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Every day, we face challenges that test our resilience. You

may face challenges at work or in your personal relation-

ships. You may face the challenge of raising young children

or teenagers. Maybe you are caring for an aging family

member. You may have financial worries or be going

through a divorce. You may be taking on the challenge of a

bigger job with more responsibilities. You may have lost a

relative recently or be in a time of transition in your life,

with friends moving away or a child leaving home. 

Through all of these challenges and transitions—both

positive and negative—you still have to stay focused at

work and at home and take care of yourself and the people

you love. That’s easier to do the stronger and more resilient

you feel. 
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ent are you?

Synonyms:

adaptable, buoyant, elastic, flexible,

optimistic, proactive, resilient, 

responsive, take-charge.



According to the National Centenarian Awareness Project, which

studies people in the U.S. who have made it to their 100th birthday,

there are key characteristics that stand out among men and women

this age. They have a positive yet realistic attitude, an adventurous

love of life, a strong will, spiritual beliefs, an ability to renegotiate

life when necessary, and a sense of humor. They are resilient.

How can you develop some or all of these attributes? How can you

learn to adopt a positive attitude and be more hopeful and resilient?

How can you develop coping skills that will see you through life’s ups

and downs? The purpose of this booklet is to help you find answers

to these and other questions. 

First, take a moment to answer the questions on the next page.

4



How resilient are you?
The first step in becoming more resilient is to look at your life and 

how you handle stress, problems, and hardship. Where do you feel weak

and where do you feel strong in your life? Check the answer that best

describes you. 

I feel a sense of purpose in my work or personal life

Yes No Not sure

My view of the world is pretty positive.

Yes No Not sure

I have time for things I enjoy, like being outdoors or being with

people I care about.

Yes No Not sure

When I’m faced with a big problem, I usually come up with a solution.

Yes No Not sure

When I need help from a friend, relative, or co-worker, I ask for it.

Yes No Not sure

5

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



I take care of myself. I get enough rest and exercise and I eat 

balanced meals.

Yes No Not sure

I feel like I’m growing. I’m learning new things and facing 

new challenges.

Yes No Not sure

I adapt pretty well to change.

Yes No Not sure

My life feels busy and active in a good way.

Yes No Not sure

When I’m stressed, I have things I do to help reduce my stress. 

Yes No Not sure

6

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.



How resilient you feel on any given day is a sum of all that’s going

on in your life—the pressures and responsibilities you face at work

and at home, and how you handle all of those demands. Do you

take care of yourself ? Are you able to put things in perspective? Do

you have the support you need so that you are able to cope well with

the challenges you face? 

If you answered “Yes” to nine or ten of the questions on the previous

page, you’re probably a very resilient person. You probably deal well

with challenge and adversity. (Chances are, you’ll keep reading, since

resilient people tend to be curious. Who knows what you might learn?)

If you answered “Yes” to seven or eight of the questions, you’re

probably a pretty resilient person. But there may be parts of your life

where you could become more resilient. On the pages that follow

you’ll find positive steps you can take and skills you can acquire to

help you feel stronger and more in control of things. 

If you answered “Yes” to six or fewer of the questions, you may be

feeling overwhelmed or under a lot of stress, and these feelings may

be affecting your ability to bounce back. On the pages that follow

you’ll find positive steps you can take and skills you can acquire to

help you feel more resilient and to help you handle the challenges

you are facing. You might also benefit from talking with a profes-

sional about what’s going on in your life. 

As you read through this booklet and begin to try out some of its

suggestions, you should start to see improvement in your resilience.

Answer these questions again a month from now to see how you 

are doing. 
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Staying resilient is like staying in shape—some are born

lucky, but most of us have to work at it. Look back to the

quiz on page 5. After which statements did you answer

“No” or “Not sure”? These are the areas in your life where

you may be more or less resilient and where you’ll want to

focus your efforts. For example, how well do you handle

change (question eight)? Do you take care of yourself

(question six)? Do you call on others when you need

support (question five)? 

On the following pages you’ll find tips and advice to help

you work on your outlook and attitude, and on your

coping and problem-solving skills—all the areas covered 

in the quiz. 
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Find a sense of purpose and commitment.

