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Power of Resilience: Chapter One                                                                         


This is a modified version of Chapter One of The Power of Resilience: Achieving Balance, Confidence, and Personal Strength in Your Life by Robert Brooks and Sam Goldstein published by McGraw-Hill, 2004.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 
Resilient Mindsets, Negative Scripts, and Personal Control  


  As a young boy Alex Proctor thought he was “retarded.”   He grew up during a time when we knew little about learning disabilities. He experienced great difficulty in school, especially learning to read.  In the fifth grade, his reading level was equivalent to that of a second grader.  He would study a list of words in the evening, only to forget their correct spelling the next day.  He was retained in the fifth grade, an intervention that proved ineffective.  Not only did his reading difficulties continue but he also experienced the ongoing “humiliation of being called dumb and stupid” by several of his classmates.  His teachers, failing to understand the nature of his problems, exhorted him to “study harder,” comments that implied he was not giving 100% and could succeed if only he possessed the will to do so.  The death of his father of cancer when Mr. Proctor was in seventh grade added to a stressful home situation. 


Mr. Proctor dropped out of high school and went to work as a custodian.  He married at the age of 21 and two years later he and his wife had their first child, a son.  Two years after the birth of their child and with the support of his wife, he began a window cleaning business, offering services for both offices and homes.  He sought the advice of a childhood friend in the advertising field for strategies to market his services.  Much to Mr. Proctor’s surprise, his business began to “take off” and he soon hired two assistants.  A second son was born, the business expanded, and Mr. Proctor and his wife bought a home.  


When Mr. Proctor was 32, his younger son who was struggling in school just as he had, was diagnosed with a learning disability.  When the clinician explained the reasons for the diagnosis, Mr. Proctor blurted out, “That’s me!  My son has the same problems I have.  I finally know I’m not stupid.”  At the recommendation of this clinician Mr. Proctor proceeded to complete testing and, not surprisingly, was also diagnosed with a learning disability.  Possessing an understanding of his learning problems, he fulfilled a long sought but unfulfilled dream of obtaining his GED.  With the encouragement of his wife and with the addition of several more staff at his business, he made time to take a class at a local community college.  He achieved an “A.”  He continued to take courses and moved on to a four-year college.  At the age of 42, Mr. Proctor received his bachelor’s degree with honors.  He observed, “I didn’t need the degree for my work.  I needed it for myself.”  


Alex has a younger brother, Tim, who also struggled in school.  As a teenager Tim followed partially in his bother’s footsteps by dropping out of school.  However, rather than finding steady employment, he became addicted to drugs.  To support his addiction, he resorted to armed robbery.  He was caught and sent to prison.  Upon being released, Alex offered Tim a job in his company.  Tim accepted but quickly resumed his drug use and criminal actions.  He was apprehended and sentenced to prison again.  Alex wondered, “Why did I go in one direction and Tim in another?”

Resilient Mindsets


What permitted Alex to succeed in life while his brother continued down a path of self-destruction?  What are the factors that help some adults to bounce back while others languish in feelings of helplessness and hopelessness?  Why do some individuals attain goals that could have never been predicted from their life circumstances?  What is the inner strength that propels some people such as Roslyn Smith to overcome mighty obstacles in their path?


Ms. Smith, a 36-year-old woman, grew up in poverty.  She lived in an area of the city where muggings, homicides, and drug deals were common.  One of her brothers was killed in a gang fight, while one of her sisters overdosed on heroin.  She was the first member of her family to attend college.  She commuted to college, continuing to live at home, an apartment above a bar.  She also worked many hours a week to support herself, a younger sibling, and her ailing mother.  She spent as much time as possible studying at the college library since the noise level at home was “unbearable.”  After obtaining her college degree she worked for a social welfare agency and went to school in the evening to earn a master’s degree in Social Work.


Successful adults such as Alex Proctor and Roslyn Smith may be viewed as resilient.  The word success should not be confused or equated with one’s income.  As we will discuss more fully in this book, success in life encompasses features such as positive relationships with others, contentment at work and in our other roles (e.g., as a mother, father, co-worker), and a feeling of optimism.  Although in some scientific circles the word resilient has been applied only to individuals who have overcome stress and hardship, it is a concept that should be expanded to become a primary focus of each person’s life, whether or not that person has experienced great adversity.  All of us encounter some degree of stress and challenges within the everyday occurrences of life.  No one can predict which of us will at some point face unimagined adversity.  


