
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Karat 8: Pick yourself up, dust yourself down, start all over again  
How to foster resilience

	The Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881) was good friends with John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), philosopher, economist and champion of individual freedom. After writing the first volume of a planned trilogy on the French Revolution in 1835, Carlyle gave Mill the manuscript, which stretched to several hundred pages, to read and comment on. Mill inadvertently put the papers into the waste paper basket, and a housemaid made fires with them.1

	Several warming fires later Mill discovered the catastrophe, decided it was much too serious to convey in a letter, jumped into his carriage and headed as fast as the horses would carry him to the London district of Chelsea to confess to Carlyle personally.

	What happened at number 24 Cheyne Row? Yelling? Death threats? An oath never to put pen to paper ever again? None of this. Instead, Carlyle took the news on the chin, sat down at his desk and wrote it all again....

	Something similar happened to the former Minister of Justice of Georgia (now Georgian Ambassador to Germany), Lado Chanturia, in the 1990s. When he learned that his country house had burned down, where he had kept the unpublished thousand-page manuscript of his biography of Tolstoy, he merely sighed deeply, accepted the loss and forced himself to forget his book.2

	 

	Why are there people who, despite constant setbacks, manage to pick themselves up, dust themselves down and start all over again (as the song goes), until finally they succeed? Why are there people who, despite repeated blows, still view their lives as a gift? Why do some children grow up to be happy, balanced people despite having had a bad childhood?

	Conversely, why do some people fall apart after an apparently minor incident and sometimes even pass on their own suffering to the next generation?

	First, a few numbers. Currently, about half a billion people around the world suffer from a stress-related condition – that is, they find it difficult to cope with what is happening to them or in their lives.3 The concrete result may be a temporary depression, a burnout or even a post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). An estimated eight percent of people suffer from PTSD at some point during their life – that's nearly one in ten. The percentage rises to between 30-65 percent among victims of abuse and rape (male and female) and war veterans.4

	There are some genetic predispositions – studies suggest that around 30 percent of PTSD sufferers have an inherited predisposition5 – but the extent to which this hereditary disposition manifests itself depends on each individual and their environment.

	It is noteworthy, however, that despite global wars, environmental disasters and personal misfortunes, the majority of the world's population apparently does not suffer from stress disorder. But what we don't really understand is how these people cope with the enormous stress they are facing. Are they immune, excellent at suppressing negative feelings, or do they perhaps suffer more acutely from events and circumstances than is apparent?

	Let's take a look at what science has to say in general about the right way to deal with disastrous events.

	Much of the research talks about the need to build resilience. But what exactly is resilience? In short, it's the capacity to successfully handle crises and massive stress. Furnished with a cushion of resilience, stress becomes controllable. And this happens in our brain. A study with resilient US soldiers from a Special Forces unit showed that their brains reacted differently to those of soldiers who were not resilient. No matter whether they were put into a 'loss' or a 'profit' situation, the activity in the reward center of the resilient soldiers' brains remained unchanged.6 They simply never experienced the intense stress typically associated with a loss. Resilience had tamed their reward (or in this case “the punishment”) systems. Therefore, these soldiers were not at the mercy of their negative emotions but were able to continue to act more or less rationally.

	But even Special Forces soldiers are not resilient by nature. After all – and this is important – resilience is not innate! In the early days of research into resilience, children who broke the cycle of suffering were considered born superheroes who were 'invincible'. Since then, however, it has been proven that resilience is a process of dealing with adversity that can be learned in every life situation. So how do people develop the valuable ability to get back on their feet? Again. And again. And again....

	First of all, you can teach yourself and others resilience in small ways. Resilience training can begin with a consistent 'no' to the chocolate at the supermarket checkout and continue with clear 'rules' in everyday life. When you realize you can cope with small things, you can learn to cope with even larger negative events, which strengthens your mental resistance. This is why it is vital to teach our children to accept and endure an unsatisfactory, difficult situation. A person who learns early on how to deal constructively with disappointments instead of reacting stubbornly, desperately or allowing themselves to be demotivated, is learning resilience in the face of adversity. It is not for nothing that the term 'good-enough-mother' was coined in psychology. It refers to parents who protect their child only as much as is necessary and no more. They let their child experience the natural difficulties and problems of life as well as the solutions to them. A grazed knee, playground teasing, an F grade in mathematics, heartbreak, a cancelled internship…. The child gradually learns to deal with all of it on its own.