Studies show that resilient people have a passion or purpose that nour-

ishes and sustains them. Look back to how you responded to the first

statement on page 5, “I feel a sense of purpose in my work or personal

life.” Do you feel committed to your family, work, friendships, and

activities you are involved in outside of work? Here are some ways to

build a sense of purpose and commitment into your life:

Use challenging life events to stop and think about your choices and

to ask fundamental questions. Sometimes it takes a major life event

like an illness to make us stop and think about our choices and pri-

orities. Smaller challenges are a time to stop and think, too—about

career and family priorities, how you spend your time, how your life

could feel better, richer, or more meaningful.

Identify your focus for the next week or month. Purpose and commit-

ment sound like lofty words, but they don’t have to be. Your focus

for the next week or so could be something as basic as, “I’m going to

spend more time with my father because he’s ill.” 

Do volunteer work. Help in a soup kitchen. Join a committee at

school. Become a Big Brother or Big Sister. Eleanor Roosevelt said

that most of the good work in the world is done by people who

weren’t feeling all that good at the time. Volunteer work can give

you a sense of purpose and make you feel stronger.

Complete this sentence: “If money were no object and I had all 

the time in the world, I would . . .” Travel more? Paint? Work with

disabled children? Figure out how to translate your big dreams into

action. A big trip may not be possible, but you could take a week-

end trip to a place you’ve never been. You could enroll in a painting

class at night, or help out at a school for disabled children.

Look for activities outside of work that bring you a sense of personal

achievement, satisfaction, or fulfillment. Those activities can sustain

you, especially during periods when your work may not feel as ful-

filling or satisfying as you might like.
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Have a positive outlook.

Look back to page 5 to see how you responded to the statement, 

“My view of the world is pretty positive.” Resilient people tend to have

a positive outlook and to see life as filled with challenges rather than

defeats. They see difficulties as temporary. Optimism is a skill you

can learn.

Tell yourself, “I’m going to feel better.” Tell yourself, “Things are

going to get better.”

Focus on the part of your life that feels good today. One day, things

may not be going well at work, but something wonderful may be

happening with your relationship. Focus on your relationship that

day. Another day, things may not be going well at home, but you

may feel good about your work. What is going well? Focus on that.

Limit negative and self-defeating thoughts. Thoughts like, “It’s

terrible and I can’t do anything about it,” or “I’m trapped in a bad

situation,” wear down your resilience. Instead, ask yourself, “What

would make things better? What can I do today to improve my

outlook? What’s my first step?” Focus on the positive—on an

upcoming visit with a close friend or on the things that your relative

with a chronic illness can still do rather than the things that he can

no longer do. “You probably cannot simply will yourself to be an

optimist,” writes Dr. Michael Craig Miller, editor of

The Harvard Mental Health Letter. “But you

can achieve a sunnier disposition if you

recognize your gloomy mood, seek help

when you need it, and make

meaningful physical and mental

activity a more prominent part of

your life.”
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Avoid wasting anger or negative energy on trivial things. Try not to

let small annoyances affect your mood. In the broader scheme of

things, how important is that small dent in the fender, the argument

you had with a friend, or a recent disappointment at work?

Spend time with people you like and doing things you like to do.

Plan something today that you can look forward to.

Use humor to help you see the positive. Look for what’s funny and

amusing in a situation. Laugh more. Spend time with funny people.
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Depression and Resilience

About 10 percent of people suffer from depression. Depression is an

illness that in many ways feels like the opposite of resilience. Its

symptoms include:

• loss of energy

• loss of interest or pleasure in ordinary activities

• difficulty concentrating, coping, or making decisions

• persistent physical symptoms that do not respond to treatment 

(such as chronic pain or digestive disorders) 

• feeling sad, lonely, or unhappy

• thoughts of death or suicide

You can take a confidential depression screening test online at the

National Mental Health Association Web site at www.nmha.org. Or

talk with your doctor or health care provider if you have concerns. 

If you have thoughts of death or suicide, seek help immediately.

Depression is highly treatable. Many people who live with depression

are resilient and are able to maintain their resiliency with help and

treatment. If you are suffering from depression, contact your health

care provider. 



Take pleasure in the small joys of life.