Resilient individuals are those possessing a set of assumptions or attitudes about themselves that impact on their behaviors and the skills they develop.  In turn, these behaviors and skills influence this set of assumptions so that a dynamic process is constantly operating.  We call this set of assumptions, “a mindset.”  A resilient mindset is composed of several main features.  These include feeling in control of one’s life, knowing how to fortify one’s “stress hardiness,” being empathic, displaying effective communication and other interpersonal skills, possessing solid problem-solving and decision-making skills, establishing realistic goals and expectations, learning from both success and failure, being a compassionate and contributing member of society, living a responsible life based on a set of thoughtful values, and feeling special (not self-centered) while helping others to feel the same.  Possessing a resilient mindset does not imply that one is free from stress, pressure, and conflict, but rather that one can successfully cope with problems as they arise.


We also use the word mindset to capture an important premise of this book.  Mindsets can be changed.  The development of mindsets or assumptions about ourselves and others is a complex process based upon the interaction of our unique temperament with life experiences.  However, mindsets are not cast in stone.  The more we understand the beliefs that guide our behaviors, the more successfully we can engage in the process of replacing counterproductive, self-defeating assumptions with those that will lead to a more resilient, fulfilling life.  There are guideposts we can follow and activities in which we can engage that will facilitate the process of strengthening a resilient mindset.  Unfortunately, there are also roadblocks to developing a resilient mindset, roadblocks that may be viewed as “negative scripts.”

Negative Scripts: Obstacles to a Resilient Mindset

Have you ever found yourself engaging in the same behaviors repeatedly with negative results?  If you answered “yes,” you are not alone.  In our clinical practice and workshops we have heard countless examples of individuals following the same script day after day with predictable negative results.  It is as if they are actors who have rehearsed their lines and cannot deviate from the script.  The script can dictate a man ending a relationship when he is asked to make a commitment, a woman fearful of showing anger even when justified, parents telling their children for 10 years to clean their rooms with little success, a father whose first comment to his son when coming home from work each evening is “did you do your homework?” or a couple that insists their marriage would be better if only the other person makes changes.  


When we repeat behaviors that lead to positive outcomes such as a man telling his wife and children each day that he loves them, a woman conveying appreciation to her staff, or a project leader delegating responsibilities to those in his group in order to reinforce their sense of ownership, we are justified in calling these behaviors positive scripts.  However, when our predictable behaviors are counterproductive or self-defeating but we continue to engage in them, a negative script is operating.  These negative scripts, which can impact on all aspects of our personal and professional lives, serve as obstacles to developing a resilient mindset.


Some individuals are not aware they are trapped in a negative script even if it may be obvious to their friends and relatives.  Some individuals blame their behavior on others, shouting the refrain, “If only my kids (or wife or co-workers) would change, then I would be more relaxed.”  Often the first drafts of negative scripts are written in childhood and acted throughout our adult lives.  Until you can recognize these scripts and take responsibility for your actions, they will continue unabated.  Unfortunately, the longer they exist, the more entrenched they are likely to become, precluding opportunities for improvisation and spontaneity.

“They Just Don’t Get It!”

Jeremy Butler was an innovative, brilliant engineer.  He left college at the end of his junior year to concentrate all of his time and energy to develop his own company.  His work engulfed him.  After several frustrating years, a product he designed was successful.  By the time he was 35 years old, his company was worth millions.  He had many employees but happiness eluded him.  At the age of 30 he had married but within two years the marriage ended.  Mr. Butler and his wife did not have any children.  After the divorce, he had no other serious relationships.


Mr. Butler came to see us when he was 37 at the recommendation of his physician because of anxiety, depression, and insomnia.  In the course of our evaluation Mr. Butler focused his remarks on his work.  He described all of his efforts to build up his company even when some people doubted him.  As he spoke of his accomplishments there was little evidence of any joy or satisfaction.  Instead, a sense of sadness pervaded the conversation. 


He explained, “My father was the kind of person who thought he knew what was best for me and everyone.  He was always telling me what to do even as a kid.  When I quit college, he went wild and told me what a big mistake it was, that it was too risky.  I told him if the business didn’t work out I could always go back to school but he couldn’t understand.  I also had a professor for a couple of courses.  He really reminded me of my father.  He always came across in class as having the right answer.  Although he said he welcomed views different from his own, when they were offered he had numerous ways of putting them down.  When I told him I was leaving college, he said I didn’t have the skills to start my own business, that I wasn’t disciplined enough.  I showed them.”


