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Developing mental toughness and resilience through emotional intelligence: Essential attributes in challenging times

Abstract

The turmoil of the global financial crisis is far-reaching, well beyond purely economic significance.  The escalating instability the recession is creating in the workplace and the knock-on effect this is having on people’s ability to respond optimistically is the focus of this paper. Relentless change, threat of redundancy, worries about meeting financial commitments, performing well at work with diminishing resources contributes to rising stress levels. This paper examines the utility of emotional intelligence (EI) training towards developing mental toughness and resilience to manage ourselves. These uncertain times require people to think differently; a paradigm shift from “when this is over...” to “strategies through this”.  This position paper engages in confirmatory research via exploration of the link between EI, and mental toughness and resilience, and its importance in staving off the negative effects of stress in the workplace. The Kirk Model of Chaos theory provides understanding of the internal turmoil processes in response to external pressures. The goal of this paper is to provide theoretically-relevant elucidation and practical strategies that assist us to respond to the chaos of these times in a way that makes us stronger and better able to not only survive, but succeed in these challenging times. The paper concludes with providing a starting point for developing emotional intelligence, including a practical exercise with which to begin your exploration of self.
Developing mental toughness and resilience through emotional intelligence: Essential attributes in challenging times

“In order to succeed, people need a sense of self-efficacy, to struggle together with resilience to meet the inevitable obstacles and inequities of life” (Albert Bandura).

Introduction

The turmoil of the global financial crisis is far-reaching, well beyond purely economic consequences (Favaro, 2009; Garbie, 2009).  The escalating instability the recession is creating in the workplace and the knock-on effect this is having on people’s ability to respond optimistically is at the focus of this paper (Rasmus, 2010). The threat of redundancy, the challenge of relentless change, worrying about meeting financial commitments, performing well at work with ever decreasing resources, contributes to rising stress levels. The certainty and stability of ‘how it used to be’ can be consigned as a workplace relic; it is naive to think the stability of yesterday will return (Treas, 2010).  Managers and workers alike are realising that this recession has forever changed how we do business, and how we manage the human resource in maintaining personal and professional sustainability ("Stark Leadership Insights," 2010). 
The economic crisis was, 

“ [t]riggered by a liquidity shortfall in the United States banking system. It has resulted in the collapse of large financial institutions, the bailout of banks by national governments and downturns in stock markets around the world. In many areas, the housing market has also suffered, resulting in numerous evictions, foreclosures and prolonged vacancies. It is considered by many economists to be the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s. It contributed to the failure of key businesses, declines in consumer wealth estimated in the trillions of U.S. dollars, substantial financial commitments incurred by governments, and a significant decline in economic activity.  ("Financial crisis of 2007-2010," 2010, p. 1).

