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“The world breaks everyone, and afterward many are strong at the broken places.”
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INTRODUCTION



One Setback Away from Breaking


Ever-resilient Emily will never forget the day she collapsed under the weight of a feather.


One chilly February morning, Emily was completing a routine kindergarten drop-off before heading to work. As the wind stung her cheeks, she wearily hoisted five-year-old Clark from her Subaru. Her mind was racing faster than her footsteps, filled with the day’s overflowing to-do list and a growing concern for her son’s well-being.


Clark had been different lately: sullen, defiant, uncooperative. At home, tantrums erupted frequently and without warning; at school, his teachers were increasingly worried about his disruptive behavior. Earlier that week, Clark had tearfully confessed to being bullied by an older girl in his class, leaving Emily and her husband with nothing to do but stew as they waited for a meeting with the principal the following Monday.


Then, as Emily and Clark hurried across the school parking lot, her dejected son pointed out a child walking with her mother. “That’s her, Mama. That’s Greta. The one who picks on me.”


No one who knew Emily, including Emily herself, could have predicted what happened next.


“I . . . saw . . . red. I marched over, pulling Clark behind me by his little hand and I—honestly, I lost my mind.” Her voice trembling with fury, she confronted the little girl. “You!” she pointed an accusatory finger, “You need to stop picking on my son!”


Greta’s mom instinctively stepped in front of her daughter, demanding that Emily address the issue through proper channels. Instead, Emily impulsively seized a bag of school supplies from the woman’s grip. Soon the two mothers were in a tug-of-war over glue sticks and glitter as their bewildered children looked on.


The altercation was eventually broken up by two parents, and Greta’s mom threatened to call the police. “Thank God no one had their phone out,” Emily said. “If that went online, I’d lose my job . . . at best. And just imagine how this will look to the principal. I’m the crazy woman who raised a crazy child.”


The truth is, Emily was anything but crazy.


On the contrary, I knew my friend to be a master juggler of life’s endless demands: a loving wife and mother of two young children who seamlessly balanced her family life with her taxing role as a nurse practitioner at a local hospital, all while constantly showing up for her extended family and friends. She’d even started a weekend business selling beauty products to boost her kids’ college funds. Emily had always faced life’s challenges with unwavering resolve and positivity, including during her husband’s recent health crisis. But that winter morning, she finally snapped.


As Emily told me about the Parking Lot Brawl, I learned that my seemingly cool and collected friend had felt the cracks forming for some time. Stress was materializing more often, and hitting harder, across multiple areas of her life. At work, constant pressure to “do more with less” left her falling farther and farther behind as she struggled to keep up with an ever-expanding to-do list. Like many high achievers, the thought of asking for help made Emily queasy—not just because it signaled that she couldn’t handle everything but also because she knew that everyone else was just as swamped as she was.


Clark’s issues weighed particularly heavily on her. Most nights, Emily lay awake watching the red numbers on her alarm clock tick upward, wondering where she’d gone wrong as a parent. Months earlier, when her husband initially raised concerns about Clark’s behavior, Emily was already in a nearly constant overwhelmed state. At a loss for how she could handle one more problem, she’d suggested a wait-and-see approach—a response she now regretted at a cellular level.


To the outside observer, Emily had appeared to have everything under control. But on the inside, she was grappling with a growing sense of anxiety and self-doubt, terrified she would let everyone down. Of late, she found herself silently sobbing in her car more often than she cared to admit, even to herself. As to the cause, it would be easy to chalk up Emily’s situation to weak coping skills, especially if you believe in the power of resilience. After all, for decades, we’ve been taught that no matter what life throws at us, if we can just manage to tough it out, we’ll emerge stronger on the other side.


Yet when I dug into how my friend was coping with this stressful period, I discovered that she was doing almost everything right. She exercised regularly and engaged in self-care. She maintained a positive attitude, practiced gratitude, and worked to reframe challenges as opportunities. She turned to her husband and friends for social support. She’d even added a daily ten-minute meditation routine before work and kicked all added sugar (including her beloved gummy bears). By all objective measures, Emily should have been a paragon of mental health amid adversity. But these tried-and-true coping behaviors weren’t getting to the root cause of her suffering. Instead, they were masking the symptoms, like a thin layer of paint applied to cover cracked concrete. And just below the surface, those cracks continued to widen.


Emily’s commitment to pretending she was okay was so strong and so effective that virtually no one knew anything was wrong. Anyway, who was she to complain? She was just going through a difficult spell, like everyone does at one time or another. Eventually, she told herself, the playground bully would tire of picking on her son, things at work would start to normalize, and her husband would feel well enough to offer more help and support around the house. As she kept reminding herself, God will never give me more than I can handle.


But to Emily’s great frustration, her mental health kept spiraling. Every day was a marathon of anxiety and dread. All she could think was, I’ve always been such a tough person—so why can’t I handle this?


That’s when she called me.


“You’ve spent twenty years coaching some of the world’s most powerful CEOs [chief executive officers] and executives, and the stakes are too high for them to fall apart.” Then, in an uncharacteristically frantic tone, she pleaded, “You have to tell me why none of my coping tools are working and what I’m supposed to do!” I thought of a recent conversation with a coaching client, a CEO who was leading a massive business transformation. He admitted, “I thought I was doing fine with the unrelenting change. Then one day, on a call with my team, I started screaming at them. So ... I guess I’m not fine.”


Suddenly, I realized that neither Emily nor my client were outliers.


A few years back, I’d published my second book (Insight) on the link between self-awareness and success. It took me all over the world to speak to people from every walk of life. Along the way, I noticed that clients, audiences, and readers alike were increasingly asking variations of one question: “How do I handle all this chaos endlessly swirling around me?” While few were strangers to setbacks and stress, navigating them seemed to be getting harder. This hinted that our current solutions weren’t working the way they were supposed to.


Here’s something to know about me: with a PhD in a highly quantitative field of psychology,1 I think “research says” are probably the two most exciting words in the English language. (I’ve even spent the last ten years conducting empirical research on self-awareness just for fun, without even being employed by a university requiring me to do so.) Therefore, in Emily’s cry for help, I saw a new way to deploy my nerdery.


So (obviously), I assembled a research team and hatched a comprehensive program to push past the old platitudes about how to navigate stress and setbacks to find out what really worked. Our investigation involved synthesizing more than 1,200 scientific articles, surveying thousands of people across a half dozen data sets, and analyzing more than three hundred in-depth interviews with a global sample of working adults. Our research questions mirrored Emily’s: Why were existing coping strategies no longer working, and was there a better way to shore up our mental health and well-being? Fundamentally, we wanted to learn how humans can keep from shattering in a world that seems intent on trying to break us—and occasionally succeeds.


I wish I could tell you these answers came easily. The truth is that it took nearly five years to confidently uncover them.2 And once we did, our findings upended much of the conventional wisdom about how to thrive in the face of adversity.


