Lessons from Coronavirus: We Are More Resilient Than We Feel
Research has shown quite convincingly that our default mode is resilience.
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When a threat arrives, we tend to focus our initial attention on it. As we narrow our attention, the
threat is magnified, and our sense of anxiety heightens.
The coronavirus pandemic has thus brought into stark relief our individual and collective vulnerability.
This initial assessment is not fictional. Our vulnerability is a fact. It is truth. But it is not the whole truth.
On the other side of our vulnerability is the truth of our deep resilience.
Here’s a quick self‐assessment. Answer the following questions as Generally True (GT) or Generally False
(GF):

1. I am able to adapt when changes occur.
2. I can deal with whatever comes my way.
3. I try to see the humorous side of things when I am faced with problems.
4. Having to cope with stress can make me stronger.
5. I tend to bounce back after illness, injury or other hardships.
6. I believe I can achieve my goals, even if there are obstacles.
7. Under pressure, I stay focused and think clearly.
8. I am not easily discouraged by failure.
9. I think of myself as a strong person when dealing with life’s challenges and difficulties.
10. I am able to handle unpleasant or painful feelings like sadness, fear, and anger.
If you answer ‘GT’ to most of the questions (adapted from the Connors‐Davidson Brief Resilience Scale),
you may consider yourself a resilient individual.
As an area of research, the concept of psychological resilience has been around for a while. Like other
big concepts in psychology (such as intelligence or personality), a precise, universally agreed‐upon
definition is hard to come by. But in general, resilience is most widely used to refer to one’s ability to
undergo adversity without suffering debilitating effects. For instance, at‐risk children demonstrate
resilience if they nevertheless achieve certain social competencies (e.g. the ability to trust others) or
developmental tasks (e.g.: school success).
The pioneering researchers Ann Masten and Norman Garmezy focused their study on three related
resilience phenomena: good outcomes in high‐risk children, sustained competence in children under
stress, and recovery from trauma. They defined psychological resilience as, “the process of, capacity for,
or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances.”
Since the 1990s, resilience research with both children and adults has shown quite convincingly
that resilience is our default mode. For example, Lisa Butler of Stanford University and her colleagues, in
a study following over 1,200 individuals for 6 months after the 9‐11 attacks, found that “most individuals
exposed—even directly—to terrorism or other large‐scale collective trauma experiences are not
severely traumatized, but instead, exhibit remarkable resilience.”
Another well‐known study conducted after 9‐11 examined the prevalence of resilience (defined as
having either one or no PTSD symptoms) in a sample of over 2,500 New Yorkers during the six months
following the attack. Resilience was observed in over 65% of the sample. Masten and Garmezy, in their
own work with children, concluded that “human psychological development is highly buffered”—that is,
well‐protected from failure and designed to succeed. We are more resilient than we are vulnerable.

It is tempting, and common, to think of resilience as chiefly the property of individuals—something you
have more or less of. And indeed, several individual characteristics, such as intelligence, Big Five
personality traits, high self‐efficacy, internal locus of control, and psychological flexibility have been
identified as predictors of resilience. For example, Masten and Garmezy found that children do better
under adverse conditions if they are “good learners and problem‐solvers… engaging to other people,
and…have areas of competence and perceived efficacy valued by self or society.” Individual
characteristics matter.
However, current research suggests that resilience is not so much a trait but a dynamic,
reciprocal process, responsive to circumstances and contextual conditions. In a recent review, Australian
researchers Gemma Aburn, Merryn Gott and Karen Hoare note, “One could show great personal
strength, courage and adaptability in one setting and area of life—for example, work—but may struggle
and have tough hurdles to overcome in one’s personal life.” By this definition “an individual can be
resilient one day but not the next” depending on the particular environments in which individuals may
be embedded at different times in their lives.
In fact, research has tended to show that environmental and contextual characteristics predict
resilience better than individual traits. For example, Arnold Sameroff and Katherine Rosenblum, two
leading scholars on resilience, have found that “when the relative contribution of early resilience and
environmental challenges to later child mental health and academic achievement were compared in a
longitudinal study from birth to adolescence, indicators of child resilience, such as the behavioral
and emotional self‐regulation characteristic of good mental health, and the cognitive self‐
regulation characteristic of high intelligence contributed to later competence.” And yet, the authors
note, “the effects of such individual resilience did not overcome the effects of high environmental
challenge, such as poor parenting, antisocial peers, low‐resource communities, and economic hardship.“
Social conditions matter.
One such factor found to matter greatly to resilience is social relationships, both past and present. For
example, early secure attachment has long been linked in the literature to higher resilience, in part as
it fosters increased self‐efficacy and self‐care practices. Masten and Garmezy famously found, “Children
who experience chronic adversity fare better or recover more successfully when they have a positive
relationship with a competent adult.”
While childhood relations play an important role in resilience, current social support is probably even
more important, and research suggests that both the size and quality of the social support network are
linked to resilience. Social support aids resilience via multiple psychological and behavioral
mechanisms. For example, it may motivate people to adopt healthy behaviors, help them
appraise stressful events as less threatening, and improve their self‐esteem.
In light of the literature, perhaps the best way for us to understand resilience is as a “bidirectional
relationship between systems‐level resilience…and individual resilience.” In other words, one is more
likely to choose effective strategies (such as Active Coping—a goal‐directed, non‐avoidant effort to
mitigate the negative effect of trauma) if their developmental environment allowed their resilience
traits (such as self‐efficacy) to develop properly, and if the current environment supports, encourages,
and models such coping.

The take‐home message from this rough summary is two‐fold:
First, your own resilience in the face of adversity is not completely up to you. Much of your success or
failure will depend on the luck of the draw—whether the particular demands of the specific threat fit
well with your particular skills, experiences, and tendencies. Moreover, past and present external
conditions (both of which are significantly out of our control) factor heavily in our ability to
"do" resilience—develop and deploy effective coping skills.
Second, some aspects of your resilience are indeed up to you. The decisions you make during stressful
times matter. Among the most useful are:

1. Rather than isolate—nurture and invest in your social relationship (intimate, familial,
communal); be useful to others.
2. Rather than self‐flagellation—increase self‐care; become intentional about
incorporating into your routine those activities that give you a sense of meaning, joy,
peace, and solace.
3. Rather than freezing in rigidity—open up to flexibility. Bend so as not to break; accept
your feelings, and consult your values and goals in making decisions; seek to adapt and
find opportunity in crisis; assess your situation fairly in a broad perspective; don’t buy
the first thought that comes to mind; check the facts, and tell yourself the truth.
4. Rather than avoid or worry—take problem‐solving action. Focus on those aspects of
your situation that are under your control; accept and face the challenge the world has
placed before you. Instead of reacting from conditioned habit, respond from conscious
choice.

