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Dr Chris Johnstone is one of the UK’s leading resilience trainers, with more than three decades’ experience teaching in this field. He graduated in medicine with distinction in 1986, after a first degree specialising in psychology. Experiencing burnout and depression as a junior hospital doctor, he became a leading figure in the campaign to improve working conditions. He trained as a GP before moving into the mental-health field, where for many years he ran groups teaching resilience skills. Influenced much by positive psychology, he trained with Martin Seligman and other leading practitioners in 2005. Since then he has pioneered the role of resilience training in mental-health promotion, coaching practice and the workplace. His previous book Active Hope (co-authored with Joanna Macy) has been published in more than eight languages, his video-based online course Personal Resilience in an Hour has participants from more than 55 countries. He lives in the north of Scotland, where he teaches online at CollegeofWellbeing.com.


Praise for Seven Ways to Build Resilience


‘Practical and clear with strategies that work, this is, by far, the best book I’ve read on resilience.’


Miriam Akhtar, Author of Positive Psychology for Overcoming Depression


‘Chris Johnstone is a writer whose voice is inviting, engaging and to the point.’


Joanna Macy, co-author of Active Hope and Coming Back to Life


‘After working through the programme described in this book, I had an emergency admission to hospital. I asked myself ‘what would a story of resilience look like here?’ and applied my resilience toolkit. Doing that transformed a potentially horrendous situation. These tools really work.’


Heather Thompson, Personal Development Coach, www.positivelycoaching.co.uk


Further praise for Seven Ways to Build Resilience


‘If you want to strengthen your unique tapestry of personal resilience, this inspiring and far-reaching book weaves in much-needed threads.’


David Peters, Professor Emeritus, The Centre for Resilience, University of Westminster


‘If you are dealing with a difficult situation, in a personal or professional capacity, then this book provides a well-researched and practical step-by-step guide to finding a new positive direction. Can’t recommend it highly enough!’


Deirdre Murray, Executive Coach, Trainer and Author, PeopleResources.ie


‘Chris Johnstone’s sparkling insight, playful wisdom and clarity of understanding never fails to inspire and energise.’


Sarah Pugh, Trainer for Practical Sustainability, www.shiftbristol.org.uk


‘Chris Johnstone is a gifted trainer who manages to turn complex ideas into clear and practical guiding wisdom.’


Nicola Banning, Editor of BACP Workplace


‘There is a wealth of material here for anyone wanting help to nurture their own resilience or anyone wanting to support resilience in other people.’


Lisa Rossetti, academic researcher, executive coach and community writing practitioner


‘I find Chris Johnstone’s approach to resilience both inspiring and easy to implement. He offers useful tools and practices that get results. A much-needed approach in today’s world.’


Lisbet Michelsen, Coach-therapist, Somerset


‘Chris Johnstone has assembled a treasure trove of practices, background science and real-life examples of how to build resilience.’


Kathy Sipple, co-Author of Empower Your Life and other books about sustainable living, kathysipple.com
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Introduction



For just a moment, I close my eyes. When I open them I’m on the wrong side of the road with a car speeding towards me. Swerving to avoid a collision, my car spins out of control and veers off the road towards a rock face.


This was me in May 1989. My holiday in Scotland had just crashed into a pile of rocks. While I escaped with few injuries, my car was a wreck. Falling asleep at the wheel was just a symptom, though. There was a deeper crisis unfolding in my life.


Only days before, I’d finished a working week of 112 hours. After many months of round-the-clock shifts as a junior doctor, I was suffering from severe exhaustion. I’d become clinically depressed. I was burned out to a cinder.


Resilience is a two-part story


In the chapters ahead, we’re going to follow a storyline that is in two parts. There’s what happens – that’s part one, and it involves bumping into some kind of difficulty. ‘Here’s me, facing this . . .’ is how it begins. For me crashing, it wasn’t just the rocks – I was also facing the worst time of my life, when I had felt so depressed I even considered killing myself.


Then we come to the second part of the story, which is what happens next. When we are going through bumpy times, what comes next is still in front of us. It is something we can still influence. We’re going to be looking at what helps us develop a better version of how that next bit goes.


There’s a key insight here: whatever situation we face, no matter how awful, there are always different ways it can work out. When I train people in resilience, I draw this as a diagram that looks like a spider on its side. From the starting point of where we are now, a range of timelines extend into the future, each leg of the spider representing a different version of how things might go.
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Fig. 1: The spider diagram of timelines


When things take a turn for the worse, and you find yourself on the downward slope of a difficult timeline, think of this as the first part of the story. The spider diagram reminds you that even from the bottom of a pit, there are still different ways it can go. Things could get worse, that’s true. Something else is possible too.