I wrote Shatterproof for my fellow stressed-out strivers::3 goal-oriented people seeking success and fulfillment, who feel exhausted by chronic, compounding challenges across multiple areas of life (work, career, romantic relationships, family, friends, health, community, and the world). Because Emily is far from alone in feeling run down by the unrelenting demands of life. How often do you feel like you’re moving at full speed but unable to catch up? Or pretend you’re fine when you’re not? Or fear that you’re one crisis away from shattering?


We are working more than ever but feel like we’re never doing enough. We’re disconnected and exhausted but too afraid to ask for support or advocate for our needs. We strive to appear “fine” on the outside, but on the inside feel crushed by fear, anxiety, and self-doubt. Then, when we break, we blame ourselves for not being tough enough.


As I mentioned earlier, we’ve long been taught that by strengthening our resilience muscles, we not only can survive anything, but grow stronger in the process. However, current research (mine and others) casts doubt on much of this “grit and bear it” gospel.4 And despite the literature showing the power of resilience, many of the most resilient among us are still struggling.


In this book, I will argue two things. First, because resilience is a limited resource, it alone may no longer be a complete coping strategy in this increasingly chaotic world. And second, the best response to constant chaos is not merely to survive it, but to harness it in order to become the best version of ourselves. In the pages ahead, you’ll learn a new set of scientifically supported strategies for doing just that, so you can feel more energized, confident, and ready to face future challenges—from small but recurring setbacks to major life-defining crises.


Yet as we trudge through each day trying to keep our heads above water, accessing the best version of ourselves might feel like a distant fantasy. Indeed, with change as our constant companion, we will inevitably bend or even break under the weight of life’s stressors, sometimes more often than we’d like. But it doesn’t have to be this way. As we’ll see throughout this book, in the times that break us, we can also uniquely remake us—and this is what it means to become shatterproof.


By following the four steps of the Shatterproof Road Map in the chapters ahead, you will learn to go beyond merely bouncing back from stress or setbacks and begin to confidently channel them into forward growth. Part empowering manifesto, part scientific exploration, and part how-to guide, I hope Shatterproof will provide you new clarity and language around a few experiences you may have struggled to explain or describe, while setting you on the path to feeling better, doing better, and living better than you ever have before.


This book is divided into three sections. Part One reveals the surprising science of thriving in the twenty-first century: what drives it, what doesn’t, and what gets in the way. Chapter 1 will confirm your hunch that everyone is especially exhausted right now. You’ll discover the three evolutionary design flaws that make perpetual change and uncertainty so challenging for humans, so you can better understand and manage your reactions to the stress of everyday life. Chapter 2 reveals the surprising limits of resilience and presents the three biggest myths about what it can, and can’t, do for us. You will also learn about grit gaslighting: the insidious way that we, and others, perpetuate the mistaken belief that quiet endurance is the only “right” way to navigate tough times.


Chapter 3 explores another phenomenon you might have experienced—the phenomenon of hitting your resilience ceiling. You’ll see what happens when your resilience runs out, how to know when you’re close to your limit, and why it’s time for a new, more sustainable approach to cope with constant change. Finally, Chapter 4 introduces a “second skill set” to complement the first skill set of resilience—one that doesn’t just keep us productive and sane in the face of ongoing challenges but also helps us navigate future ones with calm confidence.


In Part Two, we discover how the four steps of the Shatterproof Road Map present a unique pathway for growing through tough times. Step 1, discussed in Chapter 5, is facing and tracing our pain. After learning why we often overlook or suppress negative emotions, and the detrimental impact of doing so on our well-being, you’ll discover how to see your pain as a power source rather than a personal failure, plus several practical tools to overcome avoidance. Step 2, covered in Chapter 6, is to identify the situational triggers that signify our unmet psychological needs. You’ll see why reacting to triggers doesn’t make us weak—instead, it signals that our needs for confidence, choice, or connection are being thwarted—and you will discover how to regain control of your reactions and find new routes to need fulfillment.


Chapter 7 explores why chronic stress turns us into a person we barely recognize. With step 3 of the Shatterproof Road Map, you’ll uncover your shadow goals and habits—automatic yet self-limiting responses to need frustration—and learn to harness that insight to guide behavioral change. Finally, Chapter 8 outlines step 4 of becoming shatterproof: picking your pivots. By consciously turning to new goals and habits that are more aligned with your needs, you’ll be positioned to significantly reduce your levels of stress, overcome your greatest challenges, and achieve your highest ambitions—all without hitting your resilience ceiling.


Part Three is a deep dive into the three primary pivots—based on our three fundamental human needs that are scientifically shown to deepen our happiness and well-being. Chapter 9 reveals how to restore confidence by rebuilding your self-worth in the face of self-doubt. Chapter 10 addresses how to reclaim choice, empowering you to lead a values-driven life with minimal pressure and maximum authenticity. Chapter 11 helps you deepen connection by boosting your sense of belonging, forging mutually supportive relationships, and finding meaning in something greater than yourself.


Ultimately, we’ll discover that the shatterproof journey is never a one-and-done endeavor; what’s more, becoming shatterproof doesn’t mean never breaking; it means continually choosing to build back better than ever. (Don’t worry, I will reveal several secrets to sustain shatterproof habits over time.) Throughout the book, you’ll find exercises, self-assessments, and practical tools to help you go beyond resilience to build a shatterproof life.


As this Chinese proverb beautifully explains, “When the winds of change rage, some build shelters while others build windmills.” When you follow the Shatterproof Road Map, you will learn to better metabolize stress and reduce reactivity. You will become more focused, productive, and ready for the future. You will banish self-doubt while maximizing your mental health and well-being. You will move from “I’m one setback away from breaking” to “I’m dealing with a lot, but I’ve got this.” And perhaps most importantly, you’ll find new ways to satisfy your fundamental psychological needs, ultimately paving the way for a more authentic and fulfilling life. And after walking this very path myself—not just as a researcher, but also as a human being desperately in need of solutions—I can attest to its life-changing impact.


Before we turn the page and discover how to build a beautiful life in a world of constant chaos, let me share one thing. While I wrote this book to help you better move through everything from life’s small stressors to its biggest crises, it isn’t a substitute for one-on-one professional support. This is especially true if you’re in crisis (not being physically safe, experiencing extreme anxiety, thinking of hurting yourself or others, etc.) or experiencing symptoms of trauma (flashbacks, persistent negative or intrusive thoughts, difficulty concentrating, sleeping, eating, etc.). In that case, please put this book down and seek professional assistance immediately. Appendix A contains several free, 24-7 resources. And please remember, as the great Broadway composer Stephen Sondheim once penned, “No one is alone. Truly. You are not alone.”


Now, let’s dive in, shall we?










PART ONE



The Surprising Science of Twenty-First-Century Thriving











CHAPTER 1


Welcome to the Chaos Era




“The hardest thing in this world is to live in it.”


—BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER





In the vast Canadian wilderness, where lush forests once stretched as far as the eye could see, a tiny creature the size of a thumbtack was unleashing a colossal wave of destruction. It was the early 1970s, and the spruce budworm was relentlessly devouring vast swaths of northern Canada’s balsam fir and spruce trees.