We asked about the business today.  He responded, “It’s doing okay but I wish I had a better group of managers.  They just don’t get it!  I’ve tried to delegate responsibility but they just don’t seem to have the creativity to come up with new ideas.  Several of my managers have left.  When I ask why, they say I don’t really listen to them, that I’m too critical.  But what can I do if when I try to give them responsibility, when I encourage them to come up with ideas, they fail miserably!  It’s little wonder that I’m feeling down and anxious.  I’m surrounded by people who are incompetent and may cause my business to suffer.  I’ve got to learn to hire better people.  I wouldn’t be sitting here today feeling anxious if I knew that I had managers I could count on.  And to think that they blame me for not listening to them!  How can I listen if they don’t respond to what I ask them to do?”


Mr. Butler continued to attribute his problems to his managers.  Since this was his focus we asked him to describe some of the interactions he had with his managers. 

He said, “I can tell you something that happened a few weeks ago that is a perfect example of what I’m talking about.  We are developing a new product.  I sat down with the four managers involved in the project.  I outlined the goals of the project and then asked each of them to come back to me the following week with their plans to meet these goals.  I really wanted them to take some initiative.  When we met the following week I shouldn’t have been surprised.  I heard ideas that were not very sophisticated or creative.  This has happened so often.”


We asked how he reacted.


“I was frustrated as I often am and I said, ‘Is that the best you can do?’  I expect more.  We’ll never be successful if you keep coming up with these kinds of ideas!”


“How did the managers respond?”


Mr. Butler said, “They sat there.  I could tell they were annoyed but someone has to light a fire under them.”  He then paused and said, “One handed in his resignation letter the next day.  He just couldn’t take the pressure.  Hopefully, I can find someone who can.”


In hearing Mr. Butler’s exchange with his managers, you might easily wonder why would such an intelligent man say things that obviously create friction with his staff.  One need not possess an advanced degree in psychology to predict that his behavior would contribute to an unhappy, unproductive group of managers.  Yet, it was as if he were wearing blinders, unable to see what seemed so apparent.  He continued to persist with this behavior, his negative script, and was upset when his employees did not improve.  


In our work with Mr. Butler, which we will describe in detail later in the book, we focused not only on helping him to become more aware of how his behavior impacted others but also, on the roots of his negative script.   


Spontaneity and venturing beyond prescribed scripts can serve as a source of joy, adventure, and personal discovery.  However, if we didn’t follow any scripts then each relationship and experience would prove unpredictable and chaotic.  Tradition and security often proves to be the foundation for providing us the insight and courage to move beyond current scripts and write new ones.  Unfortunately, there are times when particular, counterproductive scripts become increasingly entrenched and do not easily invite change.  If anything, we are not even aware of the presence of these scripts, expecting others to modify their behaviors without reflecting on our contribution to the situation.

Whose Life Is It Anyway?  The Significance of Personal Control


The courage to take ownership for our behavior and to become more resilient requires us to recognize that we are the authors of our lives.  We must not seek our happiness by asking someone else to change first but should always ask, “What is it that I can do differently to change the situation?”   Assuming personal control and responsibility is a fundamental underpinning of a resilient mindset, one that impacts all other features of this mindset and serves as a catalyst to change negative scripts.    For greater clarity and emphasis we will discuss the concept of personal control separately but as you will read, the notion of personal control permeates our thoughts throughout this book.


Stephen Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, has   eloquently written that effective people focus on what they have control over, spending little, if any, time and energy on matters that are beyond their sphere of influence.  We are reminded of the words of the “Serenity Prayer” used by Alcoholics Anonymous: Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.

You Should Change First

In our clinical practices and workshops we have heard numerous examples of well-intentioned individuals who continue to experience a high level of stress and unhappiness either because they wait for someone else to change or they focus on an event or situation over which they have no control.  


Alan and Barbara Manter consulted us for marital counseling.  They had been married for two years although they had lived together for a year before marrying.  There were many features to their marital struggles.  One of the strongest that worked against a more satisfying, less problematic relationship involved each expecting the other to change first.  Each viewed their happiness as dependent upon the actions their spouse should take.


During our first meeting we asked what they thought would help their marriage.  Mr. Manter immediately jumped in and said, “Before we were married, Barbara seemed more affectionate and loving.  I think our marriage would be better if she could be that way again.”


Mrs. Manter responded immediately, “Well, if I seem less affectionate, maybe it’s because you’re less considerate.  You neglect to call when you’re going to be home late for dinner.  Just last night that happened and when I asked you why you couldn’t call, all you could say is that you couldn’t find the time.”


Mr. and Mrs. Manter continued this line of discussion for a few more minutes suggesting how the other might change to improve the marriage.  We explained, “You’ve been able to tell each other how to change.  Before our next session it might be helpful to think about what you might do differently to help with your marital problems.”  We wanted them to begin to reflect upon their contribution to what was transpiring in their relationship and to focus on what each had control over.

