator of the relationship 

between resilience and perceived stress. Of the four attachment styles, only dismissive and 
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fearful attachment styles were mediators of the relationship between resilience and perceived 

stress. Resilience had a negative significant direct predictive effect on perceived stress.  

In addition, the indirect effect of resilience on perceived stress through dismissive and 

fearful attachment styles was negative. A possible explanation for this finding is that if 

fearful and avoidant attached undergraduate students are resilient and, their ability to bounce 

back and produce positive outcomes when facing stressful situations enhances, then this high 

resilience can provide buffer against their heightened anxiety, fear of rejection, and low self-

confidence. The findings of the current study corroborate with existing research that 

resilience is a protective factor against negative mental health outcomes such as perceived 

stress and anxiety (Ye et al., 2023). Therefore, the indirect, negative relationship on 

resilience, perceived stress through dismissive and fearful attachment styles indicates that 

when dismissive or fearful attachment increases then resilience is lowered and vice versa.   

To support this argument, Zhang et at. (2023) found that medical students described 

resilience with a few positive qualities such as the ability to maintain strong social 

relationships, self-efficacy, and learning from past stressful events. In other words, the more 

resilient, optimistic, and confident students are, the higher the ability of effectively 

recovering from adversity. This would have a positive impact on undergraduate students on 

several aspects of their lives such as improvement in academic performance and personal 

development as young adults as they navigate the challenges that come with adulthood.  

What this finding could mean through Seligman’s personalisation is that students 

would blame themselves for negative events such as physical assault which would lead to 

them experiencing perceived stress and limiting their resilient levels. To increase their 

resilience and lessen the perceived stress, undergraduate students would have to understand 

that there are other factors that could have played a role in those challenges.  
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It is noteworthy that both resilience and attachment constructs share similar strong 

qualities that are regarded as positive psychological outcomes and important factors in 

contributing to healthy functioning (Godor et al., 2023). For example, both constructs place 

strong emphasis on social support and healthy close relationships with and from attachment 

figures, family, and friends. These similarities somewhat explain the clear relationship 

between resilience and attachment and how they influence factors such as perceived stress.  

Interestingly, there was a non-significant indirect effect of resilience on perceived 

stress through secure and preoccupied attachment styles. This finding suggests that secure 

and preoccupied attachment styles do not mediate the relationship between resilience and 

perceived stress. Also, the finding does not provide empirical support of a hypothesised 

mediating relationship, thus, it is possible that there might be an omitted mediator that 

explains the relationship between resilience and perceived stress. 
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6. Chapter six 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the study on the thesis entitled “An exploration of the 

relationship between resilience, perceived stress, and attachment of undergraduate students at 

a university in the Western Cape”. The overall aim of the study was to examine the 

relationship between resilience, perceived stress, and attachment among undergraduate 

students. The chapter provides a summary of main findings, implications, limitations, and 

recommendations of the study. 

6.1. Implications of the study 

Perceived stress continues to be a dominant feature for undergraduate students due to 

several factors such as academic stressors, being independent, and financial difficulties as this 

study found a moderate to high level of perceived stress for the undergraduate students. 

Although factors that contribute toward stress was not within the scope of the study, given the 

comprehensive global and local literature review on stress of undergraduate students, it can 

be inferred that the factors described are more than likely a predominant feature for these 

students. These factors can be seen as normative and unlikely to change for university 

undergraduates, however, this may be an indication that the available interventions or support 

provided by the university are either inadequate or need improvement. The finding also 

provides evidence that it is necessary to review the processes and dynamics of protective 

factors against stress for undergraduate students. 

As expected, there is a strong, negative relationship between resilience and perceived 

stress and so the level of resilience can contribute to the perceived level of stress. This 

finding indicates that there is a need to continue to establish efforts to increase or strengthen 

resilience of undergraduate students.  There are numerous factors that influence resilience 

and can strengthen resilience. These factors differ from person to person. Perhaps resilience 
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strengthening interventions which could take several forms for example, one-on-one time 

with lecturer/teacher; academic support programmes; group work interventions etc. should 

happen earlier at secondary and or primary institutions in support of what learners might not 

be exposed to in other areas. It is also important to note that resilience is strengthened or 

diminished by several factors and so attachment was analysed to determine its relationship to 

perceived stress and resilience.  

