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Foreword



If there ever was a time to learn effective coping strategies and build greater resilience, it’s now. Surveys and empirical research across the globe reveal that people are in the worst psychological shape they’ve ever been in. It makes sense; we’ve been living through a global pandemic that none of us were prepared for.


I’ve spent the last 25 years studying emotions and emotional intelligence and running around the world teaching the value and importance of developing emotion skills. At 52, I thought I had learned all the strategies I would need to cope with stress and adversity. But then life changed. COVID-19 was the great reminder that we need to be lifelong learners, not knowers. It taught me about the importance of being flexible and having a growth mindset about how to best cope with life when it takes unexpected turns, including living in quarantine, working remotely, and losing loved ones.


But where do we go to learn how to cope? Where do we go when the strategies we’ve relied on, like going to group yoga classes or socialising with friends, are not available to us? What do we do when we’re unexpectedly living with people who need support? (My 80-year-old mother-in-law came to visit us in early March 2020 and was unable to return to her home country of Panama for seven months!) What resource can we rely on to help us find our way out? We go to Dr Erica Frydenberg’s Coping in Good Times and Bad.


Whether it’s the stress of our jobs, family life, or a global pandemic—we all need to learn strategies and new, creative ways to build resilience and cultivate fortitude. That’s why this book is so important. There’s no one way to cope. There’s no one way to build resilience or fortitude. It’s life’s work.


Only a few naturally insightful among us can claim to have the mindsets, skills, and strategies discussed in this book without consciously pursuing them, practising them, and refining them. I had to learn them. The concepts in this book are for people of all ages and personality types—introverted or extraverted, neurotic or happy-go-lucky. What I love about Erica’s approach is that it’s theoretical, practical, and accessible.


I strive to be a lifelong learner. (Though my mother-in-law might say otherwise after observing my coping strategies during the pandemic!) A learner for my personal growth, a learner to support my family’s growth, a learner to enhance my research, writing, and teaching. For me, Coping in Good Times and Bad delivered on its promise. I believe this book will help you to cultivate the knowledge and skills to have the life you want and deserve—and support the people you love and care about to live their best lives, too.


Marc A Brackett


Professor, Yale Child Study Center; founding director, Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence; author, Permission To Feel





Preface: Why I Wrote This Book



I decided to write this book because I wanted to bring together what we know about how we cope well and not so well and, through that, provide a template for a good life, to the extent this is possible. While ‘coping’ and ‘resilience’ have become very commonly used words, existing books in this area tend to focus on dealing with particular kinds of crisis such as trauma, relationship breakdown, anxiety and so on, and pay insufficient attention to the need for a template that guides us through a good life that is underpinned by a positive mindset. Such a book can apply across the life span and can be used in both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ times.


Having practised as a psychologist for many years and published numerous academic books on coping, I set about the task of bringing what I know into one accessible volume for a general audience. Whether you are eighteen or eighty, the same principles apply. I have compiled this book from my research and that of others. It is what I have taught adults (parents, psychologists, health care professionals) and children in numerous settings. The principles remain the same and are so useful. It is the best of what I know and what I teach, and I want to share it with you the reader.


We do have skills to cope, but when we feel we don’t, then we certainly have the capacity to develop helpful coping skills that can be called upon in different circumstances.


In this book we embark on a journey that puts into perspective the everyday language of stress, coping, resilience, wellbeing and fortitude. How we live with these ideas and images influences how we can enjoy our lives, how we can flourish and thrive personally and how we can effectively contribute to our communities, both individually and collectively. Language is what brings to life the thoughts and images that we carry in our heads and provides the building blocks of our actions and communications. Language is not just about what has happened but also about what we want to happen. Sociolinguists understand that. Psychologists operationalise these constructs so that we can measure, evaluate, teach and learn these skills. Because our ultimate goals are resilience and fortitude, it is these constructs that we first consider and retain in our work towards our life goals.