The current recession is affecting every area of consumerism, such as housing, banking, retail, building; economic growth. Although there is a stated slow recovery, pessimism is high in that many businesses are closing down, and there has been a rise in mortgagee sales ("Retailers ringing the changes through recession," 2010). 
This paper examines the utility of EI training in the workplace towards strengthening employee mental toughness and resilience to manage ourselves (Masten & Obradovic, 2006; Tugade & Frederickson, 2008). These uncertain times require people to think differently; a paradigm shift from “when this is over...” to “I need strategies through this”. Employers have an ethical responsibility to provide employees with training in resilience to manage the pressures endemic in the workplace in the current economic environment (Masten & Obradovic, 2006). Brown (1996) “Organizations that support career resilience are committed to working in partnership with their employees. They offer opportunities for professional growth and engage their employees in challenging work. Such organizations foster open communication, including the transfer of both good and bad news” (para 10). Rather, employers need to be proactive in supporting staff to manage the instability in the work environment.    “The higher the level of mental toughness the more the individual is able to deal with the pressures, stressors and challenges of everyday life.  They are able to deal more easily with even the most difficult days” (AQR Ltd, 2010, p. 1). The Kirk Model of Chaos is discussed with the aim of providing understanding of the ‘perturbing’ processes of turmoil that external pressures and events create.  It aptly explains the agitation of working in times of economic turmoil and the effects of the ongoing shake-up it has on the human psyche. The goal of this paper is to provide theoretically-relevant elucidation and practical strategies that assist us to respond to the chaos of these times in a way that makes us stronger and better able to not only survive, but succeed in these challenging times. Firstly though, this position paper engages in confirmatory research by way of a preliminary inspection of academic literature into the link between mental toughness, resilience and EI including a practical exercise with which to begin your exploration of self. It’s fair to say that ongoing pressures exist in contemporary business, however the added pressures of fiscal instability increases an organisations vulnerability to insolvency. 
Mental Toughness 
Mental toughness is a term that was originally applied in the field of sport to describe a person’s strength of mind and character they can use to out-perform opponents. It also relates to others whose work necessitates an enduring tenacity, determination and grit in managing multi-dimensional dynamics in, for example, service sector organisations. According to Jones (2002, p. 209), mental toughness refers to the ability to “generally, cope better than your opponents with the many demands (competition, training, lifestyle) that sport places on a performer”. Specifically, mental toughness means [to] be more consistent and better than your opponents in remaining determined, focused, confident, and in control under pressure. Although the term attracts most positive psychological attributes, there is some accord in referring to mental toughness as “an athlete’s ability to cope with stress and resultant anxiety associated with high pressure competitive situations” (Jones, 2002, p. 206). It is the ability to remain “consistent and superior at remaining determined, focused, confident, and in control under pressure” (Jones, Hanton, & Connaughton, 2007, p. 209). Mental toughness requires focused concentration of the conscious mind while simultaneously controlling intuitive emotions (Scarnati, 2000). The advantage that mental toughness provides the athlete is a “psychological advantage over their opponent and… superior regulatory skills” (Jones, 2002, pp. 209, 210). Ten top sports performers who had obtained international standing were studied by Jones (2002). Participants were asked, in their own words, to define mental toughness and describe the attributes of the ideal mentally tough performer.  Twelve attributes were identified and are shown in Table 1 with their rankings (Jones, 2002, p. 211).
	Mental Toughness Attributes and Importance Rankings



	
	Attribute
	Sum of Rankings
	Overall

Rank

	1.
	Having an unshakable self-belief in your ability to achieve your competition goals 
	26
	1

	2.
	Bouncing back from performance set-backs as a result of increased determination to succeed
	49
	2

	3.
	Having an unshakable self-belief that you possess unique qualities and abilities that make you better than your opponents
	50
	3

	4.
	Having an insatiable desire and internalized motives to succeed 
	56
	4=

	5.
	Remaining fully-focused on the task at hand in the face of competition-specific distractions
	56
	4=

	6.
	Regaining psychological control following unexpected, uncontrollable events 
	66
	6

	7.
	Pushing back the boundaries of physical and emotional pain, while still maintaining technique and effort under distress (in training and competition)
	67
	7

	8.
	Accepting that competition anxiety is inevitable and knowing that you can cope with it 


	73
	8

	9.
	Thriving on the pressure of competition 
	76
	9=

	10.
	Not being adversely affected by others’ good and bad performances 
	76
	9=

	11.
	Remaining fully-focused in the face of personal life distractions 
	77
	11

	12.
	Switching a sport focus on and off as required 
	108
	12


Table 1: Mental Toughness Attributes and Importance Ranking 
Mental toughness relates to others outside the sport’s ‘field’; work necessitates a tenacity, determination and grit in managing multi-dimensional dynamics of change, perhaps inequity, and injustice in the workplace. More generally, mental toughness is described as “the quality which determines in large part how individuals respond to stress, pressure and to challenge irrespective of prevailing circumstances” (AQR Ltd, 2010, p. 6). Gucciardi, Gordon, & Dimmock (2009) suggest mental toughness is linked to developing EI skills. It might be concluded that the definitions encompass an overarching assumption that developing mental toughness means being strongly competitive. The author disagrees, rather that the context determines whether competitiveness or collaboration are the appropriate bases on which mental toughness attributes function.  For example, teams can demonstrate mental toughness. Also many of the identified attributes as aforementioned don’t need an opponent, for them to be effective. 
Resilience

Resilience is characterised by “the ability to bounce back from negative emotional experiences” according to Tugade & Frederickson (2008, p. 322). The implication is that those with high resilience will also have high endurance, in that they can ‘see the season through’. People with high resilience are likely to also have great insight (self- and other- awareness) in judging theirs’ and others’ strengths and limitations. Resilience is an outcome of well developed EI can be used to manage emotions by drawing on a positive affective outlook (Tugade & Frederickson, 2008).  
Masten and Obradovic (2006, p. 21) list the following factors that play a vital role in resilience:

· “The learning system of the brain (problem solving, information-processing).

