



[image: Cover]













[image: Book Title Page]
















Copyright


The names and identifying characteristics of some of the interviewees in this book have been changed to protect their privacy.


Copyright © 2018 by Ama Marston and Stephanie Marston


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: January 2018


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Marston, Ama, author. | Marston, Stephanie, author.


Title: Type R : transformative resilience for thriving in a turbulent world / Ama Marston, Stephanie Marston.


Description: First Edition. | New York : PublicAffairs, 2018. | Includes bibliographical references.


Identifiers: LCCN 2017025476| ISBN 9781610398060 (hardback) | ISBN 9781610398077 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Resilience (Personality trait) | Stress management. | Decision making. | BISAC: PSYCHOLOGY / Mental Health. | SELF-HELP / Stress Management. | BUSINESS & ECONOMICS / Decision-Making & Problem Solving.


Classification: LCC BF698.35.R47 M37 2018 | DDC 155.9/042--dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017025476


ISBNs: 978-1-61039-806-0 (hardcover), 978-1-61039-807-7 (ebook)


E3-20171207-JV-PC














We dedicate this book to family, both ours and yours, and to the future of a larger, global family.















Prologue



OUR WORLD HAS become an increasingly volatile place over the last several years. With our morning coffee and the first dose of the day’s news, we’re confronted by unprecedented world events, from terrorism, gun violence, and cyber-attacks to global pandemics. With businesses facing global competition and economies vulnerable to repeated crises, our careers are unstable. Today many of us face layoffs, the stress of being expected to do more work with fewer people, and decreased pay and benefits. Then there’s the stress of daily life itself—births, deaths, illnesses, breakups. Balancing work and family, shouldering the strain of economic concerns, and finding ways to distinguish ourselves in a world of growing competition. It’s a list to keep any of us up at night.


The challenge for most of us isn’t to outpace stress, adversity, and momentous change; it’s to meet them head-on. It’s to learn how to deal with uncertainty not as a passing state but as a condition of life. That said, there has never been a greater need for us to grow and create opportunity from adversity.


With the challenges we face, we need a new generation of thinking—one that brings a fresh focus on coping with an ever-changing and turbulent world and transforming ourselves to better thrive in this new reality.


The difference between those who fold and those who flourish is not resilience in the traditional sense of the word, but one better suited for these tumultuous times: Transformative Resilience, the ability to learn, grow, and spring forward. These individuals, leaders, businesses, families, and even communities that turn challenges into opportunity are what we call Type Rs.


By drawing on decades of research across the disciplines of psychology, sociology, behavioral economics, neuroscience, business, and current affairs, we have come to believe that Type Rs are our future and that Transformative Resilience is the new paradigm for our time.


Yet, these new concepts are not simply born out of theory and research. Our own journey has been one of mother and daughter but also one of partners in Transformative Resilience from early on.


STEPHANIE’S STORY



In the mid-1970s my husband, Derrick, my daughter, Ama, and I were living on a farm in an isolated area of British Columbia. As winter neared we piled into our maroon Volkswagen van for a trip to Spokane, Washington, 325 miles away, to stock up on staples. Ama, who was three years old, and I decided to climb onto the plywood bed in the back to read The Very Hungry Caterpillar and quickly fell asleep.


We were driving down a remote highway when we hit a patch of ice. A tremendous jolt woke me as our van slid off the road and tumbled to the bottom of a ravine. Suddenly, I was suspended between complete chaos and absolute silence—a moment that seemed to go on forever. When the van finally landed on its side amid the dense brush and fallen leaves, I tried to pull myself up, but an excruciating pain shot down my back. My sock-covered feet were contorted unnaturally and I couldn’t move my legs.


Derrick crawled to my side. “Where’s Ama?” I screamed.


“She was thrown under the dashboard, but she’s okay,” he reassured me, though he was shaken. “I’m going to take her up to the road and see if I can find help.”


When the paramedics finally arrived several hours later, they rushed me to the hospital. X-rays were taken and I was prepared for surgery. What they didn’t tell me was that the breaks in my right foot were so severe, and the circulation so impaired, that the doctors were planning to amputate.


With little time to spare, Derrick spoke with my father, a doctor, who told him to refuse to allow such drastic measures. The surgical team operated on my other leg and repaired my shattered ankle with pins. They would monitor my foot to see whether the circulation returned. My back injuries would also be left on their own to heal. But the doctors told me they doubted I would be able to walk again.


For months I lay in a hospital bed in my childhood bedroom in New Jersey with both legs in casts from foot to groin. Derrick started work at a local business, and my mother took care of Ama and me while I healed. The accident had fractured more than my body. The images I’d crafted of myself as a woman who could live off the land and off the grid had been shattered as well.


