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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine the thematic structure and research trends of studies on psychological resilience in early
childhood through a bibliometric approach. For this purpose, studies indexed in the Web of Science (WoS) Core Collection database
were analyzed based on keyword co-occurrence analysis. In line with the inclusion criteria, a total of 58 articles were included in
the analysis. A bibliometric science mapping approach was adopted, and VOSviewer software was used during the analysis process.
The findings reveal that research on psychological resilience in early childhood is structured around five main thematic clusters.
These clusters were identified as adverse childhood experiences and protective factors, resilience-stress—trauma processes,
adolescence and psychological outcomes, mental health and social support systems, and child-focused studies. The network
structure indicates that the concept of “resilience” occupies a central position in the field and is strongly connected to both risk
factors and protective mechanisms. Temporal analysis findings suggest that earlier studies predominantly focused on risk and
trauma, whereas more recent research has increasingly emphasized mental health, social support, and positive developmental
experiences. The density analysis further demonstrates that resilience serves as the primary focal point in the literature, around
which various thematic domains are organized. In conclusion, research on psychological resilience in early childhood has evolved
toward a more comprehensive and developmentally oriented perspective over time. Accordingly, future studies are recommended
to place greater emphasis on protective factors and intervention-based approaches.
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INTRODUCTION

Early childhood represents a critical developmental period during which children’s cognitive,
social-emotional, and behavioral capacities undergo rapid and foundational change. During these
formative years, children not only acquire basic academic and interpersonal skills, but also begin to
develop the ability to cope with stress, transitions, frustration, peer interactions, and various
environmental challenges. Within this context, psychological resilience is conceptualized as the capacity
of the child to adapt positively and maintain developmental progress despite exposure to adversity, risk,
or unfavorable life conditions (Masten et al., 2021; Ungar, 2021). Contemporary perspectives emphasize
that resilience should not be viewed as a fixed individual trait; rather, it is understood as a dynamic,
developmental, and multisystemic process shaped through ongoing interactions among the child, family,

educators, school environment, and broader social context (Masten et al., 2021; Ungar & Theron, 2020).

The development of psychological resilience in early childhood is closely intertwined with social-
emotional competencies. Skills such as recognizing, expressing, and regulating emotions play a crucial
role in enabling children to respond more adaptively to challenging situations. Empirical evidence
indicates a significant and positive association between emotional competence and resilience among
preschool children, with emotional understanding and regulation emerging as key contributors to
resilience development (Chen et al., 2021). In a similar vein, self-regulation abilities in early childhood

have been identified as important predictors of later resilience-related outcomes (Robson et al., 2020).

Early childhood education settings constitute an essential protective context for fostering
resilience. High-quality early learning environments can support children in forming secure
relationships, receiving emotional support, and developing effective coping strategies. For instance, the
“Roots of Resilience” professional development program for early childhood educators has been shown
to enhance children’s protective factors by strengthening teacher practices (Lipscomb et al., 2021). In
addition, the quality of teacher—child relationships has been highlighted as a significant factor

influencing children’s stress regulation and adaptive functioning (Jeon et al., 2021).

Recent research has expanded its focus beyond classroom-based social-emotional learning
interventions to include alternative early childhood environments, such as nature-based education.
Comparative studies indicate that nature-based preschool experiences may contribute positively to
resilience-related protective factors, including initiative, self-regulation, and attachment (Ernst et al.,
2021). Furthermore, studies conducted in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic suggest that resilience
in early childhood has become increasingly critical under conditions of uncertainty, with family—child

interactions playing a central role in supporting adaptive outcomes (Prime et al., 2020).

Despite the growing body of research, there remains a limited number of studies that
comprehensively examine the thematic structure of psychological resilience research in early childhood.

Existing studies tend to focus on specific dimensions such as emotion regulation, social-emotional
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learning, teacher support, trauma-informed practices, or nature-based education, rather than providing
an integrative overview of the field. Therefore, identifying research trends, key concepts, and thematic
clusters through bibliometric methods is essential for advancing the understanding of this domain. In
this regard, the present study aims to analyze research on psychological resilience in early childhood
indexed in the Web of Science database, with the goal of revealing the thematic structure, developmental

trends, and potential research gaps in the field.
Aim of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to examine the thematic structure and research trends of studies
on psychological resilience in early childhood through a bibliometric approach. In line with this aim,
publications indexed in the Web of Science database were analyzed using keyword co-occurrence
analysis in order to identify the main research themes, conceptual relationships, and emerging areas

within the field.

