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Introduction: what is resilience?


In this chapter you will learn:


•  What is meant by ‘resilience’ in psychological research on the subject and a way of defining resilience in relation to pursuit of your personal values in life


•  What ‘risk factors’ and life events typically create increased vulnerability to stress-related problems


•  What ‘protective factors’ and coping strategies typically reduce the risk of stress-related problems


•  How to begin developing a personal resilience strategy or plan


•  How to use this book and troubleshoot common problems you may encounter while trying to build resilience.
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You have power over your mind – not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.



Marcus Aurelius, Meditations
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The importance of resilience



How can you improve your ability to ‘thrive and survive’ in any situation? What disadvantages, stresses or difficulties do you currently face? What future problems might you need to anticipate and prepare for? What strengths and assets have helped you to cope well with difficult events in the past? What can you learn from the way other people deal with life’s challenges? These are all questions about psychological resilience. Building resilience is a way of improving your ability to cope with adversity or stressful situations in general.


We all need some degree of resilience in order to cope with the problems life throws at us. Indeed, research shows that resilience is normal and involves ordinary skills and resources. Everyone is capable of being resilient and becoming more so by developing appropriate coping strategies. The types of adversity that demand resilience can range from ordinary ‘daily hassles’ to major setbacks, stressful life events such as divorce, redundancy, bankruptcy, illness or bereavement, and perhaps even more severe trauma in some cases. Most people believe that they are at least moderately resilient. However, few people are as resilient as they could be in all areas of life, and there are always more aspects of resilience that can be developed.


This book differs from the vast majority of self-help books, which are normally assumed to serve a ‘remedial’ function by attempting to mend a specific problem, such as overcoming depression or managing anxiety. By contrast, the self-help approach you’re reading about here aims to serve a more general and preventative function by improving resilience to both current and future adversities. Building resilience also tends to improve your wellbeing and quality of life by enhancing positive qualities like psychological flexibility, social skills and problem-solving ability. This book will therefore help you to expand beyond your ‘comfort zone’ and reach out towards new values and goals, by meeting challenges and opportunities that arise resiliently.


Exhibiting resilience does not mean completely eliminating anxiety and other forms of distress. Many resilient people experience strong emotions but cope well with them and overcome stressful problems anyway. Someone who is bereaved may naturally feel extreme sadness, for example, while still adapting well over time and avoiding developing more serious depression as a result. Resilience does not usually mean amputating or avoiding your emotions but rather, as we shall see, it may often involve accepting them while actively pursuing healthy goals and personal values.


Research on ‘resilience’ is a fairly specialized area that only really began to develop in the 1970s, and initially focused on factors that contribute to resilience during the developmental course of childhood. However, there has been increasing awareness that similar factors are relevant to the resilience of adults faced with adversity and research has also been conducted in this area. Established resilience-building programmes have now been used to help prepare schoolchildren and college students to cope with stress, while reducing the risk of depression and anxiety, to enhance the performance of athletes, parental skills, teachers’ performance, and also to improve productivity, job satisfaction, and work–life balance among corporate employees (Reivich & Shatté, 2002, p. 11). Whereas traditional stress management and therapy approaches generally target problems once they have arisen, resilience-building approaches train individuals to anticipate stress and prepare in advance to minimise its impact by weathering the storm.
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Key idea: Psychological resilience


Resilience consists of various processes, ways of thinking and acting through which individuals adapt and cope well with adversity, without suffering from long-term harmful consequences due to stress. It has been defined by researchers in this field as consisting of ‘patterns of positive adaptation during or following significant adversity’ (Masten, Cutuli, Herbers & Reed, 2009, p. 118). Resilience employs fairly ordinary abilities such as problem-solving, assertiveness, and dealing with your thoughts and feelings, etc. It therefore reduces the impact of stressful life events while also enhancing general wellbeing and quality of life. However, there’s some ambiguity about what ‘adapting’ or ‘recovering’ mean insofar as there’s no set-in-stone definition of wellbeing. In this book, we’ll use the approach known as ‘values clarification’ to help you define resilience in terms of remaining committed to living in accord with your personal values despite encountering challenges or setbacks. Whereas reduced anxiety and depression are seen as the ultimate goal in some traditional approaches to resilience-building, here we view these more as common internal barriers or obstacles to a more fundamental aim: living in accord with your personal values.
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DEFINING RESILIENCE FURTHER



