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CHAPTER 1

What Is Trauma and How Can We Bounce Back from It?




In order to best learn how to grow after encountering difficulties in life or traumatic situations, let’s first take a look at what trauma is.

Trauma is an emotional response to something difficult that has happened in your life. Maybe you experienced a devastating break-up, a job loss, an accident or abuse. Or maybe you’ve had a difficult upbringing. These experiences can be traumatic and they can affect your mental and physical health.

Reactions to trauma

In the short-term, your reaction to the traumatic event can be shock and denial. You can’t believe what has just taken place. And you might be in denial about what’s happened. When your world has shattered, this can be stressful and so, turning to denial can give you a sense of protection: you’re avoiding the overwhelming stress and crisis. Therefore, denial can be a way of coping with the crisis. In the long-term however, being in a state of denial can make it difficult to adjust.

TRAUMA CAN AFFECT YOUR WORLDVIEW

Many times, we assume that life is fair or predictable. We presume that we’ll reach old age or that if we do good deeds, we’ll be rewarded. And when something happens that directly contradicts these assumptions or beliefs, it can be traumatic. We all tend to have a worldview, which consists of our attitudes about life. When a crisis or shock takes place and we’re presented with a new reality – a frightful new world which we haven’t inhabited before, which is in stark contrast to our worldview – this can be traumatic. And we react. We may get physical symptoms, flashbacks and nightmares.

Despite this, one of the main things that research on trauma offers to us is hope: the hope that you can transition from being a victim of trauma – someone who may find it difficult to take steps forward and feels discouraged – to a ‘mobile survivor’2 who has bounced back. Someone who has shifted from a state of potential helplessness to an active state – a state in which you’re not only accepting what has happened, but adapting to a new life.2 And even flourishing. This book will show you the path towards this.

THE STEELING EFFECT

Studies have shown that stressful or adverse experiences can have a steeling effect. Namely, facing challenges could actually be beneficial; you can develop a steel-like strength in you that can shield you from stress. This was seen in children who had to take on adult roles during the Great Depression – it was a hard time and people faced poverty, but despite this, the children who took on extra responsibilities showed greater psychological strengths later. Hardship is tough to endure, but it can teach people coping strategies and contribute to an internal toughness. So even though we may fear obstacles in life, they can indeed make us stronger.

STRENGTHS THAT HELP YOU BOUNCE BACK

When researchers looked at the effects of trauma decades ago, they predominantly looked at the negative – how trauma led to depression and posttraumatic stress disorder, among other things. In one of my articles, I wrote that, ‘When we’re going through tough times … or if you suffer from anxiety or depression, for example, or find out that you’ve got an illness, you tend to hear about how bad it is and how you spiral downwards. But what is usually not talked about is how we can actually grow stronger from hardship and obstacles.’1 This isn’t about positive thinking with no basis to it. This is about understanding human nature and our capacity to rise back up after we fall down. And this can give way to hope and the belief that out of great tragedy, great strength arises.

In more recent times, researchers realized that it can be incredibly insightful to also focus on those who remain healthy in spite of negative experiences. Instead of researching primarily those aspects related to impairment, they decided to also study the people who retained their wellbeing. This gave way to thinking that tough times could have beneficial effects. And that they could help us grow psychologically.

STRESS AND TRAUMA

What is stress? Stress is that feeling you typically get when you’re under pressure or feel alarmed. In our lives, we may experience events that can give rise to stress and make us feel traumatized.

If you are dealing with a stressful, difficult life problem at the moment, such as a condition you’re suffering from, or if you’re under the threat of violence at home, or you lost your job – this can be incredibly hard. If you’re faced with hardships like this, is there a way out? One of the ways is hardiness.

Hardiness

Years back, I came across a study on high stress by Suzanne Kobasa, which she wrote in 1979.4 It was the foundational study that introduced the concept of hardiness to the world. Hardiness is the combination of personal strengths that can help you when you’re faced with traumatic, stressful situations. And you can learn the skills for these strengths.