More specifically, the study seeks to (i) reveal the evolution of research on psychological
resilience in early childhood, (ii) identify the most influential authors, countries, and sources
contributing to the literature, and (iii) map the thematic clusters that shape the intellectual structure of
the field. By providing a comprehensive overview of the existing body of knowledge, this study aims to
contribute to a deeper understanding of current research directions and to highlight potential gaps for

future studies.
METHOD
Research Design

This study employed a bibliometric analysis approach to examine the thematic structure and
research trends in studies on psychological resilience in early childhood. Bibliometric analysis is a
systematic method that enables the quantitative and visual examination of scientific production within
a specific research field. It is widely used to identify publication trends, key research actors, conceptual
relationships, and the intellectual structure of scientific domains (Donthu et al., 2021; Aria &
Cuccurullo, 2017). In bibliometric studies, performance analysis and science mapping techniques are
often used in combination; while performance analysis evaluates productivity at the level of
publications, citations, authors, countries, and sources, science mapping reveals the conceptual and

structural relationships within the research field (Donthu et al., 2021).
Data Collection Process

The data used in this study were retrieved from the Web of Science (WoS) Core Collection
database. WoS is one of the most commonly used databases in bibliometric research, allowing for the
retrieval of interdisciplinary scientific publications and the export of bibliographic data for further

analysis (Donthu et al., 2021). In this study, the search was conducted within the “Topic” field of the
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WoS database. The keywords “resilience,” “psychological resilience,” and “emotional resilience” were

combined with “child,” “early childhood,” “preschool,” and “kindergarten.”

The initial search yielded a total of 591 publications. To ensure consistency and relevance, several
inclusion criteria were applied. Only articles published in English between 2016 and 2026 were included
in the analysis. In addition, studies were limited to those indexed under the “Education Educational

Research” category. Based on these criteria, the final dataset consisted of 58 articles.
Data Analysis

A bibliometric science mapping approach was used to analyze the collected data. To identify the
conceptual structure of research on psychological resilience in early childhood, a keyword co-
occurrence analysis was conducted. This technique is effective in revealing how frequently concepts
appear together and how they are structurally related within a research field (Donthu et al., 2021). The
analysis was carried out using VOSviewer software, which is a widely used tool for constructing,
visualizing, and analyzing bibliometric networks (van Eck & Waltman, 2010). In this study, author
keywords were used as the primary unit of analysis, and only those exceeding a predefined minimum
occurrence threshold were included. Based on the resulting network visualizations, thematic clusters

were identified and interpreted to reflect the prevailing research trends in the field.
RESULTS

In this study, a keyword co-occurrence analysis was conducted to reveal the conceptual structure
of research on psychological resilience in early childhood. The resulting network structure provides a
visual representation of the relationships among key concepts in the field, as well as prevailing research
trends. The findings indicate that the examined studies are concentrated around specific thematic
clusters, which are interconnected within the overall network. In the network map, the size of the nodes
reflects the frequency of concept usage, while the links between nodes represent the strength of
relationships among concepts. Additionally, the colors indicate groups of concepts that are more

strongly connected, representing distinct thematic clusters.

Accordingly, the results demonstrate that research on psychological resilience in early childhood
is structured around five main thematic clusters. The network structure derived from the keyword co-

occurrence analysis is presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Co-occurrence Network and Thematic Clusters of Research on Psychological Resilience in
Early Childhood

The first cluster (red) is primarily organized around the theme of adverse childhood experiences
and protective factors. This cluster includes concepts such as “adverse childhood experiences,”

9 ¢

“childhood adversity,” “positive childhood experiences,” “protective factors,” and “systematic review.”
This structure indicates that resilience has been extensively examined in relation to risk factors in the
literature, with particular emphasis on protective mechanisms developed in response to adverse early
life experiences. The presence of the term “systematic review” within this cluster further suggests that

synthesis-based studies are gaining increasing attention in this area.

The second cluster (green) is associated with resilience, stress, and trauma processes. This cluster

9 ¢ 29 ¢

includes the concepts “resilience,” “adversity,” “stress,” and “trauma.” The prominence of these terms
indicates that resilience is frequently studied in direct relation to risk and trauma, often focusing on
individuals’ capacity to cope with stress. The central positioning of this cluster within the network also

suggests that the field is conceptually structured around the relationship between risk and resilience.

The third cluster (blue) is organized around adolescence and psychological outcomes. It includes
the concepts “adolescent,” “depression,” and “meta-analysis.” This pattern indicates that resilience
processes originating in early childhood are often linked to mental health outcomes during adolescence,
particularly in relation to depression. The inclusion of “meta-analysis” also highlights the presence of

quantitative synthesis studies within this line of research.

The fourth cluster (yellow) relates to mental health and social support systems. The key concepts

within this cluster are “mental health” and “social support.” This finding suggests that resilience is not
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only conceptualized as an individual capacity but is also examined within the broader context of social
support mechanisms and psychological well-being. The strong connections between social support and

resilience further emphasize the importance of environmental and relational factors.

