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YOU ARE STRONGER, BRAVER AND MORE
CAPABLE THAN YOU EVER IMAGINED
Life is relentless. With all the noise, pressures,
and pulls on our time and energy, we are
often left feeling weary, overwhelmed, and
disengaged from the parts of our lives that
matter most.
On top of a 24-hour news cycle, which perpetually reminds us of unprecedented political,
environmental, societal, and technological
change, we face a myriad of challenges in our
day-to-daylives. Personal and family health
issues, relationship challenges, financial and
work-related stress, and, for some, traumatic
events, can seem overwhelming and at times
insurmountable.
But we are stronger than we realize.
Humans are hardwired for struggle.
So why are some people able to get up and
move forward in the face of adversity and
change, and others aren’t?

“Change is essential to growth.
Embrace change!”
- Silken Laumann

Neurologically, there is no difference between
those who give up and individuals who get up.
The difference is resilience. Many liken resilience to “grit” and mental toughness, but this
is a narrow view of its power. Resilience enables
us to thrive even when setbacks and tough
breaks occur. It gives us the ability to turn the
brokenness of our lives into masterpieces.
Everyone has the capacity to be resilient. There
is no special manual or training required. The
key is to recognize this and take positive action
to strengthen this vital skill. I believe that we are
well equipped once we reframe and focus.
Everyday Resilience is the first of three white
papers written to assist readers in doing just
that. It explains the core competencies of resilience and the importance of self-compassion
and self-care. The second and third installments
will provide practical tools and strategies, as
well as stories of resilience in action.
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THE FIVE CORE TRAITS
OF RESILIENCE
Being resilient doesn’t mean we are bulletproof. It means that
we have the capacity to do hard things and manage competing
demands and feel okay at the end of it. Much of the work on
resiliency focuses on the challenge, hardship, or event that
triggered a crisis. My work is differentiated by taking a forwardfocused and behavioural approach. I frame the setback as the
setup for getting back on track. There are five key competencies
that are critical to this approach.

1

BELONGING

2

PERSPECTIVE
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HUMOUR
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1

BELONGING
Resilient individuals feel a deep sense of
belonging, trust, and security. They feel
that they are part of something bigger than
themselves and that what they do matters.
Many people underrate the value of
belonging. In fact, it is one of the most
important traits of resilience and it is
possible to forge connections at any age.
One of the most effective approaches is
to seek people who share the same values
and interests, such as ethnic, faith-based,
athletic, artistic, or professional groups.
Research also shows that a community
connection can help build capacity for
wellness. Dan Buettner, a National
Geographic Fellow and New York Times
best-selling author, discovered five areas
of the world now called Blue Zones where
a higher percentage of people live to be
100 years or older. Of the nine common
denominators contributing to their health
and longevity, Buettner identified two
related to belonging—being part of a social
circle and connection to a faith-based group.
The size of the group isn’t important.
To create a sense of belonging, we need
to feel acknowledged, seen, and loved
by at least one other person. We need
to be held in someone else’s heart
and
mind
when
we
are
apart.

~
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PERSPECTIVE
Maintaining perspective is essential to
resilience. Outlook has a profound impact
on our ability to move through challenges.
There is a common perception that
perspective is about mind set, but
this suggests that resilience lives only
in the head. The brain often distorts
reality and it is easy to lose perspective by
listening to the negative narrative in our minds.
Other parts of the body also respond to
situations and send signals—we get
a “gut feeling” and our heart aches
or yearns in certain circumstances.
When we align our head and heart and
close the gap between intellect and
emotion, we experience much greater clarity.
By engaging our whole selves, we are able
to take a balanced view of a situation.
We can reframe and, if necessary, make
different decisions to move through
challenges and stay on track with our goals.

~

“Storms don’t just come in to destroy, sometimes
they come into our lives to clear a path.”
- (Unknown)
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ACCEPTANCE
The majority of people who seek psychological support ask the question, “why?”
This question is extremely limiting. On
top of being focused on the past, it
reinforces a victim mindset. The reality is
that bad things happen to everyone and
there is no way to prevent this. It is part of
being human. Asking “why?” is a sign that
we are stuck and may be trying to make
sense of something that is unsolvable.
While we are conditioned to avoid
problems and we lean toward things that
will deliver the highest reward with the
least amount of effort, it is essential to go
through hard times in order to grow. When
we are able to step back from and accept
a challenge or hardship, we are better
able to navigate our way through and can
actually be enriched by the experience.
If instead of asking “why?” we confront
setbacks with action-oriented questions that
begin with “how” and “what,” we can start
to build momentum and take positive steps
forward. Each time we do this, we add to our
repertoire of courage and success, which we
can recall at any time we need to remind
ourselves that we are capable and strong.

~
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POSITIVITY &
HOPE-FILLED-NESS
It is human nature to look for threats
in any given situation. However, when
we allow fear, regret, or anticipatory anxiety to prevail we deplete our
capacity to perform at an optimal level.
When we are hope-filled, and believe in our ability to excel, we have
greater power to achieve our goals.
Many people believe hope is a feeling that
will just come upon them, and they wait
for it to happen, but it’s actually something that can be manifested. In his book,
The Anatomy of Hope: How People Prevail
in the Face of Illness, Dr. Jerome Groopman defines hope this way: “Hope is the
elevating feeling we experience when we
see—in the mind’s eye—a path to a better
future. Hope acknowledges the significant
obstacles and deep pitfalls along that
path. True hope has no room for delusion.”
He goes on to say that, “Clear-eyed hope
gives us the courage to confront our circumstances and the capacity to surmount them.”
While
it’s
natural
to
avoid
challenges and risks, we can only realize what we’re truly capable of by being
courageous and leaning toward positivity.

