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This book is dedicated to my friends, Joanna Francis and Joanna Codrai, two of the most resilient (and brilliant) people I know.
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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


Life isn’t a bed of roses. Our days are rarely hassle free, and we all encounter difficulties – both big and small. Many adversities are as universal as they are inevitable. Some seem insurmountable: devastating loss, tragic illness, life-changing injury. Other obstacles seem more possible to overcome: rejection, divorce, failure.


Some are expected, others take us completely by surprise. Either way, hardships cause us to feel heartbroken and shocked, disappointed and depressed. And sometimes, it isn’t a terrible event or huge hardship with which we struggle, but the daily hassles of everyday life, which can generate a cumulative toll on our brains.


When faced with a challenge, whatever its size, what do we do next? How do we respond to a crushing blow? How do we cope and persevere? Is it possible to bounce back to where we were before? Can we ever be happy again? If so, how? When it looks as if life will never be the same again, what do we do to recover? And, when we find ourselves overwhelmed with daily challenges, how do we best react?
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The good news, even when we’re in the midst of bad news, is we can learn to hope and cope when all seems lost. For it is how we respond to what happens to us that impacts the trajectory of our lives. This means we can get through whatever life throws at us, however devastating or relentless.


Humans have the inbuilt capacity to survive adversity and go on to thrive. This little book explores the steps we can take, tools we can equip ourselves with and techniques we can master to overcome life’s unexpected challenges, no matter how big or impossible they may seem. This book also explores the concept of post-traumatic growth and how it is possible to find deeper meaning and greater strength because of an adversity experience, not despite it.


Of course, while hardships are common, not everyone has experienced tragedy. Resilience can be built regardless of what has or hasn’t happened to you. You can build resilience long before life-changing adversity hits. We need resilience to cope with the smaller daily challenges we all face too.


Indeed, everybody needs resilience, not just to deal with the tough stuff, but to boost our levels of life satisfaction and improve our performance. So says over 50 years of scientific research. How much resilience we have is a key determinant of how happy and successful we are likely to be.
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Whatever you have been through or will go through in life, no matter how big or small, you are not alone. And that’s important. Us humans, we’re in this together.


This book sets out to use our universal human experiences of adversity to help each other better RESPOND, RECOVER and RISE.
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‘My barn having burned down, I can now see the moon.’


MIZUTA MASAHIDE, SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY JAPANESE POET AND SAMURAI









Finding Resilience


Life is a journey. The bumps in the road are many, and the inevitable twists and turns, ups and downs along the way have the potential to derail us.


Resilience is our engine.


It helps keep us going and driving forward through the thickest mud and along the grittiest paths, rather than veering off track, getting stuck or lost.


Respond Well


How we handle hardships and hassles en route determines how resilient we are. And how we respond to the obstacles on our path determines whether or not we are able to enjoy the journey.


This is resilience – our capacity to cope, our response to adversity, our ability to recover and rise.
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Struggles Strengthen Us


Interestingly, the more bumps in the road we face on our journey, the better we get at steering along tricky passages and driving on through the wildest of storms. The more difficult the route, the more practiced we become. In this way, overcoming challenges has actually been found to be necessary to truly flourish.
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We have the capacity to become mentally stronger than we were before adversity strikes. That’s how our physical health works too: if we break a bone, our body works to make that bone stronger than it was before it broke.


We are wired to be resilient physically and mentally, even when faced with significant life traumas. We have within us the capacity to cope with even the most brutal blows, when tragic events change the trajectory of our lives (and us) forever.


Yet, we are less naturally equipped to deal with the smaller yet frequent stressors in our everyday lives. These require a different type of mental toughness; a certain adaptability and flexibility; something that most of us aren’t trained in.






Mind Gym


Before the 1970s resilience was seen as a character trait, a kind of internal strength which you either had or you didn’t. Thankfully, we now know resilience is a teachable mental skill set that everyone can develop. Just as we can strengthen our physical muscles by going to the gym, we can strengthen our resilience with training and personal mastery.


We know resilience is teachable because scientists have studied children who’ve overcome great odds to thrive in adulthood. As well as having someone to support them, children who thrived in the face of adversity had a different mindset and way of handling challenges than those who didn’t thrive. This process of ‘behavioural adaptation’ is resilience. And it comes both from within us and from support outside of us.


It wasn’t the circumstances the children faced that determined how resilient they were, it was how they thought and felt about those circumstances and what they did next. Their thoughts, feelings and actions held the key to their resilience, and thus their freedom to enjoy life.


Intentional Response


These findings have enabled positive psychology researchers to establish how a resilient mindset can be taught; to define how, when we get knocked down, we can get back up again.


Researchers have found that life circumstances and genetics only partially determine our levels of happiness: 40 per cent of our life satisfaction comes down to the intentional activities we participate in; that is to say what we think, how we feel and what we do.
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