It was during this time that I began to surrender to something that was emerging in me. I had glimpsed a larger sense of what I wanted my life to be about. It was as if there, in my childhood home, I was given a new beginning.


In the afternoons, home from nursery school, Ama would tiptoe into my room and carefully climb onto the bed and curl up next to me. The most we could do together was watch Sesame Street or read a story, but we comforted each other.


After seven months in bed, I was ready to learn to walk again. It took weeks of grueling exercises and it came in fits and starts. Most days were deeply frustrating. But the doctor’s first words to me—that I’d live life in a wheelchair—echoed in my head and propelled me forward. I was determined to live a full life and raise my daughter. Finally, one day, I sat at the parallel bars, preparing to go from one end to the other. “I can do this,” I thought. I locked the wheels on my chair, lifted myself up, grasped the bars, and gingerly set my feet on the mat. Slowly, proudly, I began to take my first steps. Tears welled up in my eyes. The other patients around me cheered and clapped. I was on my way.


I had fought to regain the physical strength I had always assumed I could count on, and in the process, something within me was fundamentally changed. Perhaps it was being confronted with how vulnerable I was, how fragile and precious my life was. Perhaps it was having to fight for something I had taken for granted. But I knew that I had to start truly living. I discovered a renewed sense of compassion and appreciation, and a desire to make a contribution to the lives of others. And so the accident planted the seed for my future career as a psychotherapist, with a focus on helping people deal with stress.


AMA’S STORY



Three decades after our car accident, in my mid-thirties, it was me on extended bed rest. I was in London, where I have lived for the past several years and had recently started my own strategy and leadership consultancy.


As I looked out the window into the morning light, I had my usual impulse to throw myself into the day with determination. But as I turned over in bed, a jolt of pain traveled down my back to my toes and reminded me that there was nowhere for me to go. I had slipped multiple discs in my back recently during one of the most stressful periods of my life.


Just three weeks earlier, in the middle of the night in a Bangkok hospital I had stood over my father. Tears streamed down my face as I fought exhaustion from worry and jet lag.


“Where’s Ama? Is she okay?” my dad asked, panicky in a morphine-induced daze.


“I’m here, Dad. I’m fine.” I hadn’t been to Thailand, where he now lived, in over a year, and felt like I was in a strange dream as I realized he had flashed back thirty years to our car crash in Canada.


“Dad. You hurt yourself in an accident. You’re going to be okay, but you have to stay where you are,” I said, as I held him up, struggling to make sure that he didn’t try to step off the edge of the hospital bed. I was afraid to remind him that, in a strange twist of fate, his right foot had been severely injured in a car accident. With few good options, he had chosen amputation.


Taking it all in, I was struck by his mortality and by my own powerlessness in the situation. Perhaps if my life were not in such chaos, I thought, I might have been able to offer more support and even could have stayed longer as he healed.


But I’d been pushing myself for months, if not years. A fundamental change was coming that went beyond my recent decision to leave my job and start a consulting business. I was struggling under the weight of the financial crisis and the extreme stress of qualifying to renew my UK work permit while immigration policies became increasingly stringent. Work was a constant sprint. I was advising global leaders and stretching to expand into the private sector. Meanwhile, many of the early projects that supported me came from the nonprofit work I had been doing before, taking on assignments aimed at solving the world’s largest problems on short deadlines and shoestring budgets.


But suddenly it wasn’t the world that needed caring for. It was my family and loved ones. And it was the idea of a more fulfilling personal life and future that needed my attention.


“How did my life get to this point?” I cried over the phone to my mom back home in the United States.


“The good news is that you’re talented and have lots of options to choose what you want to do next and your dad is strong and will heal,” she reassured me.


But I could hear the worry in her voice and was reminded of the strain she was under. I was so proud of her as she ventured into new territory as the founder of a stress and mental wellness start-up after years as a psychotherapist and corporate consultant. But I also worried for her as she faced the financial crisis and rode the highs and lows of becoming an entrepreneur.


As the pressure, bad news, and worry coursed through me, the tension found a home in my lower back. I could only hold up so much of the sky before crumbling under the weight.


For six months, I was forced to let go of control, adapt, and rebuild while my back healed. Hope was measured in the amount of sunlight reflecting off the wall across from my bedroom, in the small piles of restorative vitamins I faithfully downed, and in the number of steps I could take around the block, clutching my lower back and listening to Missy Elliott as I tried to maintain a sense of humor and some semblance of my more vibrant self. And it was measured by the daily calls my mom made to check on me.


