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About peoplewise 

peoplewise is a global leader in talent management.  

Our mission is to develop the potential of people; transforming individuals, 
teams and organisations from the inside out to achieve sustainable and 
strategic business growth. For over a decade, peoplewise have been 
researching the role that resilience plays in people’s lives. 
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If we are to realise our 
potential and take full 
advantage of new and 
exciting opportunities 
as they arise, we need 
to be: 

Increasingly agile 

Able to manage 
increasingly complex 
environments 

Able to anticipate, adapt 
and grow from challenges 

Executive summary 

With our insatiable thirst to conquer new frontiers and discover as 
yet unrealised possibilities, we are demanding more and more of 
ourselves, at work and at home.  

 

Take a moment to stop and think about the sheer volume of 
responsibilities, interactions, and communications you deal with 
on a daily basis and compare it to the volume you dealt with even 
five years ago. Technological innovations have enabled us to 
manage an ever-increasing volume of information and assume a 
level of responsibility that was unimaginable even a decade ago.  

However, with new opportunities come new challenges, and 
thanks to our continued pursuit of success and achievement, we 
are experiencing an unprecedented rate of change and 
complexity. Added to that, the extraordinary upheaval caused by 
the global pandemic has dramatically accelerated the pace at 
which we need to adjust and adapt.  

Here at peoplewise, through both our academic research and 20 
years’ experience of working with organisations to be more 
effective, we have identified 7 Pillars that help people thrive, not 
just survive, in this volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous 
(VUCA) environment. Together, these 7 Pillars combine to form 
Positive Resilience.

 

Positive Resilience: the science and practice of 
developing mastery over our ability to not just cope 
with disruption and challenges but to thrive and reach 
our full potential for both happiness and success. 

 

Positive Resilience requires proactivity, determination, 
adaptability, rationality, courage and insight, and results in ongoing 
growth and exceptional performance.  

Resilience is often considered “the capacity to recover quickly 
from difficulties; toughness” (Oxford University Press, 2021). 
However, we believe that simply bouncing back is not enough and 
in the long term can actually be harmful. We believe that instead 
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of just surviving experiences, people can learn to adapt, grow, and 
develop while handling stress, challenge and adversity, resulting in 
a thriving and fulfilling life.  

The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience allow us to go beyond merely 
coping and recovery, by providing a platform for personal growth 
and development to reach our full potential. Positive Resilience 
is by no means an inherent quality that we either have or do not 
have. Rather, it involves thinking patterns, feelings, behaviours, 
actions, and strategies that can be learned and developed by 
anyone.  

Positive Resilience offers us the opportunity to reach our full 
potential for both happiness and success. It also offers 
organisations the opportunity to realise long term competitive 
advantage, by helping them to be more flexible, more adaptive, 
and more open to growth and change.  

This white paper explores the concept of Positive Resilience, the 
research behind its creation, and what individuals, leaders and 
organisations can do in order thrive, not just survive.  

  

Positive Resilience 
offers us the 
opportunity to 
reach our full 
potential for both 
happiness and 
success. 
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Introduction 
Why do some people thrive despite 
adversity, while others struggle or fail 
to cope effectively?  

 

 

peoplewise has been researching this 
question for over a decade. This white 
paper summarises our findings from 
both academic research and business 
experience. 
 

 

“Although the world is 
full of suffering, it is 

also full of the 
overcoming of it” 

Helen Keller 
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While resilience is a word most of us use without thinking, it is 
hard to define. It means something slightly different to each of us. 
The term ‘resilience’ originates from the Latin word ‘resilire’ – or 
to ‘leap back’. Oxford Dictionaries define it as “The capacity to 
recover quickly from difficulties; toughness” (2021). However, there 
is no single accepted definition or theory in the behavioural 
sciences (Haskett et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2017, 2020; Luthar, 2006; 
Luthar et al., 2000; Southwick et al., 2014; Southwick & Charney, 
2018; Ungar & Theron, 2020; Wu et al., 2013).  

A consequence of the lack of a single definition or theory of 
resilience is that both resilience practitioners and academic 
researchers show great variability in how resilience is identified, 
measured and defined (Liu et al., 2020; Masten, 2007; Ungar & 
Theron, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

There are three main schools of thought in the academic research on resilience. 
Initially resilience was considered part of an individual’s character or personality 
(Block & Block, 1980): “personal qualities that enable one to thrive in the face of 
adversity.” (Connor & Davidson, 2003, p. 76) 

Some define resilience as an outcome after 
adversity (Bonanno, 2004; Galatzer-Levy et al., 
2018): “a stable trajectory of healthy 
functioning after a highly adverse event” 
(Southwick et al., 2014, p. 2). Today, the most 
prevalent school of thought is that resilience 
is a process: “the functional process in which 
individuals adjust and respond to challenges 
and change in an adaptive manner” (Liu et al., 
2020, p. 4).  

Resilience tends to be considered as a 
process of coping with life’s everyday 
challenges over time. But what about coping 

with specific traumatic events? Although 
there is still controversy over the details, 
there is mounting evidence that many 
individuals grow psychologically after such 
events. This has become known as post 
traumatic growth (Dickinson, 2020; Infurna & 
Jayawickreme, 2019; Jayawickreme et al., 2021; 
Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014; Joseph, 2013; 
Tedeschi et al., 2018; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996, 
2004). Post traumatic growth is defined as 
“positive psychological changes experienced 
as a result of the struggle with traumatic or 
highly challenging life circumstances” 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018). 

“Sustainability is about 
survival. Resilience is all 

about being able to 
overcome the 

unexpected  

Jamais Cascio 
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The growing research into both resilience and post traumatic 
growth has highlighted some important points: 

 People react in many different ways to challenge, adversity 
and setbacks, but the vast majority either stay relatively stable 
or recover to that level over time (Boden et al., 2013; Bonanno, 
2004; Bonanno et al., 2011; Kalisch et al., 2017) 

 Many factors contribute to resilience, each with a small effect. 
No one factor stands out for every person or every situation. 
(Bonanno et al., 2011; Helmreich et al., 2017; Kalisch et al., 2017; 
Linz et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Southwick & Charney, 2018) 

 Resilience is dynamic and can be trained or developed 
(Chmitorz et al., 2018; Joseph, 2013; Joyce et al., 2018; Linz et al., 
2020; Liu et al., 2020; Robertson et al., 2015; Southwick & 
Charney, 2018; Vanhove et al., 2016) 

 Adversity and challenge may result in personal growth and 
development, even if the originating event is highly traumatic 
(Crane et al., 2019; Jayawickreme et al., 2021; Jayawickreme & 
Blackie, 2014; Kashdan & Kane, 2011; Tedeschi et al., 2018; 
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004) 

 

 

 

 

 

The research is now starting to consolidate, “to recognize the construct of 
resilience as the product of complex interactions within and between 
individuals and socioecological determinants” (Liu et al., 2020, p. 3). 

The global pandemic changed our world in ways that were unimaginable only a 
few months previously.  

It underlined the fact that we live in a world of increasing 
complexity, that – to borrow a military acronym – is becoming 
increasingly VUCA – ‘Volatile’, ‘Uncertain’, ‘Complex’, and 
‘Ambiguous’. 
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Table 1: A VUCA World 

 

Volatility 

The challenge of the unexpected or unstable with  
an unknown duration 

 

Uncertainty 

The challenge of insufficient information 

 

Complexity 

The challenge of many interconnected parts and variables 

 

Ambiguity 

The challenge of “unknown unknowns” in which causal 
relationships are completely unclear and no precedents exist 
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All aspects of our lives have been impacted by the pandemic. The 
speed and complexity of these changes were unprecedented and 
will have implications for years to come. In addition to the daily 
challenges involved in lock downs, travel restrictions, working 
from home, and loss of social support, many people suffered 
traumatic events such as serious health issues, psychological and 
physical illness and/or death of close family members, and loss 
of income or employment. Even before the pandemic it was clear 
we needed to build resilience to cope with our VUCA world. The 
pandemic highlighted that need even further. 

We propose that living in this highly complex, fast-changing, and 
challenging environment requires us to do more than simply 
‘bounce back’ to our original functioning. We believe that we need 
to learn and grow from our experiences, to positively ‘bounce 
forward’, and apply increasingly adaptive responses to pressures 
and challenges.  

The goal is to come back stronger; embracing and navigating 
change and challenge by defining a clear sense of purpose and 
what is important, adjusting to the environment, thinking 
objectively, seeking insight and support from others whilst 
demonstrating an unwavering commitment to ‘what could be’ 
rather than what has been done before.  

