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Dr Alia Bojilova is a registered psychologist and former Lead Psychologist and Officer with the New Zealand Special Forces (SAS) with a specialty in resilience psychology.

She grew up in Eastern Europe during some of the most tumultuous times in recent history before immigrating to New Zealand at the age of 17.

While serving as a UN military observer in Syria, Alia negotiated her release and the release of her team after they were taken hostage.

Her PhD research identified the link between curiosity and resilience in the SAS. She has studied and explored resilience in some of the most testing and diverse contexts, including elite military teams, sports, entrepreneurship, leading global corporations, communities in duress, government agencies, the not-for-profit and the creative sector.

Since leaving the military, Alia has served as coach and advisor to leaders and teams globally and in New Zealand.




About the Book

A peak performance psychologist and coach on the simple steps anybody can take to unlock your full potential and achieve your best with calm and control.

We assume that heroes are wired differently from the rest of us. They overcome fear, doubt and pain to thrive under the most challenging conditions. But the only difference between them and us is choosing resilience: the ability to dig deep and explore life at the edge of possibility.

In this practical guide to building and sustaining your own resilience, peak-performance psychologist Dr Alia Bojilova draws on her work with the SAS, Olympic athletes, modern leaders and successful entrepreneurs to help you unlock your potential in everyday life.

Guiding you through a four-step process – to develop clearer awareness, deeper belonging, broader curiosity and stronger drive – The Resilience Toolkit will help you to embrace the unknown with greater confidence and teach you to recover faster from setbacks.

The real measure of resilience is whether you choose to discover what you’re capable of. So . . . will you?




To my brilliant son, never stop seeking.




Introduction

Shhh – can you hear it? Turn down the distractions and listen. Your inner voice is whispering in your ears. Soon, these whispers will create a real outcome in your life. Whether you pay attention to them or not, these whispers will determine whether you hold still, fight, flee or freeze when life next presents you with challenges, and whether you become a mere observer, a passive participant or an active creator of your own life.

These alternatives are all about your resilience. Not the resilience you see in motivational posters or carefully chosen snapshots of other people’s lives, but the sort of resilience that we need day to day as much as the pulse in our veins.

This book is about how you can harness your own resilience. It will show you how to get beyond basic recovery following a setback, and instead get to thriving: growing stronger and better than you were before your setback found you. This book is a pathway to helping you unearth and reframe fears so that you can unlock your potential.

Resilience is a necessity, a superpower that each of us can tap into given the right approach. Inside this book are the necessary tools to focus on what strengthens you and to reduce the impact of what might otherwise deplete you. They will help you make the most of opportunities and sustain your perseverance, energy and focus on pursuing better.

Over the course of my career I’ve discovered a four-step process that I consider the steps to resilience. These form the basic parts of the book: here you will broaden your awareness, deepen your sense of belonging, enhance your curiosity and activate your drive.

First, a bit about me. I am Dr Alia Bojilova. Like you, I am a complex map of many pieces. I am a mother, a wife, a retired soldier, a director, a partner in two companies – in New Zealand and globally – a coach, a psychologist, a mentor, a member of many communities, a friend and, importantly, a proud resilience geek.

I have studied and practised in the fields of psychology and peak performance for nearly 20 years. By sheer luck and an outrageous curiosity for life, I have worked along with, studied and supported some of the most remarkable heroes of resilience the world over. Each one of them is different at a glance, but they are all remarkably alike in that they adhere to the principles of resilience outlined in this book. These are people as diverse as special forces soldiers, elite athletes, remarkable leaders, entrepreneurs, movers and shapers of history and – most importantly – ordinary heroes, the likes of whom you might pass on the street today. In nurturing resilience, they have transformed the context of their lives from paralysing injury to strength, from poverty to riches, from deprivation to generosity, from loneliness to community, from aimless restlessness and ambivalence to purpose.

One of my most rewarding roles has been working with the New Zealand Special Forces (SAS) as a military officer and a lead psychologist. My role was to assist in selecting individuals and help them to sustain resilience as they operated in some of the world’s most demanding conditions.