When I was finally allowed to swim, hope was measured by my ability to focus on my breath and chase away doubt as my body slowly grew stronger. It became an exercise in being who I was and where I was in life.


From our respective beds, my dad and I called each other frequently. To my surprise, the accident had helped him develop a positive outlook and lessons he shared with me. “I realized I had a choice—I could give up or I could fight for this life and see what this experience has to teach me,” he said. “You have to listen to your body telling you to slow down and take care of yourself, Ama. Take this time to ask, ‘What’s most important to me and what do I want next?’”
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John F. Kennedy said, “There are risks and costs to action. But they are far less than the long range risks of comfortable inaction.” For both of us, in times of crisis, change, and stress, inaction was not an option. We knew we had to adapt and evolve.


But we’ve also come to the conclusion that, though resilience is important, it’s not enough. There’s no going back to who or where we were before challenging times. “Bouncing back” is not only a poor choice; it’s often not possible. For us it was clear that the only choice was to use these challenges to our advantage and continue to grow.


After a handful of particularly challenging years personally and professionally, in 2013 our conversations began to crystallize into the idea for this book. We discussed how dramatically the world had changed from the one the Boomers were born into. Now the challenges we face are often not just personal or professional, but global. We talked about how Ama’s generation, Gen X, as well as Millennials have been affected by the ubiquity of digital technology and social media along with the multiple crises—global terrorism, climate change, and the financial crisis—that have shaped the way they experience everyday events and that have sent shock waves through all aspects of their lives.


We see it all around us. The number of Americans affected by stress and adversity is unprecedented, with 49 percent of people surveyed recently by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation reporting that they’d had a major stressful event or experience in the past year.1 And research from the American Psychological Association shows that younger people, women, and people of color are facing even larger pressures.2


This book is a culmination of our personal and professional interests and significant expertise in how stresses have converged in a unique and challenging way and why so many people don’t just cope with but grow from adversity.


Throughout the book, we share stories of Type R individuals, leaders, businesses, teams, families, and even communities that exemplify Transformative Resilience combined with research across a range of disciplines.


And, at the heart of this book is a fundamental question: How can we leverage change and hardship into opportunity as individuals and carry that progress into the world as a contribution to the collective? We hope that you will join us on the journey of finding meaning in your own challenges as we did in ours.


That said, this book isn’t intended as a self-help guide for the chronically stressed and habitually challenged—it’s not meant as “How to Adversity-Proof Your Life,” say, or “Thirty Days to a More Positive You.” On the contrary, it’s an investigation of this moment in history and why the realities that we’re living are different from the past and bring with them unique challenges and pressures. With that in mind, we show how individuals and groups of people of all ages who build a foundation of Transformative Resilience are better able to operate in and positively affect the world.


First, we look at why past approaches to resilience that put our individual lives and global challenges into separate siloes no longer work and how the realities that we now live require a melding of the two. We examine how many of the foundations that we rely on to navigate these chaotic times are rooted in outdated beliefs that leave us poorly equipped for today’s challenges. And we look at why the ability to reframe stress and adversity is an essential skill that all of us need to learn and how Transformative Resilience offers tools that previous thinking does not.


Next, we look at the Type R mindset and skills, the characteristics that define them, and how Type Rs embrace uncertainty and accept—even welcome—change, failure, and disruption. We also look at how individuals can evolve through the TR Journey, a six-stage process that propels us to turn adversity, stress, and change into opportunity.


While we begin the book by focusing on individuals, in the second half we explore how individuals can use their growth to contribute to the world in a way that creates a positive impact. We then look at Type R leaders and organizations and how they cultivate and leverage Type R Vision and cultures in order to be more effective and have a greater impact. We also explore how we create Transformative Resilience at home while balancing the demands of the change that is taking place in the world with our individual needs and those of our families.


And, finally, we propose steps for putting this new knowledge into action across the various roles that we play, from tackling global and national challenges to juggling our individual needs, building careers and organizations, taking on leadership roles, and caring for our families.


We hope you’ll come to see Transformative Resilience and the Type R tools as fundamental for negotiating our increasingly interconnected, fast-paced, and turbulent world. We offer this book to you as a road map to help you navigate these demanding times, fraught with historic challenges as well as immense opportunities.















CHAPTER 1



Meeting the Rising Tides in a Turbulent and Changing World




And onward full tilt we go, pitched and wrecked and absurdly resolute, driven in spite of everything to make good on a new shore.


