The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle: Harnessing Potential Positive Drivers in Adversity

Abstract
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle is a conceptual framework that seeks to explore how adversity might be transformed into empowerment through the identification and activation of Potential Positive Drivers (PPDs). Emerging from experiences in community development, the framework offers a perspective that may be relevant across various contexts. Rather than viewing adversity solely as a barrier, it is approached here as a possible source of insight, energy, and growth. The cycle begins with a deeply human moment—the quiet resolve to continue despite hardship—which initiates the first phase: Identification. This leads into a six-phase loop—Identification, Adoption, Integration, Application, Adjustment, and Consolidation—where small, cumulative victories gradually build momentum. With each cycle, the system may become more capable of recognizing and harnessing potential, and eventually even including the problem itself. Over time, this process can evolve into a self-sustaining rhythm of change. While still conceptual, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a strength-based approach that may be useful in fields such as education, leadership, personal development, and systems change. By treating adversity as a possible driver and emphasizing the quiet rhythm of empowerment, the framework hopes to contribute to ongoing conversations about resilience, agency, and transformation.
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Introduction
In contexts shaped by adversity, transformation can feel distant. While conventional approaches focus on problem-solving or external aid, recent perspectives highlight overlooked inner strengths and possibilities (Infurna et al., 2024; Balbus & Kantorová, 2021). The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle arises from this quiet recognition—that adversity itself may nurture the conditions for change. Rather than resisting hardship, it invites deeper listening to what adversity might offer: a path to growth, adaptation, and new possibilities (McClendon et al., 2021).

Rooted in community development, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle seeks to identify and activate Potential Positive Drivers—elements like cultural practices, relationships, values, or even adversity itself. Adversity, when recognized and supported, can catalyze resilience and growth (Infurna et al., 2024). Rather than viewing problems as barriers, the framework encourages seeing challenges as energies that can be redirected constructively. This perspective aligns with trauma-informed approaches that transform collective adversity into healing and resilience (Prevention Institute, n.d.). It gently asks: What if what threatens us could also empower us?

The cycle begins with Identification, often sparked not by strategy but by a quiet will to continue despite hardship. This modest act of persistence can mark the first Potential Positive Driver, reflecting a form of resilience foundational to human flourishing (Tsai & Morissette, 2022). Though not always visible, this inner resolve may quietly initiate transformation.

The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle unfolds through six phases—Identification, Adoption, Integration, Application, Adjustment, and Consolidation—each gently building on the last. Rather than a single breakthrough, it reflects a quiet rhythm of small victories that strengthen the system over time. Empowerment and resilience, as Brodsky et al. (2022) describe, are evolving processes shaped by context, persistence, and resourcefulness. With each loop, the system becomes more adaptive and capable of turning adversity into growth.

The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may be seen as a self-sustaining process, quietly building momentum through human resolve and small steps that lead to meaningful change. Empowerment, as Zimmerman and Eisman (2017) note, often emerges in deeply contextual and transformative ways. This introduction offers a gentle invitation to explore the framework’s foundations, structure, and relevance across domains like education, leadership, personal growth, and systems change.

Theoretical Foundations
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle is rooted in the lived realities of community development, where change often arises amid persistent adversity. Drawing from resilience theory, empowerment theory, and systems thinking, it suggests that transformation begins not by escaping hardship, but by working through it. Empowerment emerges as individuals and communities exert control in response to inequity (Zimmerman & Eisman, 2017), while resilience is closely tied to connectedness and well-being in resource-limited settings (Muia & Phillips, 2023). This framework gently invites a shift in perspective—seeing adversity as something to harness in the journey toward transformation.

Resilience theory often focuses on recovery, but within the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle, resilience is gently reframed as quietly bouncing forward. It involves identifying and activating Potential Positive Drivers—elements that may lie dormant until adversity invites a deeper search for strength and possibility. Resilience, in this view, supports growth during hardship and can lead to posttraumatic transformation (Maisha, Morin, & Massicotte, 2021).

