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			The book

			In 2000, Marc Wallert and 20 other hostages were taken by terrorists to a Philippine island and imprisoned in the jungle for 140 days. 20 years later, he describes the strategies he used to survive and what he learned from the experience. The jungle didn’t break him, but the day-to-day life that followed drove him to burnout. In order to better understand why, he set out to find answers by focusing on the defining moments of his life—the crises. In this book, he explains effective strategies for both private and professional life that can help people get through crises and become even stronger as they do so.

			The author

			Marc Wallert, MSc and MBA is a psychological consultant and certified resilience trainer. He worked for more than 15 years as an executive for internationally renowned companies such as PwC, Renault and Ottobock—speaking four languages and leading teams of more than 60 people. Today he inspires people and organizations on how to successfully master crises and stressful situations in talks and seminars.
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			Insights

			Dear Reader,

			Maybe at this very moment you are trying to find inspiration for dealing with a crisis in your life. And maybe knowing how I survived being kidnapped will be useful. It happened more than twenty years ago…

			Until now, I didn’t find it easy to talk about it. In the year 2000, the abduction of my parents, me, and eighteen other hostages hit the world headlines. To be the focus of attention after our release was quite a challenge for me, and I consciously pulled away from the public spotlight. I didn’t want to feed any more sensationalism, didn’t want to tell my story over and over again. But now, twenty years later, I’ve written this book and give talks about that time, because I’ve recognized how important it was for me on a very personal level. Maybe reading about it will be helpful for other people too. It’s not about the bare facts of my abduction, the “story,” but to let others know what I learned from it. Twenty years ago, I was given a second chance. When I returned to freedom, I was allowed a new start and to create a future for myself, just as I wanted it to be. Have I made use of this opportunity? Well, I think so—by and by. But the path to this point has been quite bumpy.

			It still amazes me that I survived the kidnapping itself and the one hundred forty days of captivity in the jungle without any damage. It surprised everyone, especially the people closest to me. If I had withstood such an extreme experience, I thought, then nothing in everyday life could ever worry me again. Most people who heard about my ordeal thought the same. But they were all wrong. Five years after regaining my freedom, I suffered a total burnout due to stress at work.

			You survived a kidnapping and a long period of captivity without any harm but suffered a burnout at work? Trying to rationalize this conundrum, I began an intensive search for the underlying reasons and arrived at an astonishing insight: my capacity to keep my head played an important part in both crises. In the jungle, it didn’t seem to be a problem. But in everyday life, I needed to learn what it takes not to lose it even after a crisis had passed. Both experiences helped me to lead a happier life—and this is what I would like to share with you.

			In a crisis, people tend to get overwhelmed by their feelings—mostly by fear, but sometimes by an exaggerated optimism. They are equally dangerous. This is one of the lessons I learned during my captivity. Positive thinking in the jungle could actually be lethal. But this also applies to the “economic jungle” of the corporate world. I learned that lesson during more than fifteen years of working as a consultant and senior manager for major companies. In the business world, particularly in these fast-moving times of increasing digitalization, great anxiety prevails.

			The ability to keep your head helps you find a clear path through times of uncertainty and crisis. It helped me to survive my abduction and captivity. In this book, I want to describe that capacity—it’s almost an art—as well as further survival strategies and how to apply them to your day-to-day life. We jungle hostages developed successful strategies to meet our challenges as a team, and I want to apply those mainly to the world of work.

			After they have overcome a crisis, people are often at risk of losing their mind. The presumed comfort zone turns out to be dangerous. “Wow, I made it!” they say. This is a thoroughly human reaction, but it can turn into a problem—unless you simply get back in the saddle again and move on. But you might stumble at the same point again. For years, I made that mistake and ended up on a carousel of crises revolving around the same issues time and again: burnout and broken relationships.

			It is quite a challenge to deal positively with the punches life throws. Some blows are so hard that they nearly knock you out. There is no secret formula for how to deal with dangerous situations. During my captivity, when my life was in actual danger, I found consolation in gallows humor. It didn’t solve the problems as such, but it reduced the tension. I intend to use humor in this book as well.

			Strength Through Crises: The Art of Not Losing Your Head is meant to be a guide about how to be creative and find inspiration—but it doesn’t try to be all-inclusive or complete. It’s rather about giving suggestions for everyday life. People and their crises are unique, and general advice might not be specific enough. However, examples from my time in captivity, as well as from my personal and work life, might inspire you to master your own challenges and to grow through them.

		

	
		
			Strong in a Crisis

			Many people have asked me: “How did you survive your dangerous crisis so well? What made you so strong?” Naturally, I’ve asked myself the same questions. As I sought answers, I discovered some elements of my success that correspond with what I call protective factors of resilience. There are many definitions of resilience—mental resistance, one’s inner strength under duress, and so on. Sometimes it is due to seven, eight, or even ten protective factors, also called pillars of resilience. They protected me, and that’s why I call them protective factors.