Barbara Kingsolver




THE SOUND OF waves breaking on the beach is familiar, calming—and yet it tells of impending danger. For centuries the sea has cradled the tiny Carteret Atoll in the South Pacific near Papua New Guinea, but now it eats away at the tropical paradise where Ursula Rakova was born. Ownership of one island was passed from Rakova’s grandmother to her mother and on to her. And though she would like to pass the island on to her own daughter, the atoll is disappearing under the waves—one hut, one village, one island at a time.


Since the 1950s, the sea level has risen at a phenomenal rate. Originally, the Carterets were six islands. Then one of them was split in half by the water, making seven. In recent years, the residents have ringed the shores with rock and clamshell barriers in a futile effort to hold back the rising tides. “The sea that we love to swim in is now turning against us,” Rakova said. “Our shorelines are eroding so fast. The island is getting smaller and smaller. We have lost at least 40 percent of our land.… Year in, year out, every day, it is a struggle for my people.”1


They have lost their staple food crop as saltwater has turned vegetable plots into swampy breeding grounds for malaria-carrying mosquitoes. Wells have been contaminated. Fish and other seafood are getting harder to find. All that is left is coconut trees. The islanders now have to rely on the government of Papua New Guinea for food. Four hundred years of inhabitance is about to end.


But the community has not lost hope. The Carterets’ Council of Elders has entrusted Rakova with planning the community’s future, in part because of her years of studies in social work and public administration and her work with international development organizations. She’s now leading a permanent resettlement effort. Some two thousand residents from the atoll will be relocated to the mainland in the Autonomous Region of Bougainville, three hours away by boat.


It’s Rakova’s hope that the younger people who are relocating will be able to start a vibrant new community and help support the older generation who don’t want to leave their birthplace.


The local community in Bougainville hails from the same clan as the islanders and has luckily been welcoming. In 2009 the first group of island families—eighty-six people in total—moved into their new homes and started farming again. “People knew that they must move, but there [was] apprehension. They didn’t know what was on the other side. They had an inner [fear] about security. The residents asked, ‘If we move, what will happen to us?’”


But as time goes on, people are adjusting to their new lives. One of the first steps has been becoming “good new neighbors” and ensuring that locals also benefit from the latest developments and outside support the relocated families receive. The new residents have cleared and planted gardens and are growing enough to feed their community, sell the surplus, and share with those still living on the atoll. And they are raising funds to complete the second settlement of twenty houses that will accommodate another two hundred people.


One of the things that gives Rakova the most hope is that her people can become self-sufficient and can maintain their identity. She doesn’t want them to become dependent on the charity of others and believes that producing organic cocoa provides a viable economic future.


In 2014 Rakova founded a company called Bougainville Cocoa Net Limited to create a means for her people to earn an income. As of early 2016, they had planted over thirty-one thousand cocoa trees on their land, built a processing plant for the cocoa beans, and set their sights on planting a hundred thousand trees. “Nobody has stepped in to save us,” she explained. “We just have to go ahead and save ourselves.”


For Rakova, autonomy also means supporting her people in maintaining their cultural identity. “We are moving away, but not completely. We want to maintain cultural connectedness,” she said. “We want to move with dignity. We are proud of our inheritance and we want to keep that.”


Where others may have simply relocated and tried to get back to “normal” life, Rakova is dedicated to making sure that the experience of the Carteret settlers and the challenges that they’ve faced provide a foundation for new opportunity and growth for her community. But she also wants to amplify that growth and the lessons they’ve learned to ensure that they benefit others. One way that she and the Elders are working toward that is by offering for the detailed plans they have drawn up as the first environmental refugees to serve as a model for other communities that are “on the move.” The Carteret Islanders hope this will allow others to relocate on their own terms, while doing so safely.


WELCOME TO THE ERA OF UNCERTAINTY



Although most of us aren’t facing the imminent disappearance of our homes, as Rakova is, we’re all living in a world with mounting challenges we haven’t dealt with before while also juggling the stresses and strains of normal life. The changes taking place shake the foundations of our personal and family lives, our organizations, leaders, and society more broadly. They lead many of us in different parts of the world to ask some of the same basic questions: Can I provide for myself and my family? Will we be safe and have a decent quality of life? And what will happen to our environment and the places where we live?


While the crises and challenges of the past were often readily identifiable, much of what tests us today is less localized and visible in large part because of unprecedented and rapid globalization and the increased use of technologies that unify us across borders. But we are also bound together by challenges like climate change and security threats that are both forged by and responses to the increasingly transnational lifestyles we lead now tying us together.


The extent to which progress has been uneven not only between countries but also within them is catching up with us in ways that will either set us back decades or propel us ahead, depending on the choices that we make.


