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For Sarah and Flora, whose resilience is more than a match for ours.



‘Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising up every time we fall.’

Confucius

‘Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.’

Winston Churchill
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Introduction




This is a book about resilience – the ability to bounce back from tough times, or even to triumph in the face of adversity; to display tenacity, but not at the expense of reason.

From our earliest history, and across all cultures, the quality of resilience has been admired, even romanticized. While the heroes of fairy tale and literature have tended to be tall, dark and handsome, brave and true, they have also tended to be resilient, appearing at their best when most severely challenged. We are taught the story of the beleaguered Robert the Bruce, inspired by the efforts of a spider spinning its web – if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.

But resilience has other resonances. In physics, resilience describes the process by which objects revert to their original shape after being bent or stretched. In medicine, it refers to the ability of individual patients to recover from injury or illness. For patients, this resilience may reflect differences in basic anatomy or physique (some of us, it seems, have ‘good bones’ which make us naturally quick healers), but it also appears to reflect aspects of personality – strength of will, say, or optimism; the ‘miracle recovery’ made by the professional footballer or runner when faced with the prospect of missing a key sporting event, to take one well-known example.

With over 30 years’ experience working with individuals and organizations in a variety of difficult situations, we have our own understanding and appreciation of resilience. Over time, we have come to recognize that some people are simply less fazed by setbacks than others, clearly showing more resilience, whatever life throws at them, than others. Such people are able to recast their objectives, even reinvent themselves, according to the demands of the environment.

In our experience, such people also tend to:


• Be open to new ideas (they are good listeners, keen learners and are prepared to try different approaches)

• Assume the best rather than the worst of other people

• Find opportunity and risk equally fascinating (recognizing that the link between the two is crucial to success)

• Embrace positive change

• See what needs to be done and be happy to lead the charge

• Prefer dealing in transparency and honesty rather than obscurity and deceit



We have also noticed that people who display these characteristics usually have two other things in common – they are energized rather than overrun by crisis, and other people actively choose to collaborate with them.

As soon as we started to think seriously about the concept of resilience, we realized that it might be a defining characteristic of many of the individuals whose approach to people and problems we most admire. We were keen to find out more, and to pass on what we learnt to others.

We intend to do this not by providing exhaustive academic analysis but by drawing on the experiences of real-life people in a variety of situations, people we have accessed either through our work or a wider network of contacts. In so doing, we hope to find answers to four key questions:


1 What is resilience?

2 Where does resilience come from?

3 What is it that very resilient people do which distinguishes them from those less resilient?

4 What can we do to make ourselves more resilient?



In order to answer these questions, we first reviewed what is already known about resilience, then used this information (as well as themes identified from our own experience) to construct a new, 64-item personality test (the ‘Nicholson McBride Resilience Questionnaire’ – NMRQ), which was completed by a random sample of contacts. To make things clearer, on occasion some of these items have been slightly reworded in this text.

Alongside this psychometric work, we conducted a parallel programme of in-depth interviews with 26 individuals, whom we refer to throughout the book as the ‘R-team’ (or ‘interviewees’). These people were chosen not only because they are required to display resilience on a regular (even daily) basis, but also because they have been exposed to – and bounced back from – exceptional challenges and setbacks. These challenges have been both personal and professional, including, in one extreme example, being caught up in a terrorist attack.

All the individuals selected have reached high positions in a number of different organizations – from banks to charities, industry to education – and are living proof of resilience in action! Although drawn from a work context, their experiences hold lessons for us all, whatever our age, experience and personal circumstances.

We believe that we have identified the key elements that contribute to resilience – ways of operating that help protect certain individuals from the difficulties that plague the rest of us (‘charmed life syndrome’) as well as patterns of behaviour which underpin an individual’s ability to tolerate stress and display courage and ingenuity in the face of adversity.

Crucially, we believe that these skills, attitudes and behaviours can be refined, developed or, in some cases, learnt from scratch. Of course, while an individual’s capacity for resilience may be affected by their genetic make-up, genes exert their influence by setting outer boundaries, beyond which further development is impossible. Given all the factors which prevent us from reaching our full potential, it is unlikely that these boundaries often present a real barrier to development. On a more proactive note, there is considerable evidence to suggest that well-judged interventions (whether this is a teacher early in life, or a trainer or mentor in adulthood) can have a significant and sustained impact on behaviour, and even underlying personality traits. We really can learn to become more resilient!

