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Praise for
Micro-Resilience


“What do you get when an Olympic champion and a seasoned CEO coauthor a book? Bonnie and Allen redefine how we understand competitiveness and high performance achievement. A one-two punch that will be a game changer in everything you touch.”


—Tommy Spaulding, New York Times
bestselling author of The Heart-Led Leader
and It’s Not Just Who You Know


“Bonnie St. John and Allen Haines have focused on how to increase hour-by-hour resilience, which is critical in today’s world. Their approach integrates science-based, intentional and immediate recoveries and has broad application to health care and other service industries that count on teams to deliver their best. Micro-Resilience is a great example of a 21st century solution to meet our 21st century challenges and opportunities.”


—Bernard J. Tyson, Chairman
and CEO, Kaiser Permanente


“If we can’t slow down the pace of modern life, then our best hope for wellness is to get better at prevention. After six years of research and testing with real people, Bonnie and Allen give us a fresh, practical program full of immediately effective, proactive tools to keep you going every day, all day long.”


—Susie Ellis, Chairman & CEO, Global Wellness Institute


“Every time I hear Bonnie speak, I come away inspired. In this book, she shares what she has learned about self-management from both a science perspective and from competing at the highest Olympic levels. Micro-Resilience will help you too.”


—Dr. Henry Cloud, bestselling author of
The Power of the Other


“Let’s face it: when life is overwhelming, we want relief and we want it now! Micro-Resilience offers specific, easy-to-take actions that focus energy, renew energy, and retain energy over what seems out of control. Readable. Repeatable. And Reusable. You’ll want to buy copies for all those you care about!”


—Eileen McDargh, international speaker and author
of seven books including Your Resiliency GPS:
A Guide for Growing through Life & Work


“Read + Heed the inspirational stories and insights shared in Micro-Resilience. Doing so will result in you having the courage to face adversity plus the confidence to manage, adapt, and respond to whatever ‘disruptions’ life sends your way.”


—Kevin Carroll, author of The Red Rubber Ball,
Creativity Katalyst for Nike, NHL,
Starbucks, and many others
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This book is dedicated to
Paul K. Haines (1924–2015)
and his wife of sixty-seven years,
Madlyn A. Haines.


Their lives are a testament to the kind of resilience
we can only hope to achieve.
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Bonnie Then, and Now


For me, this book on resilience is very personal. As a five-year-old who had just come out of the hospital minus one foot and with a new artificial leg, I was mostly focused on my fancy new shoes. They were blue suede with red stitching. Until that day, the only shoes I’d ever owned were ugly white orthopedic ones with heavy steel braces. I had no idea I would become the first African American to win medals in Winter Olympic competition. Growing up in San Diego, I had never even seen snow!


My transformation into an Olympic athlete demanded physical resilience far beyond what I needed to walk again. At a time when few people used gyms—especially not women and people with disabilities—I ignored the standard expectations for a one-legged, low-income black girl and trained myself to compete as a skier. Eventually I talked my way into a full scholarship to Burke Mountain Academy, a high school in Vermont for elite ski racers. At Burke I sweated side by side with the best of the best and became physically powerful for the first time in my life.


But when I reflect on my overall journey, the mental resilience it took to become an international skiing champion feels even more significant than all the physical work. At many junctures, I had to do things I’d never seen anyone like me do, and go places people like me never went. After numerous setbacks, like breaking both my legs in my first semester at Burke (first the real one, then, six weeks later, the artificial one), I rekindled my vision, manufactured a new batch of optimism, and refused to give up.


Beyond the physical and mental challenges, I needed a great deal of spiritual resilience as well. When I look at that picture of a little girl home from the hospital with the Pinocchio-style wooden leg, I see what others cannot. That little girl came back to a home where her stepfather continued to sexually abuse her for years. We struggled financially; our clothes mostly came from thrift stores or garage sales. My mother attempted suicide more than once. The emotional traumas from my childhood have tentacles that still reach deep into my relationships with people in authority, my extended family, and, of course, my husband. For decades I worked with numerous tools and techniques to help pave my own road to recovery. Only recently have I begun to repair my broken concept of “home” and enjoy the kind of core comforts others take for granted.


