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The Road to Resilience: Its Achievement and Maintenance
by SaraKay Smullens, MSW, LCSW, BCD, CGP, CFLE

According to Dictionary.com resilience is 
“the ability to recover readily from illness, 
depression, adversity, or the like (italics 
mine).” According to the Grammarist, 
“resilience” and “resiliency” can be used 
interchangeably as nouns that refer “to 
the ability to recover quickly from illness or 
misfortune (again, italics mine).” 

In my experience, and perhaps in yours, 
however, resiliency is not achieved quickly 
or readily. It takes time and work—often a 
lifetime to feel that you are really getting it 
right. Therefore, in this sharing, I add what 
life has taught me about resilience, defining 
it as the ability to endure until you are able 
to recover from loss, depression, adversity, 
et. al. Put in another way, it is a fierce 
determination, when hit by life’s inevitable 
blows, to survive – to never give up. 

The development of resiliency, as I see it, is 
a process that has played out in my own life 
against the backdrop of my own writing. 
In fact, writing has been essential in both 
achieving and maintaining resilience, a 
valuable self-care strategy in navigating 
our complex and troubled world. When 
writing about something important to me, 
my thoughts take on a life of their own, 
both consciously and unconsciously. These 
thoughts guide me toward understanding 
and resolve. In other words, I am working on 
my topic without even realizing it.

Even as a child, I longed to achieve resiliency, 
but I did not know it; and I surely did not 
know how. I vividly remember the time my 
kindergarten teacher asked our class to put 
our heads on our desks, close our eyes, think 
about our happy and lucky lives, and then 
share our thoughts. I did not dare share 
what came to my mind, for it was the violent 
arguments between my parents, arguments 
that in time would deplete my mother and 
destroy her mental and physical health. I 
quickly dried my eyes and listened to the 
other children’s happy thoughts, feeling 
what I know now was despair and loneliness.

Predictably, in a first marriage, although I 
purposefully married one whose education, 
opportunities, and socioeconomic 
background were the opposite of my father, 
I married one where the dynamics of my 
mother’s hell would repeat themselves. 
However, I was far, far more fortunate 
than my mother, in every way. I had both 
education and a profession to build upon. 
Also, I had years of intensive therapy that 
helped me to understand the choices I 
had made and why. In other words, I was 
beginning to achieve a reliable “emotional 
sense of direction,” which I see as essential 
to the development, integration and 
maintenance of resilience. 

… perhaps it is most accurate to define 

resiliency as the art of finding and 

nurturing one’s individual Self. This is 

how each of us, as the artist of our own 

lives, may find our own ways to both 

achieve and internalize resilience, as well 

as make sure that it is maintained.

My first published work, Whoever Said Life 
Is Fair?: A Guide to Growing Through Life's 
Injustices, grew from the decision to divorce 
in 1975 at age 35, with two young daughters, 
ages 4 and 7. I had tried to avoid this 
decision for years. However, when one lives 
in a state of constant humiliation, disrespect, 
and fear there is a price to be paid. As the 
years passed, I experienced a growing 
emotional deterioration. 

My divorce, always under the threat of 
contest, was sought in the only state in 
the US with the following three archaic 
intact legalities: no “no fault” (which meant 
after two lawyers could not help me, it was 
necessary to turn to what was referred to at 
the time as “a gutter lawyer”), no equitable 
division of marital property (which meant 

that savings, 
investments and 
property acquired 
before as well as 
during a marriage 
remained in the 
name of the one 
who acquired it 
and did not have to 
be shared), and no 
alimony. My book 
grew from a journal where I tried to discover 
how those I had watched face unfairness, 
injustice, betrayal, cruelty, and connivance 
survived, while others I had known fell 
through the cracks of life. 

I concluded after reflection that those I knew 
personally who survived have what can best 
be described as dignity, and that the state 
of dignity births resilience and begins with 
love. Dignity is a combination of pride, the 
knowledge that you matter, and humility, 
a just assessment of your strengths and 
limitations. For children to begin to develop 
dignity, someone, not necessarily a parent, 
must show them that their lives and well-
being are important and become a reliable 
presence during formative years. 