Various groups of researchers have found that there are certain individuals who tend to cope particularly well with even highly-stressful life events, such as poverty, divorce or trauma. These challenges have little impact on the ability of some people to function, such as their performance academically or at work, and don’t lead to long-term stress-related or psychological problems such as anxiety or depressive disorders. The term ‘resilient’ is used to refer to such robust individuals. ‘Resilience’ is therefore the name of the dynamic, ongoing process whereby people cope well with stressful events. What do we ordinarily mean by ‘resilience’? The standard dictionary definition is derived from physics and engineering where it refers to the capacity of a material to automatically resume its original shape after being bent, stretched, compressed or misshapen in some way. For example, rubber is highly resilient to physical stress whereas glass is not. Resilience, in this sense, is linked to things like flexibility, pliability, suppleness, springiness and elasticity. The word ultimately derives from a Latin term, resiliens, meaning ‘to spring forward’, or leap back into position. By analogy, the term ‘resilience’ is used in biology and medicine to refer to the ability of an organism, such as a human being, to recover from stress, injury or illness.


For example, bywords for resilience include the following, relating to the ability to cope with stress and adversity:


 


Hardiness, toughness, strength, fortitude, adaptability, flexibility, endurance, robustness, resourcefulness, etc.


Resilience also encompasses the notion of an ability to recover from harm or setbacks, coping with the consequences of adversity:


 


Buoyancy, bouncing back, recovery, getting back on your feet, return to form, etc.


This aspect of resilience is also expressed as an ability for ‘self-righting’ by modern authors. It’s sometimes said, for instance, that resilience is more associated with a ‘survivor’ mentality whereas lack of resilience is more associated with a ‘victim’ mentality.


In studies on children, surviving setbacks is understood in terms of achieving typical developmental goals, performance at school, etc. However, with adults it’s less clear how we measure resilience, i.e., what constitutes ‘bouncing back’. One answer to this is that we can define resilience as coping with challenges or setbacks in a way that allows you to remain committed to living in accord with your own core values. If you particularly value integrity, for example, resilience might involve retaining your integrity in the face of problems or recovering it following a temporary setback.


The opposite of psychological resilience, the inability to cope and ‘risk’ of harmful consequences, might be expressed as:


 


Risk, vulnerability, susceptibility, weakness, helplessness, fragility, etc.


Psychological or emotional resilience (the two terms are often used interchangeably) is the type of resilience focused on in this book. It has been formally defined by researchers as:


 


Positive adaptation in the context of significant challenges, variously referring to the capacity for, processes of, or outcomes of successful life-course development during or following exposure to potentially life-altering experiences.



(Masten, Cutuli, Herbers & Reed, 2009, p. 119)


In plain English, the term ‘resilience’ is used by psychologists to refer to your ability to cope well with stressful events and their consequences.
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Remember this: Resilience is normal


Research on resilience shows it’s quite normal for people to cope well despite adversities and the skills and attitudes that help people to overcome even major setbacks tend to be pretty ordinary. You don’t need superpowers to be resilient in the face of stressful situations, just qualities like confidence and some ability to problem-solve, interact well with other people, and handle unpleasant emotions, etc.
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	CASE STUDY




Coping with noise



Throughout this book we’ll look at specific examples of resilient individuals but let’s start with the example of a group who struggle with a stress-related problem… For the past few years, I’ve been involved in delivering and writing-up a series of Government-funded research studies in which people were taught CBT strategies, similar to some of the ones in this book, to cope with stress and improve sleep, despite problems with noise in their environment. Our participants had bother with noisy neighbours, traffic noise, or noise from plumbing or machinery, etc. This can cause a huge amount of distress and some people would say they felt as though the noise was ‘driving them mad’ at times. They often felt their quality of life had been ruined and many had developed stress-related symptoms such as headaches, insomnia or digestive problems. However, we soon realized that many of our participants also lived with partners or spouses who coped better with the noise, were less upset by it, and perhaps barely noticed it after a while. Somehow they were being more resilient, although their ability to ‘get used to it’ was probably just a fairly normal process of adapting to a noisy environment. The Coping with Noise studies produced statistical evidence showing that those who had initially struggled could be taught coping skills that reduced their stress, despite the noise. I worked closely with many of our participants and the ones who benefited the most, and acquired resilience to noise-related stress, typically described how they’d learned to accept the problem, let go of their struggle with it, and thereby became less preoccupied with it, which ironically led them to notice the sound less often. We’ll return to this strategy of ‘letting go’ and ‘acceptance’ in much more detail later.


[image: image]


Assessing your own resilience



RISK FACTORS



Risk factors are basically the various problems in life that can cause stress-related symptoms or more serious mental health disorders and may impair quality of life. There are four main types of challenge that are typically seen as calling for resilience (Reivich & Shatté, 2002, p. 15):


    1  Overcoming childhood problems. Resilience is required, in some cases, to overcome developmental problems that may be ‘stacked against you’, such as coming from an impoverished or broken home, experiencing neglect or even abuse, and other childhood disadvantages that might otherwise increase the risk of later psychological problems as an adult.