The fifth cluster (purple) represents child-focused studies. This cluster includes only the concept
“child,” indicating that research centered on child samples occupies a central position in the literature,

while remaining conceptually integrated with other thematic domains.

Figure 2 presents the temporal distribution of keywords related to research on psychological

resilience in early childhood.
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Figure 2. Temporal distribution of studies

Figure 2 illustrates the temporal distribution of keywords related to research on psychological
resilience in early childhood using an overlay visualization technique. The color scale represents the
average publication year of the concepts, where blue tones indicate earlier studies, green tones represent
the intermediate period, and yellow tones correspond to more recent research. An examination of the

9 <¢

findings shows that the concepts “adversity,” “trauma,” and to some extent “stress” are represented in
darker colors, indicating that these topics were more prominently addressed in earlier studies. This

suggests that resilience research initially focused largely on risk factors and adverse life experiences.

In contrast, the concepts “mental health,” “social support,” and “positive childhood experiences”
appear in lighter, yellowish tones, indicating that these topics have gained prominence in more recent
studies. This shift suggests that the research field has gradually moved beyond a purely risk-oriented

perspective toward a more comprehensive framework that also incorporates mental health, social
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support systems, and positive developmental experiences. Furthermore, the concept of “systematic
review” is also associated with relatively recent tones, indicating an increase in studies aimed at
synthesizing accumulated knowledge in the field. This trend suggests that research on psychological
resilience in early childhood has reached a certain level of maturity and is increasingly being examined

through comprehensive and integrative approaches.

On the other hand, the concept of “resilience” is positioned at the center of the network and is
represented by mid-to-recent color tones. This indicates that resilience has remained a consistent focal
point of research over time while continuing to maintain its relevance in contemporary studies. Overall,
the temporal distribution findings demonstrate that research on psychological resilience in early
childhood has evolved from a primary focus on risk and trauma toward a broader, developmentally
informed perspective that integrates mental health, social support, and positive developmental

processes. Figure 4 presents the density map of research on psychological resilience in early childhood.

In summary, the findings in the first unit reveal that thinking comes to the fore with the themes
of critical, creative, and caring thinking through the conceptual framework of thinking, the distinction
of thinking types, and self-efficacy components, and that the unit also addresses the act of thinking as a

critical and value-oriented responsibility (caring).

Figure 4. Density map of research on psychological resilience in early childhood

Figure 4 presents the keyword density distribution of studies on psychological resilience in early
childhood. The density visualization highlights the intensity levels of key concepts and reveals the
conceptual centers of gravity within the field. In the figure, yellow tones represent high-density areas,
green indicates moderate density, and blue corresponds to low-density regions. The findings clearly
show that the concept of “resilience” has the highest density and is centrally positioned within the

research field. This indicates that resilience constitutes the primary focal point in the literature, around



Giirsoy Kizilaslan / Uluslararas: Egitimde Cagdas Yaklasimlar Dergisi /
International Journal of Contemporary Approaches in Education, Vol. 5 (2026)
which other concepts are organized. It is also notable that the concepts “systematic review” and “child,”
located in close proximity to “resilience,” form relatively high-density clusters. This suggests that the
literature is characterized both by studies focusing on child populations and by synthesis-based research

aiming to provide comprehensive overviews of the field.

An examination of concepts at a moderate density level reveals two main thematic axes. The first

99 ¢

axis is formed by “adversity,” “stress,” and “trauma,” representing risk factors and adverse life
experiences. The close positioning and similar density levels of these concepts indicate that a substantial

portion of resilience research is grounded in a risk-oriented framework.

The second axis consists of “mental health” and “social support,” reflecting a focus on
psychological well-being and support systems. The presence of these concepts in moderate-to-high
density regions suggests that resilience is increasingly examined not only in relation to risk, but also in

connection with individuals’ psychological well-being and their social environments. In lower-density

99 ¢ 99 ¢¢

regions, concepts such as “protective factors,” “childhood adversity,” “adverse childhood experiences,”
and “positive childhood experiences” are observed. This pattern suggests that, although these topics are
present in the literature, they are addressed in a more limited number of studies or represent more

specialized subfields.

Similarly, the concepts “adolescent” and “depression” are located in relatively low-density areas.
This finding indicates that, while resilience research is primarily situated within the early childhood
context, some studies extend the analysis to developmental trajectories, linking early resilience
processes to adolescent mental health outcomes; however, this line of inquiry appears to be less

extensively explored.