As we write this book, the world is still trying to recover from the 2008 ‘credit crunch’, which sent shock waves through the global financial system and provoked varying degrees of economic gloom around the world; squeezing jobs, security and confidence in the process. But this is not a book specifically about surviving the effects of the credit crunch (or, indeed, any other downturn), though, of course, hard economic times undoubtedly make many people’s lives significantly more challenging. The truth is, life can throw us a curve ball at any point in our lives, and it can come from any direction – home, work or the wider world. The big question is how you deal with it; do you try to block it, dodge it or go for the sweet spot and hit it out of the park? Do you try to absorb the shock of the situation, avoid it or turn it to your advantage?

This is a book about how to survive, even thrive, in tough times – whatever their cause. It is about bouncing back, stronger and better than before. It is about developing your natural powers of resilience, and applying them over a lifetime.

Divided into three parts, Part 1 of the book seeks answers to the questions ‘What is resilience?’ and ‘Where does resilience come from?’

Part 2 then moves on to consider the skills, attitudes and behaviours you need to join the ranks of the resilient, as identified by our research.

Finally, Part 3 is all about how to do it – how to build your powers of resilience. Starting off with a short questionnaire to establish your personal Resilience Quotient (RQ) – and identify areas of relative strength and weakness – the rest of the learning is built around a practical, 10-point plan which pulls all the advice and insights together, helping you to raise, and then sustain, your resilience.

An Appendix details some extra findings from our research.



Part 1


Understanding
resilience



Chapter 1

What is resilience?



Resilience may be a universally admired and useful quality, but it has attracted surprisingly little attention from psychologists interested in individual difference – the study of why one person differs from another, and what makes each of us the person we are.

Historically, the concept of resilience seems to have been of interest more to doctors (struck by the observation that people who remain calm about serious illness tend to recover most quickly), to management consultants (especially those employed by organizations which need to offer a constant level of service to customers, 24/7) and to developmental psychologists (concerned with the effect of trauma on children).

Resilience has also been studied because of its close connection to change. Of course, any change causes a certain amount of turbulence – whether in an individual’s practical circumstances or private emotions – and tests personal resilience. Change is a normal part of life.

However, while we have all got used to a certain amount of change (and the mantra ‘change is the only constant’ has descended into cliché), the expanded message of change is that we live in a complex, dynamic and connected world where the only safe bet is that what worked for us last year probably isn’t serving us so well this year – and certainly won’t do in the next. How fortunate, then, that as human beings we have more than 100,000 years’ experience of evolving and adapting!

Having said that, we must be wary of falling into the comfortable assumption that, although change is a constant, it is changing at a constant rate; we merely need to make the same level of adjustment year on year to stay on terms. The fragility of such assumptions was exposed by the 2008 credit crunch, when a sustained period of easy money, spiralling house prices and economic growth came to a shuddering halt.

During the crunch, many of us came to realize that the financial system on which we had relied to protect our jobs, homes and pensions was, in many ways, a house of cards – sustained at the top by a combination of greed, chutzpah and the willing suspension of disbelief. Only the injection of huge sums of public money averted complete collapse. As a lesson in resilience, neither the system nor many individuals emerged with much honour.

WHAT’S THE SITUATION?

Of course, resilience can mean different things in different situations. For someone diagnosed with a terminal illness, resilience will be about trying to get the very best out of the time they have left to them. For someone in a war zone – witnessing death and destruction, and experiencing unimaginable emotional turmoil – resilience will be about keeping themselves and their family alive.

In genuinely traumatic situations, the American psychologist Dr Ben Weinstein suggests that the most common reaction among those directly affected is resilience, and that most people, with time, heal of their own accord. Weinstein was on the scene in the idyllic island of Phuket, Thailand, on 27 December 2004, just one day after the earthquake-induced Boxing Day tsunami hit. Sweeping across the Indian Ocean, this devastating tsunami wiped out more than 200,000 people, destroying the homes and livelihoods of millions of others in the process.