As Nobel laureate economist Joseph Stiglitz pointed out, trust in the governments and international institutions that have been architects of globalization has increasingly come into question because of a lack of transparency, causing political turbulence and division. At this juncture, the question becomes, Do we turn to the past or look to the future and evolve in the face of aging governments, growing and ever more diverse populations, and mounting environmental and economic pressures?


“Citizens now understand that globalization matters. And they want a voice,” Stiglitz said.2 This is no surprise as we approach a critical moment for examining the forces and the rules that govern our lives and either strengthen or undermine our social fabric—from work to education to health to the environmental and financial regulations that guide business and chart a course for economic and social development.


And at the same time we’re being stretched in unprecedented ways on multiple fronts. For instance, in the 2000s, American multinational corporations cut their workforce in the United States by 2.9 million employees while hiring 2.4 million workers overseas, including highly skilled foreign laborers.3 This growing global competition for jobs, combined with technology, means that many people are now constantly reachable and as a result they now work longer hours. We’re expected to be accessible at all times of the day across time zones. And, as a result, many of us are feeling more and more stressed.


Add to that the reality of the changing environment. Rakova’s island isn’t the only place facing rising sea levels. The bulk of the world’s twenty largest cities—Los Angeles, New York, Rio de Janeiro, and Mumbai, to name a few—are built on low-lying land exposed to rising tides and battering storms linked to climate change. And climate change more generally is expected to displace millions from their homes. Already, an average of sixty-two thousand people have been displaced every day since 2008 as a result of climate- and weather-related disasters, a significant increase from decades prior.4 It’s not a matter of whether change is coming. It’s a matter of when.


But climate isn’t the only issue turning up the heat, so to speak. Although many think of economic inequality as a distant issue, it’s knocking on our own back door. Today some of the CEOs of the world’s largest corporations earn five hundred times more than their average worker.5 And three and a half billion people share between them the same amount of wealth as the world’s top eighty wealthiest people.6


Amid this mounting pressure across communities, cities, and regions, the impacts become personal for individuals who see their daily realities changing, like Rakova. These global challenges come atop the stresses we naturally face at different stages of our lives—from births to deaths, divorces, illnesses, and job changes—and in some cases amplify them.


Case in point is the global financial crisis. It has touched millions of lives, leading to job loss and, in many cases, loss of homes. Although a number of factors contribute, the mounting stress of economic pressure in people’s lives is all too obvious.


Both the financial crisis and economic inequality have diminished options and opportunities for young people, who have quickly become the poorest age group in America. They face skyrocketing costs of living, disposable income that is scarcely higher than it was thirty years ago both in the United States and in Europe, and over $1 trillion in student debt in the United States. As a result, 46 percent of Millennials have been forced to move back into their childhood homes.


Carla, age thirty-two, returned to her parents’ home in the United States multiple times after college, living there off and on as she tried to find a job that would pay her enough to live independently. She admitted there were upsides to living at home, but keeping her mother apprised of her whereabouts was a challenge. “I was an adult who had already lived on my own, and I needed to be treated as such,” Carla explained. She finished graduate school and no longer lives with her parents, although she fears that if she doesn’t find a job immediately, she may have to move home again.7


People of all ages have also begun to question our ability to shape a world we want to live in or raise a family in and worry about how our actions reflect our personal beliefs. For instance, NASA scientist James Hansen acutely feels both his duty as a scientist and the challenges of making change. “I have been described as the grandfather of climate change,” he told the Guardian in 2009. “In fact, I am just a grandfather and I do not want my grandchildren to say that Grandpa understood what was happening but didn’t make it clear.”8


In the past few years alone, the record number of violent conflicts has had an unparalleled impact on the world’s children.9 We sat, seemingly helpless, watching on TV as schools were bombed in Gaza and hundreds of schoolgirls were kidnapped by insurgents in Nigeria. Experiences like these place our core beliefs at odds with our actions (or inactions), making us question our sense of self and purpose: Am I not a person who believes every child should be safe and healthy and allowed to have a childhood? And yet I’m here watching the news and not doing anything, we ask.


In a 2016 public talk in London, award-winning journalist and theologian Krista Tippett pointed out that areas of brilliance around our globe are lighting up with possibilities that have never been available to us before, and yet we’re equally met with unparalleled recklessness, destructive potential, and new challenges. This means that we have to grapple both individually and collectively to find better ways to live in this new world and ultimately build a foundation for prospering.


As Leo Tolstoy once said, “Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.” Increasing our own abilities and transforming ourselves is a way we can contribute to the world as individuals as we collectively bring those skills into our families, our leadership, our businesses and institutions, and even our nations.