Evidence for achieving increasingly superior functioning as an 
outcome of adapting to and learning from adversity is starting to 
become clear (Helgeson et al., 2006; Jayawickreme et al., 2021; 
Roepke, 2015; Tedeschi et al., 2018). In the ‘information age’ along 
with the global pandemic, our need to learn from our experiences, 
to build, grow and ultimately flourish in response to new 
challenges has never been greater. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By developing 
mastery over our 
ability to 
persevere, adapt 
and grow from 
disruption, 
adversity, threat, 
or challenge we 
can reach our full 
potential for both 
happiness and 
success. It is with 
this in mind, that 
we introduce the 
peoplewise 
concept of Positive 
Resilience. 
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The psychology of Positive Resilience 
 

Positively Resilient people are those hopeful, optimistic, 
adaptable individuals who focus on what is most important in 
their lives, whatever the situation. They are those who recognise 
even in adversity that ‘this too shall pass’, and find ways to cope, 
grow and learn, moving forward with both an optimistic outlook 
and practical solutions. They are the “ordinary people dealing with 
the challenges and tragedies of every day real life” (Masten, 2001).

The notion of growing, flourishing or thriving despite adversity 
(Feeney & Collins, 2015; Hildon et al., 2008; Seligman, 2011) was 
largely unexplored within the field of psychology until the end of 
the 20th Century. Since then, the emergence of Positive Psychology 
has placed a greater emphasis on researching how people 
experience or generate constructive outcomes following adversity 
or challenge. 

We define Positive Resilience as the ability to persevere, adapt and grow from 
adversity, threat, or challenge. It is the science and practice of developing mastery 
over these so we can reach our full potential for both happiness and success.  

 

Once we learn how to harness pressure, adversity, and challenge 
in the right way, it can stimulate us, drive performance, and enable 
us to thrive and grow.  

The notion that those who experience significant difficulties can 
achieve ‘good outcomes’ (Luthar, 2006) originates within clinical 
psychology with the post-traumatic growth (PTG) model, which 
was initially developed by Tedeschi and Calhoun in the mid-1990s 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).  

 

 

 

 

“There is no 
education like 

adversity” 

Benjamin Disraeli 
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The post traumatic growth (PTG) model 
identifies five key domains in which growth 
may occur: 

 

1. Personal Strength – “an increased sense of self-reliance, a sense of 
strength and confidence, and a perception of self as survivor or victor 
rather than ‘victim.’” 
 

2. Relating to Others – “positive 
changes in relationships” 
including attitudes and 
behaviours to relationships 
with family and friends. 
 

3. Appreciation for Life – Valuing 
life more profoundly and 
making the most out of each 
and every day. 
 

4. New Possibilities – “the 
possibility of taking a new and 
different path in life” including 
“developing new interests, 
activities, or habits, or by 
building a new career”. 
 

5. Spirituality – deeper thought and introspection: “engagement with 
matters related to religious beliefs, spiritual matters, and existential/ 
philosophical questions” 

 (Tedeschi et al., 2018 Ch 4) 
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Scientific research and the testimonies of 
survivors often confirm that not every 
traumatic experience leads to problems and 
difficulties. On the contrary, many people 
build their capacity to confront life and all of 
its challenges and grow as a result; becoming 
stronger, relating more closely to others, 
gaining a greater appreciation for life, and 
pursuing new possibilities (Joseph, 2013; 
Southwick & Charney, 2018; Tedeschi et al., 
2018; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). 

Other research into stress related growth 
(Boals & Schuler, 2018; Orosz et al., 2020; C. L. 
Park et al., 1996; C. L. Park & Fenster, 2004; C. 
L. Park & Lechner, 2014) and benefit finding 
(Cheng et al., 2017; Helgeson et al., 2006; 
Rosenberg et al., 2019) supports the idea that 
positive outcomes can be achieved despite 
adversity and challenge, whether traumatic 
or not.

 

The peoplewise model of Positive Resilience is based on academic theory, 
psychological research and our 20 years of experience working with individuals, 
teams, and organisations.  

 

Positive Resilience does not reflect specific fixed personality 
traits or attributes, but rather pillars combining the personal 
qualities and approach to life that underpin our capability to harness 
pressure and actively and dynamically adapt to challenge, in order 
to stimulate and drive optimal performance to reach our full 
potential for both happiness and success.  

Positive Resilience underpins a person’s strong sense of self-
efficacy, via the choice to cope actively with challenges, to create 
an optimistic mindset, develop a strong identity through nurturing 
multiple roles and building strong two-way connections with 
others. It is a driver of cognitive flexibility, enabling people to 
reappraise situations to understand what they can learn and 
accept what they cannot change, focusing their attention on what 
they can change.  

Positively Resilient people are hopeful and optimistic. They adapt 
and cope with demanding environments with a clear sense of 
purpose and coherence. They show a sense of adventure, courage 
and self-understanding, use humour, have a capacity for hard 
work; and possess the ability to cope with and find outlets for 
emotions (Chmitorz et al., 2018; Masten & Barnes, 2018; Southwick 
et al., 2014; Southwick & Charney, 2018; Wu et al., 2013).  

  

“Positive Resilience is 
the ability to 

persevere, adapt and 
grow from adversity, 
threat or challenge” 

Board (2014) 

“Pain is inevitable. 
Suffering is optional” 

Haruki Murakami 
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Contemporary research highlights the value in applying precise, 
targeted approaches to building Positive Resilience using ‘Wise 
Interventions’ (Walton, 2014; Walton & Crum, 2021; Walton & 
Wilson, 2018; Walton & Yeager, 2020).  

Wise Interventions are brief activities which “address how people 
make sense of themselves, other people, and social 
circumstances.” (Walton & Yeager, 2020, p. 219). They change how 
people view and engage with challenges and adversity resulting in 
a self-confirming positive feedback loop which produces 
significant benefits over time. 

Our detailed review of the available literature together with our 
own research has led us to the identification of seven distinct 
pillars that together form the peoplewise model of Positive 
Resilience.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The human capacity 
for burden is like 

bamboo – far more 
flexible than you’d 

ever believe at first 
glance” 

Jodi Picoult 
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The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience

The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience are: Purposefulness, Perspective, Control, 
Connectedness, Growth, Coping and Wellbeing. 
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All 7 Pillars interrelate to shape our day to day interactions with 
the ebb and flow of life, and can be intentionally drawn upon 
when experiencing specific challenge or adversity to generate 
adaptive strategies 

 

These 7 Pillars are the key differentiators between ‘bouncing back’ to 
survive and ‘bouncing forward’ to thrive and fulfil our potential for 
happiness and success. Each pillar involves a set of attitudes, skills and 
practices that influence how we face and respond to our day to day 
lives and challenging situations. 

Developing mastery in all 7 Pillars strengthens our ability to persevere, 
adapt and grow so we can reach our full potential for both success and 
happiness. 

The 7 Pillars represent patterns of thinking and behaving that support 
us to thrive, persevere, adapt and grow from uncertainty, threat, 
ambiguity, or challenge. 
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The 7 Pillars

 

Purposefulness 
 Having a strong vision of the future and a commitment to achieve your goals 
 Maintaining the determination, tenacity and self-belief to persevere to achieve 

challenging goals 
 Holding the self-belief and passion that allows you to strive for more 

 

Perspective 
 Maintaining an outlook that is positive and optimistic 
 Being able to identify the causes of your challenges and setbacks accurately 
 Investing time and energy on situations and events you have control over 

 

Control 
 Staying calm and focused under pressure 
 Being able to control your impulses and manage your emotions in the moment 
 Recovering quickly from setbacks 

 

Connectedness 
 Building and maintaining positive, meaningful relationships with others 
 Developing a rich sense of identity and belonging through engaging in multiple 

roles 
 Using connections to give and receive support 

 

Growth 
 Viewing uncertainty and adversity as an exciting challenge and opportunity to 

learn 
 Reflecting on setbacks and mistakes to cultivate learning and growth 
 Using past experiences to develop increasingly adaptive strategies 

 

 

Coping 
 Feeling stimulated, engaged and positively challenged by your work 
 Pushing yourself out of your comfort zone, whilst feeling confident in your 

ability to cope 
 Performing at your best most of the time 
 

 
Wellbeing 
 Engaging in healthy daily habits to maintain physical and mental health and 

well-being 
 Using a range of effective strategies to help you cope effectively with pressure 

and uncertainty 
 Maintaining a satisfying work/life balance 
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1. Purposefulness 
Purposefulness inspires commitment and dedication towards a goal or objective. The ability to 
see the value in what we do and to know what we are striving for helps to build the endurance 
required to maintain focus and determination to push through any challenge that we may face 
to achieve a fuller and better future. 