For two and a half centuries, these winged invaders descended like clockwork every thirty to forty years. Through all six previous epidemics, the forest always fought back to reclaim its vitality. But this time, its proven defenses didn’t stand a chance.


What made this time so different? First, a string of mild winters and dry springs boosted budworm larvae reproduction, outpacing that of their natural predators. Worsening matters, aggressive forest management and fire suppression unintentionally created near-perfect conditions for total budworm domination.


Soon, tens of thousands of winged creatures were infesting virtually every spruce and fir tree over millions of acres. One observer vividly recalls a canoe trip in the affected area where endless strands of larvae rained down on him like a shower. The crisis raised wildfire risks, devastated wildlife habitats, and flatlined forest-reliant communities. In Quebec alone, the disaster caused twenty years’ worth of wood supply losses. Ecologists named it Epidemic 7, and foresters dubbed it “the end of the world.”


To fight the unprecedented challenge, a coalition was formed between federal and provincial governments and private landowners. And the budworm battlers knew exactly which weapon to use: the proven insecticide dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, or DDT. Soon, two-and four-engine aircrafts were blanketing more than 3.5 million acres with this pernicious poison.


There was just one tiny problem. The budworm battlers’ big chemical offensive? It completely failed. In fact, it didn’t just fail, it made the epidemic worse. (We’ll learn why in Chapter 2.) As once-shimmering emerald forests became lifeless landscapes of faded gray, the devastation was shocking and total.


By 1975, Epidemic 7 became the largest spruce budworm outbreak ever recorded, spanning a stunning 136 million acres—from Ontario to Newfoundland to Nova Scotia and down half of Maine. Instead of improving the forest’s resilience, the budworm battlers’ game of ecological whack-a-mole was pushing it to its breaking point.


Like Canada’s budworm-infested forests, twenty-first-century humans are being pushed to the very limits of our resilience. Years of digital disruption, geopolitical instability, natural disasters, economic volatility, and other unprecedented threats have sent shockwaves through our routines. Because the world is more connected than ever, we’re more vulnerable to “phase transition events” (wide-reaching disruptions triggered by small shifts, like market crashes or social movements) and “compound extremes” (multiple co-occurring disruptions, like a natural disaster during a recession). Around the world, chaos is accelerating and uncertainty continues to rise.1


As professionals, parents, leaders, and citizens, we face unending demands on our time as we juggle an ever-expanding array of responsibilities.2 At work, we strive to excel, level up, and lead while grappling with growing pressure. The uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity3 in our environment produces even more stress and self-doubt as a dizzying array of issues constantly demand our attention. If each meeting feels more urgent and less productive than the last, you’re not alone: data suggest that we’re working more but accomplishing less. And, in a recent study, a staggering 75 percent of workers reported more stress now than in the previous year.


For so many of us, this chronic stress is taking a toll4 in the form of headaches, inflammation, immune problems, cognitive issues, sleep disturbances, depression, memory loss, and more. In one study I ran with about four hundred working adults across varied jobs and industries, the majority expressed concerns about how much more stress they could handle, and many reported feeling less motivated, less engaged, and less like themselves, as though they were “emotionally coasting” or powering through on autopilot.


With so many demands on our time and attention, we’re increasingly driven by “mustivation”—doing things because we must or should—rather than motivation. Our struggle to keep up comes with guilt, anxiety, and lingering dread about letting others down. Smartphones further blur boundaries, and balance eludes us as we juggle virtual meetings with homework help and emails with vacations. Yet despite technology’s promise of greater connection, we’re also feeling lonelier. Because it’s a little too easy to stay at home in our pajamas watching Netflix and ordering from DoorDash, we’re spending less time with our friends.


On a personal level, the stakes have never been higher. Consider your life right now. In a word, how would you describe it? When I ask audiences this question, I invariably hear answers like “hectic,” “uncertain,” “chaotic,” “stressful,” “overwhelming,” “demanding,” and “exhausting.” No wonder we’re tapped out or teetering on the edge, as evidenced by record-low levels of life satisfaction and record highs of anxiety and depression.


Questions linger: When all this stress keeps coming, what can I do to protect my mental health? How can I find peace and purpose when I might be one setback away from breaking? Is it even possible to build a beautiful life in a world of constant chaos? (You know, life’s little questions.)


Of course, most of us are doing the best we can. And many of us are keeping our heads above water, at least most of the time. The problem is that while our stressors keep growing and evolving, our methods for managing them have largely remained the same. To understand why this is problematic, let’s again journey back—this time, a few million years. Because even as we grapple with our present and future, we humans are largely a product of our past.


THE CHAOS CONUNDRUM


At the dawn of human existence, our ancestors were explorers, traversing unfamiliar terrains in search of sustenance and protection amid ever-looming threats. Over time, their bodies developed sophisticated systems to enhance the chance of surviving imminent peril—the fangs of a tiger, perhaps, or the footsteps of an enemy tribesman. And these systems worked (otherwise, we’d have gone extinct, and you wouldn’t be reading this book).


To see how these systems work, imagine an early human ancestor. For fun, let’s call him Stan. One day, while hunting under a dense canopy, Stan encounters a massive tiger, its teeth glistening in the dappled sunlight. Instantly, Stan’s fight-or-flight response system starts kicking into gear. His amygdala signals his hypothalamus and sympathetic nervous system: “Hey, excuse me! We’re in mortal danger here!” This activates an acute stress response, readying Stan’s body to counter the threat—in this case, running away as fast as he can—allowing him to escape the tiger and enjoy a peaceful evening by the campfire.


Now, fast-forward a few million years.


Anne’s life is a chaotic circus of constant demands. She’s always been a high achiever, first at school and then in her career. In her financial services job, despite the long hours, fuzzy expectations, and changing priorities, she takes pride in her performance. And she loves her new side hustle of public speaking, exhausting as it is to zigzag across the country multiple times each month. Then there’s her third job as a loving mother to two teenagers, supportive wife to her husband of twenty-eight years, and devoted caretaker to her eighty-eight-year-old father.


Despite constantly running on adrenaline, Anne is doing just fine. Sure, her schedule is hectic, and juggling competing demands is stressful. But she has always powered through, doing what needs to be done—and as a result, she’s been rewarded with a pretty nice life.


Then, a few surprises pierce Anne’s tough veneer. First, after routine tests, she receives some concerning labs and a wonky colonoscopy. Both are false alarms in the end, but getting a clean bill of health involves a lot of doctor’s appointments she really doesn’t have time for. Anne begins to feel like she is hitting some kind of ceiling in her ability to cope; she’s exercising less, sleeping less, and drinking more than usual.


Then, the kicker. On her way home from work one day, another driver rear-ends her. Even though it was a minor fender bender, a switch flips. Overwhelmed and unable to process all the emotions she is feeling, Anne’s amygdala issues the same urgent warning as Stan’s: run for your life! But with no escape route to be found, Anne simply shuts down, like an overheated iPhone. At work, she is disconnected and disengaged, missing details she normally would be on top of. At home, she’s going through the motions but not keeping up. It feels like being hit by a huge wave, scattering her broken pieces all over the sand.


