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RESILIENCE

(W8)

WHAT IS RESILIENCE?

We could have called this pamphlet something like When Bad Things Happen to Good People or Coping with Hardship or Bouncing Back After Bad Events – get the picture? 

Generally most people seem to adapt well over time to very challenging and stressful life experiences. What is the quality that enables this? Resilience is that quality that some people seem to have, more than others, to cope and be strong even when they go through difficult times or events. Or, even if they are thrown off balance for a while, emotionally speaking, they seem to recover quite soon and regain their emotional strength. Resilience is described as the ability to withstand and rebound from disruptive life challenges (Luther, Cichetti & Becker, 2000). Others, by contrast, tend to view themselves as victims of stressful events or situations and habitually respond with ongoing anger and blaming.
The traditional Western medical model tends to ask questions such as “what is wrong?”, “what makes people ill?” and “what puts people at risk?” People who study resilience ask a different set of questions, such as “what makes people healthy?”, “what makes people strong?” and “what enables people to cope?”        
HOW RESILIENT ARE YOU?

Take a quick quiz to see how resilient you are:
	
	YES
	NO

	I have several people in my life who give me unconditional love, non-judgemental listening, and who I know are “there for me”                           
	
	

	I am involved in a school, work, faith, or other group where I feel cared for and valued
	
	

	I treat myself  with kindness and compassion, and take time to nurture myself (including getting enough sleep and exercise)
	
	

	I have several people in my life who let me know they believe in my 

ability to succeed
	
	

	I get the message “you can succeed” at my work or my school                   
	
	

	I believe in myself most of the time, and generally give myself
        

positive messages about my ability to do well even in difficult times        
	
	

	My opinion and choice is heard and valued in my personal relationships   
	
	

	I serve/volunteer to help with a cause in my community                              
	
	

	I am involved in one or more positive hobbies in my spare time                  
	
	

	I participate in one or more groups. e.g. club, sports team, faith group       
	
	

	I feel “close to” most people at my work or school
	
	

	Most of my relationships with friends and family have clear, healthy

boundaries (mutual respect, autonomy and giving and receiving)              
	
	

	I experience clear, consistent expectations and rules at school or work      
	
	

	I set and maintain healthy boundaries for myself, saying “no” when I         

need to                                                                                                          
	
	


Congratulate yourself on your ‘yes’ answers and think about how you can change your ‘no’ answers. The conditions in the above questions allow us to bounce back from life’s problems with more power. 

CAN ONE LEARN TO BECOME MORE RESILIENT?

You can learn certain attitudes, skills and behaviours that will boost your resilience.  This brochure examines the development of a personal strategy to build resilience. Research demonstrates that resilience is in fact ‘ordinary’ and not necessarily a trait possessed by so-called extraordinary people. Being resilient doesn’t mean that you won’t experience pain and emotional distress in a difficult or traumatic situation, but it does mean that you can regain your balance and strength, and perhaps even be stronger afterwards than before! It involves learning certain behaviours, thoughts and actions, which anyone can do. 

WHAT ARE THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF RESILIENCE?

A combination of factors promotes resilience. Research indicates that primary among these are caring and supportive relationships. Such relationships are characterized by love, trust, encouragement, security and offer role models. 
Other important factors include coping skills, such as the process of making and executing realistic plans to manage demands that you are facing; realistic self-appraisal and healthy self-esteem; communication and problem-solving skills; and being able to regulate strong emotions and impulses. In addition to improving your coping skills, it is important to develop a belief in yourself and your ability to cope. In Psychology this is referred to as a sense of self-efficacy. Research has shown that people with a belief that they will be able to manage life demands and challenges are more resilient than those who lack that belief.
In addition to good emotional and practical support systems and good coping skills, two other factors are important. The first of these is the ability to understand yourself, others, and the world around you. Research has shown that people find it easier to deal with negative events if they can understand what happened and how it came about. In order to effectively deal with negative events, they need to make sense; one needs to understand the “what,” even if not the “why.” 

Another important factor is the ability to make sense of hardship on an emotional-spiritual level – to find some meaning. When bad things happen, a common question is, “Why me?” Spirituality can help one to put one’s trust in a higher power, to find some purpose, and to come to terms more easily with what had happened. However, even if one is not religious or spiritual, it is possible to find ways for oneself to explain the purpose of difficult life experiences in one’s own life – maybe developing a new skill in the process, learning something about oneself or about others, preparing one for future life events, etc. Research has shown that the ability to find meaning in a bad situation enables people to be more resilient.         