Individuals with high Purposefulness: 

1. Have a strong vision for the future 
and a commitment to achieving their 
goals. 
 

2. Maintain the determination and 
tenacity to persevere and achieve 
their goals. 
 

3. Hold the self-belief and passion that 
allows them to strive for more.  
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Psychological research shows that people who identify and 
commit to a clear purpose which they strongly value have greater 
resilience and drive to accomplish their goals (Cohen et al., 2016; 
Kashdan & McKnight, 2009; Southwick & Charney, 2018 Ch. 11). 
There is an extensive body of research devoted to the importance 
of purpose and meaning to resilience, both in life in general and 
at work (Bauer et al., 2019; Baugh et al., 2019; John Templeton 
Foundation, 2018; Martela & Steger, 2016; Pfund & Hill, 2018; Smith, 
2017; Southwick & Charney, 2018; Steger, 2017, 2019; Steger et al., 2008). 

Southwick and Charney identified meaning and purpose as a 
critical factor for resilience, not only through running many 
studies and reviewing academic research, but also analysing 
interviews with many resilient people, including “former Vietnam 
prisoners of war (POWs), Special Forces instructors, and civilian 
men and women who had not only survived enormous stress and 
trauma, but had somehow endured or even thrived” (2018, Ch 1). 

 

Researchers Southwick and Charney suggest periodically re-evaluating “what 
life wants from us” and how we are using our skills, particularly after setbacks or 
difficult events, to ‘become more than we were before’  
(Graber, A, quoted in Southwick & Charney, 2018, Ch 11)
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Harry Potter: A ‘Rags to Riches’ Story 
J. K. Rowling is the UK’s best-selling living author and one of the wealthiest women in the world, 
but to achieve this she had to overcome the hardships of being a jobless, single mother living on 
benefits. 

“An exceptionally short-lived marriage had imploded, and I was jobless, a lone parent, and as 
poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without being homeless…By every usual standard, 
I was the biggest failure I knew”, Rowling said during a 2008 Harvard University commencement 
speech. 

 

On her official website, Rowling wrote that she had always known 
that she would be a published book author. “As soon as I knew 
what writers were, I wanted to be one. I’ve got the perfect 
temperament for a writer; perfectly happy alone in a room, making 
things up”. Reliant on state benefits, Rowling dedicated much of 
her time to pursuing her lifelong dream, writing “Harry Potter” in 
cafes, with her daughter Jessica asleep in the pram next to her. 

In spite of all of the adversity she had to endure and after 
receiving scores of rejection letters from book publishers, Rowling 
finally achieved what she had set out to do at the age of six years 
old when Bloomsbury gave “Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 
Stone” the green light in 1997. 

Having a purpose in life is not only key to resilience but has also 
long been seen as key to psychological wellbeing (Ryff, 2013; Ryff 
& Keyes, 1995; Ryff & Singer, 2008). Over 1000 academic studies 
supporting Goal Setting Theory suggest that connecting purpose 
to a commitment to appropriate goals enhances both the 
likelihood of achieving that purpose and the perseverance to keep 
going through difficulties. (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002, 2006, 2013, 
2019; Oettingen, 2014). 

Goal setting and self-efficacy (also known as task-specific 
confidence; Bandura, 1997; Maddux & Kleiman, 2009) often 
mediate the effects of other motivational factors that may help or 
hinder progress through a period of difficulty, including both 
internal and external factors such as conflicting goals, values, the 
availability of feedback, and monetary incentives to succeed 
(Locke & Latham, 2013). 

 

 

“Talent and 
intelligence never yet 

inoculated anyone 
against the caprice of 

the fates” 

J.K. Rowling 
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The importance of Purposefulness is also supported by research 
into grit, defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term 
goals” (Duckworth et al., 2007), which has shown that grittier 
people are more likely to succeed, and more likely to stick with 
difficult tasks (Duckworth, 2016; Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth 
& Quinn, 2009; Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014). Grit, determination, 
and effort make much more difference than talent alone in what 
people achieve (Duckworth, 2016). 

The example of JK Rowling illustrates that despite all the 
adversities and hardships that one may endure, determining and 
remaining true to a clearly defined objective or goal can make all 
the difference. Self-belief, passion and above all, grit and 
determination are the true differentiators that separate success 
and failure, regardless of our perceived talents or lived 
experiences. 

Research shows that Purposefulness enhances other Positive 
Resilience pillars and vice versa. For example, Connectedness can 
help develop purpose (Kashdan & McKnight, 2009), and increase 
goal commitment (Locke & Latham, 2013). Also “when we reframe 
our tasks as opportunities to help others, our lives and our work 
feel more significant” (Smith, 2017, Ch. 3). 

 

 

 

 

Be Purposeful: 

A WISE INTERVENTION 

Writing about life goals is associated with higher wellbeing and decreased illness, along with 
higher achievement (King, 2001; Locke, 2019; Schippers et al., 2020). 

Writing for 20 minutes each day for 4 days about your best possible self has been shown to boost 
mood and build optimism as well as help more clearly define a meaningful purpose to achieve. 
(Carrillo et al., 2019; Locke, 2019; Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et al., 2010) 

Individuals can use this intervention to help identify what they want from all areas of life, and 
set and review their progress on challenging goals, giving them a sense of meaning from their 
commitments. 
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2. Perspective 
Perspective enables us to build a positive, courageous outlook and stay optimistic in the face of 
adversity (Carver et al., 2010; Forgeard & Seligman, 2012; Seligman, 2006; Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Southwick & Charney, 2018). Perspective encourages us to look at the 
bigger picture, consider where we are in relation to the problem, and how we can go about solving 
it, rather than resigning ourselves to ‘the fates’ (Board & Brown, 2010). 

Individuals with high Perspective: 

1. Maintain an outlook that is both 
positive and optimistic. 
 

2. Are able to identify the causes of 
challenges and setbacks accurately. 
 

3. Invest time and energy into 
situations they have control over. 
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A plethora of research since the 1980s has associated optimism 
with higher levels of subjective well-being (even in times of 
adversity or stress) and more effective coping strategies 
(Alarcon et al., 2013; Carver et al., 2010; Forgeard & Seligman, 
2012; Gallagher et al., 2012). Optimism is also related not only to 
better physical health and longevity, but also to more proactive 
behaviours to protect health (Alarcon et al., 2013; Carver et al., 
2010; Forgeard & Seligman, 2012; Gallagher et al., 2012). 
Optimists tend to have better social connections – both 
increased social networks and closer relationships (Carver et 
al., 2010) – possibly because people seem to like optimists more 
than pessimists (Forgeard & Seligman, 2012), or because 
optimists put more effort in to building and maintaining their 
relationships (Carver et al., 2010). 

Having an optimistic outlook is not the same as pretending that 
everything is perfect all the time. Unrealistic optimism can lead 
to bad decisions (Carver et al., 2010; Forgeard & Seligman, 2012), 
or lack of effort (Oettingen, 2014; Oettingen et al., 2001) and can 
set a person up for disaster just as surely as pessimistic 
catastrophising (Board and Brown, 2010). It is important to 
cultivate flexible and realistic optimism, that is, “optimism with 
its eyes open” (Seligman, 2006, Ch. 15). This has been shown to 
help people set hopeful yet realistic goals and cope effectively 
with setbacks and problems (Luthans et al., 2007; Oettingen, 
2014; Oettingen et al., 2001). 

 

  

Optimists take a 
more energetic, 
task- focused 
approach to goals 
and tend to be 
more persistent, 
and often more 
successful, than 
pessimists.  
(Carver et al., 2010; Forgeard & 
Seligman, 2012). 
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Helen Keller: Influencing a World She Couldn’t 
See or Hear 
Helen Keller, born in 1880, lost both her hearing and sight as a toddler. Her parents found a 
teacher for her when she was 7, and Annie Sullivan helped Helen learn to communicate with the 
rest of the world, initially by spelling words on her hand to describe objects around her. 

 

Helen didn’t let the challenges of being unable to see and hear 
stop her from making her mark on the world. She took every 
opportunity after that to gain education and was the first 
deafblind person to earn a Bachelor of Arts degree, from Harvard. 
She spent the rest of her life working for the American Foundation 
for the Blind, travelling the world (39 countries) advocating for 
people with vision loss. She also campaigned for those with 
disabilities, for women’s suffrage, labour rights, and world peace 
plus was a prolific author, writing 14 books and hundreds of 
speeches and essays.  

In her essay on optimism, written in 1903, she expounds on her 
personal journey and her resulting optimism. “Once I knew only 
darkness and stillness. Now I know hope and joy”. Throughout her 
life she had a clear outlook on what was happening in the world 
and worked to improve it. She didn’t overlook evil and suffering, 
in fact she said: “A man must understand evil and be acquainted 
with sorrow before he can write himself an optimist and expect 
others to believe that he has reason for the faith that is in him.” 
She saw optimism as the driver for progress and productivity. She 
continued working to build a better world until her death in 1968. 