Then I consider the principles by which we live; a philosophy or lifemap which is well served by the positive psychology movement. Coping in Good Times and Bad then examines where all this started a long time ago with the understanding that we all live with stress, and that we have to deal with it as part of our everyday lives. That is coping. Putting it all together means that we know what is involved in dealing with the demands of our lives through the use of coping strategies. As we augment these coping skills, we develop the capacity to be resilient and bounce back from adversity so that we can move forward with fortitude and strength. As we test our coping skills and reflect on whether the strategies help or hinder us, we consider the best and worst of the coping skills so we can make an informed judgement as to what to do more of, or less of, to enhance our wellbeing. Emotions and emotional intelligence are key tools to help us cope better. Whether we are born with the personality characteristics that are helpful matters less if we can acquire the skills along the way. Having a growth mindset, being optimistic and having a sense of humour are all key for a coping repertoire. And as we grow our coping resources we want to try to retain a balance so as not to tip over the edge and become ill, despairing or burnt out.


In a fast-paced changing world we can ground ourselves to savour the moment and pause to consider what is important to sustain our health and wellbeing, and to focus in particular on the relationships that matter.


How people have used this book


Those readers who have had the opportunity to utilise the earlier edition of this book have shared the many ways that they have found it helpful. Readers have confirmed that Coping in Good Times and Bad translates academic research into accessible narratives and strategies that can be used by people in their everyday lives.


Partners and friends reading various chapters report highlighting what is of interest and value to them. By sharing those insights, it is possible to broaden the scope of where growth or change is wanted. The book provides concrete ways of understanding each other better. As one user commented, ‘sometimes you don’t realise that you are sinking until you have an “ah-ha moment” and that was the case with some of the examples you set out in the book.’ That is when the tools outlined in the book become useful, filling an identified need to utilise strategies to stop that sinking feeling early enough to make a difference.


Coping in Good Times and Bad can be tackled chapter by chapter by individuals or as a group of two or more persons; a discussion group can be established to consider the focus and insights gleaned from each chapter. Whether the book is used to learn and grow to deal with one’s own circumstances or to tackle issues of parenting or leadership in general, the core principles of coping and wellbeing apply. We can make wellbeing happen.


The importance of language is emphasised, words are tools to help us to instigate practice. We can use the experiences of how we have coped with previous challenges and frame these coping experiences in a way that creates, fosters and nourishes both resilience and fortitude.


One reader found that while travelling on a long-haul flight it was easy to summarise the book in an ideographic format, with boxes linking ideas that were relevant to her career and particular stage of life. She then went about using the same format with interlinking boxes to develop a plan for strategy and skill development.


The COVID-19 epidemic tested us globally but as I was writing this preface in the first month of 2025, with wars raging in several parts of the world, divisive political leadership changes in other parts, apocalyptic bushfires in Los Angeles, earthquakes in Tibet, a sailor overboard in high seas, a medical student lost for thirteen days in in the wilderness in Mt Kosciuszko National Park, Australia, while surviving on two muesli bars, wild berries and water, there is no limit to the experiences that individuals and communities have to endure. This includes pain, suffering and losses big and small. There are countless challenges that have to be dealt with in both a practical and psychological way. Sometimes it is possible to be proactive and at other times it is the adjustment after the event that has to be dealt with.


Coping in Good Times and Bad provides a format for considering how we live our lives in the best way possible, taking account of the diverse circumstances that we find ourselves in. With the philosophical underpinnings of positive psychology and a positive mindset, we can draw on ideas past and present to enhance our skills and resources in a mindful way, to cope with what life dishes up and to augment our resilience and fortitude.


The book provides a selection of good ideas that help develop practices that enrich your life to make it as good and fulfilling as it can be. The tools are there for the taking. Enjoy the journey.
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In Your Head: The Models You Carry


Fortitude is an attitude towards life’s challenges—a positive attitude indicating one is not shaken by life’s events. I see it as courage in the face of adversity.


– Tim, psychologist


Over the years I have interviewed many high achievers in various domains of life, including elite athletes, entrepreneurs, business owners, medical specialists who are at the top of their field, company directors, performers and writers. What comes out in the course of these conversations most frequently is the messages that people carry in their heads to see them through tough times.


For example, the Ethiopian surgeon Mitiku ‘Miti’ Belachew (see Chapter 11), who journeyed from his village as a young shepherd to become a world leader in his field, carried his father’s mantra in his head: ‘Don’t try to move the mountain—achieve what you can.’ The student writer who recovered from endless manuscript rejections was encouraged by his teacher-mentor telling him, ‘You can always find a different path to the same destination.’ The concert pianist met the challenge of playing the most difficult Rachmaninov pieces by adhering to her mother’s mantra, ‘How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.’ A successful businessman carries his father’s mantra with him: ‘Two heads are better than one’; and a young cosmetics entrepreneur’s mother reminded her that ‘Being different is a badge of honour.’ These are just some of the kinds of messages that can inspire you to keep going when the going gets tough. And they are usually messages or mantras you carry in your head, often from childhood.