How did you respond to the statement, “I have time for things I enjoy,

like being outdoors or being with people I care about” ? Do you take the

time to love your family and friends? To kiss them goodbye? The small

joys of life are what renew us, give us peace, and keep us feeling strong.

They also sustain us during times of crisis and challenge. Put a symbol

of your small joys on your desk, bureau, or kitchen table as a constant

reminder. Circle two small joys from the list below that you’re going to

schedule time for tomorrow, or write down small joys that aren’t on the

list and schedule time for those. Make time for small joys such as: 

• taking a solitary walk in the park or on the beach

• watching a pretty sunset

• laughing out loud

• reading a bedtime story to your child

• watching a movie with your teenager

• doing a quilting project

• working in your garden

• listening to the birds on your way to work

• going fishing

• eating ice cream

• cooking

• reading until you fall asleep

• having a day with no “agenda”

• playing tag with your grandchild

• spending time with your adult child

• getting a massage

• talking with friends and co-workers

• taking your child to the playground

• having lunch with a co-worker

• visiting a relative or friend 

13

3.



Take an active approach to solving 

your problems.

“When I’m faced with a big problem, I usually come up with a solu-

tion.” How did you respond to this statement? Resilient people have

an ability to negotiate and renegotiate life. That means being able to

anticipate problems and find solutions. Here are some steps to take

to successfully tackle problems:

Identify the problem. Writing down and defining what the problem

is on paper is often helpful. Project Resilience—a private organiza-

tion in Washington, DC, that consults to schools, clinics, and 

prevention agencies—conducted a study of resilient adults who had

grown up in conditions of poverty, neglect, abuse, and addiction. 

In answer to the question, “How did you do it?”, many said they

relied on writing to help them face problems and gain insight into

their lives. Try writing about your challenges. Keep a journal and 

use it to write down your goals, milestones, and when things are

bothering you. 

Remember that solutions to problems often involve bringing in

other people to help. Seek input from knowledgeable people who

can provide you with resources, information, and ideas. 

Act. Don’t deny your problems, ignore them, or let them linger and

weigh on your mind. Taking action will help you feel stronger, more

in control of your life, and more resilient. 

Use some of the skills you’ve learned at work to help you manage

your personal life. At work, you tackle a problem by gathering infor-

mation and resources and by breaking big tasks into defined and

manageable steps. Use some of those same skills to handle problems

at home.

Find ways to simplify and organize your life so that the problems

and challenges you are facing are manageable. Problems and chal-

lenges can leave you feeling drained and less resilient. Look for things

you can do to feel less overwhelmed. You might spend weekend time

14
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organizing and simplifying to make things easier for the week ahead.

If you are caring for young children and a relative with a chronic ill-

ness, use Sunday nights to get your life together for the week ahead.

Put out your children’s clothes for the next five days, be sure there’s

food for everyone’s lunches, and review the family calendar so you

know where everyone has to be and when. 

Try to focus on the things that you have control over. For example,

if you are caring for a relative with a chronic illness, you have con-

trol over your thoughts and emotions when you are away from your

relative. Try to put aside sad thoughts about your relative while you

are at work. If you focus on your job and the things you do have

control over, you may feel better and your problems may not seem so

overwhelming. You can also influence whether you have breaks from

caregiving when you aren’t at work. Do you have backup help so you

can take a break? How can you get that backup help if you don’t

currently have it?

Try new approaches if your usual approach isn’t working. The more

flexible you are, the more resilient you’ll be. Be willing to change

game plans if the plan you’re following isn’t working or if a better

one presents itself. 

Look back to how you successfully handled other setbacks and 

challenges. Ask yourself, “How did I get through it? How can that

knowledge help me now?” Don’t dwell on past mistakes and disap-

pointments.
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“We learn wisdom from failure much more than from success. We

often discover what will do by finding out what will not do; and

probably he who never made a mistake never made a discovery.” 

—Samuel Smiles, Self-Help (1849)



Rely on and help others.

Asking for help is hard for many of us. How did you respond to the

statement, “When I need help from a friend, relative, or co-worker, I ask

for it” ? Do you ask a good friend for advice when you need it? Do you

ask a co-worker or your manager for support when you are feeling

overloaded? If your child is having a problem do you ask for support

from the teacher? Paying attention to what you need and asking for

help is a sign of resourcefulness and strength, not weakness. 