· The attachment system (close relationships with caregivers, friends, romantic partners).

· The mastery motivation system (self-efficacy process, reward systems related to successful behaviour).

· The stress response system (alarm and recovery system).

· The self-regulation system (emotion regulation, activation and inhibition of attention, executive functioning, behaviour).

· The family system (parenting, interpersonal dynamics, expectations, cohesion, rituals, norms).

· The school system (teaching, values, standards, expectations).

· The peer system (friendships, peer group, values, norms).

· Cultural and societal systems (religion, tradition, rituals, values, standards, laws)”. 

Defining Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence involves 
“the ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth” (Mayer & Salovey, 1997, p. 10). 
Derived from Goleman’s work, The Consortium for Research on Emotional Intelligence in Organizations divided the EI framework into two competencies; personal and social ("The Emotional Competence Framework," 2009). Personal Competence was further grouped into three; self awareness (emotional awareness, accurate self-assessment and self-confidence), self regulation (self control, trustworthiness, conscientiousness, adaptability and innovativeness) and self-motivation (achievement drive, commitment, initiative and optimism).  Social Competence encompassed; social awareness (empathy, service orientation, developing others, leveraging diversity and political awareness), and social skills, (influence, communication leadership, change catalyst, conflict management, building bonds, collaboration and cooperation and team capabilities). EI is a competence, a capacity to develop; it requires a process that allows for the participant to be sensitised, understand, practice and transfer their learning into everyday behaviour (Goleman, 1999). 

Goleman (2006, p. 4) suggests there is a connection between social intelligence and EI.  He refers to the sociable brain, that is, ‘wired to connect’ through brain-to-brain linkages.  He states “the two domains intermingle…since the brain’s social real estate overlaps with its emotional centres” (Goleman, 2006, p. 83). He describes social intelligence as the ability to demonstrate EI through the mastery of social interactions facilitated by empathy and social cognition.  

Salovey & Mayer (1990, p. 189) defined EI as, “the ability to monitor one’s own and other’s feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions”. The elements of EI are: identifying emotions in self and others, and emotion regulation of self and others.  The underlying assumption is that higher EI is more likely to create greater positive mental wellbeing.  Thus, identifying factors of high EI also identified people with deficient EI. Two assumptions resulted; if EI was an ability it could be learned; if it could be learned it could increase wellbeing and performance (Mayer, Caruso, & Salovey, 2000). The distinct gap between those with high and low EI meant attention was turned to the development of EI.  

There is not a list of EI universal factors, indeed there is divergence. However, several of the mainstream EI theorists identify similar EI factors (Bar-On, 2006; Goleman, 1996; Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Abraham’s definition explains how people use EI: 
“Emotionally intelligent individuals have the ability to relate problems to internal emotional experience. The personalization of problems makes them more meaningful in that they become relevant to one's own situation. This relevance leads to more flexibility and creativity in arriving at solutions, which in turn presumes the discretion to make decisions and seek innovative solutions” (Abraham, 2000, p. 171).

EI is relevant in the education sector where a range of interpersonal skills, wisdom, empathy, self-control, understanding and patience are invaluable when put to the test in frustrating and/or confrontational situations, or when persistence is required over lengthy and challenging times. 
EI training also affects stress management. Oginska-Bulik (2005, p. 167) shows in her study of 330 participants in several service professions that the role of EI in perceiving and preventing occupational stress that leads to negative health outcomes, was an essential factor responsible for “determining success in life and psychological wellbeing”. Sustained stress can lead to burnout which can be detected in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization (Bakker & Heuven, 2006, p. 423) that can seriously compromise a teacher’s ability and effectiveness. 