I had been practising as a psychologist and teaching counselling skills to psychology students for many years before I fully appreciated that when a counsellor walks into a session with a client, they carry in their heads only a few key principles. In the counselling context I taught three key skills: listening, assertiveness, and problem-solving. I look at these skills in Chapter 9, but the important point here is that when you are looking to build fortitude, resilience and wellbeing, you need to have a few key messages fixed in your head and have good practices as part of your habitual ways of coping. That is what this book is about.


First, let us consider the language we use to propel us forward—what images are conjured up in our minds when we utter particular words.


Before psychology was developed as a discipline, many philosophers had appreciated the link between words, our brains and our actions. For example, John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) saw language as the light of the mind, and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) considered words as not only describing but also making the world.


I recently asked a range of professionals what came to their mind when I used the words ‘coping’, ‘resilience’ and ‘fortitude’. I tabulated the responses, some of which appear in the table at the end of this chapter, and what is clear is that these words are in our vernacular or everyday language, and people often use them interchangeably. My sample of professionals generally recalled strong and helpful aspects of their behaviour, survival and successes. What I try to do in this book is to clarify these concepts from a psychological perspective to help you move forward in the best way possible to a life of fulfilment and satisfaction.


Professor Joseph Lo Bianco, an eminent sociolinguist and policy contributor, makes the point that there is a radical difference between everyday conversational usage of words, technical dictionary meanings, and words used in various disciplines. He stresses context as the critical feature of meaning, and says that the way in which people perform and make meaning, rather than just ‘receive’ preset and fixed meanings, is influenced by the context of the words. Context matters, and what these three words mean to you is what is important. As a psychologist, my goal is to make what these words represent in your head help you to live your life in the best possible way. For Lo Bianco, the collective or community is all-important both for resilience and for coping. And while much of what we say in relation to coping focuses on the task in hand that challenges the individual, collectives and communities are often the secret of an individual’s success. Collectives and communities can be called on to pool their material and personal resources, particularly at times of recovery from trauma. Making the unconscious or automatic conscious is also important when trying to understand and initiate changes to your behaviour in challenging situations.


To Lo Bianco, ‘fortitude’ brings to mind a painting, The Allegory of Good and Bad Government, by Ambrogio Lorenzetti (1338–39). He says,




Fortitude in this work and in my understanding relates to courage and how it is both present in the citizenry but also brought forth by leaders who show by example and encouragement … like a civic expectation for allowing the community to prosper. In this respect it goes to interdependence between the individual and the group … it is like a societal value. So, bravery, courage and endurance towards a greater end are associated with fortitude for me. Because I associate fortitude with the cardinal virtues, it takes its place with prudence, temperance and justice and so it has this grander, more historical association for me. The cardinal virtues have a complex relationship with the theological virtues, at least in the Lorenzetti painting, of faith, hope and charity, but together they represent an entire social philosophy as well as psychological characteristics.1





Psychologists such as myself approach these matters a little differently. First we define each word or concept and look at its various meanings, then we do extensive research to see what is known about how people use the word or concept. Next, we think about how we can use that knowledge and understanding to help build resilience and fortitude in ourselves and others.


Fortitude is what you build up through the use of your coping resources. I find it useful to see coping skills and resources as the building blocks, resilience as the ability to bounce back and recover using those resources, and fortitude as the capacity you have built to be the strongest or the best you can be.


A substantial body of psychological research describes the best resources for coping, resilience and fortitude. In later chapters I describe important concepts and resources that are well supported in the research that contribute to fortitude and can be learned. The concepts include emotional intelligence, mindset, grit, avoiding burnout, self-regulation, attachment and belonging. I talk about what you can learn from the research and how you can come to realise the importance of carrying in your head, visually or metaphorically, the building blocks of coping, balanced by the concept of resilience and the goal of fortitude. Try to conjure up images that work for you.