In my previous books, I recounted at length many of these very personal stories of disability, big dreams, and positivity. How Strong Women Pray looks unflinchingly at my story of emotional healing set against a backdrop of twenty-seven other women’s connections to spiritual strength during life’s toughest moments. Live Your Joy covers nine hard-won lessons I learned about confidence, high aspirations, authenticity, and relationships. How Great Women Lead, written with my then-teenage daughter Darcy, takes you with us on our mother-daughter journey into the lives and life lessons of amazing leaders like Hillary Clinton, Sheryl Sandberg, President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, and many more.


After these three books, Micro-Resilience feels like the message I am truly destined to deliver as the culmination of my unusual life. My personal and professional worlds would be in shambles if I didn’t have a substantial capacity to bounce back from extraordinary challenges. I feel that I must pass along this torch of wisdom to others.


This book builds on everything I gleaned from my experiences and expands on them. The writing here is in collaboration with my husband, Allen, who had his own journey of resilience. He navigated his way to a successful career in the cutthroat atmosphere of Hollywood studio politics despite a barrage of setbacks and disappointments along the way. Like so many of us, Allen has also suffered through the anguish of divorce and had to rebuild his life afterward.


Along with our extraordinary team at the Blue Circle Institute, Allen and I spent the last seven years distilling research, galvanizing our point of view, delivering the program to thousands of people, assessing its impact, and honing our ideas and techniques. We curated numerous research-backed micro adjustments into five Frameworks and spent hundreds of hours interviewing people to find the easiest, most effective ways to apply our tools in real-world settings. Fortune 100 executives and their teams, leaders of nonprofits, health-care professionals, entrepreneurs, educators, even stay-at-home parents have enjoyed significant benefits from using this program. In the chapters that follow, we share their stories to illustrate each aspect of our Micro-Resilience program.


Allen and I learned firsthand that these small micro-resilience changes in our lives make us stronger when we are up … or down. Not everyone should have to work as hard as we did to figure these things out, but life doesn’t come with an instruction manual. You will find in these pages the greatest gift we can give from the deepest place in our souls: a practical, easy-to-use guide to living a more resilient life. If you would like to learn more about our virtual process for delivering this program, and perhaps even learn to teach Micro-Resilience yourself, please visit us at: www.microresilience.com. It is our hope that this material provides the keys you need to unlock the magic and power inherent in you from the moment you were born.


Bonnie St. John 


Windham, New York


May 2016
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ELAINE’S STORY


If you met Elaine at a dinner party, you’d think she’s one of those people who somehow figured out a way to have it all. You’d hear her talk about what a supportive partner she has in her husband, Kevin. She’d have a dozen stories to tell you about her kids, four-year-old Jane and two-year-old Henry. And she’d be proud to announce that she’s running the final lap in the race to make partner in her full-service corporate law firm. Confronted with such high achievement, some men might want to believe that Elaine doesn’t really deliver the goods. They might think she was able to rise so high in her firm only because the partners wanted to show a lack of gender bias. Similarly, some women might try to convince themselves that Elaine hasn’t really told the whole story; she must have some deep-seated unhappiness or some hidden character flaw that she’s reluctant to reveal. But still, to all outward appearances, Elaine is a superwoman. She apparently embodies the cliché that all you have to do is “lean in.”


Dig deeper into her story, though, and you find the truth: Elaine is a hair-on-fire workaholic.






During our busy times it’s not unusual to get into work at eight o’clock in the morning and not leave until two a.m., six or seven days a week, for two or three months on end. In my line of business, it’s in your face all the time: get it done, get it done, get it done! And then I still have to find time to be a good wife and mother!


I’m used to going all out until I crash and I’m dead, over and over. I put forth 110 percent and want everything to be A-plus quality when I do it. I’m an all-or-nothing person. If I say, “I’m in,” I don’t just ante up and see the other players’ bets. I push all my chips across the table.