HOW DO I BECOME MORE RESILIENT?

Look at the building blocks of resilience mentioned under the previous heading, and use those as guidelines. In addition, we have some suggestions as to how you can strengthen your coping skills (as well as your feelings of self-efficacy!).
Look After and Develop Your Personal Wellbeing

One never knows what life has in store; you never know when adversity will strike. You’ll find it easier to deal with hardships and setbacks if you feel strong to start off with. It will have the added advantage that, if things don’t go wrong, you’ll feel great anyway!  Develop a “Wellness” perspective on life – try to reach for the goal of being the best you can be, to fulfil your potential, in all areas of life! A person’s life consists of many aspects – such as physical, emotional, spiritual, social, career, intellectual, environmental and financial aspects – so think about what you need to do (or need to do differently) to be the best you can be in all those areas.  (Also see our pamphlet titled All the Buzz about Wellness if you want to know more.)

In addition to thinking about those different life areas mentioned, also take a careful look at your surroundings – not only your physical surroundings, but also your friends and family, your lecturers and other university staff, your culture, your neighbourhood (or university residence), the media, crime, political climate, etc. All of those also have an impact on your wellbeing – directly or indirectly. Consider which aspects in your context may have a negative impact on your wellbeing, and if and how you could possibly change or adjust them, or at least how you could minimise its negative impact on you. Think about how you can create a more positive and supportive environment for yourself; then start doing something about it.       
Build Your Happiness

A recently developed model of happiness describes three types of activities or experiences that contribute to happiness. If one manages to develop satisfactory experiences or activities in all three of these areas, it is described as a “full life” or a “life well-lived” – it sounds like something worth pursuing, and if achieved, would definitely help one to cope with hardship!

1. The first area has to do with engaging in pleasurable activities, trying to increase positive emotions. So, regularly do things that are pleasurable to you – read a book, watch a movie, chat to a friend, relax in the bath, go for a walk, have your favourite meal, listen to music, smell a flower – it is good for you! Some people tend to neglect these activities when they feel stressed, when the workload is too heavy – and that is when you need it most! However, increasing positive emotions does not only have to do with ‘having a good time’ in the here-and-now – also try to increase positive emotions regarding the past and the future by fostering forgiveness, gratitude, hope and optimism.

2. In order to be happy, it is also important to live an engaged life - engage in activities in which you can use your personal strengths (see next section for more on this). Such activities are not always pleasurable in the present and require effort and commitment, but contribute to one’s feelings of fulfilment and life satisfaction. Examples are work, study, long-term friendships and relationships, having and raising children, etc.

3. However, one cannot be optimally happy is one is focused only on one’s own life and one’s narrow circle of friends, family and work or study related activities and experiences. The happiness experts say that one needs to look beyond oneself in order to find or create some purpose, some meaning to one’s life. This can take the form of spirituality or religious faith and involvement, or finding a greater cause to believe in and to strive towards – community involvement, helping others, taking up a leadership role related to something that is important to you, involvement in politics, etc. As a student, you could become a Peer Helper, assist fellow students with disabilities, be a buddy for an international student, serve on the SRC, become a leader (House Committee member) in the residence… whatever you feel passionate about.       
Know and Develop Your Inner Strengths

The relatively new field of Positive Psychology focuses on developing one’s strengths, rather than looking at what is wrong, or focusing on one’s weaknesses. A set of 24 character strengths, relevant across different cultures, were identified by the VIA (Values in Action) project (see http://valuesinaction.org or http://www.authentichappiness.org). These strengths are classified into six broad categories of virtues. Have a look at the list below to see if you can identify your most prominent strengths.
1. Wisdom and Knowledge – cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge 

· Creativity [originality, ingenuity]: Thinking of novel and productive ways to conceptualize and do things; includes artistic achievement but is not limited to it 

· Curiosity [interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience]: Taking an interest in ongoing experience for its own sake; finding subjects and topics fascinating; exploring and discovering 

· Open-mindedness [judgment, critical thinking]: Thinking things through and examining them from all sides; not jumping to conclusions; being able to change one's mind in light of evidence; weighing all evidence fairly 

· Love of learning: Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge, whether on one's own or formally; obviously related to the strength of curiosity but goes beyond it to describe the tendency to add systematically to what one knows 

· Perspective [wisdom]: Being able to provide wise counsel to others; having ways of looking at the world that make sense to oneself and to other people 