Fortitude


In plain language, fortitude means ‘strength’. It comes from the Latin word forte, meaning strong. Over the years most people have come to define fortitude as bravery in the face of adversity. Really it means having the courage or the resources to cope with whatever life dishes up. Our journey through life is not linear: it has peaks and troughs, and sometimes we are thrown a curveball. Fortitude is about having the resources, inner strength and capacity to deal with life’s challenges, be they small, large or just felt to be large. It is about having the mental and emotional strength to face difficulty, adversity, danger or temptation courageously and perhaps think beyond the self and consider the good of others. Fortitude is also made up of our values and beliefs.


What makes the concept of fortitude so appealing is that we can associate it with our everyday experiences. Most of us can relate to strength and recovery. Many of us go to the gym to do daily exercises to build up muscular strength; athletes train by doing more of what is required to achieve a desired performance level. We set goals and strive to reach them. We work towards goals in a sequential manner, step by step, and thus build up our capacity and confidence. It is much the same with our ability to deal with life: we can learn skills and build capacity, whether through our own tenacity or by utilising the resources we can access to make us strong and build a preparedness to face adversity. Fortitude is the tank where your coping skills are stored. You want to keep filling that tank.


Think of the visual images that fortitude brings to your mind, and work with those images as you strive to build that capacity. You might see the mythical figure Atlas balancing a huge globe on his shoulders, or a famous Olympian at the starting blocks, or a world number 1 tennis player proudly holding their trophy. These aspirational, visual images can keep you motivated in the pursuit of fortitude.


We are often told to aim to be our ‘best self’. Everyone interprets that in different ways. Throughout this book you will learn that your best self is a striving akin to fortitude. You can build physical strength through a particular exercise regime. Similarly, you can build emotional strength through an emotion exercise regime that involves improving self-awareness, gaining knowledge of what is required, taking action and reviewing what you have done. Similarly, with coping skills, you can learn to understand what works and what doesn’t, acquire skills, put them into practice and review the situation, all the time benefiting from experience as you build your capacity. That is fortitude.


When I asked Professor Marc Brackett from Yale University his thoughts on the word fortitude, his immediate response was that it encompasses values such as ‘being a good person’, ‘doing the right thing’, ‘being upright’ and being able to ‘self-regulate’. These values—and doing not just the right thing but doing good—are well accounted for in the philosophy and orientation of positive psychology, which underpins this book and is described in detail in Chapter 2. Furthermore, self-regulation is about not just the management of our emotions but being able to deal with them to achieve the best outcomes.


Emotions are the fabric of all of our experiences. Imagine that you are stuck in slow traffic, late for your next appointment, and someone wants to cut in front of your car. Do you wave them in and then feel good about your patient, generous gesture, or do you say to yourself, ‘No! Every car length counts as I need to reach my destination in a hurry’? How do you feel inside: tense, angry, helpless? Do you put on some relaxing music and do the best you can? Do you take charge of your emotions, or do they take hold of you? Fortitude is being aware of your emotions and having the skills to manage them. I will talk a lot more about resources, coping skills and emotions in later chapters, but try to carry an image of fortitude with you. It will be a substantial, firm platform that has the capacity to incorporate all that is helpful to make you thrive rather than just survive.


Resilience


‘Resilience’ has become part of our everyday vernacular, but what is in your head when you think about it? Resilience and coping are closely linked, with resilience considered as the ability to ‘bounce back’ despite adversity or setbacks, generally achieved by having good coping resources. Coping is what demonstrates our capacity to bounce back in a personal sense or as a collective of individuals. That is why people talk about resilient families, resilient communities and resilient environments. Coping can be construed as what we do—the process—and resilience can be seen as the outcome.


The word resilience comes from the Latin salire, to spring up, and resilire, to leap or spring back—hence the ‘bounce back’ concept. Some researchers describe resilience as recovery, sustainability and growth from an individual or a collectivist perspective; the latter might relate to an organisation, a neighbourhood, a community, a city, a state or even a nation.


Some researchers consider resilience to be adaptation, which has three features.


The first is bounce-back or recovery from setbacks. Some setbacks may be minor disappointments, such as when you watch that train or bus leave just as you arrive at the station or stop; or when you miss out on being selected for a team you wanted to be part of. Then there are the losses associated with relationships, which may be mildly important (such as the party to which you were not invited) or more major (such as that friend you thought would be there for life who has moved on). Then there are the very significant losses, such as the job you lost because of the economic downturn, the promotion you didn’t receive, or the performance that didn’t go so well for you. We build the resources to bounce back from losses through coping, and our coping skills go into the stockpile of coping strategies to build our resilience and fortitude.