    2  Living with daily hassles. Resilience is employed in coping with daily hassles, minor adversities that occur throughout life, such as arguments in various relationships, difficulties at work, and the challenges of everyday living.


    3  Recovering from major setbacks. At some point in life, most people will encounter highly stressful or even traumatic life events that demand greater resilience, such as redundancy, financial problems, bereavement, relationship break-ups, serious illness, being the victim of violence or other serious crime or even more extreme situations such as natural disasters, war, terrorism, etc.


    4  Reaching out for greater meaning and purpose. Resilience can also be seen as part of the process of expanding beyond our ‘comfort zone’ and reaching out toward new goals because it can be stressful and challenging to proactively seize opportunities in life as well as reactively coping with threats.


Often risk factors such as these have a cumulative effect. So that an individual may suffer from a series of challenges in life, each one building up the level of risk and threatening healthy functioning.
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Key idea: Risk factors


Risk factors increase your vulnerability to long-term harm. They include childhood developmental problems and stressful life events ranging from ongoing daily hassles to major setbacks or even traumas. These problems challenge you to cope with some degree of resilience to avoid harmful consequences, such as long-term anxiety or depression, etc., and to remain committed to your personal values in life.
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS



Protective factors reduce the risk of suffering more serious stress-related problems such as anxiety or depression in the future, and minimise the long-term impact of adverse events on your quality of life. They may be ‘external’, such as social support, or ‘internal’, such as your personal attitudes and coping skills. We’ll summarize a handful of key protective factors that contribute to general adult resilience below.


Social support


The most consistently reported protective factors are relationships within the family or within the wider society that offer healthy emotional support and encouragement. That’s probably the thing we know with most certainty about resilience. People who have a supportive family, good relationships with friends or even a positive connection to religious groups, community groups, or similar organizations will generally tend to exhibit more resilience in the face of adversity. Some of the benefits of healthy relationships include:


  [image: image]    Having positive role models to look up to and learn from


  [image: image]    Experiencing care and support from others that you love or trust


  [image: image]    Being able to disclose problems and share them with others who will listen appropriately


  [image: image]    Receiving appropriate encouragement and reassurance from others.


Moreover, acting altruistically by providing support to others has also been found to contribute to personal resilience in some studies. Perhaps helping others to be more resilient can also help you become more resilient yourself sometimes.


Closely related to the importance of social support is the finding that social skills often correlate with resilience. One might expect that individuals with good communication skills would tend to have healthier relationships and therefore more positive social support. Resilient people also tend to actively make the best use of the social support available, for example, by seeking help for certain problems, disclosing their feelings appropriately to friends or family, etc.
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Remember this: Social support is a major source of resilience


Having social support is one of the most consistently reported sources of resilience. That might be support from within your family, from friends, or from some civic or religious group. However, being able to appropriately access that support is therefore important and may be linked to possessing certain social skills such as assertiveness and good communication style. Ask yourself how you might increase your access to appropriate social support over time. Joining groups, making friends and improving communication are long-range resilience-building strategies.
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Individual characteristics


A number of similar characteristics of personal behaviour have been reported as contributing to resilience, which we might roughly summarize as follows:


  [image: image]    Healthy self-esteem, self-worth, or self-acceptance, and awareness of personal strengths and resources


  [image: image]    Self-confidence, belief in your ability to perform competently in the face of adversity


  [image: image]    Good problem-solving ability, the ability to make decisions and put plans into effect


  [image: image]    Social skills, such as assertiveness, empathy, communication skills, etc.


  [image: image]    Good ‘emotional self-regulation’, the ability to appropriately handle your thoughts, feelings and impulses to action.
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Figure 1.1


These are known to be attitudes and skills that can be developed through resilience-building training, similar to training methods used in stress management and psychological therapies, etc.
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Key idea: Protective factors


Protective factors make people resilient by defending them against the risk of long-term problems due to adverse events. Research on resilience has generally pointed towards social support as being the most important protective factor. Attitudes such as positive self-esteem (or self-acceptance) and self-confidence tend to be protective. Also, coping strategies such as employing social skills, active problem-solving, and handling your emotions well, tend to protect against harm and contribute to resilience. In our approach, some of these older concepts are revised. The concept of ‘self-confidence’ is understood largely as a willingness to fully accept unpleasant feelings, like anxiety, while acting in accord with your most important personal values. ‘Self-esteem’ is likewise replaced by the notion of developing a more direct non-verbal awareness of yourself, as the observer of your experiences, acting in accord with your values.
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EXPERIENTIAL AVOIDANCE