Elaine subscribed to a common fallacy among type A personalities: more work equals better work. The only way to succeed is to drive yourself until you hit a brick wall—and then do it again. Rest is for losers. A large international law firm (along with many other types of high-stakes businesses) traditionally demands this kind of work ethic. It is common practice for firms like this to engage their workforce in a kind of survival-of-the-fittest competition so they can weed out the “slackers.” Anything less than complete dedication implies a lack of strength and commitment that translates into less value to the organization. Thus people like Elaine come to believe that the only way to prosper is to put in more hours than the next person and make sure everybody knows it.


Elaine wasn’t just heading for burnout: she was on course for thermonuclear conflagration. And by the time she came to us for help, the fuse was lit.






Unlike most lawyers at big firms, I spend 100 percent of my time focused on one large government organization. This client represents more than forty-five thousand billable hours per annum and is the firm’s largest single client. The contract is coming up for renewal, and we have to compete with other firms who are dying to take the business away from us. Our team—including forty partners and more than three hundred associates, clerks, paralegals, and others—only has forty-five days to create a detailed, five-hundred-page response to the RFP [request for proposal], which is worth more than $100 million.


Did I say there is a lot riding on this? Basically, if we win this proposal I have a clear path to promotion into partnership. And if we don’t win this proposal … I have to find a new client. I don’t want to be dramatic about it, but my whole career is pretty much riding on the next forty-five days.








A UNIVERSAL CONDITION


Elaine is a perfectionist as well as competitive by nature, so it was almost impossible for her to see a course of action other than the one she was used to—drive until you drop. And she’s not alone. It doesn’t matter if you work in a high-pressure corporate environment, sell real estate, tend bar, heal the sick, or toil as a full-time parent, the pace of our information-driven, globally connected twenty-first-century society forces us to accelerate down the tracks of modern life—and most of us feel dangerously close to flying off the rails. Rampant corporate “rightsizing” often demands twice as much from half the number of people. Our children boomerang back home after college while at the same time our parents need our support as they hit their golden years. We multitask ourselves into oblivion just to keep up. We push, we strive, we conquer!


And then we collapse.


Can we keep this up? Not if we continue to live exactly as we have up to this point. Like Elaine, we often drive ourselves past the point of exhaustion and then hope to catch up in the evenings, on weekends, or with a vacation. But often the bits of rest we do manage to achieve are co-opted by an array of technology that blips and bleeps with e-mail, text messages, Facebook updates, Instagrams, Snapchats, and whatever else keeps us plugged in 24-7.


So what do we do? Since the outward forces that exert stress on us are unlikely to disappear, our only choice is to look inward at ways we can better harness our natural human resources and adapt to the environment. We need to find a work-around that allows us to achieve the resilience we need to more quickly and efficiently bounce back when we inevitably get knocked off course. If the speed of life won’t slow down, we need to speed up our recoveries to stay ahead.


DEFINING RESILIENCE


In a Harvard Business Review article entitled “Surprises Are the New Normal; Resilience Is the New Skill,” world-renowned sociologist and Harvard Business School professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter defines resilience as “the new skill” for the contemporary workforce. The ability to be resilient is not just “nice to have,” it has now become a “must have.”1


That’s what this book is all about: resilience.


But our definition of “resilience” is different from the word’s traditional meaning. According to Dictionary.com, resilience is “the power or ability to return to the original form … after being bent, compressed, or stretched.” Think of a sponge. When you squeeze a sponge, it will always spring back to its normal shape. But we believe that normal is not good enough; we focus instead on ways to bounce back better than normal.


Our approach differs from traditional notions of resilience in another important respect. When we tell people that our work is about helping our clients stay resilient, they often say, “I know someone who is very resilient; she bounced back from ___________.” You can fill in the blank: cancer, hurricane, divorce, or any other major ordeal that qualifies as something difficult to recover from. These extreme scenarios can be devastating, and a lot of support is available to help you manage these catastrophic events. But instead of taking the macro view of resilience—the long view, encompassing a process that often takes many years—we chose to exclusively study the day-by-day, hour-by-hour challenges of resilience. Our focus is on the ordinary interactions with friends, family, and coworkers that throw us into conscious or unconscious turmoil. For most of us, the hundreds of miniature bruises we experience each day determine the overall quality of our lives far more dramatically than the giant traumas that punctuate the decades.


