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ixThis SECRETS book contains a number of special textual features, which have been developed to help you navigate the chapters quickly and easily. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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Each chapter contains quotes from inspiring figures. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints and why each secret is useful in a practical context.
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Also included in each chapter are a number of strategies that outline techniques for putting this secret into practice.
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The putting it all together box at the end of each chapter provides a summary of each chapter, and a quick way into the core concepts of each secret.











xIntroduction


What is resilience?
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‘I am sure it is everyone’s experience, as it has been mine, that any discovery we make about ourselves or the meaning of life is never, like a scientific discovery, a coming upon something entirely new and unsuspected; it is rather, the coming to conscious recognition of something, which we really knew all the time but, because we were unwilling to formulate it correctly, we did not hitherto know we knew.’


W. H. Auden, Markings


Human beings respond in different ways to external forces. Even a minor knock-back can weaken self-esteem in some people with a measurable impact on their work performance. Others weather storms with little or no effect on their efficiency or sense of well-being. Some crumble, some cope, some not only survive but thrive under considerable pressure. This is resilience. We want to know what drives it, why some people lack it, and whether it can be strengthened.


In physics the term ‘resilience’ describes a quality in a material which influences the speed at which it will return to its former shape after being bent, compressed or stressed. This quality is associated with elasticity and response to stress. It’s useful to remember this baseline definition, because when we consider resilience in people we usually think of stress in negative terms. However in the physical world stress can be useful, for example in a spring or cantilever bridge. Some external stresses in human experience are equally productive – a pressing deadline being one obvious example.


In their book Resilience: Why Things Bounce Back (Business Plus, 2012) Andrew Zolli and Ann Marie Healy offer this comprehensive definition: ‘the capacity of a system, enterprise, or a person to maintain its core purpose and integrity in the face of dramatically changed circumstances’. The phrase ‘core purpose and integrity’ hints that resilience is about more than survival or coping; it might be about growth towards a healthier equilibrium.


xiHuman resilience is the ability to bounce back; in business terms, the ability to resume normal service delivery after a crisis. Sometimes this relates to the short term; getting your ‘mojo’ back after a disappointment or rejection. At other times the process is one of re-discovering self-esteem and sense of purpose at a deeper level. It’s about the way we deal with all threats to well-being and continuity – life’s road bumps. Some are possible but not certain (loss of role and status through redundancy, for example), while others (ageing, declining health, bereavement) are fairly inevitable.


Resilience is not the same as tough-mindedness, but they are closely related. Tough-mindedness encompasses other qualities such as determination and being strong-willed, and sometimes means avoiding seeing things through other people’s eyes. Resilience, on the other hand, can be found in the quietest as well as the brashest people.


How the idea has taken hold
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‘Resilience: the capacity of an individual, community or system to adapt in order to sustain an acceptable level of function, structure, and identity’.


Cabinet Office, March 2011


Psychologists have been interested in resilience for over half a century. Early studies followed the lives of children who became refugees because of the Second World War, including Holocaust survivors. Psychologists were puzzled why some children quickly adjusted to balanced, purposeful lives, and others – including siblings – had debilitating problems even as adults. Early work therefore had a big focus on child development, but went on to look at the way adults respond to life-disrupting episodes or events.


More recently resilience has focused on those who go to war. Studies have asked why some military personnel suffer long-term post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) while others with similarly grim experiences suffer few effects, or none at all.


Resilience is a term measuring the capacity of communities to rebuild themselves after natural catastrophes, some involving extreme deprivation and starvation, and how quickly services can be restored. The term is also used to describe how xiicommunities redefine themselves following downturns including the disappearance of traditional industries.


Resilience is not just about metals and people. In ecology, resilience describes the ability of an ecosystem to survive damage or pollution. In the business world resilient systems have multiple levels of backup in place to prevent loss of service in an emergency. The US Agency for International Development defines resilience as ‘the ability of people, households, communities, countries, and systems to mitigate, adapt to and recover from shocks and stresses in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability and facilitates inclusive growth’.