Traditionally, stress management and resilience-building have tended to focus on the idea of controlling stressful thoughts and feelings and replacing them with more positive ones. However, more recently researchers in the field of psychotherapy have increasingly favoured the conclusion that the effort to eliminate unpleasant experiences, called ‘experiential avoidance’, may often contribute to more serious problems over the long-term. For example, the specific belief that ‘anxiety is bad’, and attempts to avoid the experience of anxiety, appear to be associated with clinical depression and anxiety. Throughout this book we’ll therefore be adopting an approach that’s more influenced by modern ‘third-wave’ cognitive-behavioural therapies, which are sometimes referred to as ‘mindfulness and acceptance-based’ approaches because they emphasize acknowledging unpleasant thoughts and feelings and accepting them, rather than trying to eliminate or avoid them.
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Remember this: Resilient people feel distress


It would be a mistake to assume that being resilient means being ‘perfect’ or never feeling upset or frustrated. Resilient people experience unpleasant thoughts and feelings but handle them in ways that prevent them escalating into more serious, long-term problems such as anxiety and depression.
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	Self-assessment: Evaluating your resilience




As a rough initial guide, rate yourself in terms of the following ingredients of resilience:


    1  I have plenty of support from other people in life ( /10)


    2  I am able to accept myself for who I really am ( /10)


    3  I am confident in my ability to cope with adversity ( /10)


    4  I am good at communicating and interacting with others in times of stress ( /10)


    5  I am good at facing challenging problems in life and solving them systematically ( /10)


    6  I cope well with my emotions in the face of adversity ( /10)


Rather than looking at your total score, consider each answer individually. For each item above, if you rated it more than zero, ask yourself why. Also, what could you do to increase your score on each item, making it closer to ten?
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Approaches to resilience-building



So how is resilience built? The American Psychological Association (APA) has published its own research-based public information leaflet entitled The Road to Resilience, developed by a team of six psychologists working in this area. Their ten recommendations for developing and maintaining resilience can be paraphrased as follows:


    1  Maintain good relationships with family, friends and others.


    2  Avoid seeing situations as insurmountable problems and look for ways forward where possible.


    3  Accept certain circumstances as being outside of your control, where necessary.


    4  Set realistic goals, in small steps if necessary, and plan to work regularly on things that are achievable.


    5  Take decisive action to improve your situation rather than simply avoiding problems.


    6  Look for opportunities for personal growth by trying to find positive or constructive meaning in events.


    7  Nurture a positive view of yourself and develop confidence in your ability to solve external problems.


    8  Keep things in perspective by looking at them in a balanced way and focusing on the bigger picture.


    9  Maintain a hopeful and optimistic outlook, focusing on concrete goals, rather than worrying about possible future catastrophes.


  10  Take care of yourself, paying attention to your own needs and feelings and looking after your body by taking healthy physical exercise and regularly engaging in enjoyable, relaxing and healthy activities, perhaps including practices such as meditation.


Throughout the rest of this book you will learn specific techniques and strategies to help you develop these attitudes and skills, and learn other resilient ways of thinking and acting. Some of the most common methods of resilience-building, which form the basis of this book albeit with some modifications, are described below.


 


COGNITIVE-BEHAVIOURAL THERAPY (CBT)



Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and its precursor Rational-Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) are psychological therapies that target thoughts and beliefs (cognitions), and also behaviour, in order to deal with emotional disturbance. CBT is the basis of most resilience-building approaches, which take evidence-based techniques used with clinical anxiety and depression and adapt them for use in managing general stress. Michael Neenan has written an excellent self-help book entitled Developing Resilience: A Cognitive-Behavioural Approach (2009), which explores at length the role of challenging unhelpful attitudes. Throughout this book, we’ll also be drawing on modern CBT as a source of methods for resilience-building.


 


PROBLEM-SOLVING TRAINING (PST)



Problem-Solving Therapy, or Training (PST), is a simple cognitive-behavioural approach first developed in the 1970s, which has accumulated support from many studies for a wide-range of stress-related problems, but particularly the treatment of clinical depression. Several forms of resilience-building, such as Neenan’s CBT approach, specifically include elements of problem-solving training. However, the problem-solving mode of thinking can itself become a threat to resilience if it doesn’t know when to stop. We need to learn to balance problem-solving with acceptance, particularly where fruitless attempts at problem-solving are themselves becoming part of the problem.


 


PROGRESSIVE AND APPLIED RELAXATION



Progressive Relaxation is an old approach that dates back to the 1920s but has been continually developed and incorporated into different forms of CBT. Although used for therapy it has also been used preventatively, to build physical and emotional resilience to future stress and illness. Progressive Relaxation and a modern variation of it called Applied Relaxation are therefore used in established resilience-building approaches.