At the beginning of the next session, Mr. Manter offered that he thought a great deal about what he might do differently.  “Barbara is right.  I can be more considerate and call if I am going to be late for dinner.”  What a quick, positive response to therapy, we thought.  However, this thought was immediately erased when Mr. Manter added what we frequently refer to as the “but statement.”


“But it would make it easier for me to be considerate, if Barbara would show more affection and caring.”


Not surprisingly, Mrs. Manter responded with obvious anger, “Maybe I could be more affectionate if I felt you were more caring and considerate!”


Their mindsets had quickly resorted to, “If only the other one would change first” or “I would be happy if the other one would change.”  Though we understand this kind of thinking and recognize that it commonly occurs in relationships, it works against becoming resilient since it places the responsibility of change on someone else.  We are not suggesting that other people shouldn’t change but rather that we must first look within ourselves and ask what we can do differently to improve a situation.  


Are we casting blame?  By advocating that people examine the ways in which they can change are we implying that they are the cause of the problem?  This is not our intent at all.  We are not encouraging “self-blame games” in which people set themselves up as martyrs.  We prefer to replace self-blame with responsibility.  If there is a situation that you do not like, you must assume responsibility to change the situation regardless of its roots.  This stance is not one of blame but rather one that empowers.  


Having control over one’s life appears to be a basic drive for all human beings.  Research exists to support the importance of personal control as a major force in emotional and physical well-being.  An article in The Boston Globe in July, 1997 reported a study published in the British journal Lancet.  The research conducted by Michael Marmot of University College in London found that it was not senior executives who were more likely to die of heart attacks, but rather their clerks and secretaries.  Even taking into consideration such variables as smoking and poor nutrition, the researchers found that the “lower the job category and the less the control,” the more likely people were to suffer from heart disease.


Marmot’s group noted, “Greater attention to the design of work environments may be one important way to reduce inequalities in health.”  Others concurred, noting that it was probably easier to provide people more control at work than to change their social status.  Leonard Syme and Jennifer Balfour commenting on the Malmot study, contended, “Although it may be difficult to intervene on social class inequalities in health, there are more opportunities to intervene on control.  It may also be possible to change environmental forces in the workplace or the community so that more flexibility and control is available.” 


Similar findings were reported by Laura Kubansky, a researcher at the Harvard School of Public Health.  Kubansky, taking into account such risk factors for heart disease as smoking, high cholesterol, blood pressure, drinking, and family history, found that men in their 60s were less likely to develop coronary heart disease if they possessed an optimistic outlook on life.  She noted, “This shows again there’s a link between how people look at the world and what happens to them physically.  This also shows that optimism can be protective.”  A major component of optimism was reported to be the belief that the future will be more pleasant because to a great extent we can control important events in our lives.        


These two studies and others highlight that a sense of personal control plays a major role in emotional and physical well-being, and dealing effectively with stress and pressure.  This feeling of control is a major feature of a resilient mindset.

The Power of Resilience: An Overview of this Book

In this book we will describe the components of a resilient mindset as well as strategies for developing these components.  We will also highlight obstacles faced by most people to strengthening these components.  Awareness of the features that nurture resilience and the roadblocks to achieving a more satisfying, fulfilling life, will equip you to achieving a resilient mindset and “stress hardiness.”  The ten keys for resilient living include:

1.
Changing the words of life: Rewriting your negative scripts.

2.
Choosing the path to become stress hardy rather than stressed out.

3.
Viewing life through the eyes of others.

4.
Communicating effectively.

5.
Accepting oneself and others.

6.
Making connections and displaying compassion.

7.
Dealing effectively with mistakes.

8.
Dealing with success in building islands of competence.

9.
Developing self-discipline and self-control.

10.
Maintaining a resilient lifestyle.


Let’s briefly examine each of these keys to develop a resilient mindset.  We will elaborate on each in subsequent chapters. 


1.  Changing the Words and Actions Life:  Re-writing Negative Scripts.  As we noted, well-meaning, intelligent people often resort to the same self-defeating behaviors in their personal and professional lives.  In many ways Mr. Butler was trapped, blindly following a prescribed script that did not allow for change or creativity.  We have worked with many individuals who adhere to a self-defeating script year after year.  Some are aware that they are engaging in counterproductive behaviors but feel helpless to change.  Others deflect responsibility from themselves, placing blame on those with whom they interact as was so vividly illustrated by Mr. Butler’s reaction to his managers.