Why are we so interested in resilience?
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‘The great surprise of resilience research is the ordinariness of the phenomena. Resilience appears to be an ordinary phenomenon that results in most cases from the operation of basic human adaptational systems.’


Ann Masten


Why is resilience such a hot topic in the early twenty-first century? Various explanations offer themselves.


Firstly, our awareness of natural disasters has increased. Whether they are happening more often is unclear, but when they occur we feel present because eyewitness interviews and video footage are broadcast within minutes. When tsunamis, earthquakes and forest fires burst onto screens instantly we naturally imagine what it must be like to go through the experience. Part of us wonders how we would react, and how long it would take to return to normal. Studies of resilience look at communities recovering from such events, such as the Japanese tsunami of 2012 which killed nearly 16,000 people. We’re interested in how communities re-invent themselves after massive disruption, and why some succeed brilliantly.


Resilience is also important to ordinary working lives. It’s required because of the relentless acceleration of change in our society. In an age of information overload our days are spent running faster just to catch up. The economic downturn means that redundancy is a common experience across sectors. xiiiOrganizations are merged, acquired or restructured at lightning speed. Workers frequently find themselves undertaking the work of two or more people, and have become used to the fact that every year or two they may have to apply for their own jobs. Many hold down more than one paid job; others live with the uncertainty of zero-hours contracts. The recession has not only tested resilience, but placed it centre stage as an important tool in every worker’s survival kit.


We might set Western society’s preoccupation with resilience in a global context. You may be reeling from a negative appraisal, or the news that your job is under threat – such events can have a huge emotional impact. Yet it’s easy to forget that on an international scale these are modest tests of resilience. You might be worrying about a business presentation or appraisal, but much of the world’s population worries about finding clean water. You might be worried about falling income, but it’s unlikely that you will be forced into the toxic and dangerous work currently undertaken by workers in the world’s nastiest unregulated industries. In comparison most of our work problems are pretty small, and soon past.


Where does it come from?


Are you born resilient, or do you learn it? Some people seem to have resilience in their genes. Military psychologists dealing with PTSD look for a base level of resistance to unpleasant events, finding that some people are more prone to anxiety, hyperattentiveness and other states triggered by high-stress events, while others experience few long-term effects. It appears that some of us have a natural ability to resume our former mental ‘shape’ almost without interruption, for example in the face of grief or separation, while others spend the rest of their lives trying to rediscover lost confidence and peace of mind.


Psychologist Abraham Maslow saw what he termed a ‘continental divide’ between those who start life vulnerable to external pressure, and those who are likely to bounce back: ‘stress will break people altogether if they are in the beginning too weak to stand distress, or else, if they are already strong enough to take the stress in the first place, that same stress, if they come through it, will strengthen them, temper them, and make them stronger.’


xivIf some resilience is hard-wired from birth, the remainder is very clearly influenced by our environment. The first major influence is upbringing (a happy childhood and loving parents are identified as important factors). The second is having supportive people close by (strong friendships, a good social network, and feeling part of a community all assist). Studies have examined the way people who have felt low and purposeless for many years can achieve surprising breakthroughs, usually through encounters with other people. These factors help us develop what child psychologist Emmy Werner described as ‘reserve capacity’ – the buffer we are able to place between ourselves and adverse circumstances. Resilience helps not just with mind state, but also with physical health and speed of recovery from illness. For example, Mary Steinhardt at the University of Texas at Austin has shown that African American adults with type 2 diabetes were helped by resilience-building exercises to self-manage their disease more successfully.


Resilience is rather like patience. Some are born with it, others learn to behave patiently, but a small number grow through self-awareness to be patient people. Our resilience seems to change depending on what is thrown at us, and what resources we can draw upon to help. So you might be more resilient if given time to deal with issues, especially if you have support while you do so and some protection from the next round of disruption. In simple terms, a bit of TLC and a few months where life is a bit quieter can do a power of good.