We can’t turn a blind eye to the structural, economic, and social change that must happen to address the global challenges we face. And at the same time, we must ask ourselves, How do we increase our abilities for progress and those of our loved ones in a world of growing uncertainty? How do we ensure that our communities, our livelihoods, and our economies prosper? These conversations are taking place at every level—from the personal to the professional to the global—and everywhere—among PTAs and city planners, at dinner tables and in corporate boardrooms, and among friends, colleagues, and business and political leaders.


As we grapple with these questions, we can’t go back in our personal or our shared histories when our lives are disrupted, when we find ourselves challenged, or when we are shocked by difficult new realities. Yet many of the ways in which we talk about these issues are linked to old definitions that fall short of delivering the wide-reaching conceptual change essential to propel us forward. With the challenges we face, we need a new generation of thinking—one that focuses on coping with a volatile world and transforming ourselves into people who can thrive in the new reality, both individually and collectively.


BOUNCING BACK OR SPRINGING FORWARD?



Nothing less than a revolution is taking place in the ways we think about our responses to adversity. Most people think of the ideal as recovering or bouncing back. They think that people will return to who they were before challenging times. But this overlooks the human capacity and necessity to change, improve, and transform.


Given the pace and ubiquity of change, stress, and overwhelm that we are all facing, getting back to the baseline—to the status quo—isn’t enough.


While others have argued for the benefit of “bouncing back,” we believe that Transformative Resilience (TR), our capacity to experience a demonstrable positive transformation through adversity and change and ultimately make a contribution to our larger community, is the only way forward. This means revising the assumptions that we have lived by for years, starting with the stories we tell about change, adversity, and stress and the way we choose to frame them.


For many of those who most successfully weather challenging times, the key is becoming Type R and adopting the Type R mindset and skills. (We explore the collection of characteristics that enable Transformative Resilience in greater depth in Chapters 3 and 4 and discuss it throughout the book.) Yet, for years, we’ve treated people who struggle with change or go through stressful life events as if they have a “problem.” As a result, we often focus on the negative side of challenges. Indeed, despite the work of a number of experts who highlight growth from adversity, we continue to see challenges as difficult or unpleasant situations or misfortunes to be avoided rather than as opportunities toward which we turn.


Throughout history people have called upon adversity to thrive. Ludwig van Beethoven wrote his Ninth Symphony late in life when he was almost completely deaf. Despite critical illness and his lack of hearing, he called the finale of the symphony “Ode to Joy,” reviving a poem by Friedrich Schiller, which the poet had considered a failure. Beethoven conducted the premiere with his eyes closed, and he continued even after the orchestra had completed the performance and the audience had erupted in an uproar of applause. Tears filled his eyes when one of the choir stepped forward and turned him to face the adoring concertgoers, who shouted “Bravo!” and showered him with five standing ovations. Beethoven could hear neither the orchestra nor the audience. But in that moment, not despite his hardship but because of it, his accomplishment and satisfaction were all the greater.


We shy away from adversity, even though some of the greatest ideas, art, and inventions—from Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity to Claude Monet’s Impressionist masterpiece Water Lilies to the microcomputer invented by Steve Wozniak—have come from individuals who evolved as a result of disruption, discomfort, and hardship. Without persistent, inspired, determined, creative people, the world would not have the richness of:




Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution


Sir Isaac Newton’s theory of gravity


The Beatles’ album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band


Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers


J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books


Frida Kahlo’s world-famous self-portrait paintings


Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham


Steven Spielberg’s E.T., Jaws, and Schindler’s List


Thomas Edison’s light bulb




All of these people and many more are a reminder of the creative power of adversity. Transformative Resilience frames challenge as an opportunity rather than as a problem. It leads to new approaches and questions about how to best address an issue. It asks, What other doors might open for me? What other things might I do? What changes do I need to make? It isn’t simply what happens to us but how we respond to what happens that has the greatest effect on the trajectory of our lives after adversity.


But TR is about more than just navigating trauma and hardship. It’s about embracing change—something that many of us struggle with, given the speed with which contemporary life and the world move—and using it to our advantage.


Part of this requires letting go of the notion that we will find “balance” and instead embracing the world’s numerous imbalances. “Increasingly instead of trying to find an equilibrium in a planet that’s out of balance, we also have to try and manage with the unbalances, the imbalances,” pointed out author Andrew Zolli, who works on social change and resilience. “We have to manage in a world that’s intrinsically out of order.”10 It’s an ongoing process of adapting and strategically letting go—discovering what works, what’s useful, and what no longer serves us.