			According to scientific studies, resilience most commonly depends on acceptance, optimism, self-efficacy, and social support. Competence in stressful situations and fitness are important too. The first part of this book is a discussion of the six protective factors that helped me most to survive my captivity in the jungle.

			Why Me?

			That’s a question I’ve asked myself countless times when looking back at my life. I was the youngest in my year at school, physically awkward and intellectually overwhelmed. I would have loved to remain a child, to just play and live without any pressure, staying forever in my comfort zone. During swimming lessons, I stayed in the warm baby pool as long as I could while my contemporaries were already racing each other in the big, cold pool. They practically had to throw me in. I was never a member of one of the cool gangs, and for a long time, I played the unloved role of the class clown.

			When I was fifteen years old, things got better. My first love was a popular girl who was definitely out of my league. We spent a wonderful year together and were already dreaming of having children. But it was puppy love, and jealousy and hurt replaced the romance. We separated with tears and heartache. The pain and jealousy nearly tore me apart, but at the same time, those feelings released an unexpected energy in me and made me more courageous. I suddenly wanted to change and at last leave behind my role as the straggler and the clown.

			It meant leaving everything familiar behind, and that was something completely new to me. The decisive moment—and I clearly remember it—came when our English teacher stormed into our geography class and shouted: “Who wants to go on a student exchange to England for four weeks? There are only two places. First come, first served.” I had never raised my arm so quickly, shouting “Ja!” This is my chance, things can’t get any worse, said an inner voice. Another voice reminded me that my knowledge of the English language was pretty poor. But it was too late to worry about that. I was one of only a few students in my class who had never been abroad. My older brother had already been to France and England. He was much bolder and independent and quite a good role model; whereas I was afraid of being far away from home and preferred to stay in the warm nest with my loving parents. But being lovesick worked like a kick in the butt. It threw me out of my comfort zone and gave me the momentum to embark on an adventure—something I had never dared before. For the first time, I jumped into the big, cold pool voluntarily.

			The Beginnings of a Self-Determined Life

			In Cornwall, I was born again. Laurence, my exchange partner, was a stroke of luck in every respect. I had a wonderful time with him, his family, and his friends. English people seemed to be more relaxed than Germans. Everything seemed easy, and even learning the language was fun. I progressed in leaps and bounds and conquered obstacles that previously seemed insurmountable. I did a week’s internship with a local paper. At the end of it, they published an article about me with a photo. I was so proud! For the first time in my life, I had thrown myself into the unknown and come out the other side! My self-confidence grew amazingly, and I knew I wanted more of that! Back in Germany, I applied myself even harder. I studied, got good grades, found acceptance and respect, and was keen on more—more learning, even better grades. Most of all, I was keen for more recognition. My time abroad had set a positive cycle in motion. But without realizing it, I fell into another trap: I became a junkie hooked on success.

			Recognition from others increased my confidence and also raised my status in school. When I was younger, I was quite a talented drummer and had always hoped to use that talent to gain the acceptance of the other students. When I was nine years old, I played for the first time on a large stage in front of an audience of five hundred. It was with the teacher’s band, with my father on guitar. At twelve, I won a few talent competitions with the school band. Our songs were even played on the radio (once!), but all that left no impression on my fellow students. The answer to the question “Do I feel successful?” was always no. It would never have occurred to me then that one day I would shine because of my grades and be proud of it. But that was exactly the case now. I passed my exams with excellent grades and enjoyed the respect it brought me, having longed for it for such a long time. It felt as if the world was my oyster. In my 1992 high school yearbook, I stated “Abroad (Australia)” as my dream destination.

			For the duration of my civil service, I stayed in my hometown of Göttingen to save up for college. I had earned a fair bit of money as the drummer in a band, playing at weddings and office parties for a few years. It had been great fun too.

			At nineteen, I had no idea what to do with the rest of my life. Yes, I wanted to go to college and get good grades, and possibly to do it abroad—to hopefully repeat my good times in Cornwall. And that’s how my five years in college turned out. I studied all sorts of things—social sciences, economic geography, and international management—in five countries, at four universities, and in three languages. I was ambitious and finished everything with excellent grades. I received a first in my diploma; a distinction in my MSc, and was “Best in Year” as I got my MBA. I was very proud and enjoyed the amount of recognition and respect these honors brought me. Prince Charles would have handed me my certificate if I had gone to the graduation ceremony. In Paris, I was asked to give an official speech as Best in Year in a splendid ministerial building.

			My years of studying were exciting and interesting but didn’t help much toward finding the right job. I had allowed myself to be influenced too easily, by adverts, articles, recommendations, that kind of thing. I was interested a little in a lot of things (though not in finance), but not really keen on anything, apart from languages. Whereas everyone else seemed to have chosen their favorite subject and committed to it, I was a specialist in the general. I had many fingers in many pies but couldn’t decide which one to eat.