Therefore the ability to recover comes not just from inner strengths but also outside resources, many of which are within your control. For example, you can choose to find people who are supporters: soul friends, coaches, mentors. You can learn to monitor, check and distract yourself from negative thinking. You might learn how to solve problems and make better decisions more effectively, or to reframe your picture of the world.


How learning about resilience helps
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‘The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.’


Ernest Hemingway


This book is written in the belief that human beings can adapt, learn and grow. Positive psychology offers a fresh approach xvto any sense that we ‘work through’ negative thoughts and ‘deal with’ downbeat experiences: new approaches elevate the importance of simple acts of gratitude and of remembering uplifting events. Relatively small adjustments to mindset can have a major impact on well-being and optimism. This is what Ann Masten famously described in American Psychologist (the official journal of the American Psychological Association) as ‘ordinary magic’; ‘positive adaptation to adversity despite serious threats to adaptation or development’.


Yes, resilience comes more naturally to some, but the good news is that those of us who are not born robust can work in the right direction. Resilience isn’t a quality, but an approach, a way of putting your brain in a different gear. It’s not a trait, but a process.


Managing your resilience isn’t a quick fix. Like all important personal development it requires commitment to the long game. It involves work. The work requires you to adjust habits and consciously adopt new ways of thinking, and then try out new behaviours.


Resilience can be learned, developed, and strengthened; you can teach it to others. You can identify and guard the things that protect it for you. These factors building your ‘reserve capacity’ are not accidental; they can be negotiated. You can learn to see yourself as others see you, and to improve your organizational fit and contribution. You can find people who will challenge but also affirm you. You can learn to go with the grain and improve your working day, or repeatedly place yourself into work environments which drag you down. You can choose to take more care of your health, and take more time for the things that matter. You can learn to play the hand you’ve been dealt rather than endlessly wishing for a new deal.


The tips and strategies in this book will provide you with a direction of travel and a few tools for the journey. Informed by good business and coaching sense, these chapters are designed to add a few hardening layers of resilient varnish. If there are things that can make a difference quickly, this book makes them clear, as well as practical measures to help you avoid problems, and tackle those you can’t.


xviRecognize how much resilience matters to your well-being. If you learn to be a little more resistant, you learn to be more useful to yourself and others. The work involves self-examination, but in moderation, because getting locked in your own thoughts is part of the problem. As a first step, drop the idea that you’re struggling alone; recognizing that many others share your insecurities guarantees that you don’t become too self-focused. The healthiest resilience often comes from not taking yourself too seriously.
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Check your resilience levels


[image: A dark square icon with rounded corners containing white open inverted commas.]


‘The most resilient people are like children who never grew up. A curious, playful spirit contributes directly to resiliency because playfulness and asking questions let you learn your way out of difficult circumstances.’


Al Siebert
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‘Happiness is an attitude. We either make ourselves miserable, or happy and strong. The amount of work is the same.’


Francesca Reigler
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‘Success consists of going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.’


Winston Churchill
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‘I don’t like people who have never fallen or stumbled. Their virtue is lifeless and it isn’t of much value. Life hasn’t revealed its beauty to them.’


Boris Pasternak
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‘One can choose to go back toward safety or forward toward growth. Growth must be chosen again and again; fear must be overcome again and again.’


Abraham Maslow


You can’t change your entire personality. What you can do is to understand yourself better, and adjust how you act.


Becoming more aware of how your brain is hard-wired will explain why some relationships don’t work and why you operate better in some environments. For example, learning you’re someone who needs regular feedback and encouragement means you can exercise more care when choosing contexts, or you can compensate (for example by working with a mentor).


2The second step is starting to change behaviours. If your learning style means you work best with explicit instructions, get better at asking for them without sounding incompetent or lacking in resources. Draw on other people’s strengths; enlisting a ‘people person’ to help you pitch a difficult idea to a team meeting covers your blind side (see Chapter 40 on decoding people to cover your gaps in people situations).