	Both children and adults can also learn that that they cannot immediately have what they want. Putting up with little money, no holidays, a period of difficulty and so on builds resilience – always on the firm assumption that things will get better at some point in the future.

	Do you know the famous 1960 marshmallow study?7 The 30 percent of the four-year-old subjects who managed to delay eating the wonderfully sweet marshmallow placed in front of them for 15 minutes in order to receive the second treat promised as a reward, reaped all sorts of benefits in later life (they were interviewed every ten years). They were less overweight than their peers who couldn't resist the marshmallow, they earned better school grades, were more successful professionally and enjoyed happier relationships. And crucially, they proved better able to recover from difficult events. They had obviously managed to transfer the resilience they demonstrated in the marshmallow test to larger situations, and to embed resilience as a personality trait. You can actually observe this process on a cellular level. Before going into details, it is important to know that during cell division not every gene is replicated. Some are altered or modulated, others are suppressed and not copied at all, and there are some genes that are copied or, to use the scientific term, 'expressed'. What determines this choice is still the subject of much research, but it has already been demonstrated that there is an important connection to resilience here. Experiments on mice (which are easier to study than humans) show that those that act resilient after a stress situation had modulated considerably more genes than non-resilient mice.8 In other words, resilient mice change their existing genes more than non-resilient mice! This shows that resilience is not a purely passive but an active process of adaptation – on a mental as well as cellular level. In humans, all the evidence points in the same direction: Marines who did not suffer from PTSD after bad experiences in the field had copied/expressed more genes than those with PTSD.9

	This even leads to research that indicates that we can vaccinate ourselves to provide immunization to stress. People who have experienced three or four 'moderately bad' events perform better in stress tests than people who have never experienced anything like this.10 This suggests we should wish a few small blows of fate on our offspring – provided we've taught them how to deal with them, because stress situations that we overcome help to strengthen us.

	Practicing and applying resilience not only helps us deal more successfully with crises, but also makes us happier. A study of 15,000 people showed that those who were able to cope with a bad event subsequently experienced more positive events and enjoyed them more (than those who coped less well).11 This suggests that many people (60–80 percent, according to some studies) experience so-called 'post-traumatic growth' – that is, having survived the traumatic experience, people are better off than before because they have understood something new about themselves and life. In other words, they have gained important insights and inner strength.

	Let's sum up what we have learned so far. We can practice resilience on small things in everyday life. You have been looking forward to a concert for a year, but an urgent appointment crops up in London on that very evening. Your smart new suit gets splashed with fat while you are doing the dishes. Your partner forgets the wine for the birthday dinner. The better you manage such disappointments, the better prepared you are for a real crisis ... and once you emerge from the crisis you may discover the positive effects outlined above.

	In addition to the daily 'resilience training' other factors contribute to surviving severe situations such as death, illness, divorce and loss of assets. First of all, there is positive thinking (see Karat 3). People who develop, cultivate or strengthen positive thinking within themselves are demonstrably more resilient – that is, they can cope better with crises. I'm not talking about blind optimism, of course; but viewing and accepting the situation with a healthy realism – supported by a positive attitude – can help you to gradually change it. James B. Stockdale (1923–2005), US Vice-Admiral, who spent seven years as a captive of the Vietnamese, summed up the difference between blind optimism and a realistic positive attitude. When asked which prisoners did not survive the prisoner-of-war camps, he replied: “The optimists. Oh, those were the ones who said, 'We're out at Christmas.' And Christmas came, and Christmas went. Then they said, 'We'll be out by Easter.' And Easter came and went. And then Thanksgiving came, and then it was Christmas again. And they died of broken hearts.” And why did he survive? “I never lost faith in the end of my story. I never doubted that finally I would get out, nor that … I would make this experience the defining event of my life.” Stockdale claimed he would not have traded those seven years for other experiences.”12