The second aspect of resilience is sustainability. For example, during the early COVID-19 years many home gardeners emerged, choosing to grow their own vegetables to save money or to be self-sufficient in meeting their daily needs. Others might build sustainability by growing their bank balance or taking out insurance so that they can deal with adversities that arise.


When it comes to resilience there tends to be an emphasis on adversity, but I believe that our ultimate perspective should include talk about health, wellbeing and capacity to flourish. Hence, the third aspect of resilience is growth so that you are able to increase your capacity to deal with whatever comes your way. You invest in your health and wellbeing, and grow your stamina through exercise; similarly, by building your coping resources you can build your capacity to deal with life. Some resilience researchers acknowledge that this is best done through the lens of coping, which is about not only adaptation but also building your coping resources.


These three aspects of resilience, when taken together and using the coping process, are very much like the building blocks of fortitude.


The effectiveness of your coping strategies and the nature of your resilience may vary from one situation to another. Ideally, you have stored good coping strategies in your resilience stockpile that you can draw upon in particular circumstances. A family court judge whom I interviewed told me she dealt with difficult judgements and cases day in, day out. She describes herself as resilient in the workplace but when it comes to challenges at home, she feels vulnerable. In a particular crisis some people are good while others fall apart. It is difficult to be confidently resilient in all circumstances, hence your individual life experiences can contribute to your individual, more permanent stockpile of coping resources to be drawn upon to build resilience and, ultimately, fortitude.


What images does ‘resilience’ bring to your mind? Maybe it is a balancing act doing what needs to be done as you gradually contribute to your achievement of fortitude. A visual metaphor that might resonate with adventure enthusiasts and links well with the concept of resilience is the notion of bungee jumping through life. When you bungee jump, you are suspended from a great height while attached to an ‘elastic’ cord. You are launched from a tall structure, building or bridge across a ravine or a cliff. You get an adrenaline rush as the cord extends and you bounce up and down before you are hauled back to the launching pad. Other sports, such as trampolining, provide a more modest thrill from jumping. There is a leap and a recovery.


Regardless of the visual images you carry, what many people like about resilience is that it fits well with a positive view of the world. It derives from a philosophy that what we know is based on verifiable facts. We know when we are resilient, if we are able to react to a situation and bounce back after an adverse event. One of the key researchers in this field, Ann Masten, describes resilience as ‘ordinary magic’ (which is also the title of her 2001 book). Her thesis is that resilience doesn’t come from rare or extraordinary qualities but is part of everyday human experience in individuals, families or communities. We have the resources in our minds and bodies as an outcome of our development. It is both helpful and optimistic to say that resilience is part of healthy development, so striving for wellbeing and healthy development should contribute to our capacity to be resilient.


Some people talk about resilience as a ‘magic bullet’ that is too good to be true. Your resilience may be confined to a particular situation or transferable across different situations. For example, everyday experiences and adaptations may not provide enough magic to help someone overcome the effects of adversity in their early childhood or tackle their difficult life circumstances in adulthood. Therefore, a person’s environment needs to be taken into account. In Chapter 4 I talk about helpful and unhelpful coping in a general sense as well as in specific situations, and how to assess what works and what doesn’t work. How individuals compensate or make good their adverse circumstances may take more than individual capacity, so environments and collectives have an important part to play in recovery. John Donne captured this in a phrase in his 1624 work Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: ‘No man is an island.’ As human beings, we are interconnected.


Despite the fact that psychologists love to measure everything, resilience is an elusive construct. Unlike coping, which consists of thoughts, feelings and actions and has a long-established history of being measured, resilience is not so readily quantifiable, particularly given that a judgement is implied about what is an effective outcome. So, it is difficult to measure resilience and consider how it might contribute to wellbeing unless we consider it in the context of coping—that is, how you have coped in a particular situation determines how resilient you have been.


Throughout this book I include quotes from colleagues that describe what they think of when they hear the words ‘fortitude’, ‘resilience’, ‘wellbeing’ and ‘coping’. People carry mental images, definitions and examples in their head, but psychologists have techniques for measuring these concepts and can make use of these measures to help us understand human behaviour and how to have an effect on it. The measurement of a concept or construct is most useful if there is clarity on what is being measured and what it can predict. Measurement provides what we term scientific or empirical evidence, which can be understood and replicated by others. Coping lends itself to that sort of measurement and there have been decades of research using various measurement tools.