This book explores resilience by investigating many ways in which new insights and behaviours can help you adapt, grow, survive with more integrity intact, and sometimes flourish. We begin by checking your current state. In the three tables below give yourself a score using the five-point scale.


If you are unsure what to score, put down your best estimate and a question mark. In the last column tick any factors that are very important to you right now; double tick any that are vitally important.




Monitoring your base-line personal resilience
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High = 5, Uncertain = 3, Low = 1








	Resilience factor

	Score

	Tick










	How far do you feel you have control over the major events shaping your life?

	 

	 






	How far do you believe in your own capabilities and strengths?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel you have the personal resources to make positive changes happen?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel that important aspects of your future are within your control?

	 

	 






	How confident are you in your ability to acquire new skills and knowledge?

	 

	 






	How optimistic are you generally?

	 

	 






	How optimistic are you even in when things are difficult?

	 

	 






	
3How good are you at not allocating blame when things start to go wrong?

	 

	 






	How good are you at not blaming yourself as soon as things begin to go wrong?

	 

	 






	How good are you at looking at facts rather than getting emotionally involved in events?

	 

	 






	How much are you aware of your emotional responses to events?

	 

	 






	How much are you aware of the way your emotions impact on others?

	 

	 






	How strong is your self-esteem most of the time?

	 

	 






	How good are you at recognizing your feelings and understanding what triggers them?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel you have grown as a result of life events?

	 

	 






	How good are you at finding humour in a stressful situation?

	 

	 






	How far are you able to remain calm when under moderate pressure?

	 

	 






	How good are you at making difficult decisions?

	 

	 






	How easy do you find it to modify your behaviours when you face repeated problems?

	 

	 






	How successful are you in avoiding worry or anxiety?

	 

	 






	How strong is your ability to persevere with a task when things aren’t going well?

	 

	 






	How successful are you in maintaining a healthy lifestyle?

	 

	 






	How successful are you in moderating your intake of sugar, caffeine and alcohol and other substances with negative effects?

	 

	 






	How successful are you in getting enough rest and sleep?

	 

	 






	Other personal factors that matter to you:

	 

	 














4Monitoring your resilience at work
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High = 5, Uncertain = 3, Low = 1








	Resilience factor

	Score

	Tick










	How far do you feel your work is meaningful or purposeful?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel your work history has met your expectations?

	 

	 






	How strongly would you agree with the statement that you are in control of your career?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel your contribution makes a difference?

	 

	 






	How much of your working life allows you to continue learning?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel valued at work?

	 

	 






	How good are you at motivating yourself?

	 

	 






	How good is your ability to solve problems under pressure?

	 

	 






	How good are you at coping with repeated change?

	 

	 






	How adaptable are you when the rules of the game change rapidly?

	 

	 






	How well trained and skilled do you feel for the work you do?

	 

	 






	How positive do you feel about your work colleagues?

	 

	 






	How far are you able to keep learning in your current role?

	 

	 






	
5How confident do you feel about your ability to accomplish your career goals?

	 

	 






	How secure do you feel in work?

	 

	 






	How strong are your relationships with senior staff at work who make decisions about your future?

	 

	 






	How far do you experience autonomy at work? (Feeling that you have control over decisions, and how and when you perform tasks).

	 

	 






	How well do you cope with conflict?

	 

	 






	How good are you at getting on with your work after experiencing rejection or personal criticism?

	 

	 






	How far do your emotions impact on your work performance?

	 

	 






	How strong is the network of people whom you really trust?

	 

	 






	How far are you supported by a mentor?

	 

	 






	What is the level of encouragement you receive from work colleagues?

	 

	 






	How easy is it for you to switch off after your working day?