Empowerment theory emphasizes increasing agency, especially in marginalized contexts facing systemic barriers. The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle builds on this by suggesting that empowerment often begins with a quiet inner resolve to move forward. This initial spark—sometimes arising without external support—can activate transformation. Zimmerman and Eisman (2017) describe empowerment as an enabling process shaped by responses to adversity, reminding us that the will to continue may be the first act of change.

Systems thinking introduces feedback loops and adaptive cycles, helping us understand gradual, iterative change. The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle follows a six-phase loop—Identification, Adoption, Integration, Application, Adjustment, and Consolidation—each building gently on the last. Unlike linear models, it gains momentum through small victories, recalibrates through feedback, and prepares for future cycles. Over time, the system becomes more capable of recognizing potential, even in adversity (Crielaard et al., 2024).

This framework offers a modest rethinking of adversity—not as something to avoid, but as a potential source of strength. Adaptive responses to hardship can lead to growth, especially when individuals and communities are supported in transforming difficulty into resilience (Infurna et al., 2024). Rather than replacing existing models, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle seeks to complement them by viewing transformation as a process of working through adversity. This aligns with emerging leadership perspectives that emphasize prosocial change and the development of inner and collective capacities in challenging contexts (Tintoré, 2019; Menon, 2024). By treating adversity as a Potential Positive Driver, the framework invites further dialogue on more inclusive and dynamic understandings of empowerment.

Defining Potential Positive Drivers and the Role of Adversity
At the heart of the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle is the idea that transformation may begin with what is already present. Rather than relying solely on external interventions, it highlights Potential Positive Drivers—often subtle elements within individuals, communities, or systems—that can be activated by adversity. Research shows that hardship can reveal hidden capacities (Infurna et al., 2024), and that resilience and growth often emerge from within (Bergeman & Nelson, 2024). This framework does not offer definitive answers, but gently invites reflection on the quiet strengths waiting to be awakened.

Potential Positive Drivers often emerge subtly in response to challenge rather than ideal conditions. Internal drivers like resolve, creativity, and values support intrinsic motivation, especially when external rewards are scarce (Morris et al., 2022; Di Domenico & Ryan, 2017). Relational drivers—such as trust and shared struggle—foster resilience through meaningful connections (Early, 2020; Venktaramana et al., 2023). Cultural drivers offer grounding through traditions and collective memory (Masuda, 2017), while structural drivers—like informal networks and adaptive practices—quietly support survival and innovation (Lubbers et al., 2020; Whetsell et al., 2021). This framework does not aim to define these drivers exhaustively, but invites further exploration into how they may be recognized and harmonized in adversity.

What sets the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle apart is its quiet suggestion that adversity itself can be a driver of transformation. While many frameworks treat adversity as a barrier, this model sees it as a potential source of energy—inviting reflection, revealing strengths, and sparking change. Research supports this reframing, showing how adversity can empower rather than merely challenge (Infurna et al., 2024), and how adaptive responses to unexpected challenges can foster growth and redefine purpose (London, 2023). The cycle does not claim to have all the answers, but hopes to contribute to ongoing conversations about transformation through adversity.

The cycle begins with Identification, often sparked not by resources but by the quiet will to persist. This act of resolve can itself be a Potential Positive Driver, initiating the discovery and integration of others—even those hidden within adversity. Perseverance under pressure has been recognized as key to growth (Khindri & Rangnekar, 2022), and adversity, when reframed, may become a source of transformation (Infurna et al., 2024). This view does not claim certainty, but gently invites reflection on how small acts of resolve might carry the seeds of empowerment.

The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle Framework
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle is a six-phase loop that gently offers a non-linear approach to change, building momentum through recursive and adaptive rhythms. It aligns with models that emphasize cyclical transformation in both personal and organizational contexts (Prestwich et al., 2024). By activating Potential Positive Drivers, the framework supports change grounded in adversity, resonating with perspectives that see struggle as a space where strength and meaning can emerge (Read & Harper, 2022). While still evolving, it hopes to contribute to broader conversations about transformation in complex environments.