More recently, the burgeoning interest in resilience has led to the development of numerous resilience measures. Nineteen of these were considered by researchers Gill Windle, Kate Bennett and Jane Noyes where personal qualities such as attitudes, intentions, family and community supports were taken into account. They concluded that there is no gold standard in resiliency measures. Personal attributes such as optimism and motivation are important, as is flexibility in having a range of resources to call upon. Nevertheless, it is also true that those who are most vulnerable through lack of personal, interpersonal or communal resources are more likely to react impulsively or have poorer regulation of their emotions and so are likely to be less resilient.


The question to consider is what is more important: the personal attributes or the environmental ones, or an interaction between the two? A combination of inherited characteristics and environmental impacts is the conclusion that many researchers have come to; I consider this in Chapter 8 in relation to personality and the contribution of genetics.


One group of researchers wanted to see why some police officers recover from trauma and stress and remain psychologically robust or strong (having the fortitude or courage to go back to the front line). They tested the officers at the commencement of their training, then twelve months later and ten years later, to determine what was helpful when they dealt with difficult situations. The officers were tested on optimism, positive thinking, emotional competence, health practices and their use of support from others. The researchers found that taking into account the environment, physical behaviours and cognitions (thinking), when police officers were faced with adversity, effective strategies were: having helpful health practices, using adaptive coping and the help of others, and being optimistic.


So, for some people resilience is about being able to rebound or bounce back from adversity, but for others it is more than that: it is about the ability to maintain psychological and physical health despite adversity. Regardless of the way you look at it, it is good to have the capacity to recover and bounce back and to have a range of coping strategies for adjusting and going the distance.


For some, resilience is a return to homeostasis or equilibrium, but for Stevan Hobfoll, a key coping researcher (see Chapter 3), resilience means two things:




First, I refer to people’s ability to withstand the most negative consequences of stressful challenges, even the traumatic challenges they face. Second, I refer to the extent people remain vigorous, committed, and absorbed in important life tasks … amidst significant challenge.





Hobfoll’s way of looking at resilience clearly focuses on positive adaptation in the face of adversity.


Various factors contribute to resilience. The obvious one that people focus on is our biology and genetic make-up. We all know that everyone is born with different physiological capacities. However, researchers such as the late English psychiatrist Sir Michael Rutter believe that while genetic influences play a significant role in resilience, they do not have the foremost effect: our development through life at various ages and stages also plays an important and critical role. A four-year-old, twelve-yearold and 24-year-old are clearly at different life stages and learning, with different ways of adapting to the same experience. Additionally, what needs to be taken into account is what happens along the life journey. Strong attachments to parents and family, strong relationships with peers and competence with language as a vehicle of communication make a difference. Furthermore, the four-year-old, twelve-year-old and 24-yearold may live in different communities and different family settings, and have different educational opportunities or experiences. All those environmental factors will contribute to their life experience and the components of resilience each will subsequently develop


Human development is a lifelong process that is shaped by where and how you live. You have what is called ‘agency’ or control over your life in many ways, the most important being your actions. There are transitions and turning points.


Resilience is also about how you interact with your environment; it is a two-way street. People’s responses to all kinds of stresses and adversities vary enormously. For example, positive cheerful people may find it easy to make friends, and friends will rally to them when they experience problems, while shy introverts are likely to have a different experience traversing a setback. So what researchers try to do is identify the risk factors for individuals and communities in particular situations. When drought hits, it is experienced by a rural farming community in a different way from those living in a city. Looking out for those who may be the hardest hit by a loss of harvest or a loss of income is what people do in a responsible community that cares.


Resilience can be viewed as a measure of stress coping ability. When psychologists try to measure resilience they ask questions such as:


• Do your past experiences help you to cope with challenges?


• Do you feel that you are in control of your life?


• Do you like to rise above challenges, or give up?


• Do you have a strong sense of purpose?


• Do you usually give your best effort, think clearly and turn to help when needed?