Talk about what you are going through with others. Be there for

people you care about and they’ll be there for you.

Learn from people who have been through what you are going

through. Don’t wait for someone to call you. Be the initiator.

Get used to accepting help. If you are going through a difficult time

and a neighbor or friend offers help with meals or rides, allow yourself

to accept the help. Sometimes you have to recognize this as an issue

and practice saying yes.

Join a support group. Support groups can be a tremendously helpful

way to get through hard times. There are support groups for over-

coming alcohol or drug addiction; for coping with grief, loss, divorce,

or chronic illness; and for help with family problems and other issues.
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Take care of yourself.

You can’t be resilient, no matter how hard you work at it, if you

don’t take care of yourself. If you’re physically exhausted or overex-

tended emotionally, it’s twice as hard to get through difficult times.

Look back to see how you responded to statement six: “I take care of

myself. I get enough rest and exercise and I eat balanced meals.” Most of

us need to focus more energy on taking care of ourselves. Here are

some suggestions:

Schedule a checkup if you have not seen your health care provider

within the last year.

Take your vacation days or personal days from work. A recent study

shows that one in four people don’t take their full vacation time each

year. Plan an activity or something to look forward to on your time

off from work.

Get exercise. Studies show that resilient people exercise more than

other people.

Keep your life simple. Plan simple meals. Resist signing up for too

many activities and committees. Don’t be afraid to say “no.” 

Limit how much caffeine and alcohol you drink.

Stick to what some experts call the “80/20” rule in your eating. If 

80 percent of what you eat is healthy—with a nutritious, low-fat

mix of vegetables, fruit, and grains—then you can allow yourself to

eat what you want for the remaining 20 percent.

Pay extra attention to taking care of yourself when times are diffi-

cult. Studies show that we run a greater risk of getting sick during

stressful life events. Watch your health carefully if you are experienc-

ing a stressful life event such as a separation, a job change, or the

death of a relative or friend. 
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Take time to recover. Just as you need time to recover from a

physical illness, you also need time to recover when you experience

emotional setbacks or losses. Think about how you recover from a

cold or a case of the flu: You rest and take care of yourself. You need

to do the same when you are recovering emotionally. When your

emotional resilience is worn down, you need to pay extra attention

to getting enough rest, eating balanced meals, making time for

relaxation, and seeking support from the people you love. 
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Keep learning and growing.

“ I feel like I’m growing. I’m learning new things and facing new

challenges.” How did you respond to that statement? When was the

last time you tried something new? 

Branch out. Eat new foods, visit places you’ve never been, meet 

new people, learn something new, like how to play the piano. Pursue

new interests. 

Learn new skills to perform well at your job—and keep on learning.

Learning new skills makes you feel more competent and capable and

will help you recapture some of the excitement that may be missing

for you from work. Be flexible about taking new assignments. Learn

a new computer or technical skill. Identify something new you can

start learning next week or month. 

Ask yourself if you are “stuck in your ways.” The next time you

attend a meeting for work, school, or a community group, ask your-

self, “Am I open to new ideas?” 

Spend time with people younger and older than you are. There is

much to learn from people of all ages. 

Stop yourself from thinking and saying, “I’m too old to . . .”

“I’m too old to ride a bike . . . learn a new language . . . try yoga.”

Remember that the more challenging a situation is, the more you can

learn from it. Every life challenge provides learning opportunities and

a chance to grow. Adversities such as a major illness, a job loss, or a

painful breakup force you to examine your values and reevaluate your

priorities and personal relationships. Most of the time, relationships

are richer and goals are much clearer following a crisis or challenge.
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Be ready for change.

The ability to handle change is a key survival skill of all resilient

people. Just as the seasons change, our lives change constantly, too.

Try to anticipate change and look ahead to see what’s coming. That

way you’ll be prepared for the next change when it happens. 

Make a conscious effort to stay flexible. Try these “flexibility” exercises:

• Take a different route to work, home, or the store. If your spouse or

partner is driving and takes a different route than you’d take, enjoy

the ride and don’t complain. 

• Turn off the TV. Watching television puts your brain in “neutral.”

For your brain to stay flexible, it needs to keep stretching and 

growing.