	 

	 






	Other work-related factors that matter to you:

	 

	 














6Monitoring resilience-shaping relationships
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High = 5, Uncertain = 3, Low = 1








	Resilience factor

	Score

	Tick










	How much do you rely on others to help you cope with daily adversity?

	 

	 






	How strong are your close personal relationships, including friendships?

	 

	 






	How strongly would you agree with the statement ‘I have several people around me who listen to me without judging me and give me unconditional support’?

	 

	 






	How strongly would you agree with the statement ‘I trust my colleagues’?

	 

	 






	How strongly would you agree with the statement ‘I am trusted by my colleagues’?

	 

	 






	How easy is it for you to talk about strong feelings?

	 

	 






	How easy is it for you to be honest about disappointment?

	 

	 






	How strong are your confiding relationships, where you tell someone how you are really feeling?

	 

	 






	How far do you feel your opinions are heard and valued by others?

	 

	 






	How good are you at resisting manipulation or flattery?

	 

	 






	How much do you rely on regular praise to keep your spirits up?

	 

	 






	How effective are you at saying ‘no’ to work which you can’t manage without making mistakes?

	 

	 






	How good are you at coping with rejection?

	 

	 






	
7How easy do you find it to work in a team where you are given little feedback about how you are doing?

	 

	 






	How easy do you find it to describe any sense of vulnerability or isolation you may feel?

	 

	 






	How would you describe the levels of emotional support available to you from other people?

	 

	 






	How strongly are you connected to the community where you live?

	 

	 






	How active are you in sports or hobbies that require you to engage with others?

	 

	 






	How far are your personal values expressed in out of work activities, for example helping a charity or being part of a community of faith?

	 

	 






	Other relationship-related factors that matter to you:
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Putting it all together


These questionnaires provide no overall scores, nor is there any kind of simplistic reference to the ‘average’. Your scores are entirely subjective, and that’s deliberate. The most important result is the range of conversations you can have drawing upon this material; discussing it with a friend or coach may provide important insights into areas where your resilience is challenged, or will be in the future. Talk about your scores and why you gave them, but also the factors you have ticked as important to you right now.


8Look first of all at areas in which you have scored a 1 or 2. These are areas of risk and vulnerability. These topics should give you useful prompts about which tips in this book to read first. These scores may reveal that you’re operating way outside your comfort zone (perhaps in a high-stress environment, or one where you get no feedback).


Factors where you have scored 3 also need your attention, but not quite so urgently.


Now consider factors where you have scored 4 or 5. These are areas where your resilience appears to have protection at the moment. This may come from innate characteristics, experience, or the circumstances you find yourself in now. Don’t take these areas of strength for granted. Protect them where appropriate, and build on them.
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Fail forwards, not backwards
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‘I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.’


Thomas Edison
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‘Success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan.’


Unknown origin, probably an Italian proverb
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‘Learn from the mistakes of others. You can never live long enough to make them all yourself.’


Groucho Marx
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‘Mistakes are the portals of discovery.’


James Joyce
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‘People often ask me, “Do you ever give advice to young actors?” I say no. Never. And they say, “Why not?” And I say, “Because the only advice I ever got from more experienced older actors was to give it up.” They all looked at me and said, “Give it up Michael, you’re not going to make it.” Every single person said the same thing: give it up. But I have some sort of built in insanity so I never stopped. I didn’t give it up.’


Michael Caine


What is failure? To some, a vital learning experience. Many millionaires have several failed businesses in their past. ‘Failing forward’ is about thinking differently about these experiences. You can choose to dwell in regret, beat yourself up about past decisions – or you can focus your failure ‘forwards’ to prevent repetition rather than remaining stuck in the past. Failing forward is about learning enough and then moving on.


Alastair Campbell, reflecting on his time advising Tony Blair, famously said that in politics people move overnight ‘from hero 10to zero’ in the public’s perception. In a world of information overload we need to process quickly; black and white is easier to think about than grey. Perfection is the new standard. While some maturely strive to be ‘good enough’ partners, parents, co-workers or managers, many feel under tremendous daily pressure to achieve 100% every time. This forces us to adopt ‘either/or’ thinking – if it’s not a success, it must be a failure.