Standing back from a situation, identifying a broad range of 
potential outcomes – good and bad - and being objective about 
the possibilities is essential to developing Perspective. It is also 
important to identify potential setbacks we may encounter and 
plan ahead for what we will do to deal with them, to maximise our 
chances of achieving what we want (Oettingen, 2014; Oettingen et 
al., 2001). 

“Optimism compels the 
world forward.” 

Helen Keller (1903) 
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A separate but linked effect of having a positive outlook is 
Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory (2001). It suggests that 
“momentary experiences of mild, everyday positive emotions 
broaden people’s awareness in ways that, over time and with 
frequent recurrence, build consequential personal resources that 
contribute to their overall emotional and physical wellbeing.” 
(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018). In particular, positive emotions 
support “upward spirals towards emotional wellbeing” 
(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002) and lifestyle change (Fredrickson, 2013; 
Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018; Van Cappellen et al., 2018).  

Prof. Martin Seligman, who has been researching optimism for 
decades, suggests that pessimists “tend to believe bad events will 
last a long time, will undermine everything they do, and are their 
own fault” (Seligman, 2006, ch. 1) whereas optimists believe the 
opposite. He has shown how people can learn to be more 
optimistic, and then choose realistic and flexible optimism in their 
approach to life, with the accompanying benefits (Seligman, 2006).  

Another related concept is locus of control. People with an 
internal locus of control, those who believe that they can control 
what happens in their own lives, “often are confident, alert, and 
directive in attempting to control their external environments. 
Further, they often perceive a strong link between their actions 
and consequences” (Ng et al., 2006, p. 1057). They tend to have 
robust social connections as they actively work to “establish and 
maintain positive relationships with others.” (Ng et al., 2006, p. 
1062). 

 

Focusing on what we can control, blocking out unwanted distractions, and looking 
for positive interpretations of events helps us to stay optimistic about the future 
and motivated to move forward, while being realistic about what we can achieve 
(Carver et al., 2010; Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“Pessimistic prophecies 
are self-fulfilling.” 

Martin Seligman (2006) 

“Success requires 
persistence, the ability to not 
give up in the face of failure.  

I believe that optimistic 
explanatory style is the key to 

persistence.” 

Martin Seligman (2006) 



The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience: Survive or Thrive 

 
24

  

Those with a low level of Perspective tend to 
hold an external locus of control, believing 
that they are unable to influence events and 
outcomes, and are therefore much more 
passive when dealing with situations. They 
“tend to attribute personal outcomes to 
external factors or luck” (Ng et al., 2006, p. 
1057). Following challenging situations, 
unexpected events or setbacks, they tend to 
find it difficult to find something to be 
positive about, and struggle to identify how 
to move forward.  

When the global pandemic hit, peoplewise 
interviewed a number of senior leaders 
across the globe to understand which 
aspects of Positive Resilience were most 
helpful to them while dealing with the 

implications of the pandemic for themselves, 
their families, their employees and their 
organisations. Perspective came out as one 
of the top two most useful pillars, the other 
being Connectedness. 

Perspective has strong links with the other 
Positive Resilience pillars. For example, 
happiness and how we see the world is 
contagious across social networks (Christakis 
& Fowler, 2009; Fowler & Christakis, 2009), so 
our Connectedness influences and is 
influenced by our Perspective. Similarly, our 
Control, our ability to stay calm and focused 
under pressure, is influenced by our 
Perspective, how we see the situation, and  
vice versa. 

 

 

 

 

 

Put in Perspective: 

A WISE INTERVENTION 

Sometimes it can be hard to get enough distance from a situation to gain Perspective.  

Dr. Belinda Board, clinical and business psychologist and CEO of peoplewise recommends this 
simple exercise in a situation you are struggling to put in perspective: 

Close your eyes and visualise the situation in your mind’s eye. With the situation clear in your 
mind follow three simple steps: 

1. Step back mentally pull yourself back from the event 

2. Step up mentally zoom out, visualise yourself hovering above the situation looking down. 
What do you notice that you didn’t see before? Ask yourself ‘what am I missing?’ 
‘what am I not seeing?’ Literally take a different perspective and see what options 
your mind uncovers. 

3. Step in to the situation with new options and new perspectives.  

The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience: Survive or Thrive
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3. Control 
Control is all about how we manage our emotions, rather than our emotions 
controlling us. People skilled at Control are able to swiftly adapt to 
intensifying stress (Armstrong et al., 2011).  

 

Individuals with high Control: 

1. Stay calm and focused under pressure. 
 
2. Are able to control impulses and manage 

emotions in the moment. 
 
3. Recover quickly from setbacks. 
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A strong Control pillar enables individuals to stay calm under pressure because 
they have the insight and skills to manage their emotions and responses. They 
don’t suppress their emotions, rather they are able to “accurately perceive and 
appraise their emotions, know how and when to express their feelings, and can 
effectively regulate their mood states” (Salovey et al., 1999, p. 160).  

 

Control is important because emotions “influence how people 
think, make decisions, and perform different tasks” (Brackett et 
al., 2011, p. 89). People with strong Control have developed 
strategies to deal with becoming overwhelmed by their 
emotions - often referred to as Emotional Hijack (Goleman, 
1996). They can regulate their reactions to help them to think 
more clearly, be more creative, and make decisions that take 
the wider perspective into account (Brackett et al., 2011; Sharma 
& Sharma, 2020). The more we can control our emotional 
responses, the more effective we can be both at home and at 
work (Barrett, 2018; Gardner & Stough, 2002; Riggio & Reichard, 
2008). Note that this is not a fixed capability - anyone can learn 
more emotionally intelligent ways of dealing with situations 
(Brackett et al., 2011; Salovey et al., 1999). 

Individuals with a lower level of Control have been shown to 
have stronger reactions to higher levels of distress and longer 
recovery time from stressful events (Armstrong et al., 2011). They 
have fewer or lower quality relationships (Brackett et al., 2011) 
and are less likely to reach out for help (Armstrong et al., 2011). 
They may also adopt negative or less effective coping strategies, 
such as repeatedly going over a situation in their head or 
avoiding social support rather than reaching out for help. 
(Salovey et al., 1999).  
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John McEnroe: A Cautionary Tale 
John McEnroe is one of the greatest tennis players of all time, ranked number one in both 
singles and doubles, finishing his career with 77 singles titles and 78 doubles titles, which 
remains the highest men’s combined total since the current open era of tennis began in 1968. 
His tally includes 7 Grand Slam singles titles and 9 Grand Slam doubles titles. It’s a very 
impressive record. However, he is even more notorious for his on-court behaviour than his 
tennis achievements.  

 

McEnroe became a byword for emotional reactions to any sort 
of problem or setback, often indulging in tantrums on the 
tennis court where he would shout, scream, and swear at 
anyone or anything that upset him. He was fined and 
suspended from playing a number of times for misconduct and 
verbal abuse. Speaking in an interview to Esquire magazine in 
2017, he said “my way of dealing with wanting to cry, with this 
feeling of weakness, would be to lash out or scream”, and “I 
really didn't want to do it, yet I found myself doing it. It was 
counterproductive” (Belth, 2017). In the same article he reflects 
“In retrospect, self-sabotage is a bad way of humbling yourself”. 
One wonders how far he would have gone had he worked on 
better Control. 

Polyvagal theory suggests that once we have managed our fight-
or-flight response to the point we feel safe, we move to a higher 
level of engagement and connection (Porges, 2001, 2009, 2018). We 
become more open to our environment, able to interpret the body 
language and facial expressions of others more accurately, take a 
broader perspective, and connect to others. We shift into positive 
emotions, which make us more open to growth and learning as 
well as connecting to others (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & 
Branigan, 2005; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018; Porges, 2018; Tugade & 
Fredrickson, 2004). We are therefore able to choose more rational 
and effective responses to situations, make better decisions, and 
work more effectively with others. 

 

 

 

 

 

“My way of dealing 
with wanting to cry, 

with this feeling of 
weakness, would be 

to lash out or 
scream.” 

John McEnroe 
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All the pillars of Positive Resilience are interrelated, and Control 
is no exception. For example, healthy habits around sleep, eating, 
and exercise (Wellbeing) give us the physical basis we need to stay 
calm and focused under pressure (Barrett, 2018). Building coping 
and stress management strategies (Coping and Wellbeing) gives 
us more options for staying calm and managing our emotions 
(Barrett, 2018). We can increase our ability both to perceive 
emotions and to deal with them by trying new things (Growth), or 
reframing a situation in a different, more positive and constructive 
light (Perspective) (Barrett, 2018; Hodzic et al., 2018; Tugade et al., 
2004). Stronger Control is also associated with higher social 
competence and better quality relationships (Connectedness) 
(Brackett et al., 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keep Control: 

A WISE INTERVENTION 

The most detrimental feature undermining emotional Control is the perception of being 
overwhelmed or unable to cope. Once this point has been reached, learning stops and positive 
lessons from negative experiences cease. 