2. Courage – emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or internal 

· Bravery [valour]: Not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain; speaking up for what is right even if there is opposition; acting on convictions even if unpopular; includes physical bravery but is not limited to it 

· Persistence [perseverance, industriousness]: Finishing what one starts; persisting in a course of action in spite of obstacles; “getting it out the door”; taking pleasure in completing tasks 

· Integrity [authenticity, honesty]: Speaking the truth, but more broadly presenting oneself in a genuine way and acting in a sincere way; being without pretence; taking responsibility for one's feelings and actions 

· Vitality [zest, enthusiasm, vigour, energy]: Approaching life with excitement and energy; not doing things halfway or half-heartedly; living life as an adventure; feeling alive and activated 

3. Humanity - interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others 

· Love: Valuing close relations with others, in particular those in which sharing and caring are reciprocated; being close to people 

· Kindness [generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, "niceness"]: Doing favours and good deeds for others; helping them; taking care of them 

· Social intelligence [emotional intelligence, personal intelligence]: Being aware of the motives and feelings of other people and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes other people tick 

4. Justice - civic strengths that underlie healthy community life 

· Citizenship [social responsibility, loyalty, teamwork]: Working well as a member of a group or team; being loyal to the group; doing one's share 

· Fairness: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice; not letting personal feelings bias decisions about others; giving everyone a fair chance. 

· Leadership: Encouraging a group of which one is a member to get things done and at the time maintain time good relations within the group; organizing group activities and seeing that they happen. 

5. Temperance – strengths that protect against excess 

· Forgiveness and mercy: Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting the shortcomings of others; giving people a second chance; not being vengeful 

· Humility/Modesty: Letting one's accomplishments speak for themselves; not regarding oneself as more special than one is 

· Prudence: Being careful about one's choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing things that might later be regretted 

· Self-regulation [self-control]: Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined; controlling one's appetites and emotions 

6. Transcendence - strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and provide meaning 

· Appreciation of beauty and excellence [awe, wonder, elevation]: Noticing and appreciating beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in various domains of life, from nature to art to mathematics to science to everyday experience 

· Gratitude: Being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen; taking time to express thanks 

· Hope [optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation]: Expecting the best in the future and working to achieve it; believing that a good future is something that can be brought about 

· Humour [playfulness]: Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people; seeing the light side; making (not necessarily telling) jokes 

· Spirituality [religiousness, faith, purpose]: Having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of the universe; knowing where one fits within the larger scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide comfort 

Research has shown that becoming aware of one’s strengths is not enough to increase one’s happiness in the longer term. One needs to deliberately look for and create opportunities to use one’s strengths in one’s daily life, consistently invent new ways of using one’s strengths – this contributes significantly to building one’s happiness and strengthening one’s resilience.    

Personal Resiliency Builders – More Practical Suggestions
Get connected – build good relationships with friends and family. Accept support when it is offered. Getting involved in community groups, faith-based groups and helping those who are in need are other good ways to build resilience.

Overwhelming obstacles? – generally, we cannot prevent the occurrence of stressful events, but we can decide how we will respond to them. Look ahead and anticipate that things will improve. Watch for small signs that you are feeling better as you tackle the particular problem facing you. 

Accept – those situations that you cannot change, and focus on those you can change.
Keep your goals in sight – try to do something regularly that brings you closer to achieving your goals; accomplishing something small is fine.
Take action – problems and stresses won’t generally disappear unless you take concrete action to address them.
Self-discovery during (and through) hardship – experiencing difficulties often teaches us important things – like relationship skills, increased self-esteem and gratitude for blessings. Some people end up being really nice, really mature people, not in spite of difficulties they had experienced in their lives, but because of those difficulties.   

Build confidence – have faith in your problem solving ability and your intuition.
Focus on the big picture – even when things appear particularly distressing and difficult, maintain your perspective.
Stay optimistic – this enables you to attract the good things that you want in your life to you.
Nurture yourself – your own needs and feelings are important; enjoy pleasurable activities, exercise and keep physically and emotionally ‘fit’.

Ask yourself – how you coped with stressful life events in the past, and this may help you in your response to the present situation.
Be flexible – work on achieving a balance between allowing yourself to experience the pain of a stressful situation and withdrawing to nurture yourself with rest and support from loved ones. 

Create your own – writing about thoughts and feelings, speaking to a counsellor, meditating and accessing your spirituality can bring hope and a sense of connectedness; create your own strategy for building resilience.
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