			“Hey, go into consulting. They are always looking for flexible, well-educated people,” a friend of mine suggested. “You can always specialize in something later.” That sounded ideal and didn’t commit me to anything—quite my thing. Because our careers officer had good connections to Luxembourg, I completed my second master’s degree with a corporate consultancy company, PricewaterhouseCoopers Consulting (PwC) in Luxembourg.

			When All Doors Are Open…

			PwC was the ideal springboard for my career. Not only was I part of one of the most renowned management consultancy firms in the world, but also, I was in a heaven of multiculturalism. Consultants from all over the world made up the teams for specific projects. The working language fluidly changed between English, French, and German, often in the same sentence. For me, it was a dream!

			For a year, I played the role of a firefighter on a project worth billions, coordinating IT projects for an international financing service. My team of consultants often worked until late at night on factsheets and presentations to finish the monthly report for the board in time. I was a good soldier, but had very little conviction. What I loved was the recognition it brought me.

			At the university, my interests had been wide-ranging. I found learning easy, but to commit myself to detail wasn’t really my thing. I had always reached for the next interesting topic, always reacting positively to encouragement and recognition. I only understood much later that just grabbing opportunities has very little to do with self-determination.

			But, if I wanted to make a career as a consultant, I would have to specialize. My boss gave me a choice: It was either “private banking” or “investment funds.” But I wasn’t really interested in either. It wasn’t real enough for me. Too many figures, too much… hmm, tax-avoidance. But there wasn’t really anything else for me in Luxembourg. What could I do? Move again? And where to? What on earth was I supposed to do—and where?

			Many doors were open to me, but I didn’t have a clue which one to choose. I was young and free but felt a complete lack of direction. Hadn’t I reached my goal—a successful job abroad? Looking back, I know that Luxembourg was only a transit station on my hunt for recognition, on my endless search for more of it.

			So far, my life had led me from one city to the next, one university to the next, one project to the next, one woman to the next—always without any commitment, always ready for the next kick. My job was really the equivalent of a lottery win for someone so new to the business, but it was killing me. I had felt burned out for a while.

			But instead of taking things more slowly, I took on more and more major tasks. The next mega project for which they had already penciled me in was in connection with the German stock market. Together with a colleague, I frequently shuttled between Frankfurt and Luxembourg. We quickly grew fed up with anonymous hotels and planned to rent a lovely loft apartment for the coming months. It was a bargain compared with the hotel bills. We were about to pick up the keys when I hesitated. The Frankfurt project was going downhill. Again we fought our way from one deadline to the next. The stress never abated.

			One night I was lying awake and asked myself what I was actually fighting for. Why perform all these complicated projections and process analyses? I felt cut off from myself and somehow completely in the wrong place; there was a yearning in me for a task to which I could commit myself from the bottom of my heart. But what could that be? Maybe I needed some transcendent experience that would show me what was really important in life. I was desperately longing for a “compass.” I’m not religious, but that night I sent a fervent prayer to heaven, asking fate for some advice. And fate answered very quickly and also pretty clearly…

			When I spoke to my parents on the phone the next day, telling them of my crisis, my dad said: “We’re flying to Malaysia over Easter for a diving holiday. Why don’t you come with us and relax a bit?” It sounded very tempting. During the previous year, I had seen my parents only sporadically, and some downtime would be very good for me. But how could I get two weeks off during these hectic times at work? My mother simply suggested: “Why don’t you just ask them?” I did exactly that, and my boss agreed.

			I was highly successful at work then, but at the same time without a proper direction. Something wasn’t right in a life that on the surface looked so glamorous: a successful corporate consultant in an elegant suit rushing with a suitcase from one appointment to the next, lunching in top-rated restaurants. For years, my life had been restless, fleeting. The same applied to my relationships. I shuttled between noncommittal affairs and longer relationships without finding any fulfilment. Today I realize that I was in crisis already. At the time though, I only felt stuck.

			Off to My Adventure

			My parents and I flew to Sipadan in Malaysia, a dream of a tropical island a few kilometers off Borneo’s northern Pacific coast. The sea around it is a paradise for divers. The coastal shelf falls steeply away for six hundred meters. The depths are patrolled by schools of barracuda you normally only meet far out in the ocean. Sipadan is particularly renowned as a breeding place for various kinds of turtles. They are protected, as they return to the beaches year after year to lay their eggs—one reason why the number of tourists on the island is strictly limited. I felt like Robinson Crusoe on his desert island. One could circle the island comfortably in half an hour, and we walked barefoot either on the fine sand or in the warm, lapping waves. On the inner part of the island, I came across an iguana, nearly a meter long. It was guarding its nest of eggs in a sandy hollow, and hissed a threat at me. Looking through my camera lens, I thought it would make an amazing shot.

			But I enjoyed it even more when, one evening, the rangers from the turtle station called the tourists over to watch one of nature’s miraculous sights: hundreds of baby turtles were hatching at the same time and raced across the beach to the safety of the ocean.

			Several times a day we dived down to the immensely colorful landscape of the coral reef, just drifting in warm water, looking around in amazement. It was the perfect place for me. I managed to switch off at last, enjoying the simplicity of everything. Work and my worries vanished into the background, and the actual distance from my chaotic love life helped me relax.