This experience might be familiar: a high but mostly manageable baseline of stress, punctuated by unexpected setbacks that, at some point, can become too much. And there’s a reason for that. While the threats humans face have evolved, our survival systems have not. The same hardwired response that saved Stan from death by tiger turns out to be woefully ill-designed for human flourishing in today’s world. Let’s look at three ways in which this is the case.


Design Flaw 1: Bad Is Bigger Than Good


If you have a green thumb (unlike me, a notorious houseplant assassin), you’ve observed what’s known as the heliotropic effect. Place a plant on a sunny windowsill, and over time, its leaves eagerly reach toward the sun. Just as plants crave life-giving light, humans seek positivity; it’s why we’re drawn to upbeat people, why we love romantic comedies, and why compliments help us connect with others. The fascinating twist: despite our preference for the positive, our brains are wired to obsess over the negative.


Consider, for a moment, the worst feedback you’ve ever received—now, think of the best. Chances are, the worst stands out far more than the best. Here’s why: for early humans, ignoring negative signals (like the signs of an imminent bear attack) carried a much higher penalty than overlooking good ones (like finding a warm cave to sleep in). Noticing and responding to bad things kept our ancestors alive, which is why our brains are biased to see bad as bigger than good.


This bad things bias explains why we can remember four times more bad experiences than good ones; why the pain of losing money is greater than the joy of winning; why we dwell on negative information more than positive information; why the joy of good days fades faster than the pain of bad ones; and why a solitary traumatic event can leave a permanent mark. Even for the most positive people, bad things cast longer and darker shadows than we realize. That’s because, as resilience expert Dr. Lucy Hone explains in her excellent TEDx talk, “negative [experiences] stick to us like Velcro, whereas positive [ones] . . . bounce off like Teflon.”


In Stan’s day, bad things were temporary and infrequent. Today, bad things are unpredictable, overwhelming, and demand constant attention: be they minor inconveniences like traffic jams and canceled flights, moderate challenges like missed deadlines and rising costs, or existential crises like climate change, death, and war. Without intervention, bad things bias doesn’t protect us from danger; it plunges us into a chronic state of stress.


Design Flaw 2: The Cortisol Conundrum


Living in perpetual fight-or-flight mode isn’t just stressful, it drains the very resources we need to cope with stress.5 To see why, let’s return to Stan’s tiger encounter. As his body registers the threat, his adrenal glands activate, releasing two key stress hormones. Adrenaline gears Stan’s body up to fight or flee—widening his pupils for clearer vision, tensing his muscles for quicker responses, spiking his heart rate and oxygen for super-strength. Noradrenaline sharpens his attention, boosts his strength, and redirects energy away from nonessential cognitive activities like deep thinking, and toward his heart, lungs, and muscles. Before long, a third hormone, cortisol, joins the party, providing power to keep pushing until he reaches safety.


A few million years later, Anne’s stress response system operates identically—though you’ve probably noticed a difference in the threats she faces. While Stan’s tiger signaled mortal danger, Anne’s stressors are more abstract and psychological—a demanding job and side hustle, her “third job” as a caretaker, a health scare, a fender bender. But because her prehistoric body doesn’t distinguish from these things and a tiger, each causes her cortisol to spike, making her more and more anxious and reactive. Taken together, this cocktail of stress hormones impairs the clear thinking, communication, and control that successfully managing modern-day threats requires.


Another difference? Stan’s stressors were temporary and infrequent, while Anne’s stressors are chronic, cumulative, and extend across multiple domains of her life (work, family, health, etc.). Recall that after escaping the tiger, Stan’s hypothalamus shut down his stress response system; yet without an “all-clear” signal, Anne’s stays awake. Indeed, while Stan was able to flee from the tiger, many modern-day daily equivalents are inescapable, like emails from our boss, causing a constant flood of cortisol that overwhelms our brains. The cortisol conundrum means that modern-day humans are almost constantly experiencing a heightened stress response, which is difficult (sometimes impossible) to switch off.


Design Flaw 3: The Anarchy of Uncertainty


The last piece of the puzzle is uncertainty. Uncertainty involves unpredictable situations, a lack of control, or missing information. When Stan was uncertain, it was safer to assume the worst (i.e., better to be stressed than dead), which is precisely why uncertainty triggers our fight-or-flight system. Living under chronic uncertainty takes a massive toll on performance and well-being. It threatens our sense of safety, increases worry, anxiety, and reactivity, and makes us desperate for answers. To cope, some people will claim certainty despite having none—which results in overconfidence about what they know, less interest in new information, greater susceptibility to conspiracy theories, and more aggression toward those who disagree with them.


Nevertheless, it’s still logical to assume that a definitive bad outcome, like getting laid off, is more stressful than the possibility of a bad outcome, like rumors of impending layoffs. But often, this isn’t the case. For example, research shows that worrying about job loss is more stressful than actually losing our job! If you’ve ever thought, “I don’t even care what happens anymore, I just need to know the outcome!” you’ve experienced the certainty over comfort effect. Consider a study by neuroscientist Archy de Berker and colleagues, who found that when we see a 50/50 chance of something bad happening (in participants’ case, it was getting an electric shock), our stress, reactivity, and agitation spike higher than when we’re 100 percent sure. This might be why some psychologists see uncertainty as possibly the fundamental human fear.


In summary, humans’ three hardwired stress responses—bad things bias, the cortisol conundrum, and the anarchy of uncertainty—simply haven’t evolved to handle the complex challenges of contemporary life. Yet despite their shortcomings, they still serve an important purpose: stressors are a signal that something isn’t quite right in our lives. Therefore, instead of ignoring or resisting these natural responses, we can choose to be curious—treating them as clues to uncover our true sources of stress, and catalysts for us to change course.


However, my research has revealed that the path to transforming stressors into strengths is very, very different from what we’ve been taught.


ONE STUDY TO SAVE US ALL


It was January 2020. Between keynotes and coaching commitments, I was embarking on an exciting new research program to understand how resilience—broadly defined as the capacity to bounce back from hard things—could keep us from breaking in a world of constant chaos. I gave it the unintentionally prophetic name “When Bad Things Happen.”


By early March, I’d trained a team of ten research assistants to interview hundreds of working adults worldwide. Through a newfangled (to us) platform called Zoom, each participant shared a “bad thing” they’d experienced and then answered a series of standardized questions on how they had responded and how things turned out. The situations they described ran the gamut, from common frustrations (unfair bosses, micromanagement, criticism) to life-altering crises (betrayals, firings, fallings out)—some were sudden (like accidents), while others were slow-burning (like toxic relationships).