The simple act of being reminded of the many choices we have in completing our responsibilities 
significantly improves our happiness and attentiveness (Langer & Rodin, 1976) and perceived 
ability to cope. 

Individuals can use this intervention to help them develop the skills that will allow them to think 
clearly and rationally in emotionally charged situations. For example, scheduling a feedback 
session with a line manager to discuss the freedoms that can be exercised to overcome a 
stressful scenario is likely to create a newfound sense of Control, and can help to break the cycle 
of reoccurring negative thinking patterns. 
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4. Connectedness 
Connectedness describes the extent to which individuals actively build and maintain 
relationships across multiple contexts. Individuals high in Connectedness recognise the value of 
strong networks of social ties in giving them rich sources of support and guidance, along with the 
opportunity to help and make a difference to others. They feel a strong sense of belonging to 
and support from their diverse network. Each of these aspects of Connectedness are strongly 
linked to Positive Resilience (Feeney & Collins, 2015; Helmreich et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2017; Masten 
& Barnes, 2018; Southwick et al., 2014; Southwick & Charney, 2018; Tedeschi et al., 2018; Ungar & 
Theron, 2020; Wu et al., 2013). 

Individuals with high Connectedness: 

1. Build and maintain positive meaningful 
relationships with others. 
 

2. Develop a rich sense of identity and 
belonging through engaging in multiple 
roles. 
 

3. Use connections to give and receive 
support. 
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Individuals who are low in Connectedness may experience 
feelings of isolation in times of difficulty which only intensifies the 
experience of stress. They may adopt a more insular style of 
working which can be self-limiting and can negatively impact their 
ability to learn effective coping strategies from others. 

Connectedness is about both the quality and variety of our 
relationships. A large amount of research into happiness, 
wellbeing and resilience over the past 20 years agrees that 
meaningful close relationships are critical for human 
flourishing (Feeney & Collins, 2015) and resilience (Hartmann et 
al., 2020; Helmreich et al., 2017; Leppin et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2020; 
Luthar et al., 2000, 2015; Masten & Barnes, 2018; Southwick et al., 
2014; Southwick & Charney, 2018; Tedeschi et al., 2018; Ungar & 
Theron, 2020; Windle, 2011; Wu et al., 2013). Those who are 
strongly socially integrated, having a wide network of satisfying 
and meaningful relationships with others, not only have better 
mental health and a higher sense of wellbeing, but also better 
physical health (Feeney & Collins, 2015; Holt-Lunstad & Smith, 
2012) 

Connectedness is 
about both the 
quality and variety 
of our 
relationships. 



 
31

Nelson Mandela: The Birth of The Rainbow 
Nation 
Upon his release after nearly 30 years of incarceration in a South African prison, Nelson Mandela 
found himself inheriting the presidency of a nation on the verge of a racially motivated civil war. 
Under apartheid rule, the rights, associations and movements of the majority black inhabitants 
and other ethnic groups were curtailed, and white minority rule was maintained. 

 

The mindset and expectation of many was that, upon his release, 
Mandela would use his newfound power to seek retribution and 
exact revenge on the white population and take back the country 
for his black constituents, following years of implacable racial 
discrimination. Put simply, many people thought that it was 
‘payback time’. But Mandela saw the world differently and he 
wanted to build positive relationships and connections between 
all his people, whatever their race or colour, and to rebuild 
connections with the outside world. He instituted the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, with the mandate to use restorative 
justice to reconcile people who had suffered or perpetrated 
human rights violations in South Africa, from all sides. Rather than 
allow himself to be consumed by his mistreatment, or the 
mistreatment of others at the hands of the oppressors, he invited 
all South Africans, of all ethnicities to follow him down a new path 
that respected diversity, as part of the ‘Rainbow Nation. 

Christakis and Fowler (2009) have highlighted how pervasive and 
influential our social connections are, even when we are not 
conscious of them. For example, they have shown that our 
behaviour influences, and is influenced by, not only our friends 
but also their friends and the friends of their friends. 

Building and maintaining relationships in multiple areas of life 
takes effort, but pays dividends when we are struggling (Southwick 
& Charney, 2018). This is true not just of close relationships – 
research shows that people we used to know (dormant ties) or 
know only vaguely (weak ties, e.g., friends of friends) can often 
provide unexpected help in times of crisis (Adam M. Grant, 2013; 
Levin et al., 2011; Monechi et al., 2019). Also, do not wait to ask for 
help – take the initiative (Southwick & Charney, 2018). The richer 
our networks, the more we are likely to be able to contact 
someone for help and support, whatever the situation.

  

Research also 
shows that strong 
relationships are 
essential in 
building top 
performing teams 
in organisations  

(Carmeli et al., 2013; Sharma & 
Sharma, 2020; Stoverink et al., 2020). 
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Connectedness is not just about having 
people available to learn or receive support 
from. Altruism and prosocial behaviour – 
helping others – is associated with greater 
wellbeing, health and longevity (Curry et al., 
2018; Post, 2014) as well as success (Adam 
M. Grant, 2013) and resilience to stress 
(McGonigal, 2015). One of the best ways to 
help ourselves feel more positive is to help 
someone else (Curry et al., 2018; Ko et al., 
2019; Post, 2014; Pressman et al., 2015; 
Rowland & Curry, 2019). 

Connectedness as a pillar of positive 
resilience has gained more importance 
over time from both clinical psychologists 
and researchers (Board and Brown, 2010; 
Southwick & Charney, 2018). This has been 

particularly highlighted since the start of 
the global pandemic, when we all became 
very aware of the impact of limitations 
placed on our ability to socialise.  

Stronger relationships with others, and 
more appreciation of those relationships, 
have been identified as likely areas of 
growth after trauma (Joseph, 2013; Tedeschi 
et al., 2018), and social support identified as 
a key part of how that growth develops 
(Joseph, 2013; Tedeschi et al., 2018). This is 
underlined by the fact that senior leaders 
interviewed by peoplewise in 2020 
identified Connectedness as one of the top 
two pillars of Positive Resilience that 
helped them not only cope through the 
pandemic but also thrive.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Stay Connected: 

A WISE INTERVENTION 

Feedback and positive reinforcement in times of struggle help us cope and achieve focus 
through the provision of emotional, psychological, and physical support. Indeed, having a 
strong social support network is a strong predictor of wellbeing and adjustment to personal 
challenge (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Myer et al., 2009). 

The simple act of sending small letters expressing interest and care for others can significantly 
reduce the impact of negative emotions during highly pressured experiences (Carter et al., 
2013). 

Individuals can use this intervention to help maintain their level of Connectedness. Consider 
how small gestures of support can be communicated – particularly during times of difficulty, 
change or adversity. 
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5. Growth 
The Growth pillar refers to an individual’s inclination to learn from experiences and adopt a 
growth mindset: “the belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your 
efforts, your strategies, and help from others” (Dweck, 2017, ch. 1). Individuals with a growth 
mindset see difficulty and failure as opportunities to learn and develop, not as evidence of fixed 
inability, and respond by trying harder, not by giving up (Dweck, 2017). 

Individuals with high Growth: 

1. View uncertainty and adversity as an exciting 
challenge and opportunity to learn. 
 

2. Reflect on setbacks and mistakes to cultivate 
learning and growth. 
 

3. Use past experiences to develop increasingly 
adaptive strategies. 
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An individual with strong Growth believes that their various skills, abilities, and 
interests are not fixed and can be enhanced and developed wherever possible – 
finding this a valuable and enjoyable experience (Dweck, 2017; O’Keefe et al., 2018) 
and often being more creative than those with a more fixed mindset (O’Keefe et al., 
2021). This also tends to result in higher achievement (Dweck, 2017; Yeager & 
Dweck, 2012). Challenging ourselves to develop, both physically and mentally, is 
core to Positive Resilience (Southwick & Charney, 2018). 

 

Those with a growth mindset have a tendency to “embrace 
challenges, persist in the face of setbacks, see effort as the path 
to mastery, learn from criticism” and “find lessons and 
inspiration in the success of others” (Dweck, 2017).  

In contrast, those with a fixed mindset believe that their 
capabilities are set and unchangeable, irrespective of their 
efforts: they are either able or not; talented or otherwise. Such 
people tend to be more concerned with appearing talented 
rather than learning where to improve. Consequently, they tend 
to “avoid challenges, give up easily, see effort as fruitless or 
worse, ignore useful negative feedback” and “feel threatened 
by the success of others” (Dweck, 2017). 