In difficult situations, there are times when we surprise ourselves, finding new strengths and rising to the occasion in ways that make the second part of the story turn out better than expected. Resilience is what helps us do this: it is our capacity to cope with adversity, make the best of things and recover from setbacks. In a story of resilience, the first part descends into a dip. The second part is about how we find, and follow, the upslope.
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Fig. 2: Resilience as a two-part story


Is resilience learnable?


You might know people who seem naturally thick-skinned, bouncing back from one disaster after another. ‘All you have to do is get back up and try again,’ said billionaire Richard Branson after he nearly died crashing his bicycle at high speed in 2016.1 In previous close brushes with death, he’d capsized his speedboat trying to cross the Atlantic, fallen from a great height into the same ocean when a balloon trip went wrong and survived the burning down of his home. What is it that makes some people more resilient than others?


This life-enhancing ability to deal with difficult times is sometimes thought of as a natural quality, like tallness, that some people have, and others don’t. Unlike tallness though, research confirms that resilience can be cultivated.2 It has a lot in common with physical fitness. While some people are naturally in better shape than others, we can all train ourselves to get fitter. Resilience is a form of psychological fitness where, rather than growing muscles, we’re building inner strengths. However, even this isn’t the whole story.


Have you had an important learning experience years ago that still makes a difference to your life now? The benefits of a physical fitness session might wear off within weeks, but there are lessons I learned about resilience decades ago that still have a positive impact on my life today. Some skills, like being able to swim or ride a bicycle, never really leave you. Once you gain them they are always there somewhere in the background, ready to be used when needed. That’s why the focus of this book is on skills – seven particular skills – that strengthen our capacity to face and deal with challenges. Together they can take your resilience to new levels; once learned, they can still be with you years later, in ways that bring long-term improvement to your life.


Over recent decades, there has been a shift in our scientific understanding of what resilience is based on and what helps it grow. Ground-breaking research published in 1995 showed that teaching resilience skills to children reduced their risk of depression, with benefits still present years later.3 As the training intervention was developed by psychologists at the University of Pennsylvania, it has become known as the Penn Resilience Program. Further studies showed that it helps reduce anxiety and depression in adults too.4


General George Casey, US army chief of staff, was so impressed by these findings that he asked Martin Seligman, the psychologist leading this research, to help design resilience training for US service personnel. ‘I want to create an army that is just as psychologically fit,’ he said, ‘as it is physically fit.’5 Outcome studies show the programme they developed helps reduce levels of depression, anxiety, drug and alcohol problems and post-traumatic stress disorder.6


Recent research on resilience training in the workplace has shown that it not only improves emotional wellbeing, it also leads to gains in performance too. In a review of relevant studies, a team of leading specialists in workplace wellbeing wrote:




Findings indicated that resilience training can improve personal resilience and is a useful means of developing mental health and subjective wellbeing in employees. We also found that resilience training has a number of wider benefits that include enhanced psychosocial functioning and improved performance.7





We can teach ourselves skills that help us suffer less when times are hard and perform better under pressure too.


An insight about turning points


When I was working those hundred-hour weeks as a junior doctor, I gathered a group of colleagues together for a resilience workshop. We called the day ‘Coping without Sleep’, and our goal was to share strategies that might help us survive our difficult working conditions. We came to the conclusion that self-help strategies could play an essential role, but by themselves they weren’t enough. We also needed to address the conditions we worked in and our ability to meet core needs like sleep.


Resilience is a bigger concept than endurance; it isn’t just about putting up with awfulness. It is more to do with looking at what helps us when facing adversity – about how we find a better part two when the first part of the story starts off badly. While endurance is often useful and sometimes essential, there are also times when we are better served by self-compassion or the ability to bring about constructive change. Resilience requires different strengths at different times.


So how does this link to my crash? Well, there I was, sitting in the wreck of a car, at a time of crisis in my life, having nearly just died. Amazingly, I look back on that time and treasure it as a vital turning point.


One way that difficult situations can change for the better is when crisis acts as a wake-up call. The hitting rock bottom of addiction recovery is a good example – this is when someone is so shocked by how awful things have got that they make a deep-seated decision to change. Something like that happened with me. Crashing into that rock face woke me up to what was going on in my life.


When you drive yourself on and on and on, without taking enough time for recovery and renewal, you increase the risk of an accident. My crash was like a reflection of my life. I had a sense of dread that if I carried on the same way, going back to the same hazardous conditions of work after my holiday, it wouldn’t be long before I crashed again. If not another car crash, there were plenty of other disasters I was heading towards, such as worsening depression or a serious medical error at work. There’s a saying that, ‘If you carry on the way you’re going, you’ll end up where you’re headed.’ I was heading for another crash. I got it. Resilience for me was about making life-preserving choices. I resigned.