My SAS mentor used to say, ‘Your most important job in life is to find your “thing”. This is the thing that inspires and fuels you daily; that sees you contributing and carving the vision you have created for yourself so that it fuels and inspires others around you.’ My ‘thing’ is resilience and I have obsessed over it for as long as I can remember.

A typical definition of resilience is ‘the ability to bounce back following an untoward event’. This definition has always left me unsettled. An ‘untoward event’ according to whom? How long does it last? Who holds the criteria for resilience? Another question that has stirred my mind for some time is: ‘What if the thing you are aiming to bounce back to is no longer there?’ Bouncing back doesn’t seem good enough.

It took time for me to realise that resilience is not necessarily about the ‘bouncing back’, or even forwards. Sometimes resilience is about your capacity to absorb and learn from your experience: to pause for a moment before you present your response.

The book that changed my life

Growing up in the Balkans presented me with plenty of opportunities to choose both the heroes and anti-heroes of resilience. I grew up listening to my father’s stories of overcoming challenges – fears and bad habits – in pursuit of purpose, and was mesmerised by the power of his conviction and courage.

At the age of nine, I came upon a book about the life of a character called Victor. It illustrated the importance of resilience for me in a way that was unapologetic and confronting. The impression this book left on me shaped and influenced so much of my life and I think it would challenge you to look at life differently, too.

In it, Victor is lying in his small home somewhere in the Russian countryside. He’s on his dying bed perched atop the stove – called ‘poloti’, a common setting in this context. In his final moments, Victor processes his life in vivid images. His experiences and choices rush past him as if he is watching a movie of himself. He recalls those events impartially, from a distance, as if he was never attached to them. Victor realises that he isn’t struggling to part with his life. He finds there is no point in grieving for his life because he never really lived. I found this confronting. Had Victor chosen the road of least resistance?

A decade later, I came upon a different book written by a different Viktor from another part of the world. His perspective was entirely different to that first Victor. Unlike the first one, the second Viktor wasn’t a fictional character but a real man. He was Viktor Frankl, a psychotherapist who wrote the book Man’s Search for Meaning. His best-known quote is:


Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.



Frankl would challenge you to choose, to mind the space between ‘the thinker and the thought’. As a holocaust survivor himself, he had the evidence to show that no matter your predicament, there is always something you can do to improve your situation. Even if that was to shift your perception and fuel hope.

I wondered, ‘Would the story of the fictional Victor from Russia have been different if he had realised that he didn’t just have to endure his predicaments? That he, too, had a choice regarding how to direct his life?’

In the years after I’d stumbled upon the fictional Victor and the very real Viktor Frankl, I discovered a way of holding at bay the anxiety of wasted life. Instead, I learned to hold the hope for a life of true meaning. By studying those who paved the way to resilience through their actions, I became committed to finding ways to turn seemingly insurmountable obstacles into stepping stones in an endless field of opportunities. In this book I am thrilled to share those tools with you.

The SAS

Around every corner, on every wall, in every room and on every block that combines to create the home of the SAS, there are remarkable stories of heroes that may never be told. Behind all those stories of heroism and extraordinary human effort lie ordinary faces, ordinary questions and ordinary challenges to which all of us can relate.

The motto of the SAS – a family of misfits, unrelenting dreamers, unwavering grunts and unlikely heroes – reads:


We are the Pilgrims, master; we shall go

Always a little further; it may be

Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow

Across that angry or that glimmering sea,

White on a throne or guarded in a cave

There lies a prophet who can understand

Why men were born: but surely, we are brave,

Who take the Golden Road to Samarkand.



These are the words of James Elroy Flecker, who wrote ‘The Golden Road to Samarkand’ in 1913. Whatever Flecker’s intended purpose or inspiration for writing those words is irrelevant here. What matters is the meaning they have taken on for SAS members and for me as a researcher, practitioner and storyteller.

For the SAS, these are the words of resilience in their purest form. They recognise that the most wicked of challenges are seldom imposed upon us but instead they lie within us. It is not about what happens to us, but how we engage with it.