Figure 1
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle Framework
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The first phase of the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle, Identification, begins with a quiet act of persistence—the decision to continue despite adversity. This inner resolve may signal the presence of a Potential Positive Driver, often an unseen strength or insight that surfaces under pressure. Identification is not a one-time event, but a continuous process that deepens with each cycle. Research highlights the role of perseverance in resilience and flourishing (Tsai & Morissette, 2022), and the importance of recognizing internal strengths, especially in the absence of external support (Infurna, 2024).

The second phase of the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle, Adoption, involves a quiet decision to value and engage with a Potential Positive Driver—whether a personal strength, cultural asset, or relational resource. This step marks the beginning of intentional transformation through small, meaningful acts. Research shows that embracing internal and communal assets can unlock resilience and agency (Richins et al., 2021; Anandavalli, 2021). Though subtle, this phase can be a powerful turning point in the empowerment process.

In the Integration phase, the adopted driver is gently woven into existing practices and beliefs, allowing it to influence behavior and outcomes in subtle ways. This step supports gradual change by embedding strengths into the system’s natural rhythm. Scholars highlight the value of incorporating personal and cultural assets into community and organizational structures to foster lasting empowerment (Pedrotti et al., 2021; Cyr et al., 2023). While not immediate, this phase opens the door to meaningful and sustained transformation.

In the Application phase, the adopted driver begins to take shape in real-world contexts, often through small but meaningful shifts in practice or engagement. What matters is that the driver is now being used and its influence becomes visible. Research shows that applying personal and cultural strengths in ways aligned with local values can lead to meaningful outcomes (Tummala-Narra, 2013), and that intentional use of embedded resources can spark innovation and change (Van Tonder, 2023). While not a guarantee of success, this phase opens the way for transformation to unfold.

No application is perfect, and the Adjustment phase embraces this by encouraging ongoing monitoring, evaluation, and recalibration. Rather than correcting failure, it helps systems remain responsive to change. Feedback serves as guidance, offering insights that support refinement. Adaptive systems thrive when designed to learn from feedback loops (Rogers & Macfarlan, 2020), and in empowerment-based interventions, such responsiveness is essential for sustaining meaningful change in complex environments (Zimmerman & Eisman, 2017). Though often quiet, adjustment plays a vital role in keeping the cycle relevant.

Consolidation is not about closure, but about gently securing what has been gained. It preserves insights and capacities, embedding resilience and readiness for future cycles. Adaptive systems benefit from consolidation processes that retain and generalize meaningful experiences (Cowan et al., 2021), while resilience literature highlights the importance of preparing systems not just for crisis, but for long-term transformation (Ungar, 2021). This phase also allows previously identified drivers to be reactivated or reinterpreted, contributing to ongoing growth.
These six phases form a spiral of growth, where each cycle gently builds on the last, strengthening the system over time. As the process continues, the system becomes more attuned to identifying and applying drivers, and more resilient in adversity. This is not a one-time success, but a quiet accumulation of small victories that reshape the system from within. Once initiated by the will to continue, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle begins to generate its own momentum (Infurna et al., 2024), requiring not perfect conditions, but simply the recognition that even in adversity, there is something worth moving toward (Abate et al., 2024).

Conceptual Innovations
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle introduces gentle innovations that distinguish it from traditional models—not just structurally, but philosophically. It suggests that meaningful transformation can begin within adversity, rather than in ideal conditions. Scholars have noted that empowerment theory reveals deep assumptions about human agency and growth in challenging environments (Joseph, 2020), and that adaptive leadership benefits from processes that respond to external pressures while building internal resilience (Müller & Kunisch, 2023). While not intended to replace existing models, the framework hopes to contribute to a broader, more inclusive understanding of change.

The Human Spark of Identification
Unlike models that begin with external intervention, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle starts with a quiet, personal decision to persist through hardship. This act of inner resolve marks the first phase—Identification—and may be the initial Potential Positive Driver. It becomes the spark that gently sets the cycle in motion. Research highlights the role of perseverance in fostering resilience and growth (Tsai & Morissette, 2022), and emphasizes the importance of recognizing internal strengths, especially when external support is limited (Infurna, 2024).