			On the evening that was to change my life—it was our tenth day on the island—my parents and I were lounging on deckchairs on the sundeck outside the open-air restaurant. It had been my idea, which later I would bitterly regret.

			It was a moment of total relaxation and the highlight of a dream holiday. Holding an iced cocktail, I looked out to sea and listened to the lapping waves. A light breeze of salty sea air felt comfortably cool. My parents had put their feet up and smiled happily at each other. We talked about our afternoon activities and then clinked our glasses in praise of this perfect Easter Sunday.

			If we had followed my parents’ plan, we would have been ten meters away out in the water and ready for some night diving on the reef. But it would have been the fourth dive of the day, and it nearly felt like stress to me. So, in the afternoon, I had asked my parents to spend our Easter Sunday evening leisurely on land. They gave in and let the night diving session go.

			Watching the sky at night was our TV. One minute the sky was a deep blood red; the next the stars were glittering so brightly that you felt a part of the cosmos. This abrupt change is typical for tropical countries. In front of us, some night divers let the air out of their jackets and sank down to another world. We watched as their lights slowly faded in the dark water. It was incredibly quiet, and my father murmured, “What a blessing to be allowed such a peaceful Sunday.”

			Then we heard panicky cries behind us, and the idyll collapsed. Everything happened very quickly.

			When I turned around, I saw several armed men storming the restaurant. One of them had a rocket launcher on his shoulder. A second later, he loomed right behind me. Staring into the barrel of his bazooka, I tried to make sense of it all. Time seemed to stop. I felt my heart in my throat. Several gaunt and weedy looking men, partly masked, were waving semi-automatic weapons at us, calling “Police! Police!” But they didn’t seem to be friendly and helpful at all, rather like fishermen and farmers from the fringes of the civilized world. We were chased toward the bungalows of the hotel complex. “Faster! Faster!” Their nervousness was palpable. They didn’t seem sure of what they were doing, but that made them more dangerous. Armed weakness is much more dangerous than armed strength.

			The men drove us, together with the other tourists and some hotel employees, past the bungalows toward the beach. I expected that they were about to rob us and ransack the bungalows.

			In the pale moonlight, I made out two narrow wooden fishing boats. I felt the barrel of a gun in my back. My mother and I were pushed into one boat; my father into the other.

			An American woman refused to get in. She couldn’t swim and her fear of water was stronger than her fear of the men. Collapsing into the shallows she clung to her husband. Three men failed to get her into the boat. The situation threatened to escalate. The kidnappers were waving their weapons. Their body language said they were ready to kill. Suddenly, it seemed very possible that someone would be murdered in front of our eyes. But then the men let the couple go, pushed the boats deeper into the water, and started the outboard engines. The condition of the boats seemed to indicate a short journey. But that turned out to be wrong.

			We huddled closely together, forty people in two boats, about the same number of victims and hijackers. I could hardly breathe from a combination of fear and being crammed in, at a loss as to what would happen next. Would they throw us into the water and shoot at us once we were further out? I was overcome by deep regret. Why hadn’t we gone on the night dive?!

			Somehow, I found some space between two fellow victims. My mother was crouching a few meters further down, leaning against the side of the boat. With a sobbing voice, she whispered, “I’m so sorry that you are here because of me. I shouldn’t have persuaded you to come on this holiday.”

			Thoughts about guilt and fate. Should I have refused to be persuaded to come? What if we were on a different island today as my father had suggested? But suddenly, a completely different thought surfaced. Was this the hint from fate I had asked for? Then my wish had been granted!

			The thought caused my body to tingle with a kind of euphoria. Maybe I was still slightly hazy from the cocktails, but all of a sudden, I saw the possibility of being on a journey toward myself. That I was going to learn something that would give me a compass for life.

			The fear remained, but now I was also curious. Wide awake, I decided to memorize everything that happened from now on and to look for a deeper meaning. I gradually stopped bemoaning my fate and started to concentrate on how to best deal with the situation.

			Clarity Gives You Strength

			On that boat, I felt a clarity I had never experienced before, at least not in my job. I guessed that this journey would not only be very stressful but also life-threatening. But despite my fears, I knew exactly what I would be fighting for: my survival. Focusing on that goal, I gained inner clarity, and that gave me sufficient strength.

			The hopelessness of the situation somehow had a liberating effect on me. There was only one direction. For the first time, I didn’t have to make a difficult decision. When I recognized this clearly, it felt as if a burden was taken from me. All connections to my former life had been severed. Nobody could contact me here. The acute stress, my fundamental lack of direction at work, and the chaos of my relationships were far away. I felt strong and somehow in the right place—a feeling I had longed for since my childhood.