Research conducted by Dr. James Loehr—a respected sports psychologist, author of The Power of Full Engagement, and the founder of the Johnson & Johnson Human Performance Institute in Orlando, Florida—intrigued us.2 Jim decided to find out what he could learn by studying athletes who dominated the world-class tennis circuit. He wanted to understand why there were hundreds of players on international tours but only a handful of champions who consistently took home the trophies. What made the difference for the athletes in this top tier? What are the habits that enable breakthrough performance under intense competitive pressure? Jim performed all sorts of analyses, but to his frustration, he couldn’t find any consistent differences among the best players.


Until he looked at what they did between the points.


A pattern jumped out immediately. As he sifted through several hours of video, Jim noticed that the top athletes exhibited very similar habits when they returned to the baseline after scoring and when they retired courtside between games and sets. These distinct, identifiable between-the-points behaviors were common to the winners and centered on energy recovery and positive focus. Jim put heart-rate monitors on these top players and found that they were able to bring their heart rates back to an ideal zone more quickly and efficiently than less successful competitors. The further he went down the list of seeded players, the more dramatic the differences were. Those at the bottom of the list employed almost none of these rejuvenating behaviors. They stayed keyed up, tense, and even distracted in the sixteen to twenty seconds that normally elapse between a point scored and the following serve.3


Jim used his discoveries to revolutionize sports training. He developed a series of focus exercises and relaxation techniques that teach players to shake off mistakes, release tension, project a confident image to their opponents, and establish rituals to increase consistency. Jim’s program, called the 16-Second Cure, is now an essential element of tennis coaching throughout the world.


Jim and his tennis players really got us thinking. He learned that by the last set of a three-hour tennis match, the competitor who had been using small, sometimes barely noticeable mini recoveries—what we began to call Micro-Resilience—between the points was likely to play much closer to the best of his or her ability than the player who didn’t. We began to think that micro-resilience was more than a way to help professional athletes recover energy on the tennis court: it also could help the rest of us develop the kinds of comeback skills we need to combat the blitzkrieg of stress in our lives. What if we all could stay closer to playing our A game all day, every day, by recharging our batteries as we go?


THE FIVE FRAMEWORKS


It turns out we really can retrain our brains, recharge our bodies, and adapt our lifestyles to meet twenty-first-century demands. We scoured research in the fields of neuroscience, psychology, and physiology to understand the specific forces that sap our energy. We then created a set of five strategies that can get us back on track quickly and efficiently.


In our workshops, we call these techniques “Frameworks” because they involve a new way of looking at our lives—a way of perceiving situations and framing problems that break us out of our old patterns of thinking. All these techniques are designed to speed up our daily recoveries “between points”:




	
Refocus Your Brain


	
Reset Your Primitive Alarms


	
Reframe Your Attitude


	
Refresh Your Body


	
Renew Your Spirit





Together they comprise micro-resilience—a set of minor shifts you can make throughout your day that yield major boosts in your energy and productivity.


MICRO SUPPORTS MACRO


It’s crucial to recognize that micro-resilience is different from what we refer to as macro-resilience—the set of more time-consuming habits, such as exercise, meditation, and careful nutrition, that give us increased energy and better health over the long term. Micro-resilience is in no way a substitute for these critical building blocks of physical and mental health. But macro processes take weeks and often months of diligent, consistent work to show results, and implementing this sustained attention is often where we fail. We fantasize that “someday” we will find time to make our macro investment in health, but our goalposts keep moving forward. How many times have you heard (or said), “I’ll do it when we move into a new house … when I get promoted … when the kids go to college”?


Micro-resilience, on the other hand, takes almost no time and works immediately—hour by hour, day by day. You can use micro-resilience right now, as you read, and see results. In a world where we stand impatiently tapping a foot in front of a microwave, it’s important to provide an approach that fits into our instant-everything culture.