Most of us hold a mixture of fixed and growth mindsets, 
depending on the subject (Dweck, 2017). So we can be open to 
learning in one situation, but not in another. Therefore, it is 
important to reflect and identify any areas where a fixed 
mindset may be holding us back. 
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Malala Yousafzai: Learning is Everything 
Malala Yousafzai was shot in the head by the Taliban in October 2012, aged just 15. Her crime: she 
wanted to go to school and learn. She believed that every girl had the right to be educated, 
regardless of their religion. 

Malala made a full recovery after being airlifted to hospital in Peshawar and receiving emergency 
surgery in the United Kingdom. She has gone on to become the youngest ever Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, graduate from Oxford University, and start a non-profit foundation “working for a world 
where every girl can learn and lead” (Malala Fund, 2021). 

 

Malala possesses a love of learning so fierce that she risked her 
life every day to attend school. She has not only recovered from 
her life-threatening injuries but achieved astounding things since 
her life was turned upside down. She has capitalised on any 
opportunity not only to build her own learning but to help as many 
others as she can. She is a shining example of someone who 
responded to challenge and hardship by doubling down on her 
determination to learn and grow. She knows that if you want the 
world to change, you must be that change. 

Malala Yousafzai exemplifies that a crucial difference between 
success and failure lies in one’s perception of one’s own ability to 
learn and grow and desire to do so. A fixed belief in one’s abilities 
leads to the conclusion that learning has little to no effect, when 
in fact it can transform lives. 

The global pandemic has underlined the need for the Growth 
pillar. Unprecedented restrictions, setbacks, difficulties, stress, 
and suffering have tested everyone in the world. This is an 
opportunity to challenge ourselves, our families, friends, 
colleagues, and organisations to embrace a growth mindset, 
identify and try new coping strategies, and see what we can learn 
(Ashford et al., 2020). 

The Growth pillar is essential for developing the other pillars of 
Positive Resilience. In particular, the links to both Perspective 
and Control are tied to the ability to see things differently and 
reframe a situation with an optimistic outlook. Purposefulness 
and Growth are also closely linked (D. Park et al., 2020).  

 

 

“Let us remember: One 
book, one pen, one child, 

and one teacher can 
change the world.” 

Malala Yousafzai 
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The desire to improve ourselves, the ability to reflect on 
challenges, problems and setbacks and identify lessons learned 
and new strategies to try, as well as the ability to use the 
experience of failure or setbacks to build an even stronger 
motivation to improve are key differentiators of Positively 
Resilient people.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Embrace Growth:  

A WISE INTERVENTION 

In a simple classroom experiment, students were shown scientific evidence that intelligence is 
malleable and can grow like a muscle with hard work and help from others. In another group, 
students were taught about the relationship between brain regions and brain function. The 
students who had been told that their intelligence could be ‘grown’ showed a marked 
improvement in mathematical ability (Blackwell et al., 2007). In contrast, the second group 
showed a significant decrease in performance in subsequent tests. 

This sort of growth mindset intervention has been recognised as one of the most effective Wise 
Interventions so far identified (Walton & Crum, 2021). 

Individuals can use this intervention to help prime their mindset so that they can be successful 
in new or difficult experiences. 

Start by reading more evidence about the brain and its capacity for growth, and then consider 
what this means for your situation. Reinterpret the need for effort and the occurrence of setbacks 
as opportunities for growth. Ask for help, coaching or mentoring, and look for new strategies to 
learn. Find the enjoyment in a challenge, viewing it as an opportunity to see what you are capable 
of (Dweck & Yeager, 2021). Then use this experience to build growth mindsets in other situations 
and areas of your life.

36 
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6. Coping 
The Coping pillar describes how well we are coping with the pressures of our environment. It 
includes our ability to find the ideal balance between pressure and performance: our optimal 
performance zone.  

Individuals with High Coping: 

1. Feel stimulated, engaged, and positively 
challenged by their work. 

 
2. Push themselves out of their comfort zone, 

whilst feeling confident in their ability to cope. 
 
3. Perform at their best most of the time. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

37 



The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience: Survive or Thrive 

 
38

Being busy implies a certain degree of stress, challenge and 
pressure. People who are busy are happier and have more 
meaningful lives than those who aren’t (McGonigal, 2015). One 
study found that any kind of stress is a high predictor of a 
meaningful life: “People with very meaningful lives worry more 
and have more stress than people with less meaningful lives” 
(Baumeister et al., 2013). Another researcher comments: “The most 
common effects of stress include strength, growth, and resilience” 
(McGonigal, 2015 Ch. 2). 

The Pressure-Performance Curve shown in Figure 1 highlights the 
balancing act we all must negotiate between increasing pressure 
and performance. It shows the relationship between the impact of 
good stress, which elicits healthy and positive reactions 
(otherwise known as ‘eustress’ (Kupriyanov et al., 2014; Nelson & 
Cooper, 2007)) and distress (which elicits unhealthy or negative 
reactions) across four key performance areas; Comfort, Stretch, 
Strain, and Crisis.  

The blue shaded area represents our ability to use our pillars of 
Positive Resilience to improve our performance, while also 
increasing the amount of pressure we can handle before 
becoming overloaded, where our performance drops. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1: The Pressure-Performance Curve 

There is an ideal balance between pressure and performance, where we are 
under enough pressure to stimulate us to learn and develop but not too much to 
cause overload. We call this the Optimal Performance Zone. Operating in this 
zone allows us to push our boundaries, achieve challenging goals, and sustain 
high performance, whilst further building and sustaining our Positive Resilience. 
People high in Coping live and work in this zone. 
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Maya Angelou: Coping with Rape and Racism 

Maya Angelou, the famous American poet, memoirist, and civil rights activist, published seven 
autobiographies, three books of essays, several books of poetry, and is credited with a list of 
plays, movies, and television shows spanning over 50 years. She received dozens of awards and 
more than 50 honorary degrees. Her books document how she coped with her difficult early life 
and young adulthood. They discuss her rape as a child of 8 by her mother’s boyfriend after which 
she became mute for 5 years, eventually drawn out by a teacher introducing her to great 
literature. She turned her experiences of racism into activism, working with Martin Luther King 
and Malcom X. Later in life she published 7 books, her most famous being “I know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings”, which brought her international acclaim.  

 

People high in Coping harness their response to pressure to 
gain a number of benefits: energy to rise to a challenge or 
deliver sustained performance in flow (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2020), motivation to connect with others, and 
help to learn and grow (McGonigal, 2015, ch. 2). So long as we 
are not overwhelmed by our ‘fight or flight’ instincts, we can 
choose to see the stress we’re experiencing as a challenge, 
rather than a threat (McGonigal, 2015). 

However, if we push ourselves too far, for too long, and the 
pressure that we experience exceeds our ability to cope, then 
we can become overburdened and performance will begin to 
decrease (Nelson & Simmons, 2004). This is the Overload 
Performance Zone. Operating in this zone puts people at risk 
not only of “burnout, ill-health, high workforce turnover, 
absenteeism, lowered morale and reduced efficiency and 
performance” (Hannigan et al., 2004), but also potentially death 
(O’Connor et al., 2021; Sohail & Chaudhary, 2015). People low in 
Coping may feel overwhelmed and move into this Zone as 
external pressures increase, if they do not build their coping 
skills and overall Positive Resilience. 

On the other hand, when not sufficiently challenged we will be 
operating in the Underperformance Zone and will not be 
performing at our best. In fact, idleness and boredom are 
associated with lower levels of happiness and shorter longevity 
(Britton & Shipley, 2010; Cleary et al., 2016; Hsee et al., 
2010). People low in Coping may move into this zone if they fail 
to push themselves out of their comfort zone. 

 

Optimising your Coping 
through the 
combination of 
understanding the 
Pressure-Performance 
curve and developing a 
stress-is-helpful 
mindset is extremely 
powerful for building 
Positive Resilience. 
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Therefore, whatever we are doing, we need to find ways to ensure 
it is stimulating and stretching but manageable. At work, 
organisations and employees must engage in constructive 
dialogue to achieve this, and employees should feel supported to 
reach outside their comfort zone to deliver their optimal 
performance. Outside the work environment, we should look for 
ways to simplify our lives and reduce the overall pressures, where 
possible.  

We can choose to build our Coping in a number of ways, even 
though there may be some aspects of our environment out of our 
control. In particular, recognising that stress can be helpful and 
should be embraced - a positive stress mindset - not only 
improves our physiological response to stress, it also impacts the 
way we react to stress, and alleviates its harmful effects (Crum et 
al., 2013; Liu et al., 2019; McGonigal, 2015).  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Embrace Coping:  

A WISE INTERVENTION 

Research shows that people who believe that stress is harmful are more likely to focus on trying 
to distract themselves rather than dealing with the source of the stress, use unhelpful coping 
mechanisms such as alcohol or other substances to try to escape feelings of stress, and avoid 
relationships, roles or goals related to the stress (McGonigal, 2015). On the other hand, people 
with a positive stress mindset are more likely to actively develop positive coping strategies 
(McGonigal, 2015; Snyder, 1999). 