			A Transcendent Experience

			The kidnappers kept in touch between the two boats by light signals. My mother and I couldn’t contact my father for hours, and were worried we would never see each other again. Everyone was deeply troubled, but on the outside, a certain calmness gradually set in. The sea was calm, there was a pleasant breeze, and the star-studded night sky was breathtaking. Life on board began to take some shape. I talked to the man next to me. We speculated about what would lie ahead of us. Our imaginations explored robbery, ritual executions, or being kidnapped for ransom. Fear was mirrored in every face.

			The man sitting between me and my mother introduced himself as Seppo, saying he had only just arrived from Finland. He couldn’t stop sobbing, buried his face in his hands, and kept repeating “No, no, no!” At some point, he put his head in my mother’s lap. She comforted him by stroking his back and calmed herself down a bit as well.

			It was oppressively tight on the boat. Most of the space was filled with petrol canisters, and it seemed that we were going on a long journey. We could hardly move. In the night we were drenched by spray; during the day we were exposed to the hot sun. We had nothing apart from the clothes we were wearing and had to relieve ourselves in the boat. Soon the stench became unbearable: a mixture of urine, saltwater, and petrol was lapping at our feet.

			We didn’t know then that we were heading toward an island called Jolo—part of the Sulu Archipelago in the southern part of the Philippines. Our kidnapping was the first crime of this type that crossed the border between Malaysia and the Philippines.

			Soon I began my search for the meaning of it all. Hadn’t I longed for something like this? A kick in the butt like back at school? But this was an adventure and a half! During the twenty hours at sea, I managed to accept my situation. Sipadan felt like a lifetime ago. I began to look ahead to this journey despite its very uncertain outcome.

			In contrast with me, my mother had trouble dealing with the situation—particularly her own role in it. She kept blaming herself and whispered time and again, “I wish I hadn’t said anything. You wouldn’t have asked your boss for a holiday and wouldn’t be here.” I was deeply moved by the way my mother worried about her child’s wellbeing, even in this perilous situation.

			I reached out over Seppo’s shoulder to touch my mother and comfort her. “Nothing happens without a reason. It will make sense at some point. Don’t worry about me, I’m okay.” But I realized that she kept imagining scenarios that would have kept us from ending up here. The spiral of thoughts was robbing her of all energy as she made a desperate attempt to turn back the clock and make everything disappear. But you cannot go back in time, so you should focus all your energy on how to make the best of the situation.

			This is easier said than done. In such moments, it’s invaluable to be able to put down your thoughts on paper, to free your head. It was one of the many crazy coincidences of our journey that we got hold of some paper and pencils. After about two weeks of captivity, I began to write down our experiences in a “hostage diary,” and to process them at the same time. Scientists have established that some survivors of extreme situations develop a sense of gratitude for what happened to them and end up feeling enriched. I hadn’t come that far, but I was determined to make the best of my situation.

			“This is my attempt to write down and process the events of this ordeal in real time,” I wrote in my “Jungle Diary.” “I regret that I didn’t have the means and the energy in the first few days to remember everything we went through step by step. Nevertheless, I want to write down as many details as possible and thus process them, because it’s never too late.”

			Most of the hostages kept a diary. Seppo was an artist and expressed his experience in drawings. For me, writing the diary was a way to accept what was happening. After our release, it also helped me to recollect the events and to put them into perspective. It was a very valuable experience.

			What Is Resilience?

			Any crisis is demanding. It takes a lot out of us, especially while it’s going on. But a crisis, in my view, also has a lot of positive aspects. We can learn from it and grow. It takes a lot of energy and inner strength for this to happen. This inner strength, called “resilience,” is the personal spirit of resistance in individuals and systems, such as in teams and organizations, when they come under stress from outside and within. It also means the capacity to quickly and sustainably recover after an ordeal. To this day, however, there is no precise definition of what characteristics, capacities, or forms of behavior are included. The word resilience is derived from the Latin verb resilire, meaning to bounce back or rebound. It was first used in physics, during research on materials, and means the characteristic of a material to either keep its original shape under mechanical stress or to quickly revert to its original shape. 

			There are common examples in everyday life. Think of a spring. When we stretch it, that is, exert a power on it, it loses its shape. But its resilience is so great that it invariably returns to its original state as soon as the outside force is removed. It resists permanent deformation. In the end, it releases the power exerted on it and springs back to its original shape. Springs have very high resilience. Glass, on the other hand, has very low resilience. It breaks when force is exerted on it.

			Since the 1950s, psychology has taken the term resilience on board. Of course, the original physical definition cannot be transferred to the human psyche. Our mind isn’t made of material that can be deformed or bent out of shape mechanically. But the term makes sense in psychology to describe one’s mental resistance under duress.

			In the course of our lives, we meet with a variety of stresses of all intensities, but there is an equal number of individual strategies we use to overcome them. There is no general formula for how to deal with stress or grief, for example. What is helpful for one person may make things worse for another. Resilience always consists of a multitude of personal characteristics, learned skills, and situational behavior. The combination is just as individual as we all are.