About the same time my first book was 
published, I remarried, and “the three of 
us” (my young daughters and I) grew into 
a blended family of six with my husband, 
Stan, and his two children, ages 9 and 12. My 
second marriage brought new exploration 
involving the role of love in resilience. I 
wondered -- since most parents love their 
children the best way they know how -- why 
do so many children lack the resilience 
necessary to face the disappointments, 
injustices and unfairness in life? I examined 
notes from all of my cases through the years 
and concluded that for most the culprit was 
invisible cycles of emotional abuse, which 
are always present in physical and sexual 
abuse, but also exist independently. This 
review led to five defined, invisible cycles, 
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which without intervention grow in danger 
and intensity with passing generations: 
abandonment/rejection, enmeshment, 
rage, complete neglect, and overprotection/
overindulgence and became the focus of my 
second book, Setting YourSelf Free: Breaking 
the Cycle of Emotional Abuse in Family, 
Friendships, Work, and Love (Smullens, 2002).

My third book, I now understand, is an 
exploration of the vulnerability of resiliency, 
once achieved. It grew from deep concern 
about the heightened rate of societal, profes-
sional and personal burnout that destroyed 
existing resilience, causing depletion. I 
watched as committed professionals left 
mental health and related fields, depriving 
our most vulnerable families of the quality 
help of those trained and dedicated. 

This led to a 6 year study of the personal, 
professional, social, and physical toll 
of burnout and an exploration of its 
primarily causes: compassion fatigue, 
countertransference (in this definition, 
dealing with impossible people and 
impossible circumstances) and vicarious 
trauma. My findings were based on a study 
of existing research as well as a qualitative 
case study conducted two years prior to 
publication of my work. Drawing from 
over 200 prospective candidates, 40 were 
selected to complete an anonymous, 
extensive questionnaire. These responses 
pointed to the exact problems of burnout 
and the blessings of the self-care strategies 
that restore and protect resiliency. 

Because of those who participated so 
generously, my published work, Burnout 
and Self-Care in Social Work: A Guidebook 
for Students and Those in Mental Health 
and Related Professions, was able to offer 
authentic voices of those on the front 
lines of social work and mental health 
practice, which I see as relevant to each of 
us, whatever our field or concentration. For 
example, when asked about activities that 
lessen stress, one questionnaire respondent 
wrote: “(I avoid) hanging out with people 
who are in a miserable space. Misery loves 
company, but I don’t love staying miserable, 

so I have reduced a lot of friendships and 
stick to people who don’t just withdraw from 
my energy but can offer reciprocal positivity.” 
In the words of another questionnaire 
respondent, “I really think everything I have 
tried has ‘worked’ in that I learned from the 
experience. If I did not get ‘relief’ then that 
was something learned and I moved on.”

Interestingly, the literature concentrates 
on myriad care strategies, but neglects the 
unique Self in each of us. With this in mind, to 
restore and preserve resiliency, I encouraged 
readers not to fear thinking outside of the box 
to adopt those activities (and the attitudes 
that support them) that are individually 
meaningful, energizing, and fulfilling 
-- as writing, for example, has been for me. 
Emphasis was placed on finding direction 
in ones personal (including spiritual), social, 
professional, and physical lives that put one 
more in touch with themSelves, offer a way 
to express and find relief from difficulties and 
frustrations, and encourage positive, creative 
connection with others.

In sharing these explorations with you, I see 
that perhaps it is most accurate to define 
resiliency as the art of finding and nurturing 

one’s individual Self. This is how each of us, 
as the artist of our own lives, may find our 
own ways to both achieve and internalize 
resilience, as well as make sure that it is 
maintained. 0
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NCFR WEBINAR

Practical Skills for Family Life Educators to 
Invoke, Evoke, and Provoke Cultural Engagement
Marcy L. Peake, MA, LPC, NCC, CFLE, Director of Diversity and Community 
Outreach Initiatives in the Western Michigan University College of Education 
and Human Development and faculty member in the Department of Family 
and Consumer Sciences

Thursday, July 20, 2017, 11:00 am – 12:30 pm CST
Family life educators work in a variety of environments that require knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions to engage diverse populations and create learning spaces that are anti-oppressive 
for all families.  Since families are unique both within and between cultural groups, family life 
educators can best prepare by learning practical skills that invoke an understanding of their 
own cultural selves, evoke awareness of societal and individual biases, and provoke cultural 
engagement with families served.  

Webinar activities will provide skill building for family life educators and lend themselves to 
replicable activities they can use with families when applicable.

$40 for NCFR professional members u $20 for NCFR student member u $80 for nonmembers
Classroom licensing rates available u https://www.ncfr.org/events/upcoming-ncfr-webinars
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