Initially, months of data analysis revealed only two patterns. First, “bad things” were indeed quite bad, leading to a loss of self-confidence, energy, and motivation; persistent negative emotions like sadness, anger, and anxiety; and poor performance and lower life satisfaction. For instance, during an ongoing rift with his business partner, Greg noticed he “had less to give as a family man,” recalling that “I wasn’t as gracious with my wife or patient with my kids . . . the issue consumed my bandwidth and affected them too.” When Cara was being bullied, she was moody and unhappy and “forgot how to have fun.”6


The second pattern was that people responded to bad things in one of two ways: they either found a way to bounce back from them—or not. (This staggering revelation would hardly get me shortlisted for next year’s Nobel.) But when I dug even deeper into the data, I eventually discovered a smaller, third group of inspiring people for whom the bad thing had become a force for good in their lives. As the challenge unfolded, and after it was over, they became less stressed, more empowered, and more in control. Professionally, they felt more effective and purposeful. In their relationships, they experienced deeper connection and belonging. This group didn’t just bounce back from adversity—they grew forward.


Our interviews therefore revealed three distinct outcomes of bad things: they can break us, they can allow us to bounce back to our baseline, or they can inspire us to become better. I became fascinated with this third group. What was their secret? Through the fall and into the winter, I spent hundreds of hours listening to each interview multiple times, trying to determine what group three was doing differently from everyone else. When I still couldn’t spot any patterns, I tried to analyze the data another way, by translating interview responses into numbers. When that didn’t work, I collected quantitative survey data. And more data. And I found . . . nothing.


It would take another year, numerous quantitative replication studies, and several false starts to find the answer. As it turns out, that answer wasn’t all that different from the reason the budworm battlers failed, or why modern-day humans are more stressed than our hunter-gatherer ancestors. Generally, the first two groups—those who broke and those who bounced back—were applying old tools to solve new problems; tools that, like DDT and humans’ fight-or-flight response, were fundamentally ill-suited for the challenge at hand. The third group had a dramatically different approach. What they taught us would ultimately go on to challenge everything I believed about navigating adversity, and not just as a scientist, but as a human being.







CHAPTER 1: KEY TAKEAWAYS AND TOOLS


“While the threats humans face have evolved, our survival systems have not.”


• The chaos era: An age of increasingly chronic and compounding stress across multiple domains of life, like work, family, community, etc.


• Stressed-out strivers: Achievement-oriented individuals grappling with more anxiety and self-doubt than they care to admit, and who tend to have a hard time asking for help.


• Design flaws that make constant chaos so hard for humans


1. Bad things bias: Our brains are designed to see bad things as bigger than good ones.


2. The cortisol conundrum: Living in perpetual fight-or-flight mode isn’t just stressful, it drains the very resources we need to cope with stress.


3. The certainty over comfort effect: The phenomenon where the possibility of bad things happening is more stressful than those things actually happening.


• “When bad things happen” research: A program examining how not to break in a world of constant chaos. Our team found that some people are broken, most bounce back, and a select few become better.


• Stress signals that something isn’t quite right: Instead of ignoring or resisting our natural responses, we can treat them as clues to start transforming our stressors into strengths.
















CHAPTER 2


The Three Myths of Resilience




“Out of life’s school of war—what doesn’t kill me, makes me stronger.”


—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (AND KELLY CLARKSON)





It all started with a strange sensation in my arms—an insistent, prickling pain beneath my skin. Whenever I’d settle in to write, a lightning bolt shot from my elbow to my fingertips. Ouch!


It was early 2021, and I was feeling otherwise positive. With pandemic restrictions loosening, I knew the world would heal and we’d all bounce back. But this weird pain in my arms. What was that? Not wanting to burden my doctor at such a time, I resorted to my usual solution: powering through.


Then one February afternoon, the throbbing pain finally forced me to stop work early. As I slammed my laptop shut, my eyes fell on a framed photo of Deer Creek cutting through a pink sandstone cave—below it, the text: “Perseverance: In the confrontation between the stream and the rock, the stream always wins . . . not through strength, but persistence.”


That frame has graced all seven of my offices since graduate school. I’m not a motivational poster–type person, but this one is small, tasteful, and reminds me of my mom. As a working mother, and later a single one, she couldn’t find a job that allowed her to spend enough time with me. So, she took matters into her own hands, founding the first US company that certified and placed nannies in the homes of working parents. The same poster hung in her office.


My mother has always been my resilience role model. As a child, I watched her navigate a devastating divorce, single parenthood, and the highs and lows of entrepreneurship with grace. She comes from hardy stock, like her great-grandfather Alois, a penniless German immigrant who scraped together enough money to buy a small dairy farm that he passed down to his son. Our forebears showed us that challenges could—and should—be soldiered through.


Like everyone, I’d endured my fair share. At age five, my parents’ bitter divorce brought court-ordered therapy, mandated visitations, and a lingering fear that it was all my fault. School was no refuge, but it did teach me that I could survive being incessantly bullied despite my desperate attempts to fit in. As an adult, I powered through a PhD program in organizational psychology by age twenty-six, and later left a cushy corporate career to start my own company.1


But my defining battle has been a lifetime of painful and perplexing health problems, which I’d always summoned the strength to endure—a testament, I believed, to tried-and-true resilience practices like gratitude, optimism, and active coping. For as long as I could remember, I’d touted resilience’s powers, my faith buoyed by genre-defining books like Resilience, Grit, The Obstacle Is the Way, and 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do.


So, this minor issue of my painful arms? I just needed to be the stream: to harness my mental strength, become bigger than the obstacle, and summon all the grit I could muster. But the damned rock refused to wear down. Soon, constant pain was coursing through my entire body. Even after a full ergonomic office makeover, I struggled to work past 3:00 p.m. because of throbbing pain at the base of my skull.


New symptoms joined the party. My vision randomly blurred, making reading impossible. My “resting” heart rate often exceeded 150 beats per minute. I was unable to remember what had happened hours, minutes, or even seconds earlier (and sometimes, the names of people I’ve known for decades). Things were getting undeniably tougher. But this certainly wasn’t the worst crisis I’d faced. I tried my best to soldier on—a “keep calm and carry on (taking Ambien)” approach, if you will. Still, I found myself wrestling with more anxiety than I could remember. Each day I felt myself inching closer to some heretofore unfamiliar breaking point.


Why weren’t my best resilience tools working?


I finally decided it might be a good idea to revisit the resilience research. Maybe I was missing something. I returned to the field’s pioneering work, where researchers uncovered certain “protective factors” (like social support, positive emotions, and grit) that differentiated children and adults who withstood, bounced back from, or adapted to adversity. Later work focused on more learnable strengths or practices that were thought to further shore up resilience, like optimism, gratitude, exercise, and active coping. But perhaps most interesting was one recent study where researchers found that applying several different practices was the most effective route to strengthening our resilience, in the same way that mixing up our exercise routine best strengthens our muscles. This reinforced that I was on the right path—I just had to deepen and diversify my resilience practices.2


Naturally, my next step was to create a Supercharged Resilience Plan in the form of a printable daily spreadsheet. Each day, I gave myself checkmarks for all the practices I’d used, like meditating, taking outdoor walks (often reaching six miles a day), dialing up unsuspecting friends (who were rather confused to hear from me), finding things to be grateful and hopeful for, eating healthier, and even taking up yoga (a practice my type A self had spent years openly mocking). Soon, I was racking up checkmarks like I used to rack up United Airlines miles. I could feel my resilience muscles strengthening.