			That is the reason why it’s so difficult to define resilience clearly. There are a number of definitions and models that often overlap. For the most part, they feature different factors, use different perspectives, or emphasize the importance of various characteristics and skills. They all struggle to clearly formulate a thorough understanding of this important psychological strength.

			For example, Kalisch (2017) describes resilience as the “maintenance or rapid restoration of mental health during or after adversities.” Masten (2016), however, emphasizes the aspect of adaptability. For her, resilience is “the capacity of a dynamic system to successfully adapt to interferences which threaten its function, viability, or development.” The psychotherapist Rosemarie Welter-Enderkin (2008) adds the perspective of developmental psychology, and understands resilience as “the capacity of men (…) to master crises within their lifetime with the help of personal and socially acquired resources and to use them as a starting point for development.”

			At their core, all the definitions have four critical phases for the management of stressors: dealing with stress, reducing stress, recovering after stress, and developing after stress. The first three factors help to master a crisis with strength, meaning to remain mentally healthy during an acute crisis. The fourth factor is helpful to get stronger through a crisis, to grow with it, and to be better equipped for future crises.

			How that can happen successfully differs and depends on the model and perspective. A frequently used model is that of the “pillars,” combining helpful characteristics and skills. I call them “protective factors” because they protected me in the jungle and time and again in my personal and working life. My own most important protective factors are acceptance, optimism, stress management, self-efficacy, social support, and fitness and discipline. Every person has his or her own mixture of these or other elements. In dealing with stress, it’s interesting that a distinct strength in one competence can balance out a weakness in another. It’s therefore not necessary to be in total control of every single protective factor. Rather, whatever protective factors are already present, derived from personal resources and strategies, can be applied in a focused and sustainable way.

			It’s well worth exploring one’s own resilience. There are multiple studies offering evidence that resilience not only enables one to deal with stress successfully, but that it can also have additional positive effects. People with a high level of resilience have significantly fewer physical ailments, recover faster after a stressful episode, and adapt to changes more quickly. They suffer less from anxiety and depression and boast a higher level of overall satisfaction with life. Resilience clearly has a positive effect on the physical, mental, and social wellbeing of people. 

			What’s best is that you can learn to be resilient and then develop this attribute! The protective factors listed above can be a solid framework for this. It’s not only about finding out about this or that competence, but rather recognizing one’s own potential, resources, and strategies when dealing with stress, so as to use them and develop them further.

			It makes sense that an early approach to resilience can be valuable, and it is a high priority to encourage it in child and adolescent psychology. Also, people in mentally stressful occupations, so-called risk groups—such as the emergency and rescue services or intensive care hospital workers—can benefit from a targeted promotion of resilience.

			During the past few years, I have sadly learned that big companies largely believe resilience to be the employee’s responsibility and expect their workers to endure growing pressure and stress. Often, the priority is not in keeping and restoring the employee’s health, but rather in promoting their performance and efficiency (in the company’s interest) under adverse conditions. To my mind, this is shortsighted and potentially counterproductive. Suffering from stress is a serious warning signal for possible crises. It’s like a smoke alarm. As soon as it starts beeping, we shouldn’t simply take out the battery to stop it, we should look for the cause. Smoke = approaching crisis or stress; fire = acute crisis; or false alarm = individual resilience? Only then do we tend to ask whether it’s necessary to strengthen the individual resistance of the employee. 

			Or is it perhaps better to change some of the conditions that caused the stress? To make employees more durable is almost never the right response and can be counterproductive. What would happen if the smoke alarm didn’t respond to an actual fire? There might be considerable damage as a consequence. For that reason, management is often asked to deal sustainably with their employees and not burn them out; to take signals of stress seriously in order to remove the conditions for it early.

			I am convinced that there’s not just one correct way of dealing with stress, and at the end of each chapter will give you an inspiration regarding how to integrate my insights and experiences into your own life at home and at work. Please explore what is relevant for you, and notice whether your experience is completely different than mine.

			Inspiration for the Protective Factor “Acceptance”

			In order to deal with a crisis, you first must accept it as such. It’s absolutely human to respond to a difficult situation by asking “Why me?” especially when dealt a severe blow. But what has happened cannot be undone. It’s helpful to accept the new situation as quickly as possible and to make the best of it. Writing a diary, for example, supports this process. When you document the events, your own position in it becomes more real and helps to make you capable of dealing with it. You also clear your head for the challenges ahead. It’s been scientifically proven that acceptance is an important protective factor of resilience. At the end of the book, you’ll find more suggestions about how to strengthen your capacity for acceptance, as well as other protective factors.

			Everything Will Be Okay

			Acceptance helps you to take the past on board and face present challenges. A second important protective factor is optimism. Optimism gives us strength and helps us, particularly in difficult times, not to lose the belief in a positive future. If you have both these factors, you will be well equipped in a crisis—they are both forward-looking. 

			Of course, it sounds really simple. You just have to accept the situation and look ahead with confidence. But try to give that advice to someone who is in the middle of an existential crisis, and you might get a slap in the face. Each crisis is different, as is each human being. And each of us has a different way of dealing with things. But people can learn from and inspire each other. 