Scarnati (2000) states the US Army principle of,

“You must have an honest understanding of who you are, what you know, and what you can do. You must know your strengths, weaknesses, capabilities, and limitations so that you can control and discipline yourself and lead your soldiers effectively” which assimilates with EI abilities such as self awareness, awareness of others, management of emotions (FM 22-100). 
This does not mean we should deny or minimise emotions; they are powerful expressions of our thinking and bring meaning to life. Emotions are testament to our humanness, not because they weaken us but because they enrich our human experience. Rightly, EI harnesses the rational and the emotional together, to produce the most appropriate and deliberate response; one without the other results in imbalance. Scarnati (2000, p. 175) continues,

“Conquer emotions with rational thinking. Never let the emotional part of the brain highjack your ability to think and reason. Control the panic instinct. Purposefully pause when intimidating situations or emotionally laden words are bantered; and provide the opportunity for the rational part of the brain to catch up with the adrenalin induced emotions. Emotional maturity is a covert offensive weapon necessary for mental toughness”.

Mayer and Salovey (1997, pp. 10-11) offered a four branch model of advancing EI abilities.  They are as described in Table 2 below:
The Four Branches of Emotional Intelligence
1. Perception, Appraisal and Expression of Emotion 
2. 
Emotional Facilitation of Thinking 
3. Understanding and Analyzing Emotions; Employing Emotional Knowledge
4. Reflective Regulation of Emotions to Promote Emotional and Intellectual   Growth

1. Perception, Appraisal and Expression of Emotion
	Ability to identify emotion in one's physical states, feelings, and thoughts. 
	Ability to identify emotions in other people, designs, artwork, etc. through language, sound, appearance, and behavior.
	Ability to express emotions accurately and to express needs related to those feelings.
	Ability to discriminate between accurate and inaccurate, or honest vs. dishonest expressions of feeling.


2. Emotional Facilitation of Thinking
	Emotions prioritize thinking by directing attention to important information.
	Emotions are sufficiently vivid and available that they can be generated as aids to judgment and memory concerning feelings.
	Emotional mood swings change the individual's perspective from optimistic to pessimistic, encouraging consideration of multiple points of view.
	Emotional states differentially encourage specific problem-solving approaches such as when happiness facilitates inductive reasoning and creativity.


3. Understanding and Analyzing Emotions; Employing Emotional Knowledge
	Ability to label emotions and recognize relations among the words and the emotions themselves, such as the relation between liking and loving.
	Ability to interpret the meanings that emotions convey regarding relationships, such as that sadness often accompanies a loss.
	Ability to understand complex feelings: simultaneous feelings of love and hate or blends such as awe as a combination of fear and surprise.
	Ability to recognize likely transitions among emotions, such as the transition from anger to satisfaction or from anger to shame. 


4. Reflective Regulation of Emotion to Promote Emotional and Intellectual Growth
	Ability to stay open to feelings, both those that are pleasant and those that are unpleasant.
	Ability to reflectively engage or detach from an emotion depending upon its judged informativeness or utility.
	Ability to reflectively monitor emotions in relation to oneself and others, such as recognizing how clear, typical, influential or reasonable they are. 
	Ability to manage emotion in oneself and others by moderating negative emotions and enhancing pleasant ones, without repressing or exaggerating information they may convey.


Table 2: The Four Branches of Emotional Intelligence.
Mental toughness and resilience are about managing one’s thinking and emotions to obtain the best behavioural outcomes, in short, the application of EI. Having gone some way to establishing the link between mental toughness, resilience and EI, knowing what it is and that we need it is only helpful if we learn how to develop it for ourselves. To achieve this end, we need to start with an understanding about the human psyche in relation to change. 
Change and the Kirk Model of Chaos

