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PART 1: 
WHAT IS RESILIENCE?



“You can’t stop the waves but 
you can learn to surf”

--John Kabat-Zinn

But…it’s easier to learn to surf if 
you have a surfboard, a coach, and 

a lifeguard

Is this resilience?



Over time, improvements in health from 
meditation and mindfulness decrease
Very few studies control for the stress 
of the patients/participants
“Selection bias” (studies favour those 
who believe the intervention will work)

The failure of mindfulness and 
meditation as treatment



Two-thirds of American adults are overweight or obese; in 
Canada 62% of men and 46% of women describe 
themselves as overweight or obese
Heart disease is growing and the use of medications
Hospitalizations for mental health and addictions problems 
are rising steadily
Prescriptions for mental health problems are increasing
While the rate of divorce has declined, so too have the 
number of new marriages
Days absent from work is rising quickly
A third of 20-34 year-olds live with their parents
28% of Canadian households have just one person

The failure of “rugged individualism”





In the context of exposure to significant 
adversity, resilience is our capacity, 
individually and in groups, to navigate our 
way to the psychological, social, cultural, 
and physical resources that sustain our 
wellbeing, and…
our capacity individually and in groups to 
negotiate for these resources to be 
provided in meaningful ways.

Resilience is…

Ungar, M. (2011). The social ecology of resilience: Addressing contextual and cultural 
ambiguity of a nascent construct. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 81(1), 1-17.



A Dozen Resilience Resources
1. Structure/routines
2. Consequences/ 

accountability
3. Intimate and 

sustaining love 
from others

4. Lots and lots of 
supportive 
relationships

5. A powerful identity
6. A sense of control

7. A sense of 
belonging/culture/ 
spirituality/life 
purpose

8. Rights and 
responsibilities

9. Our basic needs 
are met

10.Positive thinking
11.Physical wellbeing
12.Financial wellbeing
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When problems are few, we can rely on 
ourselves to solve our own problems 

Rugged 
Individual

Problems



Problems
Resourced 
Individual

When problems are many and complex, we 
need lots of resources to cope effectively



PART 2: 
HOW DO I BUILD RESILIENCE?



Structure:
“There are people in my life who expect me to 
____________.”

Consequences:
“When I don’t meet expectations, I know that 
____________ will happen.”

Intimate relationships:
“I can reach out to my __________ to get help 
when I need it.”

Exercise: Assessing my resilience 
resources



Other relationships:
“When bad things happen in my life, there 
are people like __________ who will 
support me as best they can.

Identity:
“I feel respected for what is special about 
me when I’m with/at/doing __________.”

Power and control:
“In my ____________ I get to participate 
in making decisions that affect my 
___________.”



Belonging, spirituality:
“At my ____________ people miss me when 
I’m not there.”
“There are places such as __________ where 
I can celebrate my culture and beliefs.”

Rights and Responsibilities:
“When I’m with others at my ____________ I 
feel treated fairly.”
“When I’m with ______________ I am 
responsible for myself/others.”



Safety and Support:
“I am well-cared for by __________.” 
“I feel safe when I’m with/at ___________.”

Positive thinking
“When bad things happen in my life, I say to 
myself ‘__________________’ and I feel 
better.”
“I know I’m not to blame when 
______________ happens.”



Physical wellbeing
“Physically, I’m able to 
__________________ when I want to.”

Financial wellbeing
“Financially, I’m able to 
_________________ when I want to.”



Finding the resources we need 
for success depends on the 

quality of our social, built, and 
natural environments.



With permission: David Abramson, New York University



Strategy 1: 
Change yourself 
(if that’s enough)



Do you eat 3 oz of chocolate per day?
Do you exercise vigorously for 10 minutes each 
day?
Do you sleep at least 7 hours each day?
Do you have 1 (for women) or 2 (for men) 
drinks of alcohol a day?
Do you have family dinners three times a week?
Do you have sex at least once (and if possible, 
four) times a week?

Exercise: Do you have a healthy 
lifestyle? 



Let yourself be stressed
Let yourself fail
Get less help
Self-disrupt
Be future-oriented (instead of living in the moment)
Forget time management; spend your time 
efficiently

Individual Strategies for to Change Yourself 



Strategy 2: 
Make the best use possible of the 
12 resources (if you have them)



Add routine to your life
Be accountable to others
Find someone to whom you matter
Spend time in places where you can make decisions
Take responsibility for someone else
Put yourself in spaces where it’s easier to think 
positive thoughts
Build into your day opportunities for physical activity

Make Use of the 12 Resources for Resilience 



Strategy 3: 
Change your world to have more 

of the 12 resources



Separate from bad relationships (find better ones)
Change jobs (if you can)
Develop a new talent, and share it
Celebrate (and put on display) your culture/values
Ask for changes at your workplace and at home
Find a therapist who can change your thinking
Get a training buddy
Keep wearing your old clothes
Share your success (e.g., take a bow)

Change your world



Strategy 4: 
When all else fails, 

change what you want



Thank You!
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