			In my life, time and again I’ve had the good fortune to meet inspiring people. A long time after the kidnapping, I worked as a manager for technical orthopedic centers. I met many people who had recently had an arm or leg amputated. They were all in a deep crisis. Life forced them to adapt to a new reality and a changed body. Many couldn’t or wouldn’t accept their fate. But as long as they wished for their intact body back, their whole energy was rooted in the past. Only when they were ready to make the most of their new situation did they invest all their strength into the challenging process of rehabilitation. Personal visualizations played a vital part in this process. It was important for these people to take their eyes off the past and look ahead to the future. 

			A particularly inspiring example of the power of positive thinking came from a Middle Eastern professor who had lost both her legs in a car bomb attack. Technically, her treatment was complicated, but she was optimistic and fought like a lioness. She was eventually successful because she never lost sight of her vision of the future. “I will return to university as a professor—standing up. I want to be a role model and to encourage my students during these difficult times and to demonstrate that the terrorists won’t win.” Months later, when I came across a photo of this woman actually standing in front of her class, I had goosebumps all over.

			In contrast to the professor, we hostages on Jolo could still hope to come out of our ordeal alive. Apart from acceptance, optimism greatly helped us to get through it. But we could never take it for granted, because the circumstances gave very little reason to be optimistic.

			In the Midst of Jungle Warfare

			After the long and arduous boat journey, we finally got to land. Exhausted, we trudged through a mangrove swamp. Time and again, our naked feet landed on pointed stones in the knee-deep mud. Seppo sustained a painful injury on one foot. Once on dry land again, we tried to stop the bleeding with algae, but we had to go on to the “headquarters,” as a short, middle-aged man who introduced himself as “Commander Robot” told us. He seemed to be in charge, and was one of the few armed men able to speak a bit of English.

			There was a hint of hope that once we arrived at wherever we were going, we would be able to take a shower and get something to eat and drink. After about ten hours trekking through the dense vegetation, we arrived at our destination in darkness, completely exhausted. It was a hideaway in the middle of the jungle. No trace of a headquarters as I had imagined it. We were led to a primitive bamboo hut on stilts without electricity or water, with just one candle and a rough ladder to climb up.

			I was horrified and felt very down. It was stiflingly hot, and the air was thick with the smoke from a firepit. Swarms of mosquitoes buzzed in and landed on my sweaty skin. I asked Commander Robot: “Toilet?” At first, he looked at me with irritation, then amusement, and gestured to the surrounding area by spreading out his arms. Accompanied by some armed men with flashlights, I went into the darkness to relieve myself. On the way, we passed a few small groups of young men, squatting on the ground in the light of improvised oil lamps that looked like Molotov cocktails. Hammocks were strung between the trees, some with a colorful plastic sheet above. These were the quarters of many armed men who apparently had expected our arrival.

			They gathered around us, staring curiously, holding rifles, munition belts slung over their shoulders. They talked in an aggressive-sounding language, and some laughed out loud. We felt like helpless prey in a lion’s den. And that’s exactly what we were. Eventually we learned that we had been kidnapped by Islamist rebels and taken to the Philippine island of Jolo, northeast of Sipadan.

			The rebels belonged to the terrorist organization Abu Sayyaf (which roughly translates as “sword fighters”), also known as Harakat al-Islamiyya. The group was founded in 1991 by the Afghan fighter Abdurajak Abubakar Janjalani, and named after its founder. For us, the rebel group Abu Sayyaf appeared like a grotesque bunch of religious fanatics, political extremists, and greedy bandits.

			The Abu Sayyaf group originated in the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), but had found the political aims of the MNLF too moderate, as it had signed a peace agreement with the Philippine central government that gave the Moros a certain autonomy over areas on Mindanao and in the South Philippine archipelago. The political aim of Abu Sayyaf was complete independence from the federation of the Philippines and the creation of an Islamic caliphate. Janjalani had been shot by police in the Philippines two years before our abduction. This might have been an additional motive for the approximately two hundred core members of Abu Sayyaf to plan a particularly spectacular operation.

			The leader of our group, Galib Andang, was called Commander Robot because, during the skirmishes with the army, he had kept on fighting like a robot even when he was hit by bullets. He would have been a policeman, if he hadn’t been so short. This grievance is said to have driven him to take up arms with the rebels. Together with the inscrutable Mujib Susukan, he held a position of authority over several hundred rebels, which were recruited from the villages on the island as and when needed. Apart from a few fighters trained in terrorist camps, they were farmers’ sons who had very little contact with civilization but possessed a great enthusiasm for weapons.