Self-criticism can easily tip into hard absolutes, so we measure too many things in terms of total success or abject failure. We’re conditioned to list successes only and to hide failures in interviews or appraisals. This goes against the grain of the way human beings learn; we don’t improve by patting ourselves on the back for perfection every day, but by making mistakes. To allow yourself to make mistakes requires a degree of risk, uncertainty and vulnerability.


This easily spills over into the way we talk about ourselves. Since we are highly attuned to negative information and the media prefers bad news to good, we are far more likely to remember stories of failure, which means that the way we describe our low points shapes our reputation.


The concept of ‘fail forwards’ is helpful because it encourages just enough reflection to allow us to move on to the next stage. Yes, review what went well and what didn’t. Look objectively at the things you could have done better, but don’t get locked into your reflective process. The past is educational, but it’s too easy to get stuck there.




Avoid looking back for too long
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Learning resilience requires you to challenge what you think of as your failures, and not to give them more of your attention than they deserve.


This is not permission for you to gloss over or ignore those moments when you really should have said or done something different. Rethinking failure is about recognizing the point where healthy reflection tips into beating yourself up. Spot where reflection becomes recrimination. Looking back is fine for short 11periods, but ‘failing forwards’ is about beginning the next project, starting the next day.


Do review, but only once, and not for too long. Set time aside to look at a situation or event, ideally alongside someone who witnessed what happened. Write down up to three things you would do differently if the situation came up again. That’s it. Three things. If the list is any longer you won’t do anything about it, and you’ll keep adding to it. If you need coaching, training or a pep talk to help you do those things, arrange that now.


Look at the next time you are unsuccessful pitching a proposal at work. Ignore feelings of recrimination – yes, of course you could have prepared better, but that’s nearly always the case even when you’re successful. Take a minute to jot down why you didn’t achieve your aim, what can improve and what approach you’ll try next time. Then move on.







Focus on what you can change
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Try to review past actions differently with a focus always on failing forwards. Do this by reviewing events only in the light of the things you can change. So, for example, if a meeting didn’t go well and you rubbed somebody up the wrong way, there are plenty of things you can do about that. You can be honest about your sense that the meeting didn’t go too well.


Failing backwards means that you obsess about your past choices and actions. It’s hard to be objective when you do that, and even if you are there comes a point when you should switch your focus from then to now.


Apologize, but don’t over-do it. Apologizing is an important way to show empathy and responsibility, but always apologizing for everything can make you seem weak (see Chapter 8). So if you and a colleague have very different perceptions of a decision made at a meeting, it does no harm to say ‘Sorry, I seem to have misunderstood’. As long as you don’t take it too literally, or take it to heart. Human beings can misread each other or situations perfectly easily without any help from you. Things get missed, wires get crossed. The real question is whether you forgot to do 12something, and can you act differently next time? If the answer is ‘no’ to both questions, move on: put your focus on the next step, not the apology.







Try stuff out
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Adopt the habit of being experimental. To think ‘it’s all experimental’ is a great approach to life. If you don’t experiment, you don’t discover. You will know that every great discovery or invention came on the back of repeated so-called failures. The light bulb was only invented after dozens of alternative designs failed.


Experimenting is sometimes about thinking creatively, but always about having an open mind. Don’t pre-judge, don’t decide what will work and what won’t. Take appropriate risks with your work experiments, and welcome false starts and failures as evidence which helps you along the way.