Suzanne Kobasa studied middle- and upper-level executives who had been exposed to high levels of stressful life events in the past three years. Some of these executives were able to remain healthy despite the high stress, while others became sick. The ones who didn’t fall ill appeared to be protected by this internal resource (a combination of strengths) called hardiness. People with this internal resource tended to have a commitment to life, they had ‘an attitude of vigorousness’ and ‘a sense of meaningfulness’ in life; they believed they were in control and that their own actions could make a difference.4 These inner strengths, it seems, protected them from falling ill when faced with high stress.

In 2018, I became interested in the concept of hardiness. The study I was using at the University of Cambridge was an inspiration for me and it kick-started my interest in this concept. The study at Cambridge started in the early 1990s and looked at the health and lifestyle of over 30,000 participants. It measured a number of aspects, including hardiness. To understand more about the study, I visited the mobile clinic where participants went to get their measurements taken in Norwich, England. And I collaborated and wrote papers with the researchers who started this study.


ARE YOU HARDY?

Hardy people are those who don’t lose sight of their values and goals, even when the going gets tough. They remain actively involved in life and what’s going on around them instead of reacting with passivity. If they must transfer to another job or move to a new place, hardy people think about how they can make it work: for example, getting involved in community activities or learning skills in the new role that can help their career. Even though they have little to no control over a circumstance – such as having to work with a co-worker they don’t like – the hardy person decides how they want to approach the situation instead of seeing themselves as powerless. So instead of avoiding the co-worker, avoiding the work, or distracting themselves from the stressful situation by turning to alcohol or other unhealthy habits, the hardy person thinks about how they can problem-solve. They think about how hey can keep their eye on the goal and move forward.4-5


Work by other scientists showed that hardiness had a substantial effect on people, and I wanted to find out more. Hardiness seemed to be a key element when it comes to growth and recovery in spite of hardship. And it is an important concept in the context of trauma. Hardiness is made up of three aspects:


	1. Commitment

	2. Control

	3. Challenge



Commitment refers to having a curiosity about the world and involving yourself in life’s activities. You believe that life is meaningful. Control refers to believing in your ability to influence the course of your life, and challenge refers to accepting that life is ever-changing but that this change and unpredictability is exactly what contributes to our own development. Change is a normal part of life and can be a stimulus for our growth.

These are the 3 Cs of hardiness.3 When people go through tough times, embodying these three aspects can help us.

A landmark study on people who had encountered significant difficulties at work in the 1980s shed much light on hardiness. In 1981, the Illinois Bell Telephone Company underwent significant downsizing. In just one year, it eliminated over half of its original workforce. It had approximately 26,000 employees in 1981 and downsized to about 14,000 in 1982. In a very short time, all sorts of changes were made to the company’s goals, leadership personnel and staff job roles. For one manager, the change resulted in him having 12 different supervisors in the timespan of one year. Chaos seemed to pervade.5

A study was done on personnel from this company, and the researcher behind this study was Dr. Salvatore Maddi from the University of Chicago. He assessed staff before, during and after the downsizing took place, and so he was able to track health-related factors at different stages of the process, among other aspects.6

Whenever rapid change takes place, this can overwhelm the body and mind – it may place a tremendous burden on people’s coping capacities and lead to a downward spiral. And this is exactly what happened to the staff of this telephone company. The downsizing and significant stresses that people were subjected to were linked to heart attacks, depression, substance abuse and divorces.

However, one-third of the group studied actually ended up doing quite well, despite the disruption and stressful change. In fact, they thrived in the face of the challenges. Some of these people who remained at the company rose to the top; others who left started their own ventures or became involved with newly established businesses and excelled in that arena. These people not only managed to pull through during a highly stressful time, but showed psychological growth.5

Dr. Maddi has done a substantial amount of work on hardiness. Through his work, we now have a greater understanding of hardiness. Instead of perceiving a negative situation as something that can bring us down, we realize that it’s a core part of life. We can view it as a challenge that can help us grow. It’s about finding the meaning in the adversity and strengthening our skills to view key problems in life differently.