 


SOCIAL SKILLS TRAINING AND ASSERTIVENESS



The earliest form of social skills training was probably assertiveness training, which originated in the 1950s as a form of behaviour therapy. Social skills, including assertiveness, empathy and communications skills, are widely used as part of resilience-building approaches. We’ve seen that social support is frequently reported to be one of the most important factors contributing to resilience. A focus on developing social skills can help you protect, enhance and access appropriate sources of social support.


 


THE PENN RESILIENCY PROGRAMME (PRP)



It may also help to briefly summarize the contents of an established resilience-building package before outlining the revised approach described in this book, and explaining the reasons for making it slightly different. The Penn Resiliency Programme (PRP) is perhaps the best example of an established resilience-building approach. It was developed initially as a means of minimizing depression over the long-term with schoolchildren, based on Martin Seligman’s earlier work on ‘learned optimism’ and adapting the techniques of standard cognitive therapy to serve a preventative rather than remedial function. It has been supported by compelling evidence showing its effectiveness as preventative treatment for depression and also, in some studies, for anxiety. For example, up to two years after undergoing classes in resilience-building, children considered at risk of depression were found to be about half as likely to have actually developed it as their peers in ‘control’ groups, who did not receive any resilience training (Reivich & Shatté, 2002, p. 11). In schoolchildren, for whom this approach was originally designed, research found that ‘conduct problems’, their behaviour, also improved as a result.


The version of the Penn Resiliency Programme (PRP) described by Reivich and Shatté (2002) consists of ‘seven key skills’:


    1  Monitoring your thoughts: Learning to catch your unhelpful thoughts as they occur and to understand how they influence your feelings and actions.


    2  Spotting ‘thinking errors’: Spotting common errors (or ‘thinking traps’) among your thoughts such as excessive self-blame or jumping to conclusions, etc.


    3  Identifying unhelpful beliefs: Identifying unhelpful underlying (‘core’ or ‘iceberg’) beliefs and evaluating them.


    4  Challenging unhelpful beliefs: This includes problem-solving as well as learning to dispute faulty ‘Why?’ beliefs, or rumination, about the causation of problems that can get in the way of solving them.


    5  Challenging catastrophic worries: Dealing specifically with ‘What if?’ thinking, or unrealistic worry, by challenging catastrophic beliefs about consequences of problems and focusing instead on the most likely outcomes (‘decatastrophizing’ or ‘putting things in perspective’).


    6  Rapid calming and focusing strategies: Coping skills for use in real-world situations, consisting of a simplified form of Applied Relaxation (Reivich & Shatté, 2002, pp. 192–196) and coping imagery used to ‘calm’ stressful emotions and distraction (‘focusing’) techniques to quickly manage intrusive thoughts, worry and rumination.


    7  ‘Real-time resilience’: This involves using a much-abbreviated version of the disputation skills (4 and 5) above to challenge unhelpful thoughts more quickly and replace them with resilient ones in specific situations by completing the ‘tag lines’ or self-statements: ‘A more accurate way of seeing this is…’, ‘That’s not true because…’, and ‘A more likely outcome is… and I can… to deal with it’ (Reivich & Shatté, 2002, pp. 206–210)


Seligman’s more recent resilience training programme is designed not for children but for adults in the military. The Master Resilience Training (MRT) programme is based upon the PRP approach but extends it to include additional components influenced by wider issues in Positive Psychology (Seligman, 2011, pp. 163–176):


  [image: image]    Keeping a gratitude journal, recording positive events and their personal meaning to enhance mood


  [image: image]    Identifying personal signature strengths and putting them into practice more regularly


  [image: image]    Building stronger relationships by developing an active, constructive responding style, praising specific behaviours, and through assertiveness training.


Positive Psychology began to develop in the late 1990s. It focuses on directly cultivating positive strengths rather than remedying weaknesses as a way of improving quality of life and general wellbeing, which has the benefit of increasing resilience to future difficulties.


 


MINDFULNESS AND ACCEPTANCE-BASED APPROACHES



These and other similar approaches draw heavily on established CBT methods used in the treatment of clinical anxiety and depression, which are modified for use with a normal (non-clinical) population and to serve a more preventative function. They emphasize the importance of your attitude towards adversity and coping with stress, your ‘thinking style’, as the main factor determining emotional resilience. For example:


 


Your thinking style is what causes you to respond emotionally to events, so it’s your thinking style that determines your level of resilience – your ability to overcome, steer through, and bounce back when adversity strikes.