Adversity as a Driver
One of the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle’s more distinct contributions may be its gentle reframing of adversity—not as a barrier, but as a Potential Positive Driver. In this view, hardship becomes a source of insight and transformation, revealing hidden strengths and new forms of agency. This perspective may be especially helpful in contexts where conventional solutions fall short. Research suggests that reflective engagement with adversity can foster adaptive growth (Infurna et al., 2024), and that reframing hardship as a catalyst can open new pathways for empowerment, particularly in marginalized settings (Abate et al., 2024).

The Loop of Small Victories
Transformation is often seen as a breakthrough, but the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a quieter path—one built on small, meaningful victories. Each phase builds gently on the last, creating a rhythm of growth that strengthens over time. Research supports the idea that consistent, incremental actions can lead to significant outcomes (Lee et al., 2018), and that cyclical processes are often more effective than linear ones in sustaining resilience, especially in complex environments (Ungar, 2021).

A Self-Driving Engine of Change
Once initiated, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may begin to sustain itself, building momentum through its own internal rhythm. The Adjustment and Consolidation phases help the system stay responsive and prepare for future growth. Over time, each loop can deepen resilience and strengthen the ability to recognize potential in difficult situations. Scholars note that empowerment can be sustained through internal feedback and reflection (Joseph, 2020), and that transformation is often most effective when it emerges from within, guided by learning and resilience (Ungar, 2021).

Universality Across Contexts
Though rooted in community development, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may be relevant across many fields, including education, leadership, personal growth, and systems change. Wherever adversity and persistence intersect, there may be potential for transformation. The framework offers a gentle lens for understanding empowerment in real, often difficult conditions. Scholars have noted that models grounded in human agency and resilience can be adapted across diverse settings (Raj et al., 2021), and that empowerment can emerge in varied contexts when adversity is reframed as strength (Brodsky et al., 2022).

Applications Across Contexts
Although the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle began in community development, its approach to transformation—centered on identifying and harnessing Potential Positive Drivers through adversity—can be gently applied across various fields. Empowerment frameworks grounded in psychological and relational dimensions have shown relevance in leadership, education, and organizational contexts (Bunders et al., 2021), while multisystemic resilience theory supports flexible, cross-disciplinary applications of change (Ungar, 2021). The framework does not claim to be universal, but it hopes to offer a useful lens wherever persistence meets adversity.

Community Development
In its original setting, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle gently supports communities in recognizing and activating their own hidden strengths. Cultural practices, informal networks, and shared histories often serve as Potential Positive Drivers. Even systemic adversity, when thoughtfully reframed, can spark new forms of solidarity and innovation. While the framework does not offer escape from hardship, it may help transform it into collective agency. Scholars have noted that Indigenous and local communities often draw strength from heritage and informal support systems (Susemihl, 2023), and multisystemic resilience theory suggests that transformation can emerge when systems adapt and evolve together (Ungar, 2021).

Education
In educational settings, students often face personal, social, or structural challenges. The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may offer a gentle guide for educators to help learners recognize internal drivers like curiosity, resilience, and creativity. By gradually adopting and applying these strengths, students can grow through feedback and reflection. This approach supports a pedagogy of empowerment, where adversity becomes a potential learning tool. Scholars highlight the value of culturally responsive environments (Zusho & Prieto, 2020) and resilience-focused practices that foster autonomy and self-regulation, especially for students facing hardship (Doll & Song, 2023).

Leadership
Leaders often face uncertainty and rapid change. The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may offer a modest guide for adaptive leadership, encouraging engagement with challenges as sources of insight. By identifying team strengths, integrating feedback, and adjusting strategies over time, leaders can foster resilience and responsiveness. Research highlights that adaptive leadership involves quick decision-making and learning from adversity (London, 2023), and that resilience-building benefits both individuals and organizations when leaders embrace complexity and growth (Yu et al., 2022).