My journey


With the two-part story of ‘There’s what happens, and then there’s what happens next,’ neither part happens all at once. There’s a sequence of events that add together and develop over time. The big shift for me with my crash was really getting the point that my work stress was causing so much more than just unhappiness. It had become a matter of life and death. Missing that oncoming car had taken me within a few feet of a possible fatality – either my own or someone else’s. I felt such deep and grateful relief for my near-miss.


When facing something horrible, a term I love is ‘inspirational dissatisfaction’. I hated the way my life was going, and within me felt a powerful intention activated. It wasn’t only my desire to escape the ghastliness of sleep deprivation and burnout. It also felt deeply wrong to be working as a doctor in a manner so harmful to health. I made a promise to myself to seek out a better way of practising medicine: one where I ‘walked my talk’, not only in countering illness, but also in actively moving towards wellbeing. So I started a journey, and the place where I needed to begin was with my own recovery, finding, step by step, the upslope of my dip.


I’d been interested in self-help approaches ever since my first degree, which combined medicine and psychology. For several years before my crash, I’d taught relaxation techniques to help my patients improve their sleep, reduce anxiety and cope with pain. Now my interest in self-help tools took on new meaning and deeper relevance. I wanted to learn everything I could about how people deal with stress, recover from depression and restore wellbeing after burnout.


Leaving medicine for a while gave me an opportunity to train in psychological therapies. When I came back to finish my GP training, I was struck by how often I’d see people in my surgeries who were struggling with stress. So I set up a stress management clinic and started running courses teaching core self-help skills.


I became so interested in this work that I left General Practice for Mental Health, working for nearly twenty years teaching recovery skills to people with serious alcohol problems. As crisis is a high-risk area for relapse of addiction, a big part of my work was training my clients in ways to build their resilience. I could see that the skills I was teaching were valuable in many other contexts too. So I began to pioneer the role of resilience training in the workplace and in adult education. More recently I’ve taken my trainings online, and my courses now reach people from more than fifty-five countries around the world.


So that’s my two-part story. There was me facing this awful time as an exhausted, depressed junior doctor who for a moment dozed while driving. What happened next was that my car crash so shocked me I made a deep-seated decision to seek out recovery; in doing that I became so interested in resilience that I’ve ended up becoming one of the leading trainers in the field. It has become my life’s work.


Post-traumatic growth


Resilience is often thought of as being able to reach a better than expected outcome despite difficult conditions. But in my two-part story there’s something different going on. My leading role as a resilience trainer today is not despite my past breakdown from burnout, but largely because of it. If I hadn’t gone through those ghastly years, I wouldn’t be as passionate about the work I do or as effective in it. This is an example of ‘post-traumatic growth’.8


Post-traumatic stress disorder is where traumatic experience leaves us with continuing negative effects. But difficult times don’t always end badly, and even when they do, that’s often not the whole story. Our experience of adversity can leave us with positive effects too, deepening us, teaching us important lessons and helping us find new strengths. By understanding more about how post-traumatic growth occurs, we can make it more likely. That’s one of the goals of this book. And it starts with a simple thought experiment.




Try this – a thought experiment


Every time you face a difficult situation, experiment with the idea that resilience is something you do rather than have. Ask yourself: ‘What would a story of resilience look like here?’ and see where your answer takes you.





Life has no shortage of occasions that might frustrate, annoy or disappoint you. If you see each one as an opportunity to practise your resilience tools, you change the meaning of these events and, with that, the way the narrative develops. Instead of feeling so tormented, I invite you to view the awfulness as part one of a story, and then to be curious about what part two brings. Each of the Seven Ways we look at focuses on a different skill that might help you here.


The journey of this book


We start with the skill of storyboarding, as a storyboard is a way of mapping out different elements involved in the story of responding in a resilient way. We’ve already used a simple storyboard framework with the two-part structure of ‘There’s what happens, and then there’s what happens next.’ In its simplest form, a storyboard invites you to reflect on both the situation you face and responses that might help. By filling in the gaps, you nudge yourself to consider steps you can take.
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Fig. 3: A simple two-part resilience storyboard


The First Way of the book looks more closely at how stories of resilience go, drawing out lessons from inspiring examples and mapping out a framework you can use to design constructive responses to any challenge you face. We’ll also look at how to deal with common obstacles to resilience, so that you can better understand roadblocks in the way as well as how to move through (or around) them.


Advances in neuroscience in the last fifteen years have reshaped our understanding of what happens to our nervous system when we’re feeling under threat. The Second Way focuses on the skill of emotional first aid, and begins by looking at how our brain works differently when we’re agitated. This helps us understand why we might struggle to cope when highly distressed. Emotional first-aid practices are introduced that help us steady ourselves and step into a more resourced state.