We have often been asked, “Are people stuck with negative scripts for their entire lives?  Can people change?”  We recall a woman who appeared to be in her mid-60s who attended one of our workshops about “Fostering Family Closeness and Respect.”  At the end of the workshop, in which we discussed the theme of negative scripts, she asked, “Is it ever too late, can people change their ways of behaving at any age?”  


We responded that we know of people who were able to alter long entrenched scripts.  She smiled and said, “I knew my husband should have been here tonight!”  While she smiled, it was also obvious that aspects of her relationship with her husband required modification.


We begin with the assumption that people can move from less satisfying, less productive scripts to ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving that foster a resilient mindset.  We believe that there are a sequence of steps to accomplish this transformation.  While these steps provide direction for change, change may take time depending upon how long and frequently the script has been used, awareness of the script, openness to change, and how effectively the person can deal with the obstacles that typically emerge when attempting to modify lifelong patterns.


The main steps in the sequence include: (a) identifying negative scripts in oneself and taking responsibility for change (i.e., not looking for others to change first), (b) defining short and long-term goals related to the issue at hand, (c) considering possible new scripts or plans of action that are in accord with your goals, (d) selecting from these new scripts the one that you believe has the greatest chance for success together with criteria for assessing the success of the new script, (e) anticipating in advance the possible obstacles for achieving success and how these obstacles might be managed, (f) performing the new script you have selected and assessing its effectiveness, and (g) changing goals/scripts and/or approach if the selected course of action proves unsuccessful.


As we noted earlier, the mindset and accompanying steps to change negative scripts may seem very apparent to an outsider, but as any of us have learned when we attempted to change our behavior, some things are not as apparent as they seem and certainly, not as easy to change as we might wish.  Blindspots and obstacles litter the road to success.


2.  Choosing the Path to Become Stress Hardy Rather than Stressed Out.  Not surprisingly, a basic characteristic of resilient people is their capacity to manage stress and pressure.  We have often been asked what factors contribute to some people living a more stressful existence than others.  Certainly inborn temperament plays a role as does one’s life experiences.  Research on temperament reveals that some people from birth are predisposed to feeling stress more intensely than others; however, inborn temperament is not the sole variable in determining stress.  Temperament is influenced by the many life situations that are encountered, including interactions with others.


Does the mindset of people who are less stressed differ from those who are more stressed? The obvious answer is “yes” but in what ways do they differ?  In Chapter 3 we will articulate these differences.  Prior to reading Chapter 3, what do you think these differences entail?


3.  Viewing Life Through the Eyes of Others.  Resilient individuals are those who have satisfying relationships in their lives.  A cornerstone of such relationships is the capacity to be empathic and to place oneself inside the shoes of others.  Dr. Daniel Goleman described empathy as an important feature of emotional intelligence and cites studies to advocate that empathy can be learned. 


In our workshops and clinical practice we emphasize that empathic people not only ask, “In anything I say or do what do I hope to accomplish?” but, as importantly, “Am I saying or doing things in a way that others will be most willing to listen and respond to me?” and, “Am I behaving towards others in the same way that I would like to be treated?”  Empathy does not imply that you agree with the other person, but rather that you attempt to appreciate and validate that person’s point of view.


While most people consider themselves to be empathic, we have found that it is easier to be empathic towards those people whose ideas agree with ours and who are cooperative and helpful.  It is much more difficult to be empathic when we are upset, angry, annoyed, or disappointed with others.  


Mr. Butler’s behavior represented a failure of empathy.  His stated goal was to motivate his managers to develop new ideas.  However, as we shall see, because of excess baggage from his past, he had not asked, “Am I responding to my managers as I would like to be treated?”  If he had asked that question, he might not have continued to say, “Is that the best you can do?  I expect more.  We’ll never be successful if you keep coming up with these kinds of ideas!”  It was only after he learned to assume an empathic stance that he could successfully reach his managers.


4.  Communicating Effectively.  The ability to communicate effectively is an integral component of resilience and linked closely to empathy.  Effective communication includes an appreciation of how our verbal and nonverbal messages are being perceived, and our capacity for “active listening.”  When we listen actively we attempt to understand and validate what other people are communicating.  Validation does not suggest agreement but rather that we hear what they have to say without belittling their views.  As we noted earlier, Mr. Butler’s negative response to his managers reflected a failure in effective communication.


Many people believe they communicate effectively.  However, when others do not respond in ways they would like, they tend to blame them.  In our clinical practices, we have often heard comments such as, “My husband (wife, children, colleagues, students) never listens to me” or “They just don’t understand me” or “They just tune me out when I try to tell them something.”  When others appear not to listen to our messages, it is incumbent upon us to ask, “How might I change the way I have been saying things so that they may be more receptive to what I have to say?” 


