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SMART IDEAS

Learning to COPE

when life throws

youa CURVE

IN 1997, AMATEUR rock climber Sean Patrick was diagnosed with
late-stage ovarian cancer. Although the disease kills more than half
the women who get it, after 10 years and seven surgeries she still
climbs mountains. And she'’s turned her passion for climbing into a
passion for making a difference, making it her life's mission to raise
awareness of and research money for ovarian cancer through
Climb for Life and her non-profit HERA (Health, Empowerment,
Research and Advocacy) Foundation. “There is opportunity in
every situation, no matter how bad,” she says (read Patrick’s
story at www.ovariancancer.jhmi.edu).

“Resilient people feel in control of their lives and see
difficult situations as challenges,” says Robert Brooks, PhD,
assistant clinical professor of psychology at Harvard
Medical School and coauthor of The Power of Resilience
According to researchers who've studied skills that enable
people to cope with tough times, anyone can cultivate a
mindset to rebound from setbacks. Here are some ways:

React to adversity by taking action. from thinking of
After her diagnosis. Patrick became a options that can

“research maven.” learning as much as increase your happiness.”

many doctors about her disease so she

could be proactive about her treatment. Solve the right

“Being in control means looking for problems. Instead of
solutions o problems instead of brooding  ruminating over things you
about them.” says Dr. Brooks. “If you feel are powerless to change,
nothing can be done, you stop yourself focus on what you can
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influence and think of solutions,
advises Dr. Brooks. “There is rarely
only one answer to a problem,” he
says. “If the strategy you're using...
isn’t effective, don’t give up—change
your strategy.”

Pursue a passion. Being a
caregiver means your day is filled
with must-dos, so it’s crucial to carve
out time for yourself, Dr. Brooks
says. People are more vulnerable to
stress—and less resilient—if they
don’t engage in meaningful activities.
“Enjoying pleasurable pursuits such
as crafting, gardening or playing
tennis renews our spirit and gives us
the emotional resources to cope with
life’s curve balls,” he says.

Seek support. Resilient people tend
to have strong social ties and seek
help when needed. Ask friends and
relatives to lend a hand. Or consider
joining a support group, suggests Dr.
Brooks. People in the same boat may
know resources of which you are
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unaware and offer helpful strategies,
he says. Studies show that attending
a support group eases stress, makes
you feel more hopeful and leads to
positive personal changes.

Consider a slip-up a signal to
improve. Don’t chastise yourself if
you forget a doctor’s appointment or
lose your temper. Resilient people
attribute mistakes and failures to
circumstances or to faulty strategies or
other factors that can be changed—
not to character flaws, Dr. Brooks
notes. For instance, lack of sleep may
be to blame for your short fuse. If you
forgot to check your calendar, you
could download computer reminder
software to alert you to appointments.
“By focusing on what you can do
differently,” says Dr. Brooks, “you
put yourself in the driver’s seat.”

Give yourself credit. If you feel
your successes are due to your
smarts and efforts, rather than to
dumb luck, you will feel competent

of Optimism

OPTIMISTS BELIEVE that bad
things don't last forever and
expect good things to happen in
the future. Their positive attitude
allows them to cope better with
obstacles. Pessimists, on the
other hand, allow setbacks to
cast a shadow over their lives; the
future looks bleak, so they feel
hopeless and helpless. If you tend
to look on the dark side, these
simple strategies can help you
turn your outlook around:

Count your blessings. Research
shows that people who regularly
give thanks are more optimistic
than the thankless. Grateful
reflection helps you focus on what
is going right and savor the good
in life, even during bad times,
explains gratitude researcher
Robert Emmons, PhD, professor of
psychology at the University of
California at Davis. For a gratitude
adjustment, take a daily timeout
to think about five things you
appreciate, no matter how small,
suggests Dr. Emmons.