An interesting and unexpected finding of this study was the significant negative 

relationship between all attachment styles, including secure attachment style, and resilience. 

Because secure attached people often have good self-esteem and have no problem sharing 

their feelings or seeking social support, one would expect that when secure attachment 

increases so does resilience levels. However, this finding could imply that the picture of what 

secure attachment looks like versus understanding of what is necessary to be resilient needs 

further investigation. Perhaps, in this sample, what this means is that securely attached 

individuals do not ‘rely’ on others as much and have a better sense of capability to manage 

stress more effectively. If resilience is dependent on attachment, then these individuals would 

not reflect on their resilience in the same way.  

Furthermore, for undergraduate students who have preoccupied, dismissive, and 

fearful attachment styles and often experience high perceived stress levels, it would be 

helpful for them to reflect not only on their relationships but how they relate to others, i.e., 

their relationship style. Most interventions at university level tend to be focused on the self in 

relation to academics, depression, and anxiety and not necessarily the self and relationships 

and quality of relationships – perhaps the interventions need to be specific to how students 

relate to themselves and others. This study may inform future interventions and research 

about the ways in which attachment styles influence resilience and perceived stress of 

undergraduate students in South African universities.   
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6.2. Limitations of the Study 

The present study provides a step towards understanding the relationship between 

resilience, perceived stress, and attachment, however, the study also acknowledges some of 

its limitations. This study only employed a sample of undergraduate students across seven 

faculties, although the results of this study may provide an understanding of resilience and 

attachment and the prevalence of perceived stress among this population, at the same time 

these results may not be used to make generalisations to other populations. The scales i.e., 

PSS-10, BRS and RSQ, that were employed in this study were all self-reporting measures, 

therefore, participants responses were guided by their own subjective perceptions, this may 

influence the accuracy of the data and reduce its internal validity.  

The RSQ has its challenges. For example, there is not a lot of research that has been 

conducted on its psychometric properties and use in different contexts.  Also, the RSQ is a 

30-item scale, however, only 17 items are used to make up four attachment styles (i.e., 

secure, preoccupied, dismissive, and fearful).  It is unclear whether only 17 items can be used 

on their own or all 30 items can be included when assessing attachment styles. In addition, in 

order to accurately determine attachment style, qualitative, clinical interviews are indicated. 

Consequently, there remains a question regarding whether the scale is sufficient to accurately 

reflect an attachment style. Therefore, the variability in the way that attachment styles are 

measured by the RSQ may have an impact in the accuracy of the results.  

The BRS is only a six-item scale and although it is a widely used scale, resilience is a 

complicated construct comprised of several components. The sample size could have been a 

little larger.  

The Positive Psychology framework for resilience (Seligman’s 3P’s) encapsulates 

how individuals perceive the world and how their viewpoint might affect their ability to 
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quickly ‘bounce back’ and grow after hardships or adversity. However, the applicability of 

the theory has some limits. For example, only some of the aspects of the theory apply more 

than others (i.e., personalisation) to the findings of this study. There is also a gap in terms of 

academic research studies that have employed the theory to interpret the findings. The theory 

also does not capture the attachment styles variable of this study – perhaps attachment theory 

or stress and coping theories would have been appropriate frameworks for this study.   

6.3. Recommendations of the Study 

The present study provides a basis for future longitudinal or experimental 

methodologies that would assess resilience and perceived stress of university students during 

their academic careers. It also recommends further research into the construct of attachment 

and its effects on resilience and how these individuals manage stress. Given the association 

identified in the present study between fearful and avoidance attachment styles and perceived 

stress, to enhance resilience it would be essential to explore additional, effective coping 

mechanisms.  

The findings from the present study indicated that undergraduate students with 

insecure attachment style may benefit from psychoeducation and interventions aimed at 

improving their coping strategies such as stress management and problem-solving skills. The 

university’s psychological counselling services may also help through programs that could 

assist students to develop better social skills to improve the quality of their relationship.  

Promoting attachment security via repeated attachment security priming could 

decrease dispositional attachment anxiety and perceived stress (Giliath & Karantzas, 2019). 