			There were also some child soldiers among the five hundred fighters surrounding us. Their innocent faces were in stark contrast to the weapons they were carrying: modern American M16 assault rifles. We managed a conversation with one of the boys. He told us that they had given him an amulet that he was always supposed to wear. The recruiter had told him that it had great power and would deflect all enemy bullets. Child soldiers also accompanied us to the river. They were to ensure that we wouldn’t be “conquered” by another rebel group or a rival clan, because, after all, they wanted to get a ransom for us one day. Abu Sayyaf was a guerrilla troop perfectly adapted to jungle warfare. A large part of the population in the region regarded them as soldiers for liberation, fighting against the oppression of the Christian-dominated government and its military.

			In my view, religious aims and convictions played only a minor role with our kidnappers. I never felt as though I was the hostage of a religious group. For me, they were all terrorists and bandits who abused innocent people. As human shields, we were guaranteeing their safety against military action by the Philippine army. We feared for our lives on the front line as several fights between the warring factions broke out. But something made us even more frightened than the heavy artillery: it was the machetes that everyone around us carried. In peacetime, the Jolo farmers use them for weeding or cutting bamboo. But the rebels also sometimes used them on their hostages when their demands for ransom weren’t met. This thought alone made our blood freeze.

			The Damocles Sword Above Our Heads

			In a single night, without any anticipation and completely involuntarily, we found ourselves in a changed reality that couldn’t have been stranger and more hostile. We were in the middle of a guerrilla war and in the middle of a jungle. More or less unprotected, we were exposed to poisonous insects and the tropical climate. Malnourishment and a lack of personal hygiene led to illnesses, such as infected wounds, which stayed untreated because of a lack of medical support. But the greatest threat to our lives was not the unpredictability of nature or the military conflict, but the volatility of our tormentors.

			In our first camp, we met Patrick, a Philippine hostage who had been abducted a few weeks earlier on Jolo but was released a few days after our arrival. He told us that the Abu Sayyaf group decapitated their hostages if their demands weren’t met. At first, we refused to believe it. But then Patrick showed us an article in a Philippine daily he had been secretly given by someone in the nearby village. It was a report about decapitations and shootings of women, children, and priests by the Abu Sayyaf on the neighboring island of Basilan.

			We were now haunted by horror pictures. In addition to the physical threats, there was now a psychological one that was no less dangerous. Catastrophizing, a whirlpool of negative thinking, is the natural enemy of optimism. When your thoughts revolve around a horror scenario, you lose the most important thing of it all: hope. And exactly that happened to my mother. She had a dream of how I, her son, was decapitated in front of her. To spare me the anguish, she only told me about it after our release.

			This dream occurred again and again to my mother, and it pulled the rug from under her feet, at first mentally, then physically as well. She didn’t only suffer from panic attacks and anxiety, but also from extreme back pain and high blood pressure. She had to learn about the power of mental images in a very painful way. Luckily, there were also examples among us about the influence of positive visualizations on one’s attitude.

			The Positive Power of Imagination

			Top athletes swear by the power of their visions. Even before their start, they play a kind of film inside their heads of how they hit the finish line first or beat their own record in the high jump. Motivational trainers often repeat the importance of clear visions of success, expressed in sayings such as “The key to success is to focus on things we want—not on the things we fear” (Brian Tracy). If you can envision your goal, your aspiration, with all your senses, then your determination to find a way to victory increases. On Jolo, I learned that positive images not only help to realize dreams. They also give you the strength to get through a nightmare.

			The fear of dying was with us during the whole time of our captivity. But apart from a few occasions, I never lost the confidence that all would be good in the end. “Everything will be okay,” was my mantra. It worked particularly powerfully when I envisaged the time after our release. The pleasant thoughts and calm images comforted me and gave me hope for freedom and a return to normality. I imagined how I would go to a café in Luxembourg, order a cappuccino, read the paper, and listen to the music in the background. And then I would be met by a good friend and tell him all about the crazy times on Jolo.

			This scenario for me is the epitome of freedom—simply to do what I want, without any thrills. Another longing focused on seeing my brother Dirk, hugging him, and then going for a beer with him. Both images gave me strength and enabled me to remain positive, and they became a reality after my release.

			The other hostages also imagined what they would do once they were back in freedom. When facing death, most people have a “bucket list,” and we all wrote a list of things in our diaries we were determined to do before our life was over. Jolo was a kind of YOLO experience for us—an acronym for “You Only Live Once.” Jolo starkly reminded us of the transience of life and our dreams. My father had loved his job as a geography teacher from the bottom of his heart, but his secret dream had always been to be a travel writer. On Jolo, he started planning to later publish his diary to let people know about his experiences.

			Callie and Monique from South Africa decided to have children once they were free again. They also made drawings for the landscaping of their garden at home. The future visions of the other hostages ranged from traveling, to changing their job, to visiting fine restaurants. The visualizations of how our life was to continue gave us all much strength. Other items on my list were “to be a pianist tinkling in a bar” and “to really fall in love and have a family.”

			Faith Helps

			Apart from the worldly visions, faith played an important role in difficult moments. When you see your fate as a result of God’s will or as part of a general plan, it’s easier to accept the present. In a crisis, to have faith in a god gives people the confidence that in the end everything will be alright. Many hostages gained strength from their faith.
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