	Blind optimism is therefore as useless as burying your head in the sand, banging it against a brick wall or railing at fate. What researchers call the 'positive appraisal style', on the other hand, is effective, because it strengthens the individual.13 Let us briefly recall the re-evaluation in Karat 5: "I view things in such a way that they become more interesting, more enriching and thus more positive." Those who know how to go through life with the positive evaluation style also enjoy health benefits: because they generate less harmful stress they are protecting both brain and body. The influential stress researchers Magda Arnold (1903–2002) and Richard Lazarus (1922–2002) were the first to prove this: a stimulus becomes stress only on the basis of the individual's assessment of it. If we do not regard something as negative, no energy-consuming stress arises in us.

	The positive thinking that Stockdale in Vietnam and Frankl in Auschwitz (see Karat 5) achieved underlines the need for meaning in our lives, and this meaning is also an important aspect of the positive assessment. Stockdale learned his life lesson while a prisoner of war. And it is these lessons – or the value they generate – that ultimately lead to post-traumatic growth.

	A short autobiographical story. Our middle child was born with a heart defect that nearly cost him his life twice. In these difficult times, my priorities – what was important and what not – shifted: I underwent a re-evaluation. I became more compassionate towards people who were less perfect and healthy than the fairy tale version of life suggests they should be. I matured. In this way, the life-threatening illness of my son taught a valuable life lesson to his mother.

	So, to sum up, confronting difficult events with a positive attitude helps build resilience.

	Another decisive factor in resilience is the feeling of 'self-efficacy' – essentially the belief in one’s own abilities. What this means is the sense of being able to make a difference and to control something. Research shows that even rats and dogs, if they know they can press a certain button to stop an unpleasant stimulus, are not traumatized by the unpleasant stimulus.14 As soon as they feel they can control something, it eliminates the stress.

	What about us humans? We experience either the reassuring feeling of 'being in control' or the troubling feeling of 'learned helplessness'. But where does learned helplessness come from? Ultimately it stems from the experience that no matter what you do, you can't change the situation. It is therefore highly dangerous for parents to literally suppress their children with know-it-all threats and censoriousness, because they nip any feeling of self-efficacy – the very self-efficacy that results in resilience – in the bud. In this context, another marshmallow study is interesting. Before the marshmallow challenge mentioned above, there was a game with advertised prizes. However, only one group of the children received the promised prizes; the other group received no prizes and no explanation. The group that received their gift now knew that their participation in a game led to the promised rewards. There was a sense of control: "I do A and B follows!" The certain knowledge that if they behaved in a certain way, they would receive the second marshmallow made it possible for these children to wait patiently. Those children who were disappointed and received no prizes felt like 'victims' and without self-efficacy because their behavior had not had the consequences they expected. As a result, they saw no point in waiting for the second marshmallow and failed faster.15

	Obviously, when it comes to terrible events such as illness, separation and death, the situation is usually largely outside our control. However, self-efficacy still comes into play in such cases. We have to distinguish between what we can and cannot control – just as the Stoics did. We can then take full responsibility for those elements that we can control – namely, our individual actions, emotions and thoughts.16

	In other words, it someone feels self-efficacy, that person does not feel like a victim, nor are they constantly looking for culprits, but instead they strive persistently to drive whatever they can control in the right direction without moaning about what they can't change.

	Let me give you two examples. The writer Yevgenia Ginsburg (1904–1977) had been sentenced to ten years in prison and labor camps. The only thing she could control during this difficult time was her spirit and sense of beauty. She maintained her equilibrium in solitary confinement, despite having no idea how her husband and two young sons were doing, by reciting Russian poems to herself.

	Navy Captain Gerald Coffee was a Vietnamese prisoner of war for seven years. His cell in a Hanoi prison measured less than 1x2 meters. To survive, Coffee concentrated on four things: faith in himself, in the other prisoners, in his country and in God. To strengthen his belief in himself, he walked several miles a day in the tiny cell, doing push-ups and sit-ups.17

	In short: Feeling confident in your own abilities increases your resilience. Self-efficacy means taking control of what you can control instead of unnecessarily torturing yourself with what you can't.