• When you catch yourself saying “no” to an invitation, say “yes”

instead.

• Learn a new sport or game.

Realize that the only real way to change is to do something more

than once. For example, if you want to change your habits and get

more exercise, you have to keep at it week after week until this

change becomes part of your routine.
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“ . . . the fastest way to change is to laugh at your

own folly—then you can let go and quickly

move on.” 

—Dr. Spencer Johnson, Who Moved My Cheese?



Be a doer, not a complainer.

The primary way people bounce back is by doing things. How 

did you respond to the statement, “My life feels busy and active in a

good way” ?

Get involved. Enroll in a class or volunteer to help a friend, neigh-

bor, or relative in need.

Tell yourself, “I’m going to take this step.” Remind yourself that

resilience is about taking charge. Start with the small step you can

take right away, rather than waiting to take the big step and maybe

never getting to it. For example, spend an hour every week on a big

cleanup project that’s been making you feel guilty.

Plan things to look forward to. Work on a plan for today, tomorrow,

next week. An 80-year-old grandmother, recently widowed, coped

with aging and loneliness by planning one thing to do every day.

That gave her something to look forward to.
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Work on reducing stress in your life.

“When I’m stressed, I have things I do to help reduce my stress.” How

did you answer the question about stress? Most of us are familiar

with the classic symptoms of stress: sleep problems; trouble concen-

trating; headaches, stomachaches, neck, shoulder, or back pain;

heart palpitations; lack of energy. But are you aware of the negative

“spillover” that stress can have on your personal relationships, your

home life, and your ability to cope with everyday activities?

Take advantage of the programs and benefits your company offers to

help you reduce stress and balance the demands of your work and

personal life.

Try to pinpoint what’s causing your stress. Identify the problem or

source of your stress. Sometimes we feel sad and are not sure why.

Identifying what is truly bothering you is half the battle.

Make an effort to simplify your life, especially if you are under a lot

of stress or are recovering from a crisis. Drop commitments you’re

able to drop that deplete you. 

Find ways to relieve tension. Try relaxing your shoulders when you’re

tense. Roll your shoulders forward and then back in a rotating

motion. Enroll in a meditation or yoga class. 

Seek support in your faith community. Faith, religion, and spiritu-

ality help many people move from worry to hope and also help

them to stay strong and resilient through life’s ups and downs.
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Let go of your anger. Anger is a negative emotion that consumes a lot

of mental energy, and it makes you feel more stressed. How often do

you find yourself saying, “It’s not fair!” “It’s all your fault!” “Look at

what you did to me!” When you’re able to let go of your anger and

forgive and move on, you have more energy and feel more resilient. 

• Try to get to the root causes of your anger. Talk with friends and

relatives about the problem and ask what they think. If your anger is

work-related, talk with a trusted co-worker or your manager about

the problem. 

• Learn appropriate ways to express your anger. Expressing your anger

toward others physically or by shouting is never OK and never leads

to a positive outcome.

• Take a deep breath when you are feeling angry. Breathe and count to

five to help yourself stay calm.
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Surveys show that 75 to 90 percent 

of visits to primary care physicians are 

for stress-related complaints.

—The American Institute of Stress
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Life events sometimes force us to call on all the strength

and resilience we have within us. A child or a parent falls

ill. Your spouse or partner loses his job. A close friend 

dies. You are diagnosed with an illness. You’re suddenly

widowed. We never know what challenges or difficulties 

lie ahead. 

The coping skills we use to get through hard times are the

same skills we use every day to bounce back and handle

life’s ups and downs—a positive attitude; the support of

family, friends, and community; a habit of activity and

learning. Here are five stories of resilient people who did

just that. 
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Jim’s family was forced to move three times in a year and a half after

he lost job after job due to layoffs. During that shaky time, Jim’s

family faced mounting debt and the death of a close relative. All the

moving turned his family’s life upside down. How did he, his wife,

and their young daughter get through this difficult period? “We

continued with family routines in every place we moved,” says Jim,

“and set up new versions of the old activities. Our first priority was

keeping our daughter feeling safe and continuing the routines that

she knew.” Today, five years later, they’re still digging out of debt

and their new home is much smaller than their old one. “But we

have a stable life and our daughter has been resilient through it all,”

says Jim. “That helped us keep our spirits up. She made new friends

in each new place and she seems secure and flexible. She’s able to

handle the bumps in the road and she has learned that life goes on no

matter what.”