While many self-development books encourage positive thinking, the Third Way focuses instead on the skill of thinking flexibly. Based on cognitive therapy, which research identifies as an effective treatment for anxiety and depression, flexible thinking tools are easy to learn, and help retrain our brains to think in a more resilient fashion.


Many people most need their resilience when facing pressures at work. Our Fourth Way takes a close look at the skill of overload management. You’ll become more familiar with the ‘coping under pressure’ curve and learn to recognise stress symptoms at an earlier stage. We’ll also look at how to step into a more focused high-performance state, while recognising and keeping within limits to your load-bearing capacity.


As well as introducing new tools and new thinking, resilience training is helpful when it reminds you of what you’re already doing that might be working well. For example, many places of work have fire drills set up, so that we’re prepared for the worst should it happen. When looking at what helps us deal with the overload of crisis situations, we’ll extend the familiar ‘worst-case preparedness’ approach of fire drills to introduce the idea of a ‘crisis drill’, where we think in advance about how to respond to adversities we might face.


To open up new ways of moving forward in areas we feel stuck, we need to draw upon our creativity. What’s recently become clear is that inventiveness is learnable – we can teach ourselves techniques that improve our creative problem-solving abilities. Research shows problem-solving training can be as effective as antidepressants in treating depression, though we don’t need to be depressed in order to benefit.9 With the Fifth Way, we look at insights and practices that help us develop this skill of problem solving.


In my coaching and training work, I’ve often seen people have breakthroughs when they stop struggling all by themselves in an area where they feel stuck, and instead reach out by asking for help. The Sixth Way – on the skill of strengthening support – explores how to draw in the help we need. We identify common obstacles to asking for and receiving support, as well as ways to help ourselves move through these. Moving from personal to interpersonal resilience, we also look at what helps us deal with bumpy patches in relationships, so that we can get better at repairing them when they go wrong.


Just as you can have resilience in relationships, so you can also have it in teams, groups, communities and organisations. Having a resilient team or group around you acts as a buffer supporting your personal resilience. A way of building support around you is to look at how you can strengthen the resilience of whatever larger groups or communities you belong to. In the Sixth Way, we’ll look at how to do that, applying resilience tools to the purpose of improving conditions and cultivating a favourable environment around us.


The real key to making the resilience training offered here work is finding a way to make the practices part of your life. As with fitness, or playing a musical instrument, regular practice makes such a difference. But what helps us keep to our good intentions and make positive changes stick? Fortunately, the science of behaviour change is another area where significant advances have been made in the last twenty years. Focusing on the skill of stickability, the Seventh Way introduces research-informed strategies that help embed resilience-supporting choices and actions so they’re still bringing you benefits in years to come.


To make these seven ways easier to remember, I use the acronym SETOPSS. Each letter points to a pathway to helping resilience grow.
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Fig. 4: The Seven Ways of SETOPSS


Who this book is for


Firstly, this book is for you, if you are facing something tough right now and want tools you can use. It might be you’re under pressure at work, or you’re feeling challenged in your personal life. Whether you’ve had a setback recently or have been struggling for a while, we’re going to be looking at practical strategies and insights that can help.


Secondly, this book is for you if you’d like to get better at helping other people deal with difficult situations. If you want to pass resilience strategies on to people you work with, as a way of helping resilience grow within your team, organisation, clients, patients or students, then you’ll find much here that is both easy to teach and effective to use.


Thirdly, this book is for you if you recognise resilience as a life-enhancing quality that helps you take on challenges and not be put off by setbacks along the way. If you have hopes or ambitions with inevitable hurdles in the way, resilience can help you survive the bumps and keep to your path.


Do you recognise yourself here?


If so, let’s begin.





The First Way – Storyboarding



Storyboarding is a way of viewing the present moment as part of a larger sequence of events, as part of an unfolding story. When you use a storyboard to support resilience, you map out elements of the story you’d like to see develop, focusing on both the challenges you face and factors that help you address them.
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The First Way includes:


Chapter One – Identifying Inspiring Examples
Chapter Two – The Journey Approach to Change
Chapter Three – The Boat and Water Level
Chapter Four – Develop Your SSRI Toolkit





1



Identifying Inspiring Examples


On a cold February morning in Afghanistan, Giles Duley was out on patrol. He was doing the work he’d been at for a decade – following the lives of people facing adversity. As a photographer, he told their stories through his pictures.1 He captured images both of challenges faced and strengths expressed. The people he was with this time were US soldiers. Giles was doing a story about the impact of war, revealing through his camera an inside view of life on the front line. But then he took a step that turned his own life upside down. He trod on a landmine.