The poem makes no promises of anything but challenge and soul-searching. It leaves no doubt that the journey will be unrelenting. Perhaps it gives a moment of encouragement, or perhaps it gives an even greater burden, but it tells us that our journey is entirely in our own hands, minds and hearts. The only real measure of resilience is whether we take that extra step on the road to our calling, the road to reaching our potential.

In my work with the SAS, it dawned on me that their resilience was made up of much the same stuff; there was an unmarked process to resilience that they all appeared to follow, albeit intuitively. The SAS context is shaped by tenets and values that are known and espoused by everyone within the team. Those tenets leave no room for personal derailers, or for the sort of doubt that leaves many of us stuck in inaction. Perhaps the magnitude of the threat, demand and risk that came from the ‘outside world’ was what made the ‘inside world’ of that team so focused on contributing to everyone’s resilience within it. Resilience was a matter of survival.

However unique the SAS were, I was also about to discover that, no matter the environment in which it is tested, resilience appears to follow much the same process. Once seen, this process became so intuitive that my focus landed on gathering case studies and strategies to help make greater resilience accessible for more of us.

The ABCD of resilience

The following ABCD process is the True North to resilience, based on stories shared full-heartedly by my extraordinary yet remarkably ordinary research participants, volunteers, colleagues, friends, mentors and almost-tormentors-turned-teachers.

After my experiences in the military and the SAS, I explored resilience in peak-performance sport, global corporations, government, entrepreneurship, the arts, the not-for-profit sector and communities in duress. While the scope of my work broadened in ways I could not have dreamed, the process for gaining, maintaining and growing resilience appeared to remain much the same. However unique and diverse the resilience heroes I came across were, they all followed the same principles, consciously or unconsciously.

So what is it that allows some of us to recover, grow and even flourish after we experience setbacks while many others seem unable or unwilling to go on? The answer is simple.


Awareness

Belonging

Curiosity

Drive



This is the ABCD process that you, too, will follow through this book. Every step is essential. They are all incremental and each fuels the next.

The ABCD process is not linear, but a powerful, evolving loop that invites you to continuously grow and deepen your resilience.

Resilience is not a given or a trait, it is a series of decisions we can make so we can thrive in ways that matter to us. Resilience is fluid, not fixed. It is the result of the decisions we make on what and how we engage with, what and how we anticipate and commit to, what we choose to sit with, what we choose to discard and, most importantly, whether we choose to grow or reduce ourselves when we experience trials in our lives.

You are the only one who will bear witness to every moment of your life. While we can all learn ways to shape our lives intentionally, many of us permit the voices of our doubts rather than those of our hopes to shape our journey.

This book invites you to reflect, experiment, learn and apply principles that will see your resilience sustained and broadened. The evolving ABCD model means you will continuously be able to develop clearer awareness, deeper belonging, broader curiosity, and stronger drive – all the crucial elements required for you to thrive in change, ambiguity and unpredictability and move toward the vision that only you can conjure for yourself.

I am grateful that you, too, will get to hear the stories I have witnessed unfold in the lives of some of the most resilient people of our day – the resilience heroes.

Resilience is abundant in all of us. We all have the same ingredients for the mix that it takes to be resilient and thrive. Sometimes it is a matter of putting these in the right order and creating the right conditions.




PART 1

AWARENESS




1. Self-awareness

‘Here it is – intimidating and glorious,’ thinks Soldier H, ‘the last bastion where the outcome depends entirely on the person who picks up the challenge.’ He has made it to the SAS selection course after years of physical training, mental preparation and personal sacrifices.

Here, there will be no encouragement, criticism or direction from others. To drive him he will have to rely on his own steps counting down towards his goal.

The SAS instructors communicate only when they need to, and communication with other candidates on the course is strongly discouraged. The silence will only be broken by the sound of H’s steps and his laboured breathing. No audience, no onlookers, no cheering or booing.

His sweat will blend with rain and swamp water. Every fibre of his body will be suspended in agonising tension for days. His feet will blister. The blisters will burst and his boots will dig deep into his flesh. His pack frame will rip into his hips and tear into his back. The pain will keep his mind awake and prevent him from taking the rest his body so desperately needs. He will become so used to the stench of his body and those of his mates that he will stop noticing it.