Carl and Andrea Pace consulted us about marital issues.  They had been married for three years.  When we asked about their marriage, Mr. Pace immediately answered, “We are growing apart.  I don’t know what’s the matter with Andrea.  Nothing seems to please her.  There’s really little joy in our house.”


Mrs. Pace responded, “Carl is right.  There is little joy.  I guess I’m to blame.  To be honest, I’ve been feeling pretty depressed for the past year.”


Mr. Pace responded, “But, Andrea, there’s no reason for you to be depressed.  We have a nice home, good jobs, and go on great vacations.  You’re just letting yourself get depressed.”


Mrs. Pace put her head down and began to cry.  Mr. Pace looked at us and said, “This is what I’m talking about.  All I have to say is one thing and she begins to cry.  She’s crying over nothing.  I don’t know what I can do to help.” 


Mrs. Pace continued to cry.  After a couple of minutes she looked at us with a forlorn expression and said with both sadness and anger, “Why can’t he realize that I feel terrible about being depressed but I am depressed even with a nice home, a good job, and great vacations?”


This one vignette poignantly captures a failure to validate another person’s feelings, leading a husband and wife to grow further apart and lessening their resilience.  Consider what might have happened if instead of saying, “There’s no reason for you to be depressed,” Mr. Pace had responded to his wife’s distress with the following statement, “I know that you’re feeling depressed.  I don’t understand all of the reasons but I’m glad we’re getting help.”  Not only would he be validating what his wife said but by using the word “we” he would introduce the notion that they are unified in helping her with her sadness.  


Communication is an essential part of our lives.  It is a window to our inner world and a conduit to our relationships with others.  The more effectively we learn to convey our feelings, thoughts, and beliefs verbally and nonverbally, the more successful and resilient we will be.  In order to achieve this success we will examine the roadblocks that interfere with successful communication and the steps we must take to overcome these obstacles.


5.  Accepting Oneself and Others.  If we are to nurture a resilient mindset, we must learn to accept ourselves.  Acceptance implies possessing realistic expectations and goals, recognizing our strengths as well as our vulnerabilities, and leading an authentic, balanced life in which our behaviors are in accord with our values and goals.   


When people are not authentic, when their actions do not reflect their values, they are likely to experience increased stress and pressure.  Many, caught up in the day-to-day hassles of everyday life, are not even aware when there is a discrepancy between their goals, values and behavior.  Yet this discrepancy serves as a major obstacle to feeling a sense of integrity and leading a fulfilling life.


We frequently ask people to make a list of five things that are very important to them and to consider why these things are important.  It is not unusual that health and relationships with family and friends find a prominent place on this list.  We next request that they review each item on the list and reflect upon how much of their time and energy is expended to achieve what they have listed.  Many people are surprised to observe the discrepancy between the list they have created and their behavior.


 Ross Sargent, an executive at a financial consulting firm, represents a vivid illustration of this point.  He came to see us because of increased anxiety, a loss of sexual interest, and a “constant feeling of tiredness.”  Eventually, our individual work with Mr. Sargent included marital therapy but in terms of his struggles adhering to an authentic life, we will describe our first few sessions with him.  When we asked him to make a list of what is important to him, he wrote, “My role as a husband, my role as a father to my three children, my health, my church, and success at work.”

In a pattern we have observed all-too-often, though he listed “success at work” in fifth place, his work consumed almost all of his time and attention.  There were many days when he left before his three young children were awake and did not come home until they were asleep.  Time spent with his wife and family was limited.  He explained that when he came home from work, he was frequently so exhausted that all he wanted to do “was eat a quick meal and go to bed.”  He no longer exercised, ate poorly, and had gained 25 pounds in the past 18 months.  When we spoke to him about his church activities, he said that he found a certain comfort while in church but this feeling was isolated from the rest of his life.  


He observed sadly, “If you looked at my life it would be obvious that most of it is spent at work and yet I feel little satisfaction at work even when things go well.”

In our fast-paced world, many people fall into the same trap as Mr. Sargent, namely, behaving in ways that do not reflect one’s priorities or placing too much emphasis on one priority such as work at the expense of other priorities.  A life that is not balanced or authentic is one ripe for discontent, shallow relationships, and stress, all characteristics that are not in accord with a resilient mindset.  


As we learn to accept ourselves, and gain a clear picture of our strengths and vulnerabilities, and as we articulate our values, we will be in a position to remove those factors that serve as obstacles to realizing a more satisfying, honest, rich life.              


6.  Making Connections and Displaying Compassion.  Much has been written in the past decade of the importance of feeling connected to others as a source of emotional well-being and resilience.  Our friend and colleague Dr. Ned Hallowell has described the power of connections and what he terms “human moments” as a reservoir of strength. 