Admittedly, given how much time and energy this was taking every day, it was kind of exhausting. But, no pain, no gain, right?


Meanwhile, I saw doctors. Lots of doctors. I cycled through specialties faster than most medical students: primary care, physiatry, orthopedics, neurology, and more. The clear solution, or so I believed, was to continue checking items off my spreadsheet, let the doctors do their jobs, and remember the famous adage that what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.


Little did I know that in mere months, it would become painfully clear that “what wouldn’t kill me” might actually kill me—a discovery that would propel me headlong into the depths of resilience research, following currents of knowledge that completely reshaped my beliefs about how humans can best navigate twenty-first-century adversity.


THE FATHER OF RESILIENCE


Crawford Stanley Holling’s picturesque childhood unfolded against the pristine lakes and boreal forests of 1930s northern Ontario, Canada, where he developed a deep love for the natural world, especially insects and birds. When his older sister lovingly bestowed him the nickname “Buzz,” the boy was delighted, insisting that everyone use his prized moniker.


After earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees in zoology, followed by a PhD, Buzz joined the Canadian Forest Service in 1957 as an ecologist studying predator-prey relationships. A decade later, he transitioned to teaching at the University of British Columbia, where he would soon make a pivotal discovery that would earn him international recognition.


At the time, northern Ontario was in the early throes of the budworm outbreak you read about in Chapter 1. Buzz wanted to understand why the tried-and-true tactic of widespread spraying was failing to stem the crisis. The results of his computer models were puzzling yet undeniable: in heavily sprayed areas, tree density had increased (seemingly, a win). But all that extra foliage was acting as camouflage for these insidious predators—and birds (budworms’ natural enemies) couldn’t spot their prey. The budworm battle, in other words, wasn’t just failing to address the weaknesses that had caused the outbreak in the first place; it was unintentionally stifling the natural forces keeping the winged invaders in check.


As a student, Buzz had eagerly studied the teachings of renowned scholars like Eugene Odum and George Perkins, who theorized that ecosystems (like forests) tend toward stability, and when disturbed, would naturally recover. But the evidence staring him in the face told a much different story. While some parts of the forests were indeed self-stabilizing, others were collapsing. Buzz didn’t mince words: “Mother Nature is not . . . in a state of delicate balance.” Ecosystems were indeed capable of naturally recovering and rebalancing, but only up to a point—and the nature of some shocks made bouncing back impossible.


Buzz’s bombshell went against both government policy and ecological dogma. The realization that instability and chaos weren’t just temporary interlopers, but an inherent feature of the natural world, required a paradigm shift. Contrary to conventional wisdom, ecosystems didn’t automatically bounce back amid major disruption. To survive in the face of unpredictable forces, what really mattered was how well they could adapt. So instead of trying to wipe out the budworms (“spray all the trees!”), the budworm battlers needed to let the ecosystem learn to manage the disruption (“let birds do their job”). Buzz coined the term “resilience” to describe the capacity of a system to adapt to disturbance and keep functioning.


The broader implications of his thinking were radical and intriguing. In 1999, Buzz founded the Resilience Alliance3 to foster multidisciplinary collaboration among scientists and practitioners studying complex adaptive systems, and soon these principles were being adopted beyond ecology, by individuals, companies, and communities grappling with the increasing pace of change. Suddenly, people everywhere were asking, What if, instead of waiting for things to rebalance, we could strengthen our capacity to adapt?


A BRIEF HISTORY OF RESILIENCE


The word resilience comes from the Latin resilire, meaning “rebound” or “spring back,” and across religion and philosophy, it’s an eternal virtue. Christianity, as in the tale of Job, emphasizes faith, hope, and endurance in the face of hardship. Judaism honors perseverance during persecution and exile, like in the story of Exodus. Islam teaches patience and trust in God during life’s trials. Buddhism acknowledges the necessity of enduring life’s inherent suffering. Hinduism advocates detachment to withstand pain, and the ancient Greek philosophy of Stoicism—currently experiencing a resurgence—encourages resolutely enduring challenges with amor fati (love of fate).


But despite resilience’s long and storied place in history, psychologists didn’t start studying it until 1954, when developmental psychologist Emmy Werner and her team began tracking a cohort of 698 children in Kauai. By extensively assessing and observing this cohort’s development, family environment, and socioeconomic circumstances from age one to age forty, the researchers hoped to discover why some children successfully rebounded from adversity while others suffered lasting psychological harm.


In the late 1960s, Werner and her colleagues began publishing their results,4 including the heartening finding that some children were uniquely able to bounce back from significant challenges like economic hardship and troubled home lives. These so-called resilient children were less likely to have criminal records, psychiatric disorders, and substance abuse problems, and later in life, they were more likely to find unexpected success in school, work, marriage, and parenting relative to others who had suffered hardship.


What set the resilient kids apart, the research found, was the presence of protective factors—traits like sociability and aspects like effective parenting and access to quality education and healthcare—that helped them adapt during hard times. Yet early research on protective factors sparked debate, with some psychologists noting the dangers of implying that people without certain traits couldn’t overcome adversity or function well amid challenges.


In response, researchers started studying the process for how resilient people cope and adapt to stress, and later, strategies to increase one’s resilience. Soon, self-help books like The Resilience Factor heralded resilience as “a crucial ingredient—perhaps the crucial ingredient—to a happy, healthy life.” Instead of being dictated by our traits or environment, the thinking went, resilience was a skill set that anyone could develop and summon at will. Suddenly, a once-obscure scientific concept became an accessible well-being tool.


But it wasn’t until the 2008 global financial crisis—arguably the dawn of the chaos era—that the concept of resilience started spreading faster than a swarm of hungry budworms. Positioned as a panacea for a range of challenges, including economic inequality, natural disasters, and risk management, resilience soon cropped up in disciplines like business, education, therapy, healthcare, engineering, infrastructure, and beyond.5


Around this time, mainstream conversations about resilience started veering away from Buzz Holling’s emphasis on the capacity to adapt and toward the idea that anyone can bounce back from anything if they’re tough enough—which was when things really started going off the rails. Take, for instance, The Art of Resilience: Strategies for an Unbreakable Mind and Body, in which adventurer and author Ross Edgely argues that the key to achieving impossible goals, like his record-breaking swim around Great Britain, was simply a matter of cultivating “mental strength.”


But the absence of evidence for such claims hasn’t quelled resilience’s momentum in pop culture. Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off” is an ode to resilience; public figures from Michelle Obama and Jennifer Aniston to Elon Musk have spoken openly about its importance in their lives; and companies send employees to resilience training to cultivate the “most underrated and powerful skill . . . [needed] to be successful in life.”


Considering all the hype, I wondered just how far the public perception of resilience had strayed from Buzz Holling’s capacity to adapt. To find out, I decided to examine exactly how everyday people saw resilience. After a survey of 324 working professionals, most definitions indeed focused on the idea of strength in adversity, like mental toughness (“being strong, tough, and unmoved in challenging circumstances”), endurance (“persevering through difficulties, not giving up”), and bouncing back (“get up after falling”). Clearly, the way many of us commonly see resilience has drifted considerably from its origins.