Dr. Maddi’s research and legacy carry on. Staff have been trained to become hardier in various organizations and it has spread to the military. Students have been taught this concept in various educational settings. The work on hardiness has pervaded society and paved the way for the wellbeing movement. Many of the things you know about positive psychology and this focus on the positive emerged in part because of the work done by researcher and professor Dr. Maddi. The Dean of the School of Social Ecology at the University of Chicago, where Dr. Maddi was based, says that this researcher was an ‘insightful scientist who cared deeply about understanding ways that stressful or traumatic experiences could be catalysts for growth’.7

HARDINESS AND TRAUMA

So how are hardiness and trauma connected? Hardiness is linked to helpful coping strategies and, in this way, can serve as a buffer against highly stressful or traumatic experiences. Hardiness also stimulates people to seek help from others. And seeking help and getting support is really important when we are going through tough times. In fact, research on war veterans has shown that those who display the three characteristics of hardiness – who exhibit this sense of control over their lives, have a commitment to finding meaning for their lives and are open to seeing change as a challenge – have fewer posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms.8


Hardy people are more likely to spot and seek help from those around them during tough, stressful times.



Hardy people find it easier to identify the necessary support8 and find ways to be embedded in supportive networks. Being part of social networks and having friends and family around you when you’re going through a tough time is incredibly helpful. Social support can serve as a buffer against the negative effects of stressful and potentially damaging experiences. In this way, hardiness can be a key factor in the adjustment of people who have been exposed to trauma.

How does hardiness work?

It is thought that hardiness allows people to face adversity and, at the same time, reframe the difficulty. Reframing means that instead of seeing the stressful circumstance as something to be feared, you see it in a more positive, helpful way. Perhaps the stressful event is something that can give you insights for your life and shape you in new ways. In contrast, if you’re not hardy, then you’re more likely to see the stressful event in a negative light, which can stand in the way of you looking for options or a way out of the turmoil.3

Hardiness allows people to move away from the rumination related to the traumatic event. Rather, it allows you to focus on the benefits of what you’ve experienced and find some sort of meaning in it all. Even if it’s hard to find a meaning for your suffering, when you try to think of what you’ve gained from your experience, it can make it easier to go through this world. And it can make it easier to believe that the world is still a good place.3

When severely injured military personnel who had lost limbs were surveyed along with their spouses, hardy participants showed growth after trauma. Even in such devastating circumstances, hardy individuals were able to identify benefits that arose out of the traumatic situation: for example, they became more resilient and developed deeper connections with their loved ones.3-9

People who are hardy are more likely to re-interpret the hardship in a way that is positive. They turn the difficulty into a chance for growth. Recovery is perceived as a possibility.3

Hardiness may also stimulate active coping – you’re actively involved with your circumstance in order to alter it. When you’re actively coping, you’re taking steps to bounce back or steps to avoid being in a similar situation in the future.3 For example, a man who is diagnosed with liver problems because he has been drinking for far too long starts taking active steps to get out of the situation – this is active coping, he’s not passive. He joins an Alcoholics Anonymous group and finds an accountability buddy to help him stick to his goals. He also thinks of ways to prevent future liver problems.

This is in contrast to being passive or avoiding the problem. It’s the opposite of denying or refusing to acknowledge the issue. People who aren’t hardy are more likely to avoid tackling the problem that’s in front of them, and this can increase their risk of depression.3-10-11 In contrast, when you see yourself as an active agent in your life and are actively coping with the obstacles that come your way, this can make you feel in control again. And this feeling of control is part of hardiness.

Hardiness and stress

So far, we’ve talked about high stress, such as that found in Dr. Maddi’s study. However, the studies on hardiness can inspire us even when we’re dealing with lower levels of stress. If we’re not feeling as committed to life, if we don’t feel fully in control of our lives, we can start by asking ourselves: what is the first next step you can take? How can you develop these inner strengths? This can help us so that if we ever do encounter more extreme stress, we will be better prepared.

There can be moderate or milder levels of stress that we experience on a day-to-day basis, which can negatively affect our wellbeing – for example, the stress before a presentation or a deadline. Stress pervades our society and can have different effects on people. Our modern way of life is fast, we are multi-tasking, and more often than not, people are feeling overwhelmed: the to-do lists, the constant stream of emails, the need to find and keep a job – all of this can make us feel like we’re in a never-ending race. It can make us feel fatigued and sometimes we can’t keep up anymore.