The Kirk Model of Chaos (2010) theory is used to exemplify what happens in the change process. Underpinned by the principles of Prigogine’s Theory of Dissipative Structures (Prigogine, 1980), Kirk’s theory describes what happens when a living system receives new inputs (Energy Rich Input or ERI) that disturbs the equilibrium. The new information places stress on the system causing ‘waves of agitation’ which Prigogine (1980) refers to as ‘perturbation’. The waves bounce back off each other creating feedback (like a microphone that is too close to the speaker). During such chaos “a human system can react either as a system that values stability (an ‘S’ system) or as a system that values balance (a ‘B’ system)” (Kirk, 2010, p. 9). Figure 1 shows how Kirk’s Model of Chaos relates to an organisation by way of demonstrating how the model works.
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Figure 1: Kirk's Model of Chaos.
The ‘B’ or balance-seeking system develops high energy agitation with lots of energy flowing in, about and out, while the ‘S’ (Stability) system has low energy exchange. It stores the ERI until the end of tolerance is reached and the system explodes; the bifurcation point (Bi- meaning ‘two’, furcation meaning ‘fork’) (Prigogine, 1980). The system then goes in one of two directions; the birfurcation point acts as a catalyst towards transformation and sustainability in a new form that can take on increased ERI because the capacity of the system has increased – a ‘B’ system. Or conversely, the system shatters creating disintegration, breakdown and wasted energy – an ‘S’ system (Kirk, 2010). The point of Kirk’s model is to help us understand that although our lives are susceptible to purturbances, it is not the events in themselves that decides the outcome but our response to them. How we deal with the ERIs determines our wellbeing and ability to engage in positive change processes again, or not.  The functions of chaos theory characterise risk and opportunity. The risk is that it may not reach stability again and remain overwhelmed by uncertainty and flux. Conversely, opportunities are created as ways of behaving and responding result in new innovations (Kiel, 1995).
Learning from the Kirk Model of Chaos 
Using this model we can identify positive and negative patterns of behaviour that have become systemic in our lives.  By identifying what they are, we can answer questions about: other factors that were happening at the time, how long it took to get to the bifurcation point, and which responses/reactions that are auto-responses. The Kirk Model of Chaos can be used as a template for us to investigate our own personal agitations – positive and negative.  Take the ERIs that relate to your life and list them on the left (see blank diagram below). Then write in your reactions and responses.  Try to lift the blind of denial and defensiveness as self awareness enlightens your understanding of your personal ‘agitations’. 
“The more you allow the flow of events to move through you or by you without getting hooked into emotions and holding onto the drams, the more flexible you stay. Forgiveness. Adaptability.  Acceptance. Openness.  Receptivity. Staying present.  Responsiveness. Valuing relationships more than being right. Breathing...are all important if you want to maintain your balance during chaos” (Kirk, 2010, p. 5).  
Next, take time to analyse and understand your tolerance boundaries, your bifurcation point. As Kirk (2010, p. 6) puts it, “Try simply being the silent witness to your actions, without judging them”.
One of the main assumptions of Kirk’s (2010) model is that although we cannot always control the event, we can control ourselves and our response thus controlling to some extent the outcome i.e. E+ R=O. Choice remains.  How we choose to respond or react affects the outcome, keeping in mind that ‘respond’ and ‘react’ can have either a positive or negative upshot depending on their application. Thus, our choices affect our present reality and are the building blocks of our future. Figure 2 provides a template on which to undertake a personal analysis using Kirk’s Mode of Chaos.
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Figure 2: My Personal Kirk's Model of Chaos.
Using emotional intelligence to develop mental toughness and resilience
Using Mayer and Salovey’s four branch model (1997) as a basis for this dialogue, the starting place for developing EI abilities is in positioning oneself to be ready and willing to become self aware, that is, aware of the need for self awareness, and then to become engaged in a process of self awareness. Bar-On (1997, p. 26) defines self awareness as the ability “to be aware of and understand one’s emotions”. The theory of transformative learning rooted in Friere’s (1970) pedagogy (as cited in Glass, 2001) of arousing critical consciousness through self-determination – freeing oneself from political, economic and social and cultural constraints is helpful in understanding the genesis of self awareness.  