Resilience is about having a positive yet realistic attitude and taking

action in response to change. 

Laura was widowed suddenly at age 38 with four young children to

raise on her own. She felt terribly lonely and was teary for years, she

says. “But I had faith I could draw strength from and wonderful

friends and neighbors.” Laura says she was determined to bring her

children up with joy and a love of life. “I was brought up to believe

that life is good and that we have to work very hard to make it so.”

Now in her late 70s, Laura spends much of her time offering support

to others. “Once you’ve suffered a loss, it’s like a sisterhood or 

brotherhood—you have a common bond and can draw comfort

from sharing your caring.” 

Resilience is about relying on and giving support to family, friends, 

and community. 
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Carl was diagnosed three years ago with Parkinson’s disease. He

knows that the disease is progressive and Carl’s symptoms are already

well advanced: He has lost muscle control in his legs and arms and

he moves much more slowly than he once did. At first, Carl with-

drew from friends and family. “I didn’t want them to think, ‘Poor

Carl,’” he says. But recently, he is allowing people back into his life

again and he’s committed to staying active. He’s participating in a

walk with friends this spring to raise funds for Parkinson’s research.

And Carl is making plans for the future. “My niece graduates from

college next year,” he says. “I’m going to be there.” 

Resilience is about not giving up.

Tammy had been a battered wife for seven years when her husband

walked out on her and their two young children, leaving them with

no means of support. Tammy moved her family across the country to

be closer to relatives. She was intent on starting a new life, and her

first priority was her children’s future. “I wanted them to do well in

life and get a good quality education.” Tammy found a secretarial

job at a local private school where her children could qualify for the

employee discount on tuition, and she took classes at night to pick

up more office skills. “She doesn’t seem to know the meaning of the

phrase ‘give up,’” Tammy’s sister says of her. “She was determined to

find a solution to her problems, and she did.”

Resilience is about taking action to make the future better. 
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After a trauma or crisis, many people find 

a certain comfort in routine, in daily chores like 

cooking favorite foods, doing errands, or 

gathering up all the old newspapers for recycling.

Doing things with your hands that you enjoy—

such as gardening, sewing, cooking, or raking—

can be tremendously satisfying. Crisis throws 

us off balance. Routine helps us restore order and 

balance to our lives. 



A young man lost his sister in a car accident and a month later was

having trouble coming to terms with her death and the fact that he

would never see her again. At home, he was struggling with how to

help his nephew, his sister’s teenaged son. The man wasn’t able to

talk about these intense feelings with friends or co-workers, and he

found himself unable to go to work. He contacted his company’s

employee assistance program (EAP). The man had never before

sought help from a counselor, but he scheduled an appointment

with the EAP counselor. “I thought I would just sit in silence for the

hour,” he says. Instead, he began talking and reflecting on his sister’s

tragic death. An hour later, he was surprised by how much he had

let out and how much talking had helped. “I have a better and

clearer idea of how to go forward now,” he told the counselor as he

said goodbye. It may take years for him to recover from the tragic

loss of his sister and he has visited the counselor twice more since his

initial visit. What he realizes now is that talking with a professional

really helps.

Resilience is about seeking help when you need it.
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Use the space on the next page to write down what you’re experiencing.

(For example, “Caregiving is my big challenge. It’s really hard caring for

mom, especially when things are really busy at work.”)

I am going through a major change in my life (separation or

divorce, retirement, financial strain, relocation, child leaving

home, etc.).

I worry a lot about an older relative or spouse or partner. 

I have recently experienced a loss.

We’re coping with a serious illness in our family.

My spouse or partner and I are having problems in our 

relationship.

I feel a lot of pressure at home.

I feel a lot of pressure at work.

I haven’t been feeling well lately.

I’m very concerned about money.

Daily hassles really get to me (my commute, a messy house, 

losing my keys, hearing my neighbor’s noisy dog). 