Every brutally blistering step of the way, his motivation will have to come from within. As intimidating as this selection course is, it is just a taster of the gruelling demands Soldier H will commit his life to if he is selected to serve with the SAS. To make it through, he has to remember that the pain and doubt he experiences are just temporary states and passing feelings. If he waits long enough without fully engaging in fear, they will pass.

As his energy is slipping away, he will have to make an ever-greater effort to stay focused on what matters and to make choices about what to lean on and what to dismiss. While there, he will hope for a second wind 100 times over.

This is a crucible event, a crucial moment in his life that will test, break or build H’s resilience. Physical strength is important, but it pales in comparison to the levels of mental strength that will be demanded of him on the ruthless SAS course.

Soldier H scooped up every bit of advice he could to help him prepare. Having ticked off the obvious things – fitness, kit and navigation skills – one big thing remains: self-awareness. He will only have himself to rely on, so to make it through, he will have to select the thoughts that enable him and fight off the self-sabotaging ones.

It all sounds doable from the comfort of the couch, but can he really understand what pushing through this looks like? How can he prepare for the levels of anguish, strain and discomfort that will layer up, day after day, hour after hour, in conditions he cannot even imagine?

His brain will try to outsmart him by minimising his dream of passing the selection course down to a fleeting idea, a dream to which he has naively committed so much of his life. His mind will conspire against him, making him rummage through his negative memories and doubts. It will cast the net of his imagination wide, forcing him to rethink any alternative possibilities he has considered for himself. His mind will flick through images of comfort, safety and prosperity – all things H will forsake if he joins the SAS.

His body will try to remind him of any physical weaknesses he has tried to ignore while training for this goal. Nagging pains will become deafening. His brain will try to protect Soldier H from making things worse for himself. The pain will cast his mind forward, warning him of the discomfort he will have to face if he stays the course. He knows no one has got out of this process completely unscathed.

The odds of his success are slim. There is no quota that the SAS aims to fill from each selection course. They can accept all or none of the candidates. Their selection criteria will not change.

The pre-selection process has already filtered out the best of the best candidates from the entire defence force. They have all dedicated years of their lives to training and preparation. Yet, on average, fewer than 10 per cent of these top soldiers will pass the SAS selection course. If H fails, it will be best that he pulls the pin on his entire military career. His worst fear tells him that if he doesn’t succeed, his current and only vision for life will be obliterated.

Serving in uniform is the only dream H has ever had. If he fails the SAS selection, his shame will be so great that it will reduce his scope for joy in any other military role. Anxiety kicks in – but H already knows that anxiety and fear can lie to him.

Soldier H will have to suspend or push past his self-doubt. It’s easy to say but almost impossible to do. Self-doubt plagues all of us when there are no distractions or if we lack the discipline to combat it. It piles on quickly when we cannot offload it, especially when everything around us reminds us that we are one step away from losing it all. Most of us have lost something before. When we have, our brains quickly skip the recall queue, bringing back unresolved past experiences of failure and regret. H’s only hope is that his aspirations will keep him one step ahead of his fear of failure.

One of H’s mates had cautioned him: ‘Don’t leave the course unless they drag you out of it. Never volunteer yourself to withdraw. Everyone hears the same voices of doubt and fear in their heads. The difference is that those who make it don’t act on those excuses. They keep going. To get to the end, I had to count to ten a thousand times a day!’

The voices of doubters have helped drive H to this point. But he knows proving himself to others will only get him so far. A fixed mindset will always find you out. H’s SAS mentor, Sergeant P, once cautioned him: ‘Proving others wrong may start you, but it will always eat away at you, and you will fail yourself in the end. If you try to tackle an important challenge from a negative standpoint, you have allowed the voices of your doubters to become your own. There is no escaping their impact unless your goal is deeply aligned with you, you know yourself and you can sustain a clear view of what it is you are moving towards, for yourself.’

H’s only predictable company on the SAS selection course will be the gremlins on his shoulder: doubt, fear and pain. If he keeps himself in the right state of mind, these gremlins will become quieter and quieter, until they become inaudible.