In a case of life imitating science, these very themes were also looming large in my own life at the time. While wrestling with our team’s research, I was still keeping up with my resilience spreadsheet and doctor’s appointments, certain that if I could stay mentally strong and endure, I’d be able to bounce back in no time.


The one, tiny, insignificant hiccup? This approach was not working. At all.


I was convinced it was just me: other people couldn’t possibly be having nagging doubts that resilience wasn’t the silver bullet that self-help authors, celebrities, and some academics were promising. So, already deep into the quantitative portion of our research, I decided to find out by adding a short, validated resilience scale to one survey of over four hundred working adults. When I analyzed the results, I was shocked to find that resilience did not, in fact, predict whether people became better and stronger after crisis. In fact, it didn’t seem to predict much about overcoming adversity at all. From the stillness of my office, I reeled. This was a staggering, almost heretical possibility. Resilience had to be the surest strategy for dealing with life’s toughest moments, and bouncing back was the best way to move forward.


But what if that wasn’t the case?


As I dove deeper into the research that Buzz Holling helped catalyze, I discovered just how far the mainstream view of what resilience can do for us has strayed from the science. Specifically, three resilience myths are misleading us far more than we realize.


THE THREE MYTHS OF RESILIENCE





Myth 1: Resilience helps us become better and stronger.


Truth: Resilience helps us maintain or regain our baseline strength and well-being.





If you’ve read any books or articles on resilience, you might have the impression that it produces endless benefits, helping us reach impossible goals, grow and thrive through challenges, and lead a happy, healthy life.


But does it really?


According to the field’s most well-respected experts, resilience’s true promise typically falls short of the heart-stirring ones we’ve come to expect.6 Take one study on resilience during the COVID lockdowns. Of the more than one thousand people surveyed, social support, self-esteem, and other protective factors were indeed associated with resilient outcomes. A powerful headline, surely. But when we examine how the researchers defined resilience, it wasn’t thriving or even adapting through tough times. It was simply the absence of depression and anxiety.


And by no means is this study an outlier. Several key literature reviews suggest that resilient people find equilibrium in adversity rather than becoming better and stronger (not unlike Emmy Werner’s resilient children). In my own exhaustive analysis of over two hundred peer-reviewed resilience articles—including the fifty-two most highly cited7—I uncovered two common benefits of resilience, neither of which support the widespread belief that it’s the secret to human flourishing.


The first and most common benefit was that, put simply, resilience keeps us from falling apart. A whopping 85 percent of the most cited articles state that resilience helps us cope, maintain psychological stability, and avoid negative psychological outcomes. In other words, resilience averts emotional disaster but doesn’t leave us feeling better than we did before.


Second, while research shows that resilience aids in adapting to adversity and uncertainty, it typically doesn’t lead to sweeping transformations. Typically, resilient individuals function “better than expected” or “better than average” compared to those facing similar experiences, but they rarely rise above their baseline, normal functioning. In only 8 percent of highly cited articles—four total—did researchers argue that resilience fosters a higher level of functioning. But three-fourths based this conclusion on anecdotal, rather than empirical, evidence. Indeed, per resilience researchers themselves, “most [of us] have set the bar at the level of the normal range . . . because [the] goal is to understand how individuals maintain or regain [normal] functioning” (italics mine).8


My own research supports this as well. Across three separate studies, resilience practices—like letting go of negative emotions, changing one’s mindset, seeking social support, and so on—didn’t consistently predict better functioning in the face of challenges. And strangely, resilient people were no more likely to engage in these practices than anyone else. In one sample, when participants scored higher on resilience, they were actually less likely to ask for help or directly deal with their problems and more likely to fixate on bad things they wanted to let go of. In another, having a high resilience score didn’t predict the belief that bad things could be a force for growth.9 Finally, across several samples, resilience didn’t predict self-reported growth or improved well-being through hard times—in fact, the people who did become better were no more resilient than anyone else!


Alongside the most respected resilience research, my team’s data paint a clear picture: the primary function of resilience is helping us maintain functioning, not improve it. And while the stability it offers can help us survive, there’s surprisingly little evidence that it makes us stronger, much less reliably helps us thrive. Put another way, drawing on resilience in hard times is like rebuilding the same fragile one-story houses that were destroyed in a flood rather than constructing more durable, elevated structures capable of withstanding future disasters.


This is where the problem arises. When we start expecting resilience to do things for us that it wasn’t designed for—like transforming our lives in our toughest times—we’re doomed to keep making the same mistakes over and over, leaving us vulnerable to future crises.


You might find this a bit unsettling (I did!). But let me be clear: I am not arguing that resilience isn’t a useful and potentially powerful tool. In the short term, it can absolutely help us keep it together in the face of crises—especially ones that are sudden and wholly beyond our control, like layoffs, divorce, death, disaster, and so on. And sometimes, emerging from a crisis no worse than before is an absolutely monumental accomplishment. At the same time, we would do well to start seeing resilience as a single tool designed for a certain function instead of the whole toolbox.10 Because even if it can temporarily keep us from falling apart in the face of challenges, resilience alone isn’t always enough to build back stronger.





Myth 2: Resilience is a choice.


Truth: We can’t always control our level of resilience.





There’s an oft-cited metaphor that resilience is a muscle. Which is to say, the more we exercise it, the stronger it becomes. This implies that anyone can choose to become more resilient simply by regularly practicing a certain set of behaviors. But does the research bear this out?


Several “studies of studies” show that resilience interventions—for example, strengthening protective practices like positive thinking and social support, or learning coping strategies like reappraisal and acceptance—can boost resilience, but only slightly.11 Others have found that resilience-strengthening interventions don’t improve resilience, at all. One recent study of studies with over forty-five thousand data points reported that resilience interventions didn’t just fail to improve resilience—they actually harmed mental health, well-being, life satisfaction, and job satisfaction, and caused higher levels of distress for those who attended resilience training versus those who didn’t!12


Indeed, believing that resilience is a choice doesn’t just put us on shaky scientific ground, it exposes us to a dangerous unintended consequence: if mental fortitude is indeed wholly learnable, as many self-help authors argue, if we fall short, it means we just didn’t try hard enough. As esteemed resilience researcher Michael Ungar correctly outlines this faulty thought process, we failed because we didn’t “sit long enough on [our] yoga mat . . . or . . . have enough grit to overcome [our challenges].” Ungar boldly labels this conclusion “arrogant and victim blaming.” On top of creating guilt and shame, this belief also shifts our focus away from the real sources of our problems, which are often internal.


That was certainly the case for Jan. Growing up with a loving family and a charmed life, she expected parenthood to be equally blissful. Then her son Andrew was born. His constant restlessness concerned her, but at first, she figured it was just a phase. Six months later, Jan contacted their family doctor about her fears. The doctor’s response: “Calm down. Andrew will be fine.” She chose to trust his judgment; after all, he was the expert.