~
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HUMOUR
When dealing with grief, loss, and pain, people tend to think there is no room for humour.
However, it is part of our human condition,
and it plays a significant role in resilience.
Humour is a vital tool that can help us gain
perspective even in the darkest moments.
In his book Man’s Search for Meaning,
neurologist, psychiatrist and Holocaust
survivor Victor Frankl said, “Humour more
than anything else in the human make-up, can
afford aloofness and an ability to rise above
any situation, even if only for a few seconds.”
In his Psychology Today article “Humour
and Self-Care: Competencies for Building
Resilience in a Digital World,” author Ron
Breazeale, Ph.D., notes the importance of
appreciating and using humour appropriately. “Diffusing a tough situation and finding a
way to cope can often be done with the use of
humour. As with discovering how to communicate and problem-solve with others, being
able to appreciate and use humour appropriately requires a sense of self-acceptance,
self-confidence and empathy toward others.”

“Our challenges don’t define us,
our actions do.”
- Michael J. Fox

Being resilient includes having the strength
to see the humour in our circumstances and
not taking ourselves so seriously. Sometimes
it is important to take a deep breath and
know that it will be okay. The act of laughing
actually releases natural tranquilizers that
temporarily block our pain receptors. Even a
momentary break in the pain allows space for
the belief that “all will be well” to take root.

~
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LETTING GO OF STIGMA AND
EMBRACING COMPASSION
No matter where we live or our circumstances, we all have a fundamental need to feel
okay. Sometimes to feel okay it is necessary to shed others’ perceptions and the
judgments we hold against ourselves.
The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) identifies stigma as prejudice and
discrimination that excludes individuals with addiction and mental health issues from
activities that are open to others, including getting help, getting and keeping a job
and/or a safe place to live, taking part in social activities, and forming lasting
relationships. This is compounded by self-stigma when we begin to believe the
negative things that are being said about us.
If we let them, fear, embarrassment, and guilt can exact a devastating toll on our psyche
and make it near to impossible to move forward. In this state, most of our cognitive energy
goes towards maintaining the armour that protects us from shame, guilt, and judgement,
which comes at a cost—the loss of connection and community.

~

IN ORDER TO SHOW UP FOR OTHERS,
WE HAVE TO SHOW UP FOR OURSELVES
Resilience is also directly affected by our well-being. It is important to identify what we
need to feel well and then make those activities a priority. This can be challenging.
Research shows that personal care is usually given little attention when it’s needed most.
When we are depleted and overwhelmed, we have little cognitive and physical energy to
devote to ourselves.
However, rest and renewal are vitally important in managing change, moving through
stressful situations, and persisting with goals. Simple steps in the right direction, such as
moving, stretching, eating properly, getting enough rest, and spending time doing things
we love to do can have a profound impact on our outlook.
One of the most important aspects of self-care is managing stress. In the right measure,
stress can propel us forward. Positive stress makes us feel happy, energized, motivated,
and focused. However, when stress becomes unhealthy, it can diminish nutrition and
physical health. It is essential to listen to the body and pay attention to signs of toxic
stress, which can cause exhaustion and ill health and, if left unchecked, a breakdown.
With self-compassion, humility, an open mind, and an open heart, we can let go
of stigma, move forward, and grow.

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE
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Realizing that we don’t need to prove anything to anyone, especially those who have said
that we are not enough or that we are broken, is a powerful first step. Our lives can be
transformed when we let go of shame and fear and view ourselves with compassion and
forgiveness.
This means being as compassionate with ourselves as we would be with a dear friend
and seeing our whole selves—our fears, emotions, challenges, goals, and all that we have
learned through good times and bad.
Sometimes the bravest thing we can do is to make the decision to forgive ourselves and
let go of stigma and destructive narratives. Our lives are not defined by the broken parts,
and often what we or others perceive as broken, isn’t. Failure and mistakes are events, not
characteristics.
“The strongest people are the ones who are
still kind after the world tore them apart.”
- (Unknown)

CONCLUSION
Life is a mosaic of experiences that are both positive and challenging. Accepting that bad
things will happen and learning to let go of negative experiences enables us to see that
we are not defined by mistakes and failures and allows us to move through hardship
constructively.
Learning is disruptive. If life didn’t challenge us, it wouldn’t change us. It is important to
trust the process of growth and accept that we are well equipped to move through
challenges and change. We have to trust the process of growth and recognize that we
are never too old and it is never too late to learn a new way of traversing our lives.
Loving and caring for ourselves and practising self-compassion can be difficult. Self-care is
often viewed as a luxury, which makes it hard to prioritize in our lives. Instead, it should be
viewed as self-preservation. It is a means of not only protecting ourselves, but also those we
love. We must remember to make what matters most, matter the most, and realize that the
details will fall into place.
Research has shown us that we all have the capacity to be resilient. A lot of practices of
resilience are common knowledge, but they are not common practice. By understanding
the five core competencies we can start to apply them in our day-to-day lives.
When we live a resilient life, we have a true sense of our worth and can feel confident that
our head, heart, and values are aligned.

ABOUT
Dr. Robyne Hanley-Dafoe is a multi-award-winning
psychology and education instructor who specializes
in resiliency, navigating stress and change, leadership,
and personal wellness in the workplace. Described
as transformational, engaging, and thought-provoking, Robyne’s keynotes provide practical strategies
grounded in global research and case studies that
help foster resiliency within others and ourselves.
Robyne is available for consultation, training and
professional development opportunities ranging
from one-to-one to company-wide initiatives.
To learn more about Robyne, visit www.robynehd.ca
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