Challenges Checklist

Are there difficult experiences you are facing in your life? Take a

moment to fill out this checklist. Put a check mark beside each state-

ment that applies to your life today. 
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Recognizing the challenges you are facing is key to becoming more

resilient. You can’t work on finding support or making changes in

your life if you don’t know where you need to begin. Once you have

identified the challenges you are facing, commit to do the following:

Call on others for support. Call and make plans with a friend to

meet for coffee or dinner or a morning walk. Invite people over. Let

those in your inner circle know you could use some support. Don’t

try to handle difficult things alone.

Use the strategies described earlier in this booklet to help you stay

resilient through difficult times. Try to maintain a positive outlook.

Make time for simple pleasures. Take an active approach to solving

your problems. Rely on and help others. Take care of yourself. Work

on reducing feelings of stress.

Seek professional help if you or someone you know is having trouble 

coping with debt problems or relationship problems, is using drugs or

alcohol to handle emotions, or is experiencing any of the following:

• sleep disturbances

• flashbacks

• changes in appetite

• severe or prolonged anxiety

• depression

• feelings of hopelessness or thoughts of suicide



Raising res



The qualities of people who age successfully—having a

positive yet realistic attitude, an adventurous love of life, a

strong will, spiritual beliefs, an ability to renegotiate life

when necessary, and a sense of humor—are the same

qualities we want to instill in our children. 

On the following pages is advice from teachers, counselors,

and parents on how to build a strong and resilient family. 
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Show your child that you feel positive about the world. If you show

your child that you feel positive about the world, chances are your

child will grow up to view the world as a positive place. One way 

we learn to be optimistic, writes Martin Seligman, the author of

Learned Optimism, is by listening to the way that our parents explain

everyday events to us. 

Help your child learn to express both positive and painful emotions.

Show your children that sadness, like happiness, is part of life and

that it is human and natural to feel sad and to cry. Teach your child

to express his feelings in healthy and appropriate ways. Children can

sense when a parent is upset. If you are sad, don’t hide what you are

feeling. But remember to control your feelings so that you don’t

burden your child with too many adult emotions. It’s important that

you let your child know that you are OK even if you are crying or

angry. Encourage your child to talk about his feelings. Reassure him

that you love him and that you will take care of him. 

Help your child learn to manage feelings of anger and to resolve

conflicts. The best way to do that is by example. Manage your own

anger. Resolve conflicts in your home by using good communication

skills. Teach your child that conflict is normal and that it is impor-

tant to work together to solve conflicts and problems. In the book

Making it Better: Activities for Children Living in a Stressful World,

educator Barbara Oehlberg offers the following tips for parents.

Teach your child that:

• Everyone involved in a conflict needs to define the problem as they

see it.

• Everyone in the conflict participates equally in building the solution.

• Everyone is valued equally, despite any differences in title or power.

• Everyone is committed to building a solution that has mutual bene-

fits for all.

34



Encourage your child to do for others and to give to others. Children

tend to be self-focused and to feel that everything is about them.

When you encourage your child to do things for others and to give

to others, she learns that her actions make a difference. Encourage

your child to reach out to neighbors, relatives, and others by being

supportive, volunteering, or raising funds. 

Model resilient behavior. Go on with your normal life as much as

possible during sad and difficult times. This teaches your child that

life goes on, although somewhat changed, no matter what. Continue

routines, activities, schedules, and rules. Help your child understand

that change and challenge are part of life and that some changes and

challenges are harder than others.

Make time for family rituals. Family meals, celebrations, and gather-

ings not only strengthen family ties but also help build strong,

resilient children. Make time for and cherish your family rituals.

Family rituals can be elaborate celebrations of major holidays involv-

ing extended family and friends or regular Saturday trips to the

library with your children. Encourage children to suggest rituals.

Don’t “wait until next year” for that family reunion or for a weekend

of family togetherness. Try to include extended family in your rituals

and routines. 

Encourage your children to solve problems and make decisions on

their own. Giving your children age-appropriate decision-making

opportunities helps them believe in themselves and make good

choices. Show that you have faith and confidence that your child is

capable of making good choices by refraining from rushing in to fix

every problem. Experts have found that children who trust their

problem-solving skills feel more self-confident and hopeful about 

the future.

Help your child feel positive about school. Many studies have shown

that children who like school and feel committed to learning grow

up to be resilient. They develop the skills they need to master almost

any challenge they will face in life. 