Micro- and macro-resilience mutually reinforce each other, too. No matter how perfectly you maintain good health behaviors, you will still be hit with all sorts of challenges on a daily basis. That unusually horrific day at work can make even the most diligent of us plop down in front of the TV to recover with a bag of chips or a quart of ice cream instead of with more nourishing options. Micro-resilience techniques can make that day feel less exhausting and, at the end, leave you more inclined to stay on a positive macro trajectory—to make healthful food choices, exercise, sleep better, and more easily interact with friends and family. Micro-resilience behaviors, when repeated daily, foster a cumulative macro effect.


MICRO-RESILIENCE IN ACTION


We explained to Elaine that using micro-resilience isn’t about weakness. On the contrary, these small adjustments would help her “better her best” and perform closer to her world-class capability. Repeatedly working to the point of collapse over the course of those crucial forty-five days wasn’t going to be good enough to get the job done at the level she needed. Her bleary eyes and foggy brain would eventually bring her to the point of diminishing returns. She would begin to introduce errors and inconsistencies that would require even more effort to repair. Conversely, though, strategic recoveries along the way could allow her to achieve a new and higher level of the all-in commitment she values so highly. Some alternative “between-the-points” options soon began to take shape.






By three p.m. on Monday, I’d been sitting at my computer for seven hours and still had many more hours of work to do to prepare the project plan for the partners’ kickoff call early the next morning. Because I had learned about micro-resilience, though, I saw that I had a choice. I could continue to grind through it, or I could put my kids in the jogging stroller, take a break from it all, and come back with a fresh mind. That’s something I would never, ever have considered before.


Well … it was great! I spent time laughing with my kids, doing something physical, getting fresh air, and clearing my head. Back at my desk I used the Refocus Your Brain tools to organize my ideas. Later I took another break to read a story to my kids and tuck them into bed.


In the end, the work came out much better than if I had just sat at my desk slogging away at it. Taking micro breaks seems counterintuitive, but I’ve learned that it really works.








All-in performance now looks different on the teams Elaine leads. She still works very hard and drives her people to do the same, but she encourages everyone around her to use a variety of micro-resilience strategies to bolster their health, positivity, and brainpower. With this approach, she and her group are sharper, clearer, and more efficient than they were when they pushed themselves beyond their breaking points. Even under the most demanding circumstances, using micro-resilience modifications “between the points,” as you proceed from challenge to challenge throughout your day, can make the difference between an engaging, invigorating workplace you look forward to being part of and a Dickensian nightmare you can’t wait to leave.


One of our participants put it this way:






This work is more than its individual parts: it’s the way all the Frameworks come together. Keeping micro-resilience in front of you every day—making it part of your daily habits, your routine, part of the fabric of your life—is huge. It’s what sets it apart. To break resilience up into little pieces and have these pieces become part of who you are makes all the difference.








These adjustments do not take hours of your time or draw your focus away from important things that need your attention. Our bite-size but extremely powerful tweaks work with you to incrementally adjust your habits and restore your energy.


Micro-resilience honors our lives as they are. We do not need to change, but we do need to evolve. These simple, research-backed concepts allow us to accept whatever setbacks we experience and bounce back with strength, energy, and positivity—better than before. Employing a fresh strategy to recover between stressful episodes in our lives turns out to be easy.


It also happens to be supremely satisfying.
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GREG’S STORY


Greg is a miracle worker. He labors tirelessly to integrate an array of sophisticated mechanical and electronic elements into devices that allow, as they say, “the lame to walk.” Greg builds prosthetic limbs—specifically artificial legs—and he does his job with almost fanatical precision. Each prosthetic device is unique to the user and therefore requires a host of customizations and fine-tuning. When Greg provides you with a new leg, you can be sure he’s done everything he can to make it fit as comfortably and as naturally as possible. When you see a person with a prosthetic limb of any kind run a marathon, dance at a wedding, or just smoothly walk down the street, please appreciate the unsung hard work and dedication of miracle workers like Greg.


Greg’s profession is intense. It requires a high degree of focus and concentration: not only does he care for patients and construct sensitive devices that unite human mechanics and technology, he also runs a business that requires him to negotiate with the huge bureaucracies in government and insurance companies. Each of these endeavors requires a unique skill set, and sometimes he doesn’t know where he should put his attention first.
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