At first, it seemed his life might be over. Then, after a series of operations and two months in intensive care, Giles regained consciousness to find both his legs amputated and one arm too. He was told he’d never walk, and certainly never work, again.2


In a two-part story of resilience, this is part one. There’s what happens, and sometimes this is completely awful. Yet even with extreme adversities, like for Giles here, the spider diagram we looked at in the introduction still holds true (see Fig. 1 below). Whatever situation we face, there will be different ways it can work out. The second part of a story of resilience involves finding and following one of the better possible timelines. That can be hard going. So we need to draw on helping factors that support the climb out of a dip.
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Fig. 1: The spider diagram revisited


Something that helped Giles was remembering stories of people he’d photographed. In 2009, he’d spent time with Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, a people described as the most persecuted on the planet.3 Driven from their homes in Myanmar (formerly Burma), yet not at that time recognised as refugees by the international community, they were denied access to support from aid agencies and had raw sewage running through their camp. While their situation appeared hopeless, they didn’t give up.


In 2010, Giles had lived alongside street children in Ukraine, looking through his camera lens to bring their stories to the world. Their squatted house in Odessa was in a state of partial collapse; materially they had nothing. Remembering their resilience helped Giles access his. Their stories were a source of strength.


What is resilience?


The word resilience comes from the Latin ‘resilire’, which means ‘to leap back’.4 An object or material is resilient when it springs back into shape after being stretched or squashed. Economies, communities, ecosystems and organisations are resilient when they cope with shocks or find their way back to wellbeing after periods of disruption. Our focus is on personal resilience, looking at what helps you cope with adversities and recover from setbacks, so that you can make the best of whatever situation you face. The definition I use when training is this:




Resilience is the ability to deal with,


find strengths in,


and/or recover from,


difficult times.





A principle I find helpful is, ‘First what, then how’. When you want to learn something, first get clear what it is, then look at how you do it. In getting to know what resilience is, examples are often more revealing than definitions. Resilience shows itself in different ways; the same definition can be expressed in a variety of styles. Examples also have a power to teach and inspire us; they give us a pattern to follow. Our goal in this chapter is to become more familiar with the story of what resilience looks like. When you get to know this story well, and some of the different ways it can happen, it becomes easier to consider how a story of resilience might go in the situation you face.


A starting point here is to think about the difference between a tennis ball and a tomato. Imagine holding each in turn and squeezing. What happens? You don’t have to exert much pressure before the tomato collapses in a mess. A tennis ball, by contrast, gives a little when squashed, but springs back into shape afterwards. When thrown at the ground, the ball bounces back. That image of a ball rebounding is often associated with resilience. But ‘bouncing back’ is just one version of how the story can go.


If you buried a tomato and tennis ball in soil, then came back after many years, what might you find? A partially decomposed tennis ball would most likely look a mess. But if you’re at the right time of year, you might see plants bearing juicy fresh tomatoes ready to be picked. Each tomato contains seeds that carry life forward, plants dying down in difficult conditions like droughts or cold winters yet sprouting back year after year. When adversity is followed by new growth, where we rise again but in a different form, we can think of this as ‘bouncing forward’.


For a third type of bounce, I think of a cork floating in a rough sea. It bobs up and down with the waves, having a buoyancy to bounce with the storm rather than be sunk by it. We can be like this too when we’re holding it together in tricky situations, being with our own rises and falls without letting them get to us too much. This ‘bouncing with’ is about coping with challenging situations. We don’t dip down so deeply because we’ve found ways to sustain, steady or protect ourselves.


When you’re facing a difficult situation, it is easy to think the worst. The story running through your mind might follow the shape of ‘Because of this . . . therefore that . . . ’, where because the first part is awful, it is easy to assume the second part will be too. Each type of bounce described here gives the story somewhere different to go. They suggest a part two that either rises after the fall or resists continued descent. The tennis ball, tomato and cork bobbing with the waves remind you that a storyline of resilience has a range of routes it can follow.


What is storyboarding?


Years ago, I worked with a sleep specialist who taught me how to help people who experienced recurrent nightmares. If someone dreads going to sleep because they fear their bad dream will return, you invite them to think of ways it could have a better ending (see Fig. 2 below). Each nightmare has a story involving scary scenes. But even the most terrifying encounter is more manageable when you have a direction to move in that heads the way you want. When someone with nightmares has found a more encouraging storyline to follow, you invite them to close their eyes, imagine themselves back in the dream and then make their way to the good ending.
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Fig. 2: A treatment for recurrent nightmares


What you’re doing with storyboarding is thinking about how you’d like the story to go in the situation you face. You’re mapping out a sequence that moves from one thing to another. If the starting point of ‘Here’s me facing this’ has nightmarish qualities, think of ways the story of what’s happening could have a good or better ending. While you don’t know for sure what will happen, thinking about how you’d like the storyline to go can help you trace a possible pathway that heads the way you want.