Value mistakes (including those others make) if they teach you something worth knowing. Avoid negative thinking when experiments go wrong. Experiment and failure, ‘making mistakes’, is a necessary part of creative thinking. It’s a well-known fact that behind every new business idea there’s a long list of things that didn’t quite come off. Before every new invention comes a history of failed attempts. You can’t make progress without getting things wrong some of the time. If you are going to focus on failure, then draw on it as a learning experience, but don’t let road bumps spoil the journey. Every successful product brought to market required a thousand near-misses. Experiment away.
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Putting it all together


Some people make mistakes without noticing. They are often the most difficult colleagues because they have major blind spots about their performance and their impact on others. Some people make errors of judgement but refuse to learn from them, refusing to see the problem or blaming someone else.


13If you’re a person who naturally reflects on what you do, you may find yourself reviewing the past over and over again, spending a great deal of energy on events or encounters that are long gone. Beating yourself up for past actions can become self-indulgent, and doing it too much takes you beyond learning from mistakes and into fear of failure. This shifts your instincts to risk avoidance. Letting things go is a good way of switching energy from past experience to future possibilities.


Resilient learners incorporate negative as well as positive results into their approach to life. They know when to risk through experiment, and have learned not to be discouraged when things don’t work.


Failing forwards is about building on even the harshest setbacks and coming out the other side with new creativity, spiced with a little wisdom. It’s a healthy mindset for dealing with mistakes, near-misses and occasional disasters. It reveals the point when reflection becomes indulgent recrimination. It isn’t about sweeping things under the carpet or pretending that problems don’t exist. It’s about honestly looking at mistakes so you learn and do something new. Learn from the past but don’t live in it.
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Look at what’s working, not what isn’t
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‘We do not deal much in facts when we are contemplating ourselves.’


Mark Twain
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‘Failure is the condiment that gives success its flavour.’


Truman Capote
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‘Don’t confuse me with facts, my mind is made up.’


Unknown origin
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‘To be interested in the changing seasons is a happier state of mind than to be hopelessly in love with spring.’


George Santayana
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‘Man, they said we better accentuate the positive


Eliminate the negative


Latch on to the affirmative


Don’t mess with Mister In-Between.’


Johnny Mercer, 1944


Trainee airline pilots are taught, in an emergency, not to focus on what has failed, but to make a quick assessment of systems that are still functioning: What do I have left working which will get me safely on the ground? This vital training provokes an immediate switch from past (what has already happened) to future (what can happen next), reinforcing the fact that this is not a moment for analysis or recrimination. Very importantly this thinking also takes the focus away from what has already failed in order to put complete attention on what hasn’t: all the resources available to get a planeload of passengers onto the tarmac.


15Under pressure it’s easy to put all your focus on what isn’t working. Pilot training shows us that we can learn to switch focus, quickly, on to the things that will enable us to rescue a situation. It’s all about where your attention rests. You can choose to commit all your energy to the problem, listing everything that’s going wrong. This is rarely about facts, and very often really means ‘look at how badly life is treating me’. Through frustration that the game isn’t playing out right for you, your attention is seduced into feeling victimized (see Chapter 6).


If things are going wrong, sometimes it’s chance, sometimes there’s a reason. However, while things are going wrong the difference doesn’t matter; that’s a luxury that will have to wait until you have time to review. Right now you can choose where to direct your energy – yourself, or the problem.


Make a choice. Choose to focus on those things which are still working, the things remaining in your toolkit which can save the day. If the system has gone down, what can be done manually? If a key person has fallen ill, who can step in quickly? What’s the most important thing to be fixed first?


It’s easy to spend all your time and energy focusing on conversations that haven’t worked, applications that fell at the first hurdle, or people who won’t return your call.




Don’t let panic direct your behaviours
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Sure, panic is understandable. The problem is that panic has two dimensions – one is sudden anxiety, the other is unthinking behaviour. Be careful what buttons you press, what phone number you dial, what files you delete …


The origins of the word ‘panic’ relate to the Greek god Pan, who regularly scared flocks of animals. It describes the effects of mindless terror: flight rather than fight, doing anything to get away from the suspected source of danger. In work terms this might be a sudden urge to go home early, but usually panic results in the wrong kind of solution. We press the nearest 16button. We ask for help from people who should be seeing us as independent thinkers. We tell the wrong people about the problem and make them panic too. We overstate the problem, usually declaring total failure: ‘it’s all gone wrong’.