	The third factor that increases our resilience is good social relationships. Man is a group animal (see Karat 6). If we have a friend by our side in stressful situations, our stress level is demonstrably lower.18 Even abused children who trust one adult build up much more mental resistance than those who don't have even one.19 Conversely, a study of 1,632 war veterans shows that those with a small social network are two and a half times more likely to suffer from a post-traumatic stress disorder than those with a bigger network.20 Similarly, cancer and multiple sclerosis patients are less prone to depression if they are in a caring environment.

	In summary, rather than burying yourself you should seek help and take care of yourself to strengthen your 'resilience muscle'.

	Last but not least: Physical fitness and exercise help build our mental resistance. 'Feeling good in your own skin' is about much more than cosmetics – as soldier Coffee understood in his Hanoi cell. The endorphins released by exercise trigger a positive feeling in the body, akin to that of morphine – so physical activity acts like a 'good-temper drug'.21

	So, back to Thomas Carlyle. Where did his resilience, his composure in the face of hundreds of destroyed pages, come from? His childhood experiences probably played a decisive role: Young Thomas had to promise his mother that he would never fight back at school if he was attacked. As a result, he was teased and beaten and once almost drowned as he ran from his tormentors. If someone is teased day after day without giving up or ducking out, instead stubbornly going back and forth between valued school and loving mother, he suffers, but grows from his experiences, building resilience against future shocks that good friends may bring by burning manuscripts.

	 

	 

	 

	8th golden rule

	 

	Make life brilliant – become resilient! 

	 

	Resilience is the ability not to let life get the better of you, to pick yourself up again and again and not to lose courage.

	Train your resilience muscle by practicing on a small scale, promoting the positive and meaningful in yourself, taking control of what you can influence, building good relationships and having plenty of exercise. This will increase your ability to weather difficult times – and even benefit from them!
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	Brief story to delve more deeply into golden rule number 8

	 

	After the end of the second world war, Private George Ritchie remained stationed in Germany for several years, helping to look after concentration camp survivors. He worked particularly closely with a 40-year-old Polish man nicknamed Wild Bill Cody because of his wild mustache. Cody was always full of compassion for his former fellow prisoners, whom he now assisted as a translator. He seemed so fit and healthy that George Ritchie was surprised to learn one day how many years he had spent in different camps. The inhuman conditions and horrific experiences seemed not to have affected him as much as the others.

	One thing the American caregivers had to do was prevent the former prisoners from taking revenge against the local German population. One day Ritchie told Cody that many of them simply could not forgive the Germans, especially if their entire family had been killed. Cody began to tell Ritchie his own story for the first time. “We lived in the Jewish quarter of Warsaw. My wife, our two daughters and our three little boys. When the Germans came into our street, they stood them against the wall and opened fire with machine guns. I begged to die with my family, but because I spoke German, they put me in a working group. I had to decide on the spot whether I should allow myself to hate the soldiers who did this…. In my work [as a lawyer] I had only too often seen what hatred could do to people's heads and bodies. Hate had just killed the six people I cared about most in the world. I decided there and then that for the rest of my life, whether it would be a few days or many years, to love every person I come in contact with.”22

	 

	Lessons for you personally

	At work

	
		Your team's three most recent projects have gone wrong, and now none of your colleagues has the courage to tackle a new one. Collect a few resilience stories to rebuild morale in the team. My favorite is the following.23



	
	- When he was seven, his family was forced to give up their farm and he had to work to support them.

	- When he was nine, his mother died.

	- At the age of 22, the company he worked for went bankrupt and he lost his job.

	- At 23, he was one of 13 candidates to apply for the state parliament and came only eighth.

	- A year later he borrowed money to build a business with a friend. After a few months the business failed. His goods were confiscated to pay off his debts. And when his partner died shortly afterwards completely impoverished, he took over his debts too, and paid them off patiently, little by little.

	- At the age of 25 he applied again for the state parliament – and this time he won.