Personal Growth
On a personal level, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may offer a quiet guide for transformation, especially in the face of adversity such as loss or trauma. By continuing despite hardship, individuals begin to identify inner strengths, adopt healing practices, and gradually build a rhythm of growth through reflection and consolidation. Scholars have shown that posttraumatic growth often emerges through intentional healing (Howells et al., 2021), and that internal drivers like emotional awareness and cognitive flexibility play a key role in personal resilience (Nemeth & Olivier, 2017).

Organizational and Systems Change
In organizations and systems, complexity often slows or resists change. The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may offer a modest way forward by helping identify internal drivers—like mission clarity or team cohesion—and by reframing adversity as a possible catalyst for transformation. The loop supports gradual, iterative change through feedback and learning. Scholars note that effective organizational change depends on aligning internal strengths with adaptive responses (Stouten et al., 2018), and that sustainable transformation is more likely when systems embrace feedback loops and flexible structures (Riaz et al., 2023).

Across all these contexts, the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a quiet logic: transformation may begin with the recognition that even adversity holds the possibility of empowerment. By gently activating Potential Positive Drivers and sustaining momentum through a looping process, individuals, communities, and systems may gradually evolve toward greater resilience, agency, and purpose. This framework does not claim to be universal or definitive, but it hopes to contribute to ongoing conversations about how change can emerge from the very conditions that challenge it.

Implications and Future Directions
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a thoughtful way to explore how change might take shape in the midst of adversity. While still evolving, its ideas may hold relevance for practice, policy, and research, gently encouraging fresh perspectives on empowerment, resilience, and development.



Implications for Practice
Practitioners working in community development, education, leadership, and mental health may find the framework helpful in guiding interventions that begin with what people already have—even if all they have is the will to keep going (Montiel et al., 2021). By gently supporting individuals and groups in identifying and activating what might be called Potential Positive Drivers, practitioners can help nurture cycles of growth that sustain themselves over time (Prilleltensky, 2023). The loop encourages ongoing reflection, adaptation, and consolidation, which may be especially meaningful in settings that are constantly changing or where resources are limited (Ungar, 2021).

Implications for Policy
Policymakers may find value in drawing from the framework to design systems that gently recognize and support locally driven change. Instead of relying solely on external solutions, policies might be shaped to quietly amplify existing strengths, cultural assets, and relational networks already present in communities (Silverman et al., 2023). The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a modest invitation to shift from deficit-based models toward strength-based approaches, where adversity is not necessarily seen as failure, but perhaps as a meaningful starting point for transformation (Sagoe Umoh, 2022).

Implications for Research
The framework may offer some helpful directions for further empirical exploration. Researchers might consider looking into how Potential Positive Drivers are identified and activated in different settings, how the loop unfolds over time, and what factors might support or hinder its momentum (Feekery, 2024). Approaches such as participatory action research, case studies, and longitudinal designs could be especially useful in capturing how people experience the cycle in real-life contexts (Fernández & Fine, 2024).

Future Directions
Further development of the Adaptive Empowerment Cycle may include visual tools for training, integration with existing frameworks, and cross-cultural validation to better understand how communities respond to adversity (Feekery, 2024; Masten, 2021; Zewude et al., 2025). It may also find meaningful use in crisis response, trauma recovery, and systems innovation, where resilience and empowerment are especially needed (Classen & Clark, 2017). At its heart, the framework quietly invites a reimagining of adversity—not as something to avoid, but as a source of energy that can be gently harnessed, offering a hopeful and practical path toward transformation.

Conclusion
The Adaptive Empowerment Cycle offers a gentle way to understand change—not as a reaction to adversity, but as something that may quietly begin within it. By recognizing Potential Positive Drivers, the framework invites a shift in perspective, where adversity becomes a source of energy rather than a barrier. Rooted in the simple act of continuing despite hardship, the cycle builds momentum through small, meaningful steps. It does not promise instant success, but suggests a gradual, evolving process of growth and resilience. Though grounded in community development, its ideas may resonate across different fields, offering a quietly hopeful path wherever persistence meets adversity. At its heart is a belief that even the problem itself can become a driver—that within every struggle, a spark of transformation may be waiting to emerge.
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