In fact, stress happens when our internal resources don’t match the demands from the external environment.12-13 When we don’t have what it takes anymore to keep up with the never-ending demands of the day, and we are thrown off balance. But if we turn to hardiness, and practise developing the 3 Cs of hardiness – challenge, control and commitment – we often begin to fare better. We begin to keep up and maybe even feel less stressed. Let’s take a look to see how we can tackle stress through the 3 Cs of hardiness.

Challenge

One of these three Cs is challenge. So instead of seeing the stressor as a threat, as something that provokes anxiety, let’s practise seeing it as a challenge. It’s all in how you see things: how you perceive the world around you.

Threats can be linked to anxiety and make us afraid to take action, so if you perceive a setback as a threat, this can be a major roadblock. But perceiving something as a challenge is much more positive – it’s stimulating. And when you take the first step forward (and reframe the obstacle as a potentially worthy challenge instead of a threat), your stress levels can go down. When you see something as a challenge, you’re more motivated to act. It can stimulate personal growth.12

Even though it’s stressful, is there anything you can learn from this? Can you grow from this experience?

This changes our perception from negative to positive, and we become more willing to tackle the stressor or difficult situation. The dictionary states that challenge is something that ‘requires great effort and determination’.14 The first key word is effort. And the second key word is determination: having a willingness to keep going until you reach your goal. It’s not about how smart you are or the abilities you were born with – it’s about the effort you put in. This reminds me of the research on the growth mindset.15 When people are in the growth mindset, they relish the challenge of tackling a difficult or complex situation. In the growth mindset, not succeeding when faced with a difficult situation isn’t seen as failure; perceived mistakes aren’t an opportunity to beat yourself up over them. Rather, failure becomes a learning opportunity, a chance to try out a new strategy. People with a growth mindset are more likely to believe that effort is a key ingredient linked to their development.15 This can have an impact on personal success and outcomes in life.

When we perceive that we can change our outcomes in life by the effort we put in, we start to feel that things are within our control. And this can give us a feeling of motivation. So perceiving something as a challenge is part of hardiness and this can help us move forward.

Changing how you see life’s challenges

People may struggle with the challenges that deal with significant life changes: the move to a new place, changing job, the transition to singlehood after a relationship ends, dealing with a new reality following a setback.

Challenge, as a construct of hardiness, can be characterized as the belief that change is normal and often required for our own growth. So if you’re hardy, you’re more likely to see change as an aspect that is just part of life, it can even be something positive that helps you evolve. In this way, change can be a ‘stimulus to enhance maturity rather than a threat to security’.12 Instead of seeing change as something fearful, you’re more likely to see it as something that can help you grow. Instead of assuming that life will run predictably and smoothly, you realize that stressful times can sometimes come your way. This is part of the natural ebb and flow of life, and going through difficulties can help you develop into a wiser being. We often want stability in life, but the reality is that it’s ever-changing.16 As the Greek philosopher Heraclitus said, the only constant in life is change.

Sometimes we see change as threatening and we fear novelty. For example, Jessica, a mechanical engineer that I coach, had just stopped working for a firm she had been with for six years. Not only did she have to find a new job but also a place to live. The prospect of moving out of her current place was daunting to her. The idea of looking for a new place and moving out all the stuff she had accumulated over the years was overwhelming. She looked to the near future with dread. But when we started talking about hardiness and how science suggests that change can be an opportunity; it’s ‘a stimulus to enhance maturity rather than a threat to security’,12 she began to see the move and job change as a necessary shift for her self-growth. And the stress went down.

Control

In my coaching session with Jessica, we also talked about control, which is another ‘C’ of hardiness. Feeling in control is the opposite of feeling helpless. Perhaps you’ve faced adversity, but you recognize that there may be actions that you can take to help you recover.3

When you’re in control, you’re in the driver’s seat and decide where you go. Reflecting on this helped Jessica deal with the stress, and we brainstormed small things she could do each day to make her feel in greater control of her life. Some of these were small, simple things like eating breakfast first thing in the morning and going to the gym to feel energized throughout the day. Reflecting on ways she could become an active agent in her life – rather than a passive observer – and taking active steps helped her feel that she was deciding the direction of her life.

Commitment

And finally, we devised a plan to keep Jessica actively involved in her life’s journey, even when the going got tough. We talked about ways that she can persevere and remain committed to her plan even if there were bumps in the road, which is also part of hardiness. She realized that she needed to remain
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