Carol Craig, Chief executive of the Centre for Confidence and Wellbeing

I’m Carol Craig and I’m chief executive of the Centre for Confidence and Wellbeing which is based in Glasgow – we’re a charitable organisation.

I’ve been talking today at this conference about resilience, particularly from the point of view of leadership, but what I chose to do was talk a bit about why resilience is becoming quite a big issue – people are using it and talking about it a lot. What is it about the modern world that has meant resilience has become more of an issue?

Now before I go on and say something about that, let me say I’m generally talking about resilience as the ability to bounce back after adversity. I think that’s a very simple way of thinking about resilience and actually as human beings we are naturally resilient- we need to be or we would have had to have been in the past, because we wouldn’t have survived as a species. 

If you think about what human beings have lived through; the ice age, world wars; times when life was really hard for human beings; we wouldn’t have survived that if we weren’t resilient, and yet we’re beginning to erode it in the modern world that we live in.  Why?  
Well part of that is about a break down in support structures – that people are more resilient if they feel that they are supported by the people around them and that comes out in some of the work that’s been done in children for example.  Even though they might be going through adverse circumstance; if they even have one adult in their life who they can rely on, it can make a huge difference.  
So could it be the case that it’s partly to do with family break down.  Britain now has a very high number of single parent families. We’ve got a decline in people getting married, and we know that marriage is the single most important thing that people can do for their psychological and physical wellbeing, particularly for men. It’s more important for men than for women to be married and actually it’s more important for men’s health and psychological wellbeing then whether they work or how much money they earn.  It’s fundamentally important.  
And so if we look at divorce, relationship breakdown, etc etc, you can see how that’s challenging and people don’t have the adequate support.  We don’t believe in society as much – people aren’t members of churches and trade unions.  They think it’s all about them.  And actually the more you think that life is just about you, the more you’re likely to blow out of all proportion – every small thing that happens to you and undermines your resilience.  Martin Seligman – the leader of the positive psychology movement sometimes talks about the bloated self that is obsessed by its own doings.  You can see how that’s actually not very good from the point of view of resilience.

So these are some of the factors that are really undermining resilience. And then in the work place we’ve got the fact that it used to be that people had a job for life; there was a sense of a contract – that you started working for an employer and if you were loyal to them and you did your job, you could work there forever.  That’s gone.  People don’t have that view point.  There’s a lot more redundancy and unemployment, insecurity, short-term contracts – that erodes resilience as well.

Now another major aspect of my talk today was on how we have now as a society begun to believe that it is a terrible thing if people experience negative feelings or they meet failure, and that we should in particular protect our young people from this.  
So parents are now interfering much more in their child’s life.  I speak at a lot of school events and many teachers and head teachers groan when I say this because it is so much their day to day reality.  They will have queues of parents saying things like ‘My daughter didn’t get the lead part in the pantomime – she’s devastated.’  
And it’s making life impossible for them.  They can’t all be getting the lead part in the pantomime, they can’t all be top of the class, they can’t all be chosen for that project and yet this is what parents want and they do not want their children to experience rejection, failure, difficult emotions of any kind and actually what they’re doing is undermining their resilience because in some ways these kids will feel resilient if they know they can triumph over diversity.  If they’re protected from it, how can they feel resilient? 
It’s a bit like, as we now know, if we try to bring children up in too clean an environment by disinfecting everything it’s not good for their immune system.  Well – to some extent, if we try to protect children against any bad thing that could go wrong, it’s like trying to bring them up in too psychologically clean an environment.

So how is this affecting the work place?  Well I feel that there is across the board, a growing sense that there is more political correctness – people have to be very careful what they say in case they hurt someone’s feelings.  Critical feedback of any kind can often be seen as so challenging for people it can often be interpreted as bullying. 

But I would argue that critical feedback if it’s well judged and well given, can enhance people’s performance and is actually much better than people thinking bad things about you behind your back but not saying it.  And in organisations I’ve seen people getting paid off because people weren’t prepared to confront the fact that they weren’t very good at their job, and it would have been an asset to that person had they known.
So these are the kinds of trends in society that are just not helpful.  And we really need to start looking at how we move back to a position of balance.  That it’s not about being horrible to people, it is about support, but it’s about support with challenge and it’s about being realistic.