The first of our Seven Ways to build resilience is to develop and apply this skill of storyboarding. It is a skill because it is something you can get better at. You can practise, improve your technique, and pick up tips that help you. A simple storyboarding technique we’ve already looked at is just to ask yourself, ‘What would a story of resilience look like here?’ and then consider some ways it might go.


We’re going to be looking at tools that help you map out resilience narratives more clearly and in more detail, using proven strategies in a framework you can customise to fit the situation you face. So far, our storyboard has four key elements:




a) The main character. If you’re storyboarding a situation you face, then this is you. If you’re using this tool to help someone else, then they would be the main character here. You can also apply the storyboarding process to building resilience in a team, community or organisation. Ask yourself, ‘Whose resilience do I want to build or cultivate?’ The answer to that question becomes the main character in your story.


b) The adversity faced. A key part of what makes it a story of resilience is that there is something difficult or challenging. There’s a hazard, risk or obstacle.


c) Helping factors. The other essential element in a story of resilience is something that helps the main character cope with, recover from or be strengthened by the adversity. That doesn’t mean the story always has a happy ending – just that the main character is able to draw on factors (such as strengths, insights, actions, relationships etc.) that support them in facing the adversity. These helping factors make a better outcome more likely.


d) Hoped-for outcome. What we added with the treatment for recurrent nightmares is a better ending. The helping factors lead somewhere different than might have happened without them.
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Fig. 3: A two-part story with four elements


The three forms of bounce represent variations of this storyline, each expressing a different aspect of resilience (see Fig. 4 below).


Bouncing back is about recovery, where, after a period of disruption, the main character returns to a familiar starting point. Examples include getting well after illness or injury and regaining confidence after having lost it.


Bouncing forward is about transformation and growth; it is sometimes known as ‘transformative resilience’. Here the story goes through a dip, but then rises again in a way that moves somewhere new. In this version of events, the main character emerges from adversity with added strengths, resources or wisdom. Difficult times might also be the trigger that provokes people to tackle issues and improve things.


In Bouncing with, there is a protective element that stops the character dipping so low during difficult times. Known as ‘adaptive resilience’, this is about coping in the face of hardship, adjusting to changing circumstances and maintaining an inner balance that resists being sunk by difficult conditions.
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Fig. 4: Three types of bounce


Some examples demonstrate one style of bounce more strongly than others; more often they work together. When you’re facing a challenge or find yourself dipping in some way, storyboarding resilience involves considering how things might go if you were to express one or more of these different forms of bounce. What would you do? And what might that lead to?


The journey of learning a skill starts from the place of not having it as much as you’d like. Don’t be put off if at the moment you’re not sure how best to do resilience in the situation you’re in. To become skilful in anything, it helps to have models to follow. That’s why a first step in resilience training is to become interested in examples, to collect and study them, to give them your attention. The more familiar you are with stories of resilience in general, the easier it is likely to be to bring them into your life.


The photographer returns


It might seem a small thing, but at the time it meant so much. When, after three months, Giles managed to sit up in bed by himself for the first time, he saw that as a great victory. ‘From that point I knew I could make it’, he said, describing his recovery. From there, he set himself goals so that he’d have achievable next steps to aim for. He wanted to walk (using artificial limbs) by Christmas, go for a drink in his local pub and get back to his home within a year.5 Beyond that, he wanted to return to his work as a photographer who tells stories we can learn from and be moved by.


Andrew Zolli and Ann Marie Healey, two leading thinkers in the field, define resilience as:




the capacity of a system, enterprise, or a person


to maintain its core purpose and integrity


in the face of dramatically changed circumstances.6





For Giles Duley, photography was central to his sense of purpose in life. In February 2011, he’d travelled to Afghanistan with a mission to take pictures, to show us the impact of a war. Less than two years later, he returned to Kabul to complete the job. This is bouncing back.


Giles didn’t stop there. Commissioned by the United Nations to document the refugee crisis across Europe and the Middle East, he travelled to Lebanon, a country where 25 per cent of the population are refugees. His book One Second of Light shares his pictures taken both before and after losing three of his limbs. His TED talk has been watched hundreds of thousands of times. ‘The way I see it’, he wrote, telling his story in the Observer newspaper, ‘what I’m doing hasn’t changed, but my voice has got louder.’ In an inspiring example of post-traumatic growth, this is bouncing forward.


When I’m struggling and find myself thinking, ‘It’s never going to work out,’ I say to myself, ‘Maybe’. I also remember the spider diagram and think of, among others, Giles Duley. His example is a reference point reminding me we can never know for sure what can and can’t happen. One of the most powerful influences on human behaviour is what we see other people do. When we give our attention to those who’ve got back up after the hardest of falls, it encourages us to do that too.