(Reivich & Shatté, 2002, p. 3)


However, in recent decades, CBT itself has changed, and a ‘third wave’ of therapies has evolved, which adopt a different emphasis. ‘Mindfulness and acceptance-based’ approaches, as these are known, interpret research findings in the field of psychology as suggesting that it’s not so much the content of our thoughts and attitudes that matters as our relationship with them, i.e., how we respond to them. As the name suggests, these approaches generally recommend relating to unhelpful thoughts with mindfulness and acceptance rather than challenging and disputing their content. This fundamentally differs both from traditional CBT and from resilience-building approaches like PRP.


The key question here is whether the best way to build resilience is to gather evidence and dispute the logic of unhelpful thoughts, like traditional CBT, or simply to acknowledge them and distance ourselves from them, without getting into an internal struggle, like mindfulness and acceptance-based approaches now recommend. Some authors believe that we can both dispute thoughts and learn to detach from them, whereas others find these approaches may sometimes conflict. Both traditional CBT and more recent mindfulness and acceptance-based approaches agree that certain changes in behaviour, such as acting in accord with values, solving practical problems, developing social skills, and perhaps even learning to let go of muscular tension, are important and beneficial ways to improve our functioning and quality of life. This book adopts an integrative approach to resilience-building that can probably be best described as a form of ‘Acceptance-Based Behaviour Therapy’ (ABBT) (Roemer & Orsillo, 2009).


 


THIS BOOK’S APPROACH



The self-help approach to resilience-building described in this book therefore draws upon established resilience training programmes but also incorporates many elements from more recent research on mindfulness and acceptance-based approaches to the treatment of common psychological problems. The specific form of acceptance-based therapy most relevant to resilience-building is perhaps Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which later chapters will discuss in more detail. The central goal of ACT is increasing general ‘psychological flexibility’, a concept quite similar to psychological resilience.


Subsequent chapters will look at the ACT approach to psychological flexibility and resilience and how more traditional cognitive-behavioural skills can be incorporated with a mindfulness and acceptance-based approach. Their contents might be summed-up as follows:


    1  Psychological flexibility skills (Mindfulness and valued living):


         a   Clarification of personal values


         b   Commitment to valued action


         c   Defusion of unpleasant or unhelpful thoughts


         d   Willing acceptance of unpleasant feelings


         e   Awareness of the self as observer


         f   Connection with the present moment.


   2  Additional skills and strategies


         a   Worry postponement


         b   Progressive muscle relaxation


         c   Applied relaxation


         d   Problem-solving


         e   Assertiveness and other social skills.


Some of these headings may seem a little cryptic at first but they’ll become clear as you read the following chapters. In a nutshell, this approach shares certain elements with established resilience-building approaches. The main difference is that it places greater emphasis upon your relationship with unhelpful thoughts and beliefs rather than attempting to dispute them. It also emphasizes the role of clarifying and acting in accord with personal values, which is similar, however, to the emphasis on ‘signature strengths’ adopted in Seligman’s more recent work in this area.


In the final chapter, we’ll also be looking at perhaps the oldest Western system of resilience-building, the classical Graeco-Roman school of philosophy known as ‘Stoicism’, which is derived from the teachings of Socrates and inspired the development of modern CBT (Robertson, 2010). The Stoics are, in a sense, the ancient forebears of most modern resilience-building approaches. Indeed, Epictetus, the Stoic philosopher who has most influenced the field of psychotherapy, has been described as ‘the patron saint of the resilient’ (Neenan, 2009, p. 21).


 


DEVELOPING A PERSONAL RESILIENCE STRATEGY



A good way to start resilience building consists of reviewing your past experiences to identify what you can learn about coping with stress and developing a personal resilience plan or strategy for the future. This approach is recommended by the APA in their guidance on resilience and similar exercises have been used in CBT for resilience-building.


	Try it now: Evaluate your previous resilience strategies




Identify a specific time in the past when you have shown resilience in the face of adversity or coped well with stressful life events.


    1  What was your goal?


    2  What was the actual outcome?


    3  What obstacles did you have to overcome?


    4  What unpleasant thoughts and feelings do you remember having in that situation?


    5  Who, if anyone, did you receive external help or support from?


    6  What specific attitudes or skills helped you cope with the situation?


    7  How would you rate your resilience in that situation (0–100%)?


    8  Why wasn’t it 0%? What strengths and personal qualities helped you?


    9  If it wasn’t 100%, how could your resilience be improved during similar situations in the future?


  10  Based on your experience, how might you advise someone else to cope with a similar problem in the future?


If you want, repeat the process above for about three situations in total and look for patterns in your problems and ways of coping.





Hopefully, this will help you start reflecting on your existing strengths and how you can develop them further in the course of building resilience.