But when Andrew’s problems persisted, Jan’s anxiety intensified. The more she asked the doctor for help, the more he dismissed her concerns—treating her like an irrational, overly vigilant parent. Pretty soon, Jan’s friends and family joined in too. One memorable example: “Andrew is fine. You’re the one who needs therapy.”


Soon, the once-confident, badass, MBA-wielding woman with a successful career was plagued by shame and self-doubt. She began to believe the real problem wasn’t her son’s behavior but her inability to handle it. In reality, Jan was merely the victim of something I call grit gaslighting, a common phenomenon where, instead of validating our stress or distress, our commitment to coping with it is questioned. Often, grit gas-lighting comes from people in positions of authority or well-meaning but unaware family and friends.


Still other times, the call is coming from “inside the house.” When we have been conditioned to believe that we can get through any challenge if we just try hard enough, our internal dialogue can grit gaslight ourselves. For me, during the toughest part of my medical crisis, 2:00 a.m. was the ideal time to question my mental toughness. So many people have it so much worse than I do, I’d think, staring at the ceiling. What’s so wrong with me that I can’t handle this?13 (Relative to using others’ suffering as fodder for self grit gaslighting, my wise friend Nick recently quipped, “Remember, it’s not the oppression Olympics.”)


The truth is that several factors outside our control make it difficult to stay resilient, especially under stress. These factors include qualities we possess at birth, like our DNA, nervous system, personality, and temperament, as well as our early childhood experiences and later life events.14 (For an assessment of your risk factors, see Appendix B.) Therefore, assuming that resilience is a choice cruelly denies the challenging reality many people experience. The truth is, we’re not failing at resilience; our total reliance on resilience is failing us.





Myth 3: What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.


Truth: What doesn’t kill us makes being resilient even harder.





In January 1889, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche published a book containing the famous aforementioned aphorism: “What does not kill me makes me stronger.”


That same month, during a morning stroll through the Piazza Carlo Alberta in Turin, Nietzsche witnessed a cab driver violently beating a horse. Rushing toward the tortured animal and shouting incoherently, the philosopher flung his arms around its neck and burst into hysterical sobs. The police were called. After an acquaintance walked Nietzsche home, his condition worsened. Gripped by delusions, he locked himself in his room, screaming at the top of his lungs. He was soon committed to an asylum in Jena and, according to his closest friend, “never emerged again.”


In other words, less than thirty days after going on the record with “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” Nietzsche himself disproved it.


Yet in his belief that the mere experience of adversity strengthens resilience, he was not alone. While this view is attractive, uplifting, and provides a comforting sense of invincibility, resilience researchers note that it “lacks robust empirical evidence.” In fact, the people with the most limited resilience resources are often those who have experienced the most stress in their lives. This suggests that resilience is less an infinite source of strength and more an exhaustible resource that dwindles each time we draw from it.


In fact, the true relationship between stress and resilience generally runs counter to Nietzsche’s theory: rather than boosting resilience, ongoing stress tends to deplete it. Over time, this can be true even for minor stressors, and particularly for chronic challenges across more than one life domain (a.k.a., what life looks like in the chaos era). As one longitudinal study of Chinese college students between 2007 and 2020 found, increasing stressors like economic challenges and social disconnection consistently lowered participants’ resilience levels over time.


For an apt illustration of this phenomenon, let’s turn to a 1998 study by psychologist Mark Muraven and his team. After students watched a distressing movie, some were asked to fully engage with their emotions, while others were asked to suppress them (i.e., resiliently endure). Students in the second group were more fatigued and less energetic; and as their psychological energy depleted, their physical energy did as well.15 This is kind of like how our cell phone’s battery capacity diminishes the more we charge it.16 But unlike a cell phone, we can’t simply upgrade our resilience to a newer model. This is a fitting example of what happens when we follow the “resilience-as-a-muscle” metaphor to its logical conclusion. When we continue working any muscle—adding more and more weight, doing more and more repetitions—it becomes fatigued, and without rest, it will fail completely. By the same token, the belief that more stress makes us stronger merely makes us more vulnerable.


This “what doesn’t kill us” myth can be especially harmful to members of marginalized groups. Beneath it lies the assumption that the “correct” response to inequity is quiet endurance instead of challenging flawed systems. Take author Simran Jeet Singh, who is Sikh and frequently the target of discrimination because of his ethnicity. Once, he mentioned to a friend that he had an unusually difficult week at work. Instead of compassion, his friend hit him with, “You’ve been through much worse. This will be easy for you.” In his friend’s mind, if Singh could endure racism and bigotry, work drama should be a piece of cake.


But the reality is quite literally the opposite. Some experiences that have been shown to reduce our capacity to cope include discrimination, mental illness, chronic illness and disability, and my personal favorite, being female (due to the challenges women face in the world). Moreover, prizing endurance without considering the unique hardships experienced by minorities—youth in foster care, people of Indigenous heritage, LGBTQIA+, soldiers and their families, and people with disabilities or chronic illnesses—can silence these groups from speaking up about their experiences, which can have dire consequences.


For example, I once became horribly sick on a family vacation but powered through because I was trying to be a good sport. Two days after returning home, I was admitted to the hospital with life-threatening complications, only to regret my misguided goal of powering through. And going back to Nietzsche, here’s another fun fact: he experienced chronic, excruciating pain throughout his life. “It is such a strain,” he once wrote, “getting through the day that, by evening there is no pleasure left in life. . . . It does not seem worth it.” Really, it was only a matter of time until the poor man broke!


To summarize, some people have more resilience than others, but we all have our limit. So while we can and should boost our capacity as best we can, we must also remember that, like the budworm-ravaged forests of the late 1970s, every system has a breaking point after which it is exceedingly difficult to bounce back. More broadly, we’d all do well to remember that there isn’t one “right way” to respond to adversity—and falling short on resilience is rarely the personal failure we perceive it to be.







CHAPTER 2: KEY TAKE AWAYS AND TOOLS


“Resilience did not, in fact, predict whether people became better and stronger after crisis.”


• Resilience: The capacity to cope with hard things. A powerful tool to keep us together during shorter-term crises, rather than a singular strategy for coping with challenges long term.


• From resilience myth to resilience reality:


1. Resilience isn’t intended to help us thrive, but to help us survive.


2. We can’t always dramatically improve, or even control, our level of resilience. Some people have more than others, but everyone has their limits.


3. Ongoing or extreme stress usually doesn’t make us stronger; instead, it depletes our resilience and make us more vulnerable to breaking.


• Grit gaslighting: A phenomenon where we, or others, question our coping skills when we are cracking under the weight of our stress.










OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
Shatterproof

How to Thrive in a World of Constant Chaos
(And Why Resilience Isn’t Enough)

‘Brave storytelling,
insightful science, and
wise guidance’
BRENE BROWN

Tasha Eurich

New York Times bestselling author of INSIGHT





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
Shatterproof

How to Thrive in a World of Constant Chaos
(And Why Resilience Isn’t Enough)

Tasha Eurich

MACMILLAN
BUSINESS