Recasting a story of defeat


Inspiring stories of recovery expand our sense of possibility. They remind us that even when all seems lost, we can still be surprised by the incredible capacity of life, including the life within us, to regenerate, bouncing back or forward. Yet there are also times when we don’t recover, we don’t get well, and the downslope is followed by further descent. For times like these we need stories that demonstrate the third kind of bounce. One of my great teachers here is a teenager called Stephen Sutton.7


Stephen did well at school, getting good grades in exams, enjoying music and excelling at athletics. He was just fifteen when diagnosed with cancer in his gut. Initially he seemed to have a good response to chemotherapy and radiation treatment. He was declared cancer-free. Then another tumour was found behind his knee.


Spending time in and out of hospital over the next two years, Stephen decided he wanted to study medicine. With top grades in his exams, he was selected for interview at Cambridge University and two other medical schools. However, before hearing whether he’d been offered a place, he withdrew his application. Cancer was in the way. It had spread to his liver and his lungs. His doctors told him his condition was terminal.


About a month later, Stephen did something that was to change the rest of his life. He posted a page on Facebook. Calling it ‘StephensStory’, this is what he wrote:




Hello everyone! I’m eighteen years old and in the last three years I have been fighting cancerous tumours in my bowel, knee, groin and pelvis. I have had to undergo surgery, radiotherapy and chemotherapy – all resulting in me spending a lot of time in hospital! Medical opinion has ranged from me requiring an amputation to now instead being incurable. This means that realistically I’m facing a very uncertain, and probably very limited, future.


Originally all I ever wanted to do was study hard and make a difference to the world by becoming a doctor, however in light of my current circumstances I have decided to be more pragmatic with my time. This will involve utilising as many short-term opportunities as possible to enrich my own life experience, and most importantly to try and improve the lives of others by fundraising and raising awareness of cancer in teenagers and young adults.





Under this he put details of how people could donate to the Teenage Cancer Trust, and a ‘bucket list’ of forty-six things he’d like to do in the limited time he had left.


His first goal was to raise £10,000 for charity. Other goals included skydiving for charity, writing a book, organising a charity gig, organising a charity football match, going busking, being part of a flash mob, to drum in front of a huge crowd, hug an animal bigger than him, crowd-surf in a rubber dinghy at a gig, star as an extra in a film or music video, inspire someone else to become a doctor or fundraiser and do some public speaking in front of a huge crowd.


While he didn’t reach all the goals on his list, he did succeed in all those listed here. His first goal of raising £10,000 was reached fairly quickly, so he aimed for a million instead. He reached that too, raising more than £3 million for charity in just over a year.


Three zones of challenge


The examples we’ve looked at so far involve resilience in extreme conditions. The more everyday bumps and knocks of work pressures, tension in relationships or setbacks in our personal lives might seem a long way from these. A useful framework here is to consider three zones of challenge.


The green zone refers to challenges we can deal with easily. The orange zone is where we feel stretched beyond what’s comfortable but we’re just about able to cope. The red zone is where we’re out of our depth, in ways that feel overwhelming or that push us over an edge into panic. What’s interesting here is that the zone we’re in doesn’t only depend on how difficult the challenge is. It is also related to our coping capacity, as the graph in Fig. 5 below illustrates.


[image: Illustration]


Fig 5: Three zones of challenge


When you’re in the green zone, there might not seem much need for resilience – though it can be a good time to prepare yourself for challenges ahead. Nick, a successful businessman, told me, ‘Things are fine for me now, but I’m interested in resilience because I want to future-proof myself.’ He knew it was reasonably foreseeable that red zone times would happen for him too.


The orange zone is often referred to as our growth edge. In yoga, this is where you stretch just beyond what’s comfortable, but in a way that helps flexibility grow. At work, orange days may bring you out in a sweat, but they can also be highly absorbing. You need to give your full attention if you’re to step up to a higher level of challenge; the experience and practice you gain from this help your skill level rise. Eventually you reach a point where challenges that used to be stretching feel less daunting. Moving up the vertical axis takes you out of orange and into green.


Resilience training is a way to prepare for the orange and red zones in life. By learning skills that help you steady your nerves, mobilise energy, feel more motivated, think clearly and access support, you can build your bounce-ability. Rather than feel completely defeated when you’re over the edge, you might see that what starts as a nightmare can go somewhere very different.




Try this – three zones of challenge


What zones of challenge do you recognise in your life? What zone are you in now? And how has the recent past been? What do you see coming up in the near future? If you’re in the green zone, see this as a time to prepare. If you’re in the orange or red zones, see this as a time to develop and practise the skills that support your resilience.