Faced with this unheralded catastrophe, Weinstein noted that many people demonstrated resilience by moving into survival mode, searching for food, water and other basic needs. To help with this process, Weinstein set up a buddying system, pairing up people of the same nationality so that they could help each other find shelter. As he remarked: ‘[These individuals’] communities, families and livelihoods have been shattered. In order to hope for good mental health outcomes, we need to help them rebuild their communities and social networks.’

Most people reading this book will not have had direct experience of disaster on this scale. Nonetheless, we are all still susceptible to stress and trauma in our lives. It might not involve surviving a tsunami, but all of us have to face challenges to our resilience, for example, the trauma caused by the death of a family member or friend. The bereaved frequently experience significant stress, depression and feelings of guilt. Similarly, illness – whether our own or that of someone close to us – tests our ability to bounce back and regain control.

Or the problem might be professional. Criticism, disappointment and disaster in the workplace can undermine our self-confidence and provoke a vast array of negative feelings.

For some of us, our sense of self-worth is inextricably bound up with our material status. We tend to judge how we (and, by comparison, others) are doing – our level of success – according to such indicators as the size of the house we live in, the car we drive and the money we earn. An amalgam of these indicators gives us our identity and sense of purpose, and determines how we think of ourselves – our self-esteem. A significant setback on any one of these fronts weakens our confidence about who we are and what value we’re adding, whether to work, home or society.

While comparing ourselves to others is a natural response, it is not necessarily a healthy one. As Stephen Covey, bestselling author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, put it: ‘Did you ever see an unhappy horse? Did you ever see a bird that had the blues? One reason why birds and horses are not unhappy is because they are not trying to impress other birds and horses.’ Related to this, our research makes it very clear that the most resilient people rarely experience envy. It’s not that they’re unemotional, rather that they’re able to harness the galvanizing power of emotion while remaining immune from its more negative effects.

You may manage to avoid making comparisons between yourself and other people, but your identity and self-esteem will still be intimately informed by your relationship with others – for example, your role in the family. Again, a setback on this front can have serious implications, as noted by the psychologist Dr Gaithri Fernando. Like Ben Weinstein, Fernando was on the scene (this time in Sri Lanka) shortly after the tsunami landed. An expert in post-traumatic stress (particularly as a result of extreme trauma, such as war), Fernando found that, after two to three years, many of the Sri Lankans who had survived the tsunami had recovered, integrating the trauma into their new identities. However, she feared that this recovery might not be evident among those survivors who had lost close relatives: ‘Who would they be fathers, mothers, sisters or brothers to now?’

As we have noted, some people are more resilient than others, but why? Why do some people seem better able to bounce back from whatever life throws at them than others? To understand this, it would be really helpful if we could identify our own individual resilience threshold, if there were some universal indicator which could show our personal ‘tipping point’. But there’s no easy way to do this; individuals respond differently to different events. What’s more, one individual might be immensely resilient in one regard but not in another, and sometimes in quite surprising ways. Take the young man whose mother was killed in a car crash and whose father then committed suicide. With support, the young man handled this devastating series of events incredibly well. People were surprised, therefore, when he appeared to crumble on receipt of some relatively minor criticism at work. He could handle the bereavement but not the negative feedback; this was the final straw for him.

We are all unique in how we respond to situations and events. The trick, therefore, is to raise our own self-awareness. We need to understand what sorts of events are likely to affect us negatively, and then be alert to these happening. If a potentially harmful situation cannot be avoided, then it needs to be handled in as positive a way as possible. You have to bounce back as well and as quickly as you can.

OUR RESEARCH

This is the backdrop against which we began our investigation into resilience. We discovered a long list of qualities which earlier researchers had identified as key strands of resilience, for example:


• Facing down reality (being almost pessimistic in your view of a situation)

• Ritualized ingenuity (always finding solutions when faced with a challenge)

• Being able to exploit the positive events in life

• Proactive problem-solving

• A tendency to tackle issues rather than avoid them

• Early recognition of the need to change

• Critical understanding (keeping things in perspective and seeing beyond immediate chaos)

• An ability to search for meaning in life

• Knowing where to look for assistance



Since different researchers had conflicting views about the relative importance of these factors, we decided to create a new questionnaire – the Nicholson McBride Resilience Questionnaire (NMRQ). We constructed a questionnaire containing 64 questions, which tested those factors already established as being indicators of resilience as well as themes which had emerged from our own experience. Early results from the NMRQ indicate that the following 23 factors are strong predictors of an individual’s overall Resilience Quotient (RQ):