Some moments can feel agonising, unbearable even, but H knows that if he keeps on keeping on, these moments will pass and, before he knows it, he will make it to the next moment. He will have something new to look forward to.

H thinks to himself, ‘If you can make it through this minute, you can make it through them all, one moment at the time. Minutes always come one at a time, in days that come one at a time, in years that come one at a time.’

Observe your thoughts, but unless they aid you, do not become engulfed in them.

Two ways to resilience


There are two ways to resilience, the right way and again.



There are never any shortcuts to replenishing or strengthening resilience. You cannot develop resilience by avoiding challenges or strain. To thrive and sustain our resilience, we need to observe and understand our emotions and thoughts and accept that they are fleeting moments in time.

Our states are not us and our emotions are not us, but we can become stuck in them if we don’t pay attention. We are not our thoughts or feelings. If we get it right, we are the ones who witness them.

Resilience is an emergent thing. It only happens when we engage with our predicament, not when we avoid it. Resilience belongs in the process of striving towards becoming better than we were before, not in the outcome of every turn we take. It is a process. Resilience is the ability to push forward and persevere regardless of the obstacles you encounter, including your doubts.

In order to become resilient, self-awareness is key. Self-awareness is the ability to understand, select and direct your attention towards a goal. People might give it other names, but it always boils down to understanding your:


•strengths

•personal demons

•intent

•drivers.



SAS members develop their self-awareness by consciously working to understand what enables, drives and derails them. They look hard at their:


•powers

•shadows

•weak points

•fuel and
sustenance

•anchor points.



To do this, they need to be open and ready to examine alternative ways of perceiving, engaging and responding (rather than just reacting) to what may otherwise be instinctive or in-built thought and emotional patterns. Sergeant P once told Soldier H that:


In trials, you can see when someone knows themselves and when they do, how they fully shape their outcomes by managing their thinking and responses.



We all have gremlins on our shoulders chatting away, nibbling at whatever motivation or hope we have left in our darkest moments. Their voices may change over time, but the only way to deal with them is by knowing how to engage with them. Soldier H knows his very well:


You become so familiar with the little voices in your head saying things like ‘you won’t make it’, ‘you’re not good enough’, ‘you don’t deserve this’ and ‘they think you’re a fraud’. If you go ahead anyway, with each step you take towards your vision, these voices become quieter and quieter until they’re irrelevant. If you learn how to manage yourself and drive yourself towards your goal, no matter how depleted you may feel, you’ll grow from the voices of those gremlins rather than let them take over.



Those gremlins of doubt are brought on by fear. They are designed to protect us from pain and failure. They don’t care about the goals we set for ourselves. They are concerned about minimising our risk of imminent pain and discomfort.

Soldier H has found that once the gremlins are under control, they can play a positive role: ‘Many of the emotions that may otherwise paralyse or deplete your resources – like fear, shame and frustration – cease to be all-engulfing when you know yourself. These emotions can then serve as a trigger that focuses your attention more deliberately on what matters, on where your opportunities are and where your risks are. When you know yourself, you also learn to draw the line between perceived and real: past, possible and present.’

The best way to manage doubt and fear is not by fighting against them. By accepting their presence and making peace with their existence you will be better prepared to investigate them with objectivity. To get to this point, Soldier H asked himself some critical questions:


What is it that this fear or doubt is trying to shelter me from?

How do I redirect the blunt message it is sending me and turn it into an enabler for my success?



He then reminds himself that:


Fear is just an indication that something matters, that something is shifting in me or in my environment. I can accept that. It reminds me to stand at my best, relocate my power, focus on my intent.



Awareness is the backbone of resilience. Self-awareness, interpersonal awareness and situational awareness all have tangible, immediate, long-lasting effects. Awareness had been the difference between life and death on more occasions
















Be where your feet are

























































What is awareness?




The gate to resilience



Strengths and spill-overs
































[image: MY PERSONAL 360° 1. In what situations do I think I am at my best? 2. What seems to be predictable about me? 3. What positive triggers seem to fuel my resilience, and what negative triggers seem to dampen my effectiveness? 4. What can I do to be at my best more often? 5. What is one thing, if I could change it, that would help me most?]
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