For this intervention, pay attention to the ways in which stress can help push your boundaries, 
and support your performance. Then look for ways to use your Wellbeing pillar to manage your 
stress positively, such as reaching out for help, advice or information; problem-solving to try to 
address the source of stress; finding ways to cope emotionally; using your Perspective pillar to 
reframe situations more positively and using your Growth pillar to look for opportunities to grow 
and develop. Optimising your Coping through the combination of understanding of the Pressure-
Performance curve and developing a stress-is-helpful mindset is extremely powerful for building 
Positive Resilience.

40 

We can choose to 
see the stress we’re 
experiencing as a 
challenge, rather 
than a threat. 
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7. Wellbeing 
Wellbeing is the final pillar of Positive Resilience. There are many definitions of wellbeing in the 
research (Linton et al., 2016). Here we are using the term Wellbeing to refer to the habits and 
strategies that we engage in to live our lives to the full.  

Individuals with high Wellbeing: 

1. Engage in healthy daily habits to maintain 
physical and mental health and well-being. 
 

2. Use a range of strategies to help 
themselves cope effectively with pressure 
and uncertainty. 
 

3. Maintain a satisfying work-life balance. 
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Positively resilient individuals develop a range of coping strategies and healthy 
daily habits that improve their overall physical and mental fitness. 

 

Research shows that one of the most effective approaches to 
building Positive Resilience is to engage in healthy habits 
around sleep, eating and exercise (Barrett, 2018; McGonigal, 
2015; Rath, 2013; Southwick & Charney, 2018; Tedeschi et al., 2018) 

We often underestimate the impact of our bodily state on our 
mental functioning. We may try to handle our busy lives by 
sleeping less. Unfortunately this is highly counter-productive, as 
it results in less effective decision making, lower creativity, 
negative moods, lower work engagement, higher unethical 
behaviour and lower performance, not to mention more obesity, 
greater risk for coronary heart disease and higher risks of injury, 
motor vehicle crashes and early death (Barnes & Drake, 2015). 
One study puts the cost to the US economy of lost productivity 
due to the impact of insomnia at $63 billion a year (Kessler et 
al., 2011). Another researcher suggests that “four hours of sleep 
loss produces as much impairment as a six-pack of beer” (Rath, 
2013, Ch. 11)! 

The many benefits of exercise for both physical and mental fitness 
are well-known (Barrett, 2018; Ratey, 2008; Rath, 2013; Southwick & 
Charney, 2018). In particular exercise has been shown to help with 
resilience (Southwick & Charney, 2018), recovery from trauma 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018), brain function and cognitive performance 
(Ratey, 2008; Ratey & Loehr, 2011) and increasing emotional 
intelligence (Barrett, 2018). 

 

 

 

  

Research shows that 
one of the most 

effective approaches 
to building Positive 

Resilience is to 
engage in healthy 

habits around sleep, 
eating and exercise 
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Tom Rath: Eat, Move, Sleep 
Tom Rath is an American consultant on employee engagement, strengths, and wellbeing, and 
a best-selling author. At 16 he was diagnosed with a rare genetic disorder (Von Hippel–Lindau 
disease), that causes cancer cells to appear in various part of the body, so far in his eye, 
kidney, pancreas, adrenal glands, and spine. Since his diagnosis, Rath has reviewed hundreds 
of studies every month to figure out how he can slow the development of new tumours and 
reduce the growth and spread of existing cancers. 

In 2012, he took a sabbatical from his full-time position at Gallup to focus on writing a best-
selling book, “Eat Move Sleep: How Small Choices Lead to Big Changes”, based on his research. 
It describes the impact of eating, moving and sleeping on health and everyday energy, and 
offers practical ideas on how to make better health choices. Tom is a living example of how 
putting small changes into action can make a major difference to both physical and mental 
heath, as despite battling numerous cancers since the age of 16 he is still going strong at 46.
 

Healthy coping strategies are often broadly defined into two types: 
emotion focused and problem focused. It can be helpful to 
combine both approaches, as this can be more effective than just 
one or the other (Snyder, 1999). 

Emotion focused coping strategies are designed to help us 
manage our feelings about what is happening. Practices such as 
regular use of relaxation techniques, mindfulness, journaling, 
recreation, spending time in nature, listening to music, and artistic 
expression have been shown to be useful in handling pressure, 
setbacks and difficult situations (Snyder, 1999) as well as helping 
with post traumatic growth (Tedeschi et al., 2018) and increasing 
emotional intelligence (Barrett, 2018). 

Problem focused coping strategies are designed to identify what 
we can do to control or change sources of stress in a situation. 
This might involve learning new skills, removing barriers, 
negotiating different deadlines or clarifying objectives, generating 
alternative solutions by coming up with new perspectives (Snyder, 
1999), or getting mentoring or coaching to help work things 
through (Anthony M. Grant et al., 2009). 

The global pandemic has had a major impact on the work/life 
balance for millions if not billions of people around the world. 
Many people have been working from home for extended periods, 
often for the first time. Moreover, many children have had remote 
learning imposed for prolonged periods of time, adding to 
parental stress as access to technology, quiet space to work and 
uninterrupted time to think and concentrate has been at a 
premium.  

Healthy coping 
strategies are 
often broadly 
defined into two 
types: emotion 
focused and 
problem focused. 
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The healthy coping strategies in our Wellbeing pillar can be used 
to improve our work/life balance. Emotion-focused coping 
strategies help us manage unexpected disruptions and deal with 
the stress of having our work and home life on top of each other. 
Problem-focused coping strategies help us analyse the situation 
to identify ways to improve our work/life balance and make it 
healthier, perhaps through being strict about where and when we 
work or prioritising what is most important to us. Developing 
healthy habits and strategies to build our Wellbeing pillar should 
form the foundation of our Positive Resilience. 

Positive Resilience offers us the opportunity to reach our full 
potential for both happiness and success, by helping us learn 
how to be more flexible, more adaptive, and more open to 
growth and change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Nurture Wellbeing: 

A WISE INTERVENTION 

Many very simple activities have been shown to have a noticeable impact on our ability to 
cope and thrive.  

One example, very relevant when many people are working from home, is making sure we 
take regular short breaks during the workday when we get up and move - preferably 
outside in nature. 

This simple activity is not only generally good for our Wellbeing, but also has been shown 
to have positive impacts on our ability to think and learn (Ratey, 2008; Ratey & Loehr, 2011), 
our risk of major diseases and early death (Ratey, 2008; Rath, 2013), and our ability to cope 
with stressful situations (Barrett, 2018).

The 7 Pillars of Positive Resilience: Survive or Thrive
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Collective Positive Resilience 

Resilience research is increasingly emphasising the importance of 
systems, where individuals form part of a larger eco-system. In this 
section we review how this impacts our concept of Positive Resilience, 
both at home and in the workplace. 
 

We have already identified the importance of social 
support and the impact of and need for strong 
relationships as part the Connectedness pillar of 
Positive Resilience. However, recent research has 
emphasised just how far resilience can be 
dependent on the systems, families, communities, 
organisations and cultures in which people live 
(Collette & Ungar, 2020; Cutuli et al., 2018; Masten, 
2019; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2020; Southwick et 
al., 2014; Ungar, 2017; Ungar & Theron, 2020; Wright & 
Masten, 2015). 

Researchers have come to recognise that resilience 
is not just about individuals, but about how we 

interact with our environments and our ability to access and use the resources we need to 
support our wellbeing (Ungar, 2013). Both what resilience means for us and the way we achieve 
it is affected by our culture and our context – where and how we live, and with whom we interact, 
and how they support us (Liu et al., 2017; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2020; Ungar & Theron, 2020).  

Understanding an individual’s culture, context and the families, organisations and communities 
within which they live and work, along with the interactions at different levels, forms the backdrop 
to developing the right environments with the right resources where people can thrive, not just 
survive (Southwick et al., 2014; Ungar & Theron, 2020). 

Here at peoplewise, CEO and Founder, Dr Belinda Board coined the term ‘Collective Positive 
Resilience’ to describe a resilience strategy that influences the whole ecosystem. She defines 
Collective Positive Resilience as “…the co-operative determination and bonds that bind groups 
together, and facilitates recovery, adaptation and growth from adversity, threat and challenge”. 