35



Include your children in family discussions. Ask what your child

thinks and what his opinions are, and encourage him to offer solu-

tions. Listen to what your child has to say. Remember that during

times of crisis it’s more important than ever to talk as a family. 

Remember that “it takes a village.” To raise resilient children, parents

need the support of relatives, friends, neighbors, schools, houses of

worship, employers, and community organizations. The more support

your child has from other caring adults, the more resilient she will be.

Look at the relationships your child has with adults. How can you

supplement or build that “village”? In a leading research study, when

resilient adults were asked what helped them stay strong and thrive, the

overwhelming majority of them said a caring adult in childhood—a

loving parent, a teacher, a relative, or neighbor. Encourage your child

to turn to friends, relatives, and adults at school and in the community

for support. Teach your child to draw strength from others during

difficult times—by listening to and learning from classmates, friends,

relatives, teachers, and other adults. Match any babysitting needs you

have with older relatives and friends who can serve as role models. 

Show your child that you pull together as a family in a crisis.

Encourage your child to offer support to siblings and other relatives

during times of adversity. Talk about problems and solutions together.

It’s therapeutic and is a way for you to support one another. Research

shows that even children who experienced a very stressful event in

childhood, such as a major illness or the death of a parent, grew up to

be strong and resilient adults if the stress was handled well by the

adults around them.
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Read books and watch videos together that focus on strength and

resilience. For example, you might read books about Anne Frank,

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., or Harriet Tubman. Or watch a video

together such as The Miracle Worker (the Helen Keller story), The

Sound of Music, or Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. Talk about

historical figures like Gandhi, Mother Teresa, and other people who

were role models of bravery and resilience. Your local librarian can

suggest other books and videos featuring stories of strength, courage,

and hopefulness.

Laugh often. Remember that the most fun-filled family activities

don’t need to cost much money. Reminisce together about happy

times and funny “remember when” stories. Let your child take 

pictures of the family and organize a family bulletin board, Web

page, or photo album.

Do what you can to reduce stress and pressure at home for your

child. Children, like adults, lead increasingly pressured lives today.

You can help your child stay strong and resilient by:

• providing structure and predictability at home

• limiting video games and how much TV your child watches and

especially limiting games and programs with violent and troubling

images (if your older child has a classroom assignment to watch news

stories, try to watch with her)

• eating balanced meals

• making sure you and your child get enough sleep

• helping your child adopt healthy habits from early on 
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“Strong families have the knack for 

optimism, for taking long views and a 

‘big picture’ perspective.”

—Mary Pipher, The Shelter of Each Other:

Rebuilding Our Families



Don’t dwell on mistakes. Avoid being too critical. Allow your child

to make mistakes and to learn from those mistakes.

Encourage your child to try different things. Offer your child oppor-

tunities to try different music, sports, and arts activities. Spend time

as a family at events of different cultures.

Be caring and supportive. Children who grow up to be resilient

come from families where they received a lot of guidance, supervision,

and support from their parents and other adults. You are your child’s

strongest advocate at school, at home, and in the world. Offer

reassurance so that your child learns not to cave in to defeat. Let

him know that if things don’t work out the first time there will be a

next time. Show your child that you believe in him. Remember to

say, “I believe in you.” “I know you can do it.” “You’re terrific.” 

“I love you.”
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Bouncing Back Plan

Now you’re ready to put some of what you’ve read in this booklet to 

use. Fill out this worksheet and begin working on your bouncing back

plan today. 

Look back to the challenges you wrote about on page 30. List them

here, along with any additional thoughts or feelings you have.
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Now list possible solutions to the challenges you’ve described.
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Look back to the “How resilient are you?” questionnaire. Now list

two or three areas you could work on to be more resilient and steps

you could take to do that. (For example, “I could work on taking

better care of myself. Steps: Start walking three times a week with a

friend. Bring a healthy lunch to work twice a week.”)
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Get going on your bouncing back plan! Describe one step you can

commit to taking within the next 48 hours to work on being more

resilient.
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We’d like to hear any suggestions or ideas you have on this

topic. Please write to us at publications@ceridian.com.

Be sure to include the title of the booklet in your message.

Thank you.



Printed on recycled paper 61120-0406