Resilience can be achieved from repeated brief exposures to negative experiences, and it can, in a sense, become an inoculation against stress. Individual differences in responses to adversity may reflect biological pathways that are influenced by genes. For some researchers, such as American geriatrics expert Barbara Resnick, adversity is critical to the development of resilience. She writes, ‘Humans have the ability to adapt in the face of adversity, it is a component of personality.’ Regardless of the influence of genes, personality or personal history, it is possible to arm people with skills and resources to withstand adversity and learn from experience during their life course. This is best achieved through the lens of coping. You can become an effective evaluator of your own coping abilities and gain the insight that will allow you to contribute to your individual adaptation and growth.


Breaking point and tipping points


Two decades ago, journalist Malcolm Gladwell popularised the concept of ‘tipping points’ in his book The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. It might take only one event to turn the tide, but there is a cumulative aspect to change that fits well with the concept of fortitude and the use of building blocks.


Social phenomena such as the French Revolution or the spark that ignited World War I in Sarajevo, which was when Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was shot to death along with his wife, Sophie, by the Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip on 28 June 1914, illustrate that collectives can tip over. But individuals also have this capacity. Sometimes we call it losing your temper, which can have moderate or outright disastrous impacts.


Every person has a ‘breaking point’: some are crushed by adversity, others thrive. While there often is a strong emphasis placed on what happens in your childhood and your physical and emotional comfort or lack of it during that time, early experiences alone do not predetermine your life path. What happens along the way also plays a role: your opportunities or the lack of them, your motivation or drive to succeed, and the obstacles you encounter. Overall, it is your perception of these experiences that makes a difference. Do they harm you or make you stronger? The more risks you are exposed to, the greater the likelihood that resilience diminishes if you have not built up a bank of coping skills and resources to draw upon when the need arises. In addition to the coping skills and resources, having goals and a belief that you are able to build up resilience can make all the difference.


It is difficult or perhaps impossible to determine an individual’s breaking point. Both personal history and situation play a part. Additionally, since luck (good and bad) and happenstance are commonplace, so is adversity likely to impact on resilience. Some people thrive under challenging circumstances, while others do it tougher. What is universally helpful is to see yourself as having power over your own actions, and to see resilience as being underpinned by relationships, where being interconnected and able to draw upon the support of others, whether real or imagined, contributes to your resilience.


‘Resilience is in part about putting adversity behind you and getting on with the hustle and bustle of life,’ wrote researcher RA Lemay. Lemay reflected on how survivors of the Holocaust in World War II often thought of themselves as lucky and how they made successful lives in America. He said that this was testament to the fact that ‘Coping is the science of remarkable people whereas resilience is the story of how remarkable people can be.’


A close friend’s 95-year-old mother, Vera, recently moved into a residential setting by choice, while she is still independent and able to drive her own car. The first time I visited her, she showed me around the building. It was spacious but her room was small—able to sit the two of us comfortably and perhaps one other. I was impressed to see that she had an exercise bicycle in her bathroom; she told me that she sometimes used it in the middle of the night when she could not sleep. During the day she joins in activities and as the building has ample walkways she walks, often with a stick for stability. Vera survived the Holocaust and made a successful life with her husband and two daughters in Australia, and always dresses immaculately. She listens to the news regularly and engages with her children and grandchildren despite their contemporary life choices, which are different from anything she has known or could have imagined. The horrors experienced during the Holocaust did not tip her over the edge but made her appreciate what she has. She often talks about doing good for others. I enjoy visiting her because her very existence and positive demeanour inspire confidence in me. She epitomises resilience and fortitude and continues to build her capacity in the form of physical strength and relationship resources. She rarely says no when invited to join in a card game. You might say I visit Vera to build up my own resilience and fortitude. We certainly enjoy our conversations, but to me she is inspiring in her interest in life and her children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren and her willingness to work hard to keep living.


One of the pioneers of the positive psychology movement, Felicia Huppert, said to her children and grandchildren ‘love *lasts* longer than life’. It is a meaningful guiding principle to live by. There are many other principles and mantras throughout this volume that have helped people guide them through life-all in the positive vein.



GUIDING PRINCIPLES



Throughout history philosophers have lived by guiding principles. They have focused on things that matter, to accompany a simple set of rules to live by. While Vera’s guiding principles might be rather unique to her circumstances, most of us move through life with our own versions. Sometimes we are not consciously aware of these principles until we are asked questions such as ‘What is the philosophy you live with? What are the messages in the back of your mind that guide you at times of stress and times of good fortune?’ Have a go at answering the questions below before you move on to Chapter 2, where the theory and philosophy that underpin this book are described.
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