	- When his fiancée died just before the wedding, he was 26. He became depressed and suffered a nervous breakdown.

	- At 29 he wanted to become speaker of the state parliament but was defeated.

	- Five years later he applied for a place in the US Congress. He lost.

	- When he tried again the next year, he won. So, he went to Washington, where he did well.

	- But at 39 he again had no job, thanks to an internal party rule that stipulated that each congressman was only allowed to work in Washington for one legislative period.

	- A year later he wanted to become a representative of the General State Office but was rejected.

	- At 46, he applied to represent his state in the US Senate. He lost.

	- At 47, he was one of the candidates for nomination as vice-president of his party. He lost.

	- At 49, he applied once more for the US Senate and lost again.

	- Two years later he was elected 16th President of the United States.



	The moral of this tale is that if you think about giving up after a setback, remember Abraham Lincoln – and imagine how different America would be if he had given up after the first setback... or the second... or the tenth.

	
		You see that an employee is very nervous and stressed before an important presentation. Have a chat with him to try to boost his resilience. What do you say? Remind him of his self-efficacy. “Peter, remember when you solved that problem with the Thais? And what about that time in Geneva... they were difficult people, weren't they? Thanks to your ideas and flexibility, we got the contract anyway!” This should help him put the pressing challenge into perspective.



	 

	At home

	
		One of your children can't deal with failures and obstacles and has neither their room nor their homework under control. Give them small daily tasks such as making their bed, putting their trainers on the shoe rack, packing their school bag the night before.... This routine has a positive effect on individual self-control.

		Here are a few additional 'miracles' brought about by order. People who make their beds every morning are happier and more productive.24 In a tidy kitchen, people are more likely to resist the temptation to nibble than they are in a messy kitchen.25 What this indicates is that what some might call 'fastidiousness' is actually basic daily resilience training.



	For yourself

	
		You have heard that you will soon lose your job and are worried about what will happen next. You could sink into a slough of despond – or you could see the dismissal as an opportunity to do those things that you always wanted to do. This doesn't mean that the near future will be a bundle of laughs, but employment lawyers report that redundancy proves to be a blessing for many of their clients, who often say they wish they had left (or been fired) sooner.26

		You rarely get enough sleep during the week, with the result that you oversleep at the weekend. Actually, that doesn't bother you, but you wonder if it might have negative effects. In fact, research shows that sleep deprivation does have negative effects on individual resilience.27 When people sleep too little or restlessly, they react more strongly to emotionally negative stimuli. The 'executive board' in the brain – the prefrontal cortex – is too weak after too little sleep to regulate the emotions that the brain is firing at itself. The consequence is over-reaction and irrational behavior.28 When you get enough sleep, the prefrontal cortex can actively intervene and regulate your emotions.



	So, if you want to successfully counter adversity, make sure you either sleep peacefully for seven or eight hours a night or take a short lunchtime nap every day. And for healthy sleep, try to avoid the blue light from phones, computers and TVs for an hour before going to bed.


Five questions for reflection

	
		How resilient are you? At work, in relationships, in the family, in daily life? 



	 

	
		What gives you the strength to hold out in difficult times? And how do you feel when you have been through a difficult situation?



	 

	
		Do you pass on some of your own positive and negative experiences to other people? At work, in private life?



	 

	
		Are you trying to protect your children from setbacks or bad situations? Who benefits the most from it? Your children or you?



	 

	
		Where do you see yourself too much as a victim and do not take control of that which you can influence?



	 

	 




	The programming errors

	 

	In the first part of this book it has become clear that our human rationality is limited. Our brain decides a great deal on a level to which we hardly have any access. However, we have also seen that we have the power to get our emotions under control, to persevere and to build resilience.

	The second part of the book is about our programming errors, which we encounter in everyday life. How can we overcome them? What should we do to avoid falling into unpleasant traps? In the following eight Karats we will be focusing on overconfidence, anchoring, decision fatigue, change, mindfulness, comparison, communication and memory.
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	Here is a short aphorism as a consolation in advance:

	Only after stumbling do you pay attention to the path.
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