While the challenges someone else faces in their orange or red zone may be different to yours, the skills they use that help them cope are likely to be ones you can use too. There is a sequence of steps people take to find the upslope out of their dip. Becoming interested in stories of resilience is a good way of learning what these steps are.


Resilience practice – identify inspiring examples


For this practice exercise, think about examples of resilience you find inspiring. These start in the red zone of challenge, with a turning for the worse. But the main character then expresses one or more of the forms of bounce we’ve looked at, and this leads to things working out better than you might have expected. You can use the four-element story framework of:


a) This is a story about . . .


b) The adversity faced is . . .


c) What helps here is . . .


d) And that leads to . . .


Here’s Stephen’s story told using this four-part structure.




a) This is a story about Stephen, a teenager living in the UK.


b) The adversity faced is a diagnosis of cancer when he was fifteen years old. He wanted to become a doctor, but his cancer spread, and when he was seventeen years old, he was told his cancer was terminal, that he was going to die.


c) What helped here is Stephen recognising that although he had much less time left to live than he had hoped, he still had choices about how he spent that time, and he wanted to make the best of it. He wanted to use that time well. He said he saw cancer as ‘a kick up the arse’. What also helped Stephen was an ability to make contact with people through Facebook, to get support and collaborators in his project to raise money for charity. Other helping factors included the support of his family and friends, his sense of humour, his creative thinking and his constructive outlook on life.


d) Tragically, Stephen died at the age of nineteen. He didn’t bounce back. But the helping factors described here led him to find a much better leg of the spider than might have otherwise occurred. In his book, Stephen writes, ‘My story isn’t about a teenager with cancer. It’s about using my time, however long or short that may be, to have the maximum positive impact. I might not be here forever, none of us will. Life’s about making every second count.’







Try this – identifying inspiring examples


What examples of resilience can you think of? Start collecting them, guided by the four prompts of:


a) This is a story about . . .


b) The adversity faced is . . .


c) What helps here is . . .


d) And that leads to . . .





In the next chapter, we’ll be looking at how we can apply what we learn from these examples.
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The Journey Approach to Change


At one of my resilience workshops, there is a buzz in the air. I ask people to raise a hand if they feel inspired or energised by what they’ve just heard. Nearly everyone does. Acknowledging that her experience had been different, a young woman called Amy looks down, her hands held together in her lap. She shakes her head.


We’ve just done the ‘identifying inspiring examples’ process. The arms in the air demonstrate an important feature of resilience: it is transmissible. One of the ways we catch it is through stories – through hearing examples in narrative form. But that not everyone is boosted by this process demonstrates another important truth: there are blocks to resilience too. We need to understand what gets in the way. So I was curious about how it was for Amy.


‘Doing that made me feel worse,’ she told us. ‘Here’s these people able to cope with the most dire situations, yet I find myself crumbling at the smallest thing. I’ll never be like them. I just don’t have it in me.’


We live in a society that labels people. From an early age we get classified as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ on a whole range of scales. Once we have these labels attached to us, they often become internalised, shaping our sense of who we are and what we’re capable of. So how can you build resilience, or help others grow theirs, if the title ‘non-coper’ gets in the way? It is here that we need to turn to the work of psychologist Carol Dweck.1


When Carol was at school, her teacher, Mrs Wilson, arranged the seating in her class to reflect how clever she thought the children were. Those with the highest IQ sat at one end of the room, and the lower their IQ the further away they sat towards the other end. The assumption Carol grew up with was that some people were naturally gifted, our aptitudes and intelligence being set at a particular point early in life. Back then, she thought this was just the way things were and there was little we could do to change it. Later in life, her research showed something quite different.


Carol’s great discovery was that the way we think about intelligence influences our ability to learn. One approach, called ‘the fixed mindset’, sees intelligence levels as something we can’t change. Like the colour of our eyes or our adult height, this view regards intellect as mostly the product of our genes. Another perspective, the ‘growth mindset’, views our brain as like a muscle that grows stronger with training. When we hit a problem, these mindsets take us different ways. If you’re struggling, a fixed mindset takes this as evidence that you’re not clever enough to succeed with this type of challenge, increasing the chances that you’ll give up. The growth mindset sees struggle as an expected part of the journey of learning. Rather than thinking, ‘I can’t do this,’ you’re more likely to think, ‘I can’t do this yet.’ The simple addition of ‘yet’ changes the story: it builds in the idea that you might find a way, encouraging you to persist. Research shows that having a growth mindset strengthens people’s ability to stick with tasks they find difficult, this persistence helping their abilities grow.2


We can apply this same thinking to resilience. As an example, look at the following four statements and rate each one for how much you agree with it.




1) Your resilience is something very basic about you that you can’t change very much.


2) You can learn new things, but you can’t really change how resilient you are.
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