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These are dark days: people are losing jobs,
taking pay cuts, suffering foreclosure on
their homes. Some of them are snapping—
sinking into depression or suffering a per-
manent loss of confidence.

But others are snapping back; for example,
taking advantage of a layoff to build a new
career. What carries them through tough
times? Resilience.

Resilient people possess three defining
characteristics: They coolly accept the harsh
realities facing them. They find meaning in
terrible times. And they have an uncanny
ability to improvise, making do with what-
ever's at hand.

In deep recessions, resilience becomes
more important than ever. Fortunately, you
can learn to be resilient.

HBR AT LARGE

How Resilience Works

Resilience can help you survive and recover
from even the most brutal experiences. To cul-
tivate resilience, apply these practices:

FACE DOWN REALITY

Instead of slipping into denial to cope with
hardship, take a sober, down-to-earth view of
the reality of your situation. You'll prepare
yourself to act in ways that enable you to en-
dure—training yourself to survive before the
fact.

» Example:
Admiral Jim Stockdale survived being held
prisoner and tortured by the Vietcong in
part by accepting he could be held for a
long time. (He was held for eight years.)
Those who didn't make it out of the camps
kept optimistically assuming theyd be re-
leased on shorter timetables—by Christ-
mas, by Easter, by the Fourth of July.”l think
they all died of broken hearts,’ Stockdale
said.

SEARCH FOR MEANING

When hard times strike, resist any impulse to
view yourself as a victim and to cry, “Why me?”
Rather, devise constructs about your suffering
to create meaning for yourself and others. You'll
build bridges from your present-day ordeal to a
fuller, better future. Those bridges will make the
present manageable, by removing the sense
that the present is overwhelming.

» Example:
Austrian psychiatrist and Auschwitz survi-
vor Victor Frankl realized that to survive the
camp, he had to find some purpose. He did
so by imagining himself giving a lecture
after the war on the psychology of the con-
centration camp to help outsiders under-
stand what he had been through. By creat-
ing concrete goals for himself, he rose
above the sufferings of the moment.

The Idea in Practi

CONTINUALLY IMPROVISE

When disaster hits, be inventive. Make the
most of what you have, putting resources to
unfamiliar uses and imagining possibilities
others don't see.

P Example:
Mike founded a business with his friend
Paul, selling educational materials to
schools, businesses, and consulting firms.
When a recession hit, they lost many core
clients. Paul went through a bitter divorce,
suffered a depression, and couldn't work.
When Mike offered to buy him out, Paul
slapped him with a lawsuit claiming Mike
was trying to steal the business.

Mike kept the company going any way he
could—going into joint ventures to sell
English-language training materials to Russian
and Chinese competitors, publishing news-
letters for clients, and even writing video
scripts for competitors. The lawsuit was
eventually settled in his favor, and he had a
new and much more solid business than

the one he started out with.
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