Another recommendation is for student’s counselling centres to involve students in self-care 

programmes where undergraduate students would learn how to take care of themselves both 

physically and mentally which will help them to be better equipped to handle challenges 

(Omari et al., 2023). Furthermore, future research studies could use multiple methods such as 
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peer evaluation and observations to reduce the effect of subjectivity. Moreover, the study 

recommends that future research may make use of moderation analysis instead of mediation 

analysis to assess the effect of attachment styles as the moderating variable of the relationship 

between resilience and perceived stress.  
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Appendix B: Information Sheet 

 
UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 3096 Fax: 27 21-959 2453 
                                                     E-mail: 4113729@myuwc.zc.za 
 

             

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Project Title: An exploration of the relationship between resilience, perceived stress and 

attachment of undergraduate students.  

 

What is this study about?  

This is a research project being conducted by Munene Nkuna at the University of the Western 

Cape.  We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you are a student 

whose involvement will contribute to relevant information to achieve the aims and objectives 

of the intend study. The purpose of the study is to explore any existing relationships between 

perceived stress, resilience and attachment among undergraduate students.   

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to complete four questionnaires in a form of an Online Survey which will 

include demographics questionnaire, the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10), the Brief 

Resilience Scale (BRS) and Relationship Scales Questionnaire (RSQ). The estimated time to 

complete the four questionnaires is 25 – 30 minutes. Participation to the research study is 

voluntary and there will be no adverse consequences if you choose not to participate.   

 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The researcher will ensure that your identity and the nature of your contribution remains 

protected. To ensure your anonymity, no personal identifiers or names of participants will be 

recorded on the questionnaires. All information that you share will be kept confidential and 

securely stored. Only the researcher and research supervisor will have access to the 

information gathered in the study 

 

What are the risks of this research? 

All human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of risks. We will 

nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist you if you experience any 

discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your participation in this study. 

Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a suitable professional for further 

assistance or intervention. The researcher will refer them to one of the four counselling 

services, namely, the Centre of Student Counselling Services (CSCS), Student Counselling 
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Helpline at the University of the Western Cape, South African Depression and Anxiety Group 

(SADAG) or Lifeline. 

• Centre for Student Counselling Services (CSCS): 021-959-2299  

• Student Counselling Helpline: 0800-222-333   

• SADAG: Help Line 080 0212223/Depression and Anxiety line: 0800 70 80 90/ 

WhatsApp: 076 882 2775  

• LifeLine: (021) 461-1111 /Toll free Counselling line: 0861 322 322 

   

What are the benefits of this research? 

The benefits to you is research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may 

help the researcher learn more about the factors that contribute to stress and the prevalence 

rate of perceived stress among university students. We hope that, in the future, other people 

might benefit from this study through improved understanding of how attachment contributes 

to the ability of an individual to remain resilience when experiencing stressful challenges and 

adversity.  

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?   

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  You may choose not to take part 

at all.  If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time.  If 

you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not 

be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

What if I have questions? 

This research is being conducted by Munene Nkuna 4113729@myuwc.ac.za under the 

supervision of Dr Isaacs at the Department of Psychology, University of the Western Cape. 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant 

or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 

contact us at: 

Dr. Serena Isaacs  

University of the Western Cape  

Private Bag X17  

Bellville 7535  

sisaacs@uwc.ac.za 

  

Prof. Anita Padmanabhanunni 

Head of Department of Psychology 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535  

apadmana@uwc.ac.za     

 

Prof Anthea Rhoda  

Dean: Faculty of Community and Health Sciences  

University of the Western Cape 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535  

chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za 

 

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities and 

Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (HS22/5/36). 

 

 

 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

University of the Western Cape  

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 

7535 

Tel: 021 959 4111 

e-mail: research-ethics@uwc.ac.za 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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             Appendix C: Consent form 

 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 3096 Fax: 27 21-959 2453 
                                           

 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of Research Project: An exploration of the relationship between resilience, 

perceived stress and attachment of undergraduate 

students at a university in the Western Cape.  

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the study 

have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve, and I agree to participate 

of my own choice and free will.  I understand that my identity will not be disclosed to anyone. 

I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and 

without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits.    

Participant’s name……………………….. 

Participant’s signature……………………………….            

Date……………………… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/
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Appendix D: Permission to conduct research 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/