BUSINESS AS USUAL ISN’T WORKING



Increasingly, we have to learn to manage in a world that is out of balance and adapt to change and new realities to achieve a greater level of functioning. Yet we continue to operate on the basis of outdated assumptions and beliefs that hold us back and keep us from developing the mindsets and skills required for our new world. Four obstacles stand out as being particularly limiting to our ability to develop Transformative Resilience.


OBSTACLE TO TR #1: OPERATING THE SAME WAY WE ALWAYS HAVE IN THE FACE OF CHANGE



In Tulare County, California, in 2014 the Gallegos family, like others in the area, could no longer flush their toilets, fill a glass of drinking water from the tap, wash dishes, or bathe due to a lack of water. The hundreds of dollars they spent at the laundromat and on paper plates had eaten up their budget for their ten-year-old daughter’s after-school activities and for their household expenses. Yolanda Serrato, another area resident who was living in equally challenging circumstances, said, “You don’t think of water as a privilege until you don’t have it anymore.” She added, “We were very proud of making a life here for ourselves, for raising children here. We never ever expected to live this way.”11


California’s drought is just one example of what happens when we try to maintain the status quo in the face of change. The devastating drought that took place from 2011 to 2017 was the worst the state has seen in 120 years, if not longer. But for many it was background noise. For years, farm practices remained unchanged. City-dwellers continued to water lawns, fill swimming pools, and groom golf courses. Finally, Governor Jerry Brown passed mandatory water reductions in 2015. Without widespread action to address the situation and the interlinkages between water use in urban and rural parts of the state, it was difficult for families in some areas to survive, let alone prosper.


But it’s not just local residents who have been affected. Between one-third and one-half of the fruit and vegetables sold in the United States are grown in California, and the state exports large amounts to other parts of the world.12 Reduced food availability and rising food prices affect the quantity and quality of what shows up on millions of dinner tables across the nation. In 2017, the governor declared the emergency over, but he warned that the next drought could be just around the corner and that ongoing water conservation and resource management must be the way of life for the foreseeable future.


Denying change, rather than adopting the TR approach of embracing it, only makes matters worse, whether it’s a statewide drought like California’s, an illness in the family, or an impending layoff we face. The reality is that the situations in our lives and the world around us are constantly changing. If we don’t respond to these changes in ways appropriate to the shifting circumstances, we’ll overlook opportunities and may even aggravate the situation.


OBSTACLE TO TR #2: BELIEVING THAT UNCERTAINTY SHOULD BE AVOIDED



Japan, according to social science researchers, is a society that avoids uncertainty more than almost any other. It’s no surprise, then, that Japanese students have begun to ask their professors to fail them so that they can repeat a year of university studies rather than graduate without having a job secured.13


The highly regimented Japanese system of obtaining jobs before graduation removes some of the uncertainty students face. But educators and policymakers suggest that this risk avoidance behavior undermines students’ education by diverting their energy from studying to extensive job searches. And, ironically, Japanese companies are beginning to hire more foreigners.


In some respects, the West shares this aversion to risk, despite the fact that uncertainty defined much of the twentieth century’s successes. As cities became the center of American life, for example, citizens had to adjust from the rhythms of the farming season to the faster tempo of urban manufacturing. For millions, this radical shift was terrifying. People feared the future and what a job, a community, and even a family would look like.


But those who were able to face the “unknown” made immense progress with effects that last to this day. In the early 1900s Henry Ford, the son of farmers, convinced a group of businessmen to back him in a car-making enterprise amid a particularly unstable market and price fluctuations that led a number of companies to consolidate. He knew nothing about business, and his first attempts failed in part because of a falling-out with his investors. Rather than dwell on the uncertainty of these kinds of ventures and the volatility of the times, he built a second business. When the new business faced unexpected risks and rising costs, Ford didn’t question his business acumen or the ambiguities of starting another venture. Instead, he gathered another group of investors to found the Ford Motor Company, one of the great American success stories—one of many in a century of unparalleled progress and uncertainty.


OBSTACLE TO TR #3: ASSUMING THERE IS ONLY ONE APPROACH OR SOLUTION TO A GIVEN PROBLEM



In the 1980s, scientists believed that stomach ulcers were caused by stress, spicy foods, and the buildup of stomach acids. They therefore ignored the findings of Australian physician Barry Marshall, who claimed that some ulcers were in fact caused by bacteria that lived in the stomach and that they could be cured with antibiotics. “You think, ‘it’s science; it’s got to be accepted.’ But it’s not an absolute given. The idea was too weird,” he recalled. Unable to shift the conventional thinking, Marshall came up with a novel way of approaching the problem. He concocted and drank a bacterial soup and actually gave himself an ulcer, proving that doctors had been asking the wrong questions for years and that the problem had to be approached in a totally different way to find a cure.