	Try it now: Develop your personal resilience plan




Now, based on your answers, consider how you could develop your own resilience and cope better with similar stressful events in the future:


    1  What would be the most helpful attitude to adopt towards similar problems in the future?


    2  What skills and strategies would it help to develop and use?


    3  What personal strengths or social resources do you have that might help you show resilience in the future?


    4  How can you improve these resources and make better use of them?


Start thinking about your needs in terms of resilience-building. This book will provide some useful information and techniques but there may be other things you need to address in order to become more resilient. Try to develop your own plan of action.





[image: image]


How to use this book



Most of the following chapters assume that the topic being learned can be broadly divided into three stages:


    1  Understanding the subject of the chapter and how to assess yourself in relevant ways


    2  Learning the specific resilience strategies being discussed


    3  Applying the strategies in practice and following through with them to build long-term resilience.


All three stages are usually important. Don’t make the common error of reading a self-help book without actually putting the techniques into practice as you’ll get minimal benefit that way. However, also avoid acting impulsively; read the information in the chapters and consider the strategies carefully, planning how you’re going to make use of them systematically if possible. It’s normal to encounter difficulty and setbacks along the way, that’s part of expanding beyond your comfort zone and challenging yourself to learn and grow. Your very first step in learning resilience, therefore, is probably going to be preparing to deal with problems during resilience-building and applying the contents of this book to your life. So let’s begin by anticipating common problems and planning how to cope with them.


 


TROUBLESHOOTING



There’s part of the book I don’t understand


I’ve tried to make this book as readable as possible but some of the concepts derived from modern therapy are necessarily quite challenging and subtle. If you’re stuck, try reading the rest of the book and coming back to the part you don’t understand later. Otherwise try searching for information online. If you’re really not sure about something feel free to contact me, the author, with your questions at: donald@londoncognitive.com


I’ve tried one of the strategies but it’s not working


First of all, make sure you understand the technique. Re-read the chapter and look elsewhere for additional information. Second, it’s often a case of perseverance or ‘trial and error’ learning with self-help. Be patient and give it a fair trial before you abandon a technique. Also be sure not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. Maybe it’s working partially but not perfectly, in which case you might want to persevere and perhaps modify your approach over time. However, if it’s just not going to work for you then try strategies from elsewhere in the book. There are plenty of options provided but you shouldn’t expect everything on the ‘menu’ of strategies provided to be equally relevant and helpful for every individual. Some things will suit you better than others. Be selective and focus on the parts of the book you find most helpful.


I’m struggling with my self-discipline and motivation


Motivation is integral to self-help. There are, fortunately, many ways that you can try to develop your motivation – it’s not a fixed quantity. Some of the chapters actually contain exercises that may help to motivate you or to develop more structure and self-discipline. For example, the chapter on values clarification may help you to tap into potential sources of motivation by planning action in accord with your most cherished values and priorities in life. Another common strategy is to draw up a list of the ‘pros and cons’ of change (or applying some resilience strategy) and then a similar list of the ‘pros and cons’ of doing nothing. The chapter on commitment to valued action will help you to decide how to cope with different ‘barriers to action’, some of which can be problem-solved whereas others, such as unpleasant feelings, may need to be accepted in the service of developing resilience. The chapter on acceptance will even give you strategies for accepting, and moving beyond, feelings of frustration or discomfort in the process of pursuing your goals.


I’m not sure whether it’s working or not


People often say this when they’re rushing things. As a rule of thumb you should persevere with most strategies at least once per day for at least two weeks in order to be able to properly evaluate their effect. Don’t necessarily expect a quick fix or miracle cure. You’re engaged in a learning process that requires practice, like learning to play a musical instrument or drive a car. Rome wasn’t built in a day. The other reason for this problem is that people set ambiguous goals that can’t be measured. Try to set SMART goals (see Chapter 4) that are specific and measurable enough for you to be able to properly monitor your progress. Keep regular (daily) records of your use of strategies and try to focus systematically on one strategy and goal at a time, so that you can give it a fair trial.


I seemed to be making progress but then encountered a setback


That’s so common as to be the norm. You can only really ‘fail’ by giving up. It’s normal to encounter setbacks along the way but part of resilience is picking yourself up and carrying on. Most setbacks are temporary and people who have already developed some skills and made some progress tend to recover more quickly from setbacks than they would otherwise. You can lose a battle but still win the war. As Coué, a Christian and one of the fathers of self-help once said, even Christ stumbled and fell, more than once, on the road to Calvary. The chapter on commitment to valued action has some advice on re-commitment to action following lapses or setbacks.