• I am optimistic

• I have a positive mental attitude

• I can often create success from disaster

• I feel confident and secure in my position

• I wouldn’t describe myself as an anxious person

• I am good at finding solutions to new problems

• In a difficult situation, my thoughts immediately turn to what can be done to put things right

• I rarely feel insecure

• I am good at anticipating problems

• I am calm in a crisis

• I’ve generally found that things turn out in an advantageous way for me

• I am good at seeing the silver lining

• I influence what I can rather than worry about what I can’t

• I don’t tend to avoid conflict

• I don’t tend to take criticism personally

• I generally manage to keep things in perspective

• I try to control events rather than being a victim of my circumstances

• I manage my stress levels well

• I rarely worry what other people think of me

• I always try to take control of a situation

• I am generally good at proactively dealing with problems

• I trust my intuition

• I don’t tend to get stressed easily



We then explored the interconnections between all 64 questions in the NMRQ to derive five key elements which we believe are central to resilience. In descending order of importance, these are:


1 Optimism

2 Freedom from stress and anxiety

3 Individual accountability

4 Openness and flexibility

5 Problem orientation



Each of these five elements is associated with a distinctive pattern of attitudes and behaviours; these are explored in Part 2. This, then, is the statistical answer to the question ‘What is resilience?’ But what does resilience mean in terms of real lives and experience? To understand this (and also the relative importance of these five key elements, and how they interact with each other), we conducted a parallel programme of in-depth interviews with the 26 members of the R-team. Their comments appear throughout the rest of the book (quotes are, in most cases, presented in bold). Here are some of their answers to the question ‘What is resilience?’

‘Resilience is the ability not to see failure as something to dwell on but as an opportunity to move forward, accepting that failure is a part of life.’



‘Resilience is inextricably linked with responsibility. If you won’t accept responsibility, you don’t need resilience.’



‘I associate resilience with not reacting too emotionally, not getting too fussed about what other people think. Resilience is about keeping your head.’



Chapter 2

Where does resilience come from?



So, we’ve described what resilience is, and why it is of value. Now we need to find out where it comes from and, more to the point, what determines our own individual RQ.

We know from our research that resilience isn’t a simple, single dimension of personality, but that it has a number of distinct elements, at least some of which may be affected by genes. It would be astonishing, therefore, to discover that everyone’s RQ is largely determined in the same way. However, when we asked members of the R-team ‘Where do you think your resilience comes from?’, we were surprised by how many common themes emerged.

There was broad agreement that RQ is not something that gets set once and for all, either at birth (by virtue of our genes) or even by the end of the childhood years, critical though these undoubtedly are. Significant events and influences throughout our teens and 20s – whether at school, university, travelling on a gap year or embarking on a career – can all have a powerful impact on personal resilience. As we grow older, life continues to be punctuated by challenges – opportunities for advancement as well as threats, even disasters – which not only test our resilience but can actually increase it. In fact, resilience appears to be an aspect of personality so powerfully influenced by experience that the jelly never quite sets; it’s probably never too late to increase your RQ.

‘I’m much more resilient than I used to be. In fact, there is a straight line graph through my career of growing resilience. In my work, you need to demonstrate resilience to secure promotion. It’s one of the markers we use to select leaders.’

Having said this, every member of the R-team chose to return to the events of their childhood to explain how and why they have become so resilient. As one interviewee wryly remarked: ‘You can pull people out of their comfort zones and challenge them, but real resilience tends to be born out of deep-seated experience.’

CHILDHOOD

From the stories the team told us, we identified five recurrent themes which help describe how childhood experiences inform resilience.

1 Troubled times

For more than half of the R-team, childhood was a troubled time. None of them claimed to have a vivid memory of their feelings as a child, but all agree that one result of their early experience was a steely determination, not just to survive that particular period but also, years later, to do whatever it took to ensure their own children didn’t suffer in the same way. Some of them still sounded angry when they talked about their experiences, but they have all learnt to handle this negativity; indeed, many have turned it into positive energy.