We must remember that even as adults we require charismatic adults in our lives.  Regardless of our sense of security or confidence, the importance of having people from whom we gather strength on an ongoing basis can never be underestimated.  Spouses, siblings, parents, friends may all play that role. 


In our clinical practice and workshops we typically ask, “What two or three people serve as charismatic adults in your life?”  We then ask, “Think of a couple of examples of what these people have said or done that prompted you to list them as charismatic adults.”


Reflect upon how you would answer the questions we just posed.  It is interesting to learn the various reasons people offer for what qualifies someone as their charismatic adult.  A reason that consistently emerges is a feeling of unconditional love and acceptance on the other person’s part. 


We also ask, “What people would say that you are the charismatic adult in their lives and why do you think they would say this?”  This is an important question since many articles have been written describing the emergence of a “helper’s high,” an exhilarating feeling rooted in both physical and emotional changes after showing compassion or helping others.  When people display compassion, not only do they enhance their resilience by connecting with others, but they also nurture the belief that they make a positive difference in their world.


It is intriguing to observe the struggle that many individuals experience in answering this question.  Once again reflect upon your answers.  A husband might name his wife, a wife her husband, or parents their children.  However, what is often triggered is uncertainty.  For instance, one man said, “I was going to quickly say that my wife and two kids would say I am a charismatic adult to them but I wonder if they would.”


We asked, “Why do you have doubts?”  


He responded, “I know that while I can be loving, I can also be critical when my family doesn’t do what I think they should do.  I have yelled at my kids about forgetting a homework assignment or forgetting to put the dishes in the dishwasher.  I have complained to my wife about little incidents.  My wife once told me that my love has a lot of strings attached to it, that it is not unconditional.  I read once that one negative comment can easily erase ten or more positive comments.  Also, I know it’s not just a question of saying ‘I love you’ but showing it.  However, I still have difficulty hugging my kids or expressing my love.”  


This man’s struggle is not unique.  The importance of strengthening our connections cannot be understated.  Connections to other people as well as to values and causes provide the nutriments for a resilient life.


7.  Dealing Effectively with Mistakes.  The ways in which we understand and respond to mistakes and failure is an integral part of a resilient mindset.  Resilient individuals tend to view mistakes as experiences for learning and growth.  This does not mean they are overjoyed when they make mistakes but rather they are not easily discouraged, instead looking for opportunities that might be a by-product of setbacks.  In contrast, people lacking resilience often perceive mistakes as evidence that they are failures.  They tend to attribute mistakes to conditions that cannot be easily corrected such as not being very intelligent.  Given this pessimistic outlook, they are prone to rely on self-defeating coping behaviors such as making excuses (“I did not have the right tools”), quitting (“No one could do that, I’m not going to continue”), avoiding (“Why would anyone want to try that?”), denying (“This is stupid and has no relevance in my life”), or blaming others (“I would do fine if only I had a better boss”).


Mr. Butler managed his feelings of insecurity by saying, “I’m surrounded by people who are incompetent and may cause my business to suffer.”  In part, he relied on this rationalization to protect his vulnerable self-esteem and sense of failure.  In essence, he was saying, “Mistakes that occur in my company are not my fault but rather the fault of my incompetent staff.”  While this outlook may afford temporary relief, it serves as a major obstacle to leading a resilient life.  It robs the opportunity to develop a sense of personal control and impedes asking, “What is it that I can do to learn from mistakes and setbacks?”  


In this scenario, a vicious cycle is set in place.  If you believe that you cannot learn from mistakes, you will flee from challenges to avoid further humiliation and increasingly resort to counterproductive coping behaviors.  The more you run from mistakes, the less likely you are to experience success, and the greater the probability you will continue down a path marked by insecurity, anger, and sadness.


We have worked with many individuals who “wake up” at the age of 40 or 50 and realize that they have spent most of their lives running from the fear of failure rather than leaving their comfort zones and taking appropriate risks.  They begin to realize how fearful they have been and sadly look back at lost opportunities, haunted by the question, “What if?”, that is, “What if I had not been so afraid of making mistakes but instead confronted different challenges in my life?”  


Are there steps you can take to change the way you view mistakes?  Our answer is an unqualified “yes.”  The first step is to examine your beliefs about mistakes and how these beliefs shape your behavior.  To assist with this examination, in Chapter 8 we will describe the components of a negative mindset that impact on our perspective about mistakes.  Once we understand these components we can begin to slowly change our view and adopt the notion that most mistakes afford an opportunity for growth and learning.