Developing Collective Positive Resilience within a family, organisation, or community is a 
reciprocal process between the individuals and the group (Kuntz et al., 2016; Ungar & Theron, 
2020). It involves everyone working together towards a common purpose with shared values and 
goals, developing strong relationships of mutual trust and psychological safety, a sense of 
collective efficacy, effective processes for the group to handle conflict, and a broad optimistic 
outlook all within a supportive environment that provides needed resources (Bell et al., 2018; 
Hartwig et al., 2020; Stoverink et al., 2020; Ungar & Theron, 2020)

Here at peoplewise, CEO 
and Founder, Dr Belinda 
Board coined the term 
‘Collective Positive 
Resilience’ to describe a 
resilience strategy that 
influences the whole 
ecosystem. 
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Building High Performance Organisations  
with Positive Resilience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The combination of the impact of the global pandemic on working 
patterns, alongside the resulting economic downturn and serious 
threats to many industry sectors has underlined the need for 
organisations to develop the capacity to dynamically reinvent 
business models and strategies and continuously anticipate 
and adjust to changes that threaten not only core earning 
power but also the very existence of their organisation (Degbey 
& Einola, 2020; Sharma & Sharma, 2020)

Identifying how to successfully build an adaptive, high performing 
organisation to thrive in our volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous (VUCA) world is more necessary than ever before. Dr 
Belinda Board, clinical and business psychologist and CEO of 
peoplewise, has spent a number of years researching this 
question and believes that organisations that invest in building 
their capability to be adaptive will flourish and outperform their 
competitors despite or even because of disruption, uncertainty, 
challenge, and adversity. 
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To be adaptive, Board (2020) argues that organisations must 
attend to three foci: change themselves to suit the environment; 
shape the environment to suit the organisation; and find new 
environments in which to thrive. A key enabler to achieving an 
adaptive, high performing business is through Collective Positive 
Resilience. The concept, pioneered by peoplewise and based on 
both academic research and our 20 years of experience working 
with organisations, is underpinned by the 7 Pillars of Positive 
Resilience, mutually reinforcing each other to build a strong 
platform for increased organisational adaptiveness, 
effectiveness and competitive advantage, flexibility to identify 
and exploit opportunities, and stronger employee engagement 
and wellbeing (Kuntz et al., 2016).  

Positively Resilient organisations are not simply the sum of their 
individuals (Giannoccaro et al., 2018; Stoverink et al., 2020). Rather, 
they are the result of intentional and focused organisation-wide 
effort to build and nurture the culture, skills and practices of the 
7 Pillars of Positive Resilience at every level. Leaders must 
embrace and role model Positive Resilience, both for themselves 
and others, and take action to embed the 7 Pillars across the 
organisation.  

 

The linchpin is the pillar of Purposefulness: 
delivered through a shared vision and 
interdependent goals at all levels (Amaral 
et al., 2015; Hartwig et al., 2020; Rodríguez-
Sánchez & Vera, 2015; Vera et al., 2017). This 
must be supported by a strong sense of 
collective efficacy, where everyone believes 
in their team’s and organisation’s ability to 
achieve its goals (Bowers et al., 2017; Morgan 
et al., 2013; Sharma & Sharma, 2016, 2020; Vera 
et al., 2017). 

Leaders from the top down must model a 
broad and optimistic Perspective, pulling in 
information from across and outside the 
organisation to make consistent sense of 
events for all, resulting in constructive and 
appropriate decisions and approaches to 
managing adversity (Carmeli et al., 2013; 
Hartwig et al., 2020; Meneghel et al., 2016; 
Stoverink et al., 2020; Vera et al., 2017; West et 
al., 2009). They must encourage critical 
thinking, debate, and new ideas from 
everyone, enabling the organisation to 
quickly pivot to meet new challenges (Alliger 
et al., 2015; Gucciardi et al., 2018; Stoverink et 
al., 2020).  

A key enabler to achieving an adaptive, 
high performing business is through 
Collective Positive Resilience. 
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Psychological 
safety, belonging, 
cohesion, 
cooperation and 
coordination, all 
hallmarks of the 
Connectedness 
pillar, are achieved 
through a focus on 
high quality 
connections 
between people 
throughout the 
organisation and 
beyond. 

Managing emotional hijacks and staying calm and in Control 
under pressure in order to make considered decisions is critical 
for everyone. (Sharma & Sharma, 2020; Stephens et al., 2013). 
Failure to achieve this can have dire consequences: increasing the 
risk of ill-considered, knee-jerk business decisions and 
unpredictable leadership, and preventing organisations from 
responding effectively in a time of crisis. (Degbey & Einola, 2020; 
Giannoccaro et al., 2018; Sharma & Sharma, 2020; Vera et al., 2017).  

Psychological safety, belonging, cohesion, cooperation and 
coordination, all hallmarks of the Connectedness pillar, are 
achieved through a focus on high quality connections between 
people throughout the organisation and beyond. Research 
confirms strong relationships as one of the most noticeable 
features distinguishing resilient, adaptive, high performing teams 
(Amaral et al., 2015; Degbey & Einola, 2020; Giannoccaro et al., 2018; 
Hartmann et al., 2020; Hartwig et al., 2020; Rodríguez-Sánchez & 
Vera, 2015; Sharma & Sharma, 2020; Stephens et al., 2013; Stoverink 
et al., 2020; Talat & Riaz, 2020; Vera et al., 2017).  

A culture that embraces learning and growth, where leaders role 
model experimentation and questioning based on a deliberate 
intent to understand other perspectives and ideas, in addition to 
implementing formal post-event reviews and self-reflective 
practices aimed specifically at learning from experience are 
essential characteristics for Growth (Amaral et al., 2015; Bowers et 
al., 2017; Carmeli et al., 2013; Degbey & Einola, 2020; Hartwig et al., 
2020; Sharma & Sharma, 2020; Stoverink et al., 2020; Tonkin et al., 
2018).  

Supporting people’s Coping by maintaining a good balance of 
pressure and performance, where people are challenged and 
stretched but also supported with adequate resources and 
safeguards against burnout are vital for sustained high performing 
organisations (Amaral et al., 2015; Hartwig et al., 2020; McEwen & 
Boyd, 2018; Stoverink et al., 2020).  

Finally, there needs to be a recognition throughout the 
organisation that sustained high performance requires energy, 
underpinned by strong physical and psychological wellbeing. This 
nurtures a culture of self-care, where everyone is encouraged to 
engage in healthy habits and coping strategies and look after their 
work-life balance and overall Wellbeing (Degbey & Einola, 2020; 
Kuntz et al., 2016; McEwen & Boyd, 2018; Stoverink et al., 2020), 
backed up by supportive organisational policies and procedures 
(Britt et al., 2016; Tonkin et al., 2018).  
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Historically, organisational resilience has often been viewed as 
the ability to ‘weather the storm’ and adapt in the face of change. 
Efforts to improve organisational resilience have focused on 
change management and the processes and culture in which 
individuals have to work on a daily basis. Likewise, they have been 
oriented to predicting future circumstances. This traditional 
model of organisational resilience is outdated and offers little by 
way of effective or practicable solutions for our VUCA world. 

As an alternative, at peoplewise we have developed a 
distinctive methodology that is transforming cultures for the 
long term. We work with organisations to build adaptive, high 
performing cultures through an architecture of the 7 Pillars of 
Positive Resilience. Collectively, the 7 Pillars produce high and 
sustainable levels of business performance. Our approach 
creates a culture where all stakeholders embody the principles 
of Collective Positive Resilience while understanding individual 
accountability for extraordinary results. Positive Resilience 
enables an organisation to be more focused on its shared vision, 
with a broader and more optimistic perspective, more thoughtful 
reactions to setbacks, and stronger relationships both within and 
outside the organisation, while building a positive growth-based 
culture that supports the wellbeing of its people and community. 
Bringing all these benefits together results in the delivery of long-
term financial viability, high performance, growth and employee 
engagement and satisfaction. 

 

  

Organisations with 
the foresight to 
invest in their 
Collective Positive 
Resilience gain 
huge opportunity 
to realise sustained 
performance and 
long-term 
competitive 
advantage 
whatever 
adversities, 
challenges, and 
setbacks are 
encountered. 
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At peoplewise we understand the challenges that HR, 
managers and business leaders face in trying to consistently 
assess and deliver targeted interventions for building 
psychological capabilities in their talent.  

After several years’ research peoplewise has designed and 
developed the Positive Resilience Profiler™, a powerful 
psychometric and diagnostic tool to help meet this challenge.  

The Positive Resilience Profiler™ enables organisations to 
accurately measure Positive Resilience, so they can define a 
strategy and direct resources appropriately based on what 
pillars need to be built upon. Targeting support in this way 
helps to foster and build organisation-wide Positive Resilience.  

 

 

 

The key features of the  
Positive Resilience Profiler™:  

 Takes no longer than 15 minutes to complete online 
 

 Based on extensive peer-reviewed global research 
and workplace validation.  
 

 Reports on Individual, Team and Organisational levels 
of Positive Resilience 
 

 In depth, accessible interpretative reports with 
tailored development points 
 

 To find out more about the Positive Resilience 
Profiler™ visit www.peoplewise.co.uk  
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