Celebrate small successes. Focus
on the five tasks you crossed off
your to-do list—not the 10 you
wanted to accomplish. Thinking
that you're on the right track
makes it easier to imagine that
tomorrow will be a better day.

Look for the silver lining. To

develop a brighter outlook, you
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Grateful reflection
helps you to
focus on what
is going right

need to find the good in a bad
situation. Caregiving, for
example, may have taught you
patience or given you new
appreciation for friends whose
emotional support has eased
your burden. For Sean Patrick,
ovarian cancer “has been a
blessing in disguise,” helping her
to grow spiritually and to
discover “an awesome strength |
never knew | possessed.”

Do a reality check. “We typically
worry about issues that may have
unpleasant but not terrible
consequences,” says Robert L.
Leahy, PhD, author of The Worry
Cure. To prevent yourself from
blowing problems out of
proportion, tell yourself: “This is
not a problem because...chances
are, you'll discover that the
gloomy possibilities you are
imaging are not rooted in reality."
The more realistic your view of
the situation, the more optimistic
you'll feel about the outcome.

Distract yourself. If your mind
is stuck on negative thoughts,
shake free of their grim grip by
taking a brisk walk, reading a
juicy novel or calling a friend (no
venting allowed!). Or simply try
singing a line from a favorite
song over and over in your head.
More stress-busting advice from
Mary Elizabeth Terzella can be
found at www.caringtoday.com/
Just-for-you.
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to deal with life’s hardships and
setbacks, according to Dr. Brooks.
“Owning” your accomplishments—
and analyzing what qualities helped
you achieve them—can help you
connect with your resilient side.

Say “tee-hee" to your troubles.
Studies show that humor helps
people cope with adversity, says
Dr. Brooks. Laughter eases stress
and breaks into negative thoughts,
0 you regain mental control. It
also improves your mood and
ability to devise creative solutions
to problems.

For comic relief, watch a laugh-
out-loud movie or TV show. Or
make fun of frustrations by trying
this exercise, based on work by

laughter therapist Annette Goodheart,
PhD. Simply add the words “tee-hee”
to the end of a sentence stating your
problem, such as “T spilled the
medicine, tee-hee!” or “I lost the
account, tee-hee.” It sounds so silly,
it’s bound to make you chuckle.

Act like an optimist. What
happens to you matters less than
how you react to the situation, Dr.
Brooks notes. As Patrick puts it,
“I can’t change the events that
happened, I only have control of
my attitude—and life is so much
easier with a good one.” Like this
cancer survivor, plucky people have
a can-do optimism that inspires
them to keep trying-—and that can
be learned (see box, p. 13). B

oflow the “from the
mail to pail” rule.
Don't let mail pile up.
After getting it from the
mailbox, go through it
over the wastebasket
and recycling container
so you can get rid of
unwanted solicitations,
advertising flyers and
catalogues before they
clutter up your desk or
countertop, advises
organizing expert Harriet
Schechter, author Let Go
of Clutter.

Sort the rest. Use a
broad sorting system for

FAST FIXES

The Paper Pileup

Here are some smart ways to handle
the paperwork that may be ruling—and
ruining—too many hours of your life:

mail that requires your
attention, putting it in
appropriate baskets or
folders labeled, say, “Bills
to Pay” (save only the bill
and payment envelope),
“Act ASAP" “Magazines,"
“To Read” and “To File"
Then designate a regular
time to go through it,
either daily or weekly,
advises Donna Smallin,
author of Organizing
Plain & Simple.

Rip out articles of
interest. To reduce that
pile of magazines, set
aside time each week to
tear out the articles you
want to read, then stash

them in a to-read file or
tuck one or two in your
handbag to read when
you're stuck in an
endless line or cooling
your heels at the
doctor’s office.

Make periodic purges.
Give yourself a deadline.
If you haven't read
those saved articles
within six months, toss
them out.

Don't print out emails.
You probably don’t need
a hard copy of most
emails, says Smallin.
Store those you want
to save in folders on
your computer.
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