‘For me, resilience was built from surviving a difficult childhood. Of course, everyone hits tough times, but I learnt early that everyone also has a choice – you can either say to yourself, “Oh alright then” and give in, or “Right, let’s deal with it” and search for other, even tougher, challenges.’



‘My father was a labourer who, after 50 years’ hard slog, had accumulated the scantest of savings. This made me very angry: the world seemed a hostile, unfair place. It made me determined to prove that I was as good as everyone else. Later, as I gained in confidence, this feeling was taken over by personal ambition – I thought to myself, “Let’s see how good I really am”.’

Unfortunately, not all children emerge unscathed from difficult childhoods – let alone manage to turn adversity to advantage. While our research does not definitively explain what it is that allows some people (and not others) to do so, it does highlight a number of key skills, attributes and behaviours which together promote reslience. More of this in Part 2.

2 Fish out of water

A second recurring theme among members of the R-team was an early sense of being different from others around them, a precocious understanding of the diversity of human beings, and the resulting need to develop different strategies for different people. Developmentalists call this ‘psychological thinking’, and it usually isn’t much in evidence before the age of 11 or 12. Events forced some of our interviewees to display aspects of psychological thinking as early as five years of age.

‘I went to a school where it was dangerous to be clever, but I learnt how to be successful without getting bullied. The secret was to be funny and also a bit rebellious. No one ever caught me working because I did it at home. I was always frightened, though, that people might find out where I lived and come and see me hard at work!’



‘I was born in Asia to a privileged family, but was always aware of the terrible poverty many of the people around us endured; I remember registering this at the age of five. Following political upheaval at home, we had to come to the UK. Our wealth, however, did not transfer. It was a massive shock. I hated the schools I was sent to. I was a complete outsider a) because I was foreign, and b) because we had no money. I wasn’t bullied as such, but I was isolated.’


Getting back on my feet

‘I came from a large Irish immigrant family (my mother was one of 13 children), and although both my parents worked, the other kids at the school I attended were generally better off than we were. They tended to look down on us. The school was a convent, which valued compliance and conformity; I kept a pretty low profile for much of the time.

This all changed at the age of 15, when we took a family holiday to America – a country where introversion is not encouraged! Here I learnt to see myself in a different way, to push boundaries and not be afraid to express myself. I started to test my academic limits at school. Incredibly, my teachers were cross when I was offered a place at Oxford. This didn’t really happen at my school, and they feared that I was getting ahead of myself.

Shortly after getting the good news about Oxford, however, I had a really bad car accident, which meant I spent the entire summer in traction; I also picked up a phobia about driving. I arrived at university on crutches, but this didn’t get me down – being on crutches meant that I was distinctive and attracted attention. It also meant that I was more or less tied to my desk; I worked hard and ended up winning a prestigious prize.’




3 Unhappy families

The great Russian writer Leo Tolstoy got it right more than 100 years ago, when he noted in his novel Anna Karenina: ‘Happy families are all alike, every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.’ This remains true today; indeed, the impact of family dynamics on individual development remains one of the most vexed topics in psychology. It raises many of the questions discussed on the psychoanalyst’s couch and the problem pages of popular magazines.

None of the R-team was subject to the kind of physical or sexual abuse which makes the headlines tragically too often. A significant proportion of them, however, came from broken homes, or found themselves forced to act as stand-in carers. Several had parents who suffered from a range of disorders. As a result, the individuals concerned had to assume responsibility at an early age.

‘My father was killed before I was born, and my mother led a very difficult life as a result; we moved around a lot. She could have caved in to circumstance but didn’t, holding things together long enough for me to get away. Still, the financial and emotional strain did have a major effect on me; I quickly became aware of how fragile life is and the importance of having a roof over your head.’



‘My childhood has affected me greatly. My mother brought me up to be confident; to always have a go and to be accountable for my actions. Her influence still looms large in my consciousness. My dad was not around so much. An engineer by profession, he was often away for long periods of time, which had a negative impact on my parents’ relationship. Although I was one of four children, I was the only one to realize that my parents’ marriage was in trouble. As my dad was away so much, I acted as a surrogate father to my younger siblings. I suspect I was more pompous, bossy and arrogant than I should have been in my teens. In fact, my teenage years weren’t a happy time for me. They were just about surviving. I was the boring one. Never took drugs, was always the designated driver – serious and responsible.’
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