The command ‘don’t panic!’ sounds nonsensical or unrealistic, a bit like saying ‘don’t react’. What you can do, however, is take a breath before you do anything as a result of your feelings. Resilience is often about taking a few microseconds between impulse and action. The good news is that this is a discipline you can learn. For a few minutes at least, don’t do something, just sit there.


Resilient people learn to put a clear dividing line in their heads between reaction and action. ‘This is what’s happening’ means gathering facts (see Chapter 4), not just registering your own emotions. ‘This is how I feel about it’ is healthy self-monitoring. Be careful who you share that initial response with; superiors may write off one incident as evidence that you don’t manage well in a crisis. Watch your hand as it reaches for a phone, the ‘send’ button on an email or as it goes into the air to ask for help. Is this immediate impulse right, or are you simply being chased over a cliff liked a panicked sheep?







Don’t get drawn into the blame game
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It’s easy to get bogged down in recriminations. Asking the question ‘who is responsible?’ is often a way of saying ‘don’t blame me’. Blame is irrelevant. Even if one person is blatantly at fault, that fact is irrelevant in this moment. Blame is entering an emotional dimension of fault and guilt; it doesn’t help you solve the problem.


Equally, don’t be tempted to over-analyse things. This doesn’t mean forging on blindly without checking the basics (yes, do check if the equipment has been unplugged by accident) or seeing if some obvious error can be resolved. In most situations this deserves three or four minutes of your attention. Any analysis beyond that is about understanding underlying reasons, the cause and effect of what went wrong. That’s best done offline, with a calm mind. Saying ‘nobody move until we find out why this has gone wrong’ simply enforces paralysis.


17Don’t apply standards of perfection to a quick fix. When, later, you look at system faults and the reasons for equipment failure, or you discover communication problems that led to the error, that’s useful information to make long-term improvements. Your immediate solution doesn’t need to be elegant as long as it works well enough, whether that means an apologetic phone call or duct tape.







Look away from the problem, and catalogue your resources
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Take a breath. Don’t let your attention be drawn in to what is broken or failing. Focus on fixing the important things that need solving right now with the resources you have got.


Imagine you’re that airline pilot mentioned above, and one engine has just blown out. Look away from that engine. Imagine the dials and switches which show fully functional equipment and systems. Look at the things that are still ticking away, functioning perfectly. Build on what you have available to you.


Identify the problem, then pause. Collect information about what is still working. If it’s a technology failure, which parts of the system are still working? What can be fixed quickly, or at least patched up? If someone has let you down, who else is available? Prioritize. What problems can wait until resources come on line?
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Putting it all together


The phrase ‘nothing is going right’ is nearly always a gross overstatement. It’s seeing one incident as the sign of a catastrophe (see Chapter 42) or as part of a malign pattern. It’s on the edge of victim mode (see Chapter 6), because you believe the universe is treating you badly.


Bouncing back can be about rejecting that kind of statement from the outset. Something will still be working; it’s your job to spot everything that is still capable of nailing the problem. Focusing on what’s working means that you have to take 18your attention away from what is going wrong. Pause as soon as you see the first signs of panic. If you’re using a computer, avoid the temptation to press the first button on screen which seems to offer an escape route.


The immediate benefit of seeing the glass half full is that you begin to take yourself out of the picture. Even if you’ve made a huge mistake, that only matters later. Getting drawn into panic simply means that instinct takes over. However this isn’t a creative instinct but the part of your primeval brain that says ‘trouble: get me out of here’. Avoidance and guilt are strongly linked, and set your mind gyrating in circles of self-criticism.


Focusing on the things that can rescue a situation means you’re more likely to fix the problem on your own. The solution may not win a design award, but a prompt and positive decision is the best decision available.
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