Friere believes that “overcoming the limits of situations is ultimately an educational enterprise that he calls a practice of freedom, a permanent form of cultural re-creation that enables the fullest possible expression of human existence” (Glass, 2001, p. 16). Thus as we search and appraise the realms of our perceptions through critical reflection and feedback, we identify ourselves in the reflection of that new awareness or ‘knowing’. “It is only when we can notice what is inside us and what is outside, and when we can stay present with our emotional reality, that we are in a position to make informed, powerful decisions as to our actions” (Cairns, 1998, p. 117). The foundational basis for insight into self-awareness is developed and increased through EI so as to have greater awareness of personal affect in different situations, what triggers switch on certain emotions, and block others. We can also reflect on historical events and relationships that inform present emotional responses (state EI) as well as muse on enduring emotions that are part of our makeup (trait EI). Trait EI is defined as a “constellation of emotional self-perceptions located at the lower levels of personality hierarchies...they are personality traits, as opposed to competencies” (Petrides, 2010, p. 137). Our perception, appraisal and expression of emotion under the torchlight of critical reflection help us comprehend, even appreciate our own emotions, others’ emotions, and how we might express them appropriately (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Thus we can “figure out why we feel a certain way and how these feelings will change over time...we can predict how an idea will go over [and] how others might react to you” (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2003, p. 1).
Secondly, emotions are utilised to facilitate thought. Emotions, if listened to, can direct us in identifying what’s important in our thinking (Mayer & Salovey, 1997).  Laabs (1999, p. 69) suggests EI training is different from cognitive training in that “developing emotional competence requires learners to unlearn old habits of thought, feeling and action that are deeply ingrained and learn new ones[which] takes motivation, effort, time, support and sustained practice”. To encourage the use of our emotions to facilitate thinking, we need to take the time to tease out our innate thoughts and our emotions from their embedded-ness into the light of critical evaluation. Extracting the explicit meanings from the implicit emotional data happens when we ask ourselves critical questions that assist us to mine the causes of our emotional responses. 
Thirdly, developing the ability to recognise certain emotions in situations, to recognise the triggers of emotion, and emotion processes comes from the awareness and understanding we have developed (Mayer & Salovey, 1997).  Practicing a think-pause-recognise-act (TPRA) approach brings previously unconscious affect to consciousness, where it can be acknowledged and assessed for its appropriateness in a given situation.  As previously discussed, now that the thinking and affect information is available, choice is required.  People can choose for example, to use self control in a given situation, or not; the point is that both responses are a deliberate choice, not an auto-response.
The last branch of the model relates to developing  the ability to apply control to those identified emotions “to promote emotional and intellectual growth” (Mayer & Salovey, 1997, p. 10). Agnieszka & Schemmann (2002, p. 112) states that an ‘enlightened’ concept of learning is self-controlled in that learners choose to learn by utilising the synergistic effects of “cognitive, affective and sensory processes - it is not simply a theory of self organisation but in a more general sense, a theory of the emergence of new qualities”. Goleman (1999) refers to this management as self regulation (self control, trustworthiness, conscientiousness, adaptability and innovativeness) and self-motivation (achievement drive, commitment, initiative and optimism).  “Since emotions contain data, we need to stay open to this information, and use it to make good decisions” (Mayer, et al., 2003, p. 1). Developing emotional intelligence is an imperative if employees are to maintain resilience and mental toughness while maintaining good performance while working with severe instability; working under the threat of job loss, downsizing and restructuring.  
Conclusion

Experience and qualifications are not enough of a bastion on which to succeed in these challenging times of escalating instability in our economy and employment. As teachers we experience other people’s stress; that of our super-ordinates, peers, subordinates, students and family, all of which have a direct and indirect affect on us. Indeed, our lives have become less and less compartmentalized (Leary & Tangney, 2003; Shibutani, 1955); our work lives and personal lives are progressively integrated.  The pressures of work do not exist in isolation from the other parts of our lives, where (in addition) we might be experiencing financial pressure, positive or negative inter-personal relationships, or health issues, some of which might be caused by work pressures to perform.  The Kirk Model of Chaos provides some understanding of the process of change towards transformation, or regrettably for some, breakdown. I strongly recommend you choose transformation by developing self awareness of self and others, finding positive ways of expressing emotions, allowing emotion to assist judgment, employing emotional knowledge and reflective regulation of emotions to advance emotional and intellectual growth. Mental toughness and resilience through emotional intelligence development will help us to survive, moreover succeed in these tumultuous times. Kia kaha. 
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