Overall, the density map findings demonstrate that the concept of resilience occupies a central
position in early childhood research, with interconnected thematic domains—including risk factors,

mental health, social support, and developmental processes—organized around this core construct.
DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal that research on psychological resilience in early childhood is
characterized by a multidimensional conceptual structure, in which resilience is addressed through both
risk-related and protective processes. The co-occurrence network clearly positions “resilience” at the
center of the field, functioning as a connecting node across different thematic clusters. This centrality
supports contemporary perspectives that conceptualize resilience not as a fixed individual trait, but as a
dynamic and multisystemic process shaped through interactions among various ecological systems

(Masten et al., 2021; Ungar & Theron, 2020).

At the same time, the results indicate that a substantial portion of the literature remains grounded

in risk-oriented frameworks. The strong associations observed between resilience and concepts such as

ER T3

“adversity,” “trauma,” and “stress” suggest that resilience is frequently examined in the context of
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individuals’ responses to challenging or adverse life conditions. This pattern is consistent with prior
research emphasizing the role of exposure to risk in shaping adaptive processes and developmental
outcomes (Prime et al., 2020; Masten et al., 2021). However, the findings also point to a noticeable shift
beyond a purely deficit-focused perspective. The prominence of terms such as “mental health” and
“social support” within both the network and density analyses indicates an increasing emphasis on
protective mechanisms and well-being-oriented approaches. This suggests that resilience is
progressively being understood in relation to supportive environments and positive developmental
resources, rather than solely as a response to adversity. Such a shift aligns with recent work highlighting
the importance of social contexts and relational support systems in fostering resilience (Ungar, 2021;

Jeon et al., 2018).

The temporal analysis further reinforces this evolving orientation within the field. The overlay
visualization demonstrates that earlier studies were more closely associated with risk-related constructs,
particularly “adversity” and “trauma,” whereas more recent publications tend to emphasize “mental
health,” “social support,” and “systematic review.” This transition suggests a gradual movement from
problem-focused frameworks toward more integrative approaches that incorporate both risk and
protective dimensions. Additionally, the increasing visibility of systematic reviews indicates a growing
effort to consolidate and synthesize accumulated knowledge, reflecting a maturation of the research field
(Donthu et al., 2021). Findings from the density analysis also support these interpretations. While
“resilience” remains the most prominent and densely connected concept, the presence of multiple
secondary focal areas—such as risk factors, mental health, and support systems—demonstrates that the
field is not homogeneous, but rather composed of interconnected yet distinct thematic domains. This
layered structure highlights the interdisciplinary and evolving nature of resilience research in early

childhood.

Another important insight concerns the developmental continuity reflected in the literature. The
connections identified between “child” and “adolescent,” as well as between “adolescent” and
“depression,” suggest that resilience is examined across developmental stages, linking early childhood
experiences to later mental health outcomes. This pattern underscores the long-term significance of early
resilience processes and supports the view that early interventions may have enduring effects on

psychological adjustment (Masten et al., 2021; Prime et al., 2020).

Overall, the results of this study suggest that research on psychological resilience in early
childhood has evolved from an initial focus on adversity and trauma toward a more comprehensive
framework that integrates protective factors, mental health, and supportive environments. This shift
reflects both theoretical advancement and increased attention to applied implications, emphasizing the
need for holistic and developmentally informed approaches in early childhood education and

intervention practices.
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Conclusion

This study examined the thematic structure and research trends of studies on psychological
resilience in early childhood through a bibliometric approach. The findings indicate that the concept of
resilience occupies a central position within the field and serves as a key construct linking different
conceptual dimensions. The results further demonstrate that research on psychological resilience in early
childhood reflects a multidimensional structure, characterized by dynamic interactions among risk

factors, protective mechanisms, mental health, and developmental processes.

The findings also suggest a notable shift in the literature over time. While earlier studies primarily
focused on risk-related concepts such as adverse childhood experiences, trauma, and stress, more recent
research has increasingly adopted a broader and more integrative perspective. In particular, the growing
emphasis on mental health, social support, and positive developmental experiences indicates a transition
toward approaches that highlight protective and supportive factors. This shift reflects an evolving
understanding of resilience, not merely as a response to adversity, but as a process shaped by individual
strengths and environmental resources. In addition, the results point to a developmental continuity in
resilience research. The association between early childhood resilience processes and mental health
outcomes in adolescence suggests that resilience is examined within a life-course perspective. This
finding underscores the importance of early interventions, as efforts to support resilience during early

childhood may have long-term implications for psychological adjustment and well-being.

Overall, this study highlights that research on psychological resilience in early childhood has
evolved toward a more comprehensive, interdisciplinary, and application-oriented framework. Based on
these findings, future research should move beyond a sole focus on risk factors and place greater
emphasis on protective mechanisms and intervention-based approaches. Furthermore, studies conducted
across diverse cultural contexts are likely to contribute to a deeper understanding of both the universal

and context-specific dimensions of resilience.
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