I’m experiencing more serious psychological problems


If you feel you’re struggling with more serious psychological, emotional or behavioural problems, such as psychosis, or clinical anxiety or depression, then you should seek help from an appropriately qualified professional. In the UK, the first port of call should normally be your General Practitioner (GP), who will be able to advise you further on any mental health problems you’re experiencing. If you are suffering from any diagnosable mental health problems, you should not use this book except under the supervision of an appropriate therapist. In some cases, for example if you are receiving CBT, your therapist may wish to recommend this book, or parts of it, as self-help homework to be used as an adjunct to psychological therapy.


I’ve encountered another problem not mentioned here


Think now, at the outset, about what else you could do to cope with each of the common problems mentioned above. Also consider what other problems you might encounter that I’ve not mentioned. The chapter on problem-solving will provide you with a flexible, systematic way of generating solutions to any problem and planning how to put them into action.


	Try it now: Anticipating problems and solutions




This is perhaps the most important exercise in the whole book! Start as you mean to go on by anticipating possible problems and trying to prevent them from becoming obstacles to your use of this self-help guide:


    1  Make a list of problems you might encounter while reading this book and trying to build resilience. Consider problems you may have encountered in the past using self-help guides, if appropriate.


    2  Take a moment to brainstorm as many possible solutions to each problem as possible, writing them down in a notebook.


    3  When you’ve exhausted all the solutions you can think of, try asking yourself some questions to prompt more. What would you advise someone else to do if they encountered the same problem? What do you think a resilient person would do in the same situation? What do you think an expert, or someone who knows you well, would advise you to do?


    4  Consider which possible solutions would be easiest to put into practice and most likely to succeed, and mark them with an asterisk.


    5  Keep a record of your responses for future reference, so that you can return to them if you do encounter any problems while trying to use the strategies in this book to build your resilience.


You may want to get a notebook to use as a ‘resilience-building journal’, recording your answers to other questions in this book and what you learn along the way.





	FOCUS POINTS




The main points to remember from this chapter are:


  [image: image]    Resilience is ordinary not extraordinary; most people exhibit some degree of resilience in life.


  [image: image]    They do so using ordinary attitudes and skills that anyone can learn to develop, thereby building resilience.


  [image: image]    Existing resilience-building programmes draw heavily on cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) and have been supported by research on the prevention of depression and related problems.


  [image: image]    This book adopts a similar approach but also incorporates more recent ‘mindfulness and acceptance-based’ approaches that change the way you relate to unpleasant thoughts and feelings rather than trying to directly change their content.


  [image: image]    Resilience involves coping with adversity in a way that preserves your wellbeing, which we can define in terms of your ability to live a life committed to your most important personal values.





NEXT STEP


The following chapters will now begin to explore many specific concepts and strategies that you can use to build resilience. First of all, though, we’ll have to tackle the problem of ‘experiential avoidance’, one of the main obstacles to developing psychological flexibility and resilience.


Further reading


Neenan, M. (2009). Developing Resilience: A Cognitive-Behavioural Approach.


Reivich, K. & Shatté, A. (2002). The Resilience Factor.


Seligman, M. E. (1995). The Optimistic Child: A Proven Program to Safeguard Children against Depression and Build Lifelong Resilience.


The American Psychological Association’s The Road to Resilience guidance leaflet is currently (at the time of writing) available online at this address: www.apa.org/helpcenter/road-resilience.aspx
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Letting go of experiential avoidance



In this chapter you will learn:


•  How struggling to control unpleasant thoughts and feelings (‘experiential avoidance’) can backfire


•  How unworkable efforts at change often maintain suffering in the long term and prevent feelings following their natural course


•  How experiential avoidance impairs quality of life by interfering with valued activities


•  That controlling unpleasant experiences sometimes does work, especially for milder problems, but not when it’s done too rigidly or excessively


•  The importance of letting go of these old habitual ways of coping, if they’re not working out, and embracing psychological flexibility instead in the form of mindful acceptance and valued action.
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The human soul degrades itself above all, when it does its best to become an abscess, a kind of detached growth on the world. To be disgruntled at anything that happens is a kind of secession from Nature…



Marcus Aurelius, Meditations


 


Is control controlled by its need for control?



William Burroughs, Ah Pook is Here
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The importance of undermining experiential avoidance



ACCEPTANCE AND COMMITMENT THERAPY (ACT)



Does trying to control and avoid unpleasant experiences (like pain, anxiety, depression and anger) work for you in the long term? Will it really help you solve your problems or is this ‘solution’ just another part of the problem? Is it even possible to completely control automatic thoughts and feelings? How can you completely avoid unpleasant thoughts and feelings if they’re such a common part of human experience? The term ‘experiential avoidance’ is used in modern therapy to refer to unhelpful efforts to suppress, control or avoid unpleasant experiences. By ‘unpleasant experiences’ we mean thoughts, feelings, memories, bodily sensations or urges to act in certain ways.
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