8.  Dealing Well with Success in Building Islands of Competence.  While the manner in which we understand and respond to setbacks is an integral part of a resilient mindset so too is the way we react to successes in our lives.  Jill Alexander and Marian Baker each completed a project for their respective companies.  Both were congratulated for what they had accomplished.  When Ms. Alexander received positive feedback, she thought, “I really worked hard on this project, I really put in a lot of energy, I feel very good.  I think I’m ready for a more challenging project.”  Ms. Alexander’s mindset was that she was a major contributor to her success and because of this could experience a sense of pride and accomplishment.  She could describe her islands of competence or areas of strength and became increasingly aware of how to reinforce these islands while engaged in future projects.


In contrast, Ms. Baker’s response to success did not bring the satisfaction that Ms. Alexander experienced.  As people congratulated her, she thought, “I was lucky on this project.  I’m surprised it worked.  I bet all of my faults will be exposed sooner or later.”  Success did not bring happiness.  A feeling of ownership for success was absent.  If anything, success magnified Ms. Baker’s feelings of inadequacy and she was convinced that before long all of her “faults would be exposed for everyone to see.”  Such an attitude compromises a feeling of accomplishment and lessens the possibility of future success.


Just as we can alter a negative mindset relevant to mistakes, there are steps we can take to develop a more empowering, positive mindset towards our achievements.  We will outline these steps in Chapter 9 and describe our interventions with Ms. Alexander and others.   


9. Developing Self-Discipline and Self-Control.  Self-discipline and self-control play a significant role in all of our daily activities.  When we think before we act, when we consider the feelings of the other person (i.e., when we are empathic), when we reflect upon possible solutions to a problem, when we behave in a rational and thoughtful way, when we engage in developing a business plan, when we keep from screaming at someone who has done something to make us angry, we are displaying self-discipline and self-control.  It is little wonder that psychologist Dr. Daniel Goleman also highlighted self-discipline as a major component of emotional intelligence.  


How many of us like to work for someone who is unpredictable and inconsistent, who changes expectations from one moment to the next?  How many of us enjoy living with someone who is impulsive and arbitrary, and has a bad temper? We want to emphasize that impulsivity and arbitrariness should not be confused with flexibility and spontaneity.  Flexibility implies thoughtfulness together with openness, characteristics that are ironically absent in individuals with limited self-discipline.  Spontaneity when used to foster resilience is associated with changing scripts, engaging in activities that are fun, adding a little humor to life.


At our workshops for parents, questions about discipline frequently dominate the discussion.  We often advise parents that in addition to insuring a safe and secure home environment, the other main function of discipline is to promote self-discipline and self-control.  Self-discipline goes hand in glove with a sense of personal control, which as we have described, is an integral feature of resilience.


Yet, it is not always easy to exercise self-discipline.  We know many well-intentioned adults who act impulsively or lose their temper.  Some, upon reflecting on their behavior, offer a rationalization such as “it wasn’t really me.”  If our impulsive actions occur rarely, then one might attribute it to a temporary lapse of judgment.  However, if we find we are frequently asserting “it wasn’t really me” or if we are often apologizing for our behavior, it suggests that we are experiencing difficulty with self-control.  It is fortunate that there are steps, which we will describe later in this book, that we can take to assume greater control and to possess realistic expectations for ourselves and others.


10. The Lessons of Resilience: Maintaining a Resilient Lifestyle.  If we abandon well-established diets and exercise programs, our health will suffer.  As we are all aware, such programs must become a way of life lest we lapse into habits that compromise our health.  The same principle is true when we consider the maintenance of a resilient lifestyle.  Once we have developed the features associated with a resilient mindset and lifestyle, we cannot settle back and assume that our mindset and behaviors will go into automatic pilot.  Expected and unexpected challenges emerge that will test our ability to be resilient.  


The more we understand the characteristics of resilient individuals, the more we can engage in daily “exercises” to maintain and even strengthen a resilient mindset.  Just as we enlist the aid of financial planners or develop a financial plan of our own, so too must we have a “resilience plan” to ensure as much as possible that our future will be filled with satisfaction and fulfillment. 
A Resilient Mindset and Lifestyle: Obstacles and Achievements


Some may assume that with the proper guideposts, the road towards nurturing a resilient mindset and lifestyle will be straightforward and direct.  However, as we shall explore, even with clearly defined guideposts, this road often contains obstacles and detours that interfere with reaching our destination.  However, the more knowledgeable we are about the components of a resilient mindset as well as the roadblocks to its attainment, the better equipped and confident we will be to discover those paths that will lead to a productive, fulfilling life.
