Cultivating Resilience

by Karen Brouhard, BU Faculty and Staff Assistance Office

Resilience, the ability to bounce back from negative experiences, is hot something you're either
born with or not. Psychologists have been studying resilience for decades, seeking to identify
the factors which predict who will adapt and prosper in the face of adversity and who will fall
apart. They've identified a number of coping strategies associated with stress tolerance, many
of which can be learned and developed. They’ve also recognized the centrality of relationships
in helping people weather life’s ups and downs. We can all increase our ability to manage
challenges by practicing behaviors, attitudes and skills that strengthen our social connections
and enhance our psychological immune system.

The American Psychological Association suggests the following Ten Ways to Build Resilience:

Make connections. Good relationships with close family members, friends or others
are important. Accepting help and support from those who care about you and will listen
to you strengthens resilience. Some people find that being active in civic groups, faith-
based organizations, or other local groups provides social support and can help with
reclaiming hope. Assisting others in their time of need also can benefit the helper.

Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems. You can't change the fact that
highly stressful events happen, but you can change how you interpret and respond to
these events. Try looking beyond the present to how future circumstances may be a
little better. Note any subtle ways in which you might already feel somewhat better as
you deal with difficult situations.

Accept that change is a part of living. Certain goals may no longer be attainable as a
result of adverse situations. Accepting circumstances that cannot be changed can help
you focus on circumstances that you can alter.

Move toward your goals. Develop some realistic goals. Do something regularly —

even if it seems like a small accomplishment — that enables you to move toward your
goals. Instead of focusing on tasks that seem unachievable, ask yourself, "What's one
thing | know | can accomplish today that helps me move in the direction | want to go?"

Take decisive actions. Act on adverse situations as much as you can. Take decisive
actions, rather than detaching completely from problems and stresses and wishing they
would just go away.

Look for opportunities for self-discovery. People often learn something about
themselves and may find that they have grown in some respect as a result of their
struggle with loss. Many people who have experienced tragedies and hardship have
reported better relationships, greater sense of strength even while feeling vulnerable,


http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/road-resilience.aspx

increased sense of self-worth, a more developed spirituality and heightened
appreciation for life.

Nurture a positive view of yourself. Developing confidence in your ability to solve
problems and trusting your instincts helps build resilience.

Keep things in perspective. Even when facing very painful events, try to consider the
stressful situation in a broader context and keep a long-term perspective. Avoid blowing
the event out of proportion.

Maintain a hopeful outlook. An optimistic outlook enables you to expect that good
things will happen in your life. Try visualizing what you want, rather than worrying about
what you fear.

Take care of yourself. Pay attention to your own needs and feelings. Engage in
activities that you enjoy and find relaxing. Exercise regularly. Taking care of yourself
helps to keep your mind and body primed to deal with situations that require resilience.

Additional ways of strengthening resilience may be helpful. For example, some
people write about their deepest thoughts and feelings related to trauma or other
stressful events in their life. Meditation and spiritual practices help some people build
connections and restore hope.

Counselors at the BU’s Faculty & Staff Assistance Office (FSAQO) can help you identify
resilience building strategies that are likely to work well for you. You can schedule an
appointment for a free and confidential consultation with a FSAO counselor on either the
Charles River or medical campus by calling 617-353-5381, 617-638-5381, or by using the
FSAO website contact form.

Additional Information and Resources

Greater Good Science Center, University of California, Berkeley
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu

Positive Psychology Center, University of Pennsylvania
http://www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu/index.html
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