It took another ten years before the medical and scientific communities adapted to this new knowledge. But Marshall’s discovery and his pursuit of new solutions and different ways of thinking led him to win the Nobel Prize. He is a reminder that we have to be creative in how we confront the challenges we face.14 Narrowly focused approaches keep us from adapting, learning, and discovering important new solutions—all essential when the problems we face are novel. And many of today’s problems at the community, business, and global levels are without precedent in scope and nature.


OBSTACLE TO TR #4: VIEWING SUCCESS AS A MATTER OF INNATE TALENT



Dr. Marshall’s story also points to the fact that some of our long-standing assumptions about success no longer serve us in this quickly changing world. We tend to think of successful people as those with innate talent and intelligence, often describing them as “brilliant,” a “genius,” or a “born leader.” But research confirms that this assumption is a myth.


Harvard professor Howard Gardner found that IQ contributes to approximately only 20 percent of success in life; the rest depends on other capacities. Some of these factors have been investigated as far back as 1926, when psychologist Catharine Morris Cox studied three hundred established geniuses, from Leonardo da Vinci to Charles Darwin and Albert Einstein, to discover which factors led to success or “realized genius” and those that might predict who would genuinely make a mark on the world. She found that a number of qualities beyond raw intelligence predicted “greatness.”15


In 2007, building upon Cox’s findings, University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth identified a set of characteristics she called “grit.” Grit enables people to remain passionate and committed to a cause or project, to stay the course over long periods of time.


According to Duckworth, “Part of what it means to be gritty is to be resilient in the face of failure or adversity. Grit predicts success over and beyond talent. When you consider individuals of equal talent, the grittier ones do better.”16


This overlaps with the unexpected discoveries Salvatore Maddi and his research team made in the 1980s when Illinois Bell Telephone unexpectedly cut its staff of twenty-six thousand in half. The researchers had been studying more than four hundred supervisors, managers, and executives when the layoffs occurred, so the scope of the study spans the time before, during, and after.


They found that two-thirds of the employees suffered significant performance, leadership, and health declines as a result of the upheaval. However, one-third actually thrived despite experiencing the same amount of disruption and stress as their coworkers. These workers had what Maddi called “hardiness,” or a combination of attitudes that provides the commitment and self-control to successfully face stressful circumstances. As a result, these workers maintained their health, happiness, and performance and even felt renewed enthusiasm.17


THE WAY IS FORWARD



Truthfully, we’re almost never the same person after we experience adversity or a stressful change. Often, the world we knew has shifted under our feet and there’s no way to go back, even if we want to. Those who are able to reach within and summon Transformative Resilience will be those who don’t just build a new life but also find ways to live more fully and successfully than before, drawing strength, new skills, and perspectives from challenge.


It’s perhaps no coincidence that the year Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz were transported from written word to silver screen was the same year that World War II broke out. “There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home” was Dorothy’s mantra. The idea of a pair of magic slippers that would transport her back to a simpler time appealed to those facing war and the growing uncertainty of the day.


Some have suggested that the original L. Frank Baum story reflected the distresses of the late-nineteenth-century financial crisis. Not knowing what shifting realities they would encounter at home and abroad, it’s no wonder people felt the need to summon the heart, wisdom, and courage that the Tin Man, Scarecrow, and Cowardly Lion eventually found.


But what the movie delivered was a reminder that there was no Wizard of Oz who could solve Dorothy’s problems or give her friends the abilities and strengths they desperately sought. Like Dorothy and her friends, we have to find our own capacity to overcome the impact of even the most unsettling experiences in our lives.


Life is never quite like the movies, as we know. We can’t put on magic slippers that return us home to the safety of the known, the secure, the predictable—to a time or place that seems simpler or more manageable. We can’t return to who we used to be, either. Trying to replicate what worked yesterday only makes us vulnerable.


In these turbulent times, we have to find a new definition of home. It’s not a place so much as a mindset and an array of skills that give us a sense of belonging and shelter that we carry with us. Perhaps what we truly long for is an expanded sense of self more suited to who we’ve become, what we value, and what works in the changing world around us.


Paradoxically, the foundation for this new “home” is the recognition that life is fundamentally unstable, uncontrollable, unpredictable, messy, and wonderfully surprising. We build upon this base with the knowledge that we can and must meet change head-on, that we can use stress and adversity to open the door to new opportunities. The certainty we seek is that we have the inner resources to transcend our challenges and in fact be transformed by them. When we find that security within, we can truly rest in the knowledge that there is no place like home.
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