
While you are waiting for us to start, perhaps you could send 
a quick text to someone important to you, to send a kind 

thought their way.

Relationship Resilience

J. Bryan Sexton, PhD
Director, Duke Patient Safety Center



Be kind, for everyone you meet is 
fighting a hard battle.      -- Plato



When interacting with a bullying, or 
intimidating person, try to imagine 
them constipated…

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010



No one misbehaves out of strength…

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010



“Mean people suck…”

Should read: 

“People who really have it together are kind”

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Biochemical Cascade

Self Survival
Fight or Flight; 

Freeze

Glucocorticoids  

Species Survival
Broaden & Build; Tend & 
Befriend

Oxytocin



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Oxytocin
Bonding neuropeptide, 
cardio-protective ,

Lowers ambulatory BP





Recipe for Longevity: No Smoking, 
Lots of Friends





For your resilience:

Other People 

Matter



Altruism vs 

Greed



Deliberate acts of Kindness:

Doing a kindness produces the single most 
reliable momentary increase in well-being of 
any exercise that has been tested

Find one wholly unexpected kind thing to do 
tomorrow and just do it.  Notice what happens 
to your mood.

-- Marty Seligmann, 2011
Page 13
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#1 Treatment for 

depression:
Get them to do something to help 

another person, see the world from their 

perspective/feel relieved from their 

perspective





Send a text to 

number:  73940 

With the message:

@kind

Click the response 

link to try Daily 

Acts of Kindness

You can forward it 

to others

@kind
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The Common Cold Unit



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Cohen’s Common Cold Study
Participants completed stress index 
and were given nasal drops of a cold 
virus and observed for a week in a 
controlled environment. Higher stress 
index scores =  greater the probability 
of catching a cold.

CAVEAT ON STRESS: it has to last at 
least a month and stem from 
interpersonal troubles like marital 
strife or enduring job-related 
problems

Cohen, S., Tyrrell, D. A. J., & Smith, A. P. (1991). Psychological stress and susceptibility to the common cold. 

New England Journal of Medicine, 325, 606-612. 

Interpersonal Stress & the 
Common Cold



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Who gets sick after inoculation 
with a cold virus?

Friends are better than 
chicken noodle soup….

Social Network Index: how 
many different relationship 
types do you maintain at least 
once every two weeks: spouse, 
parents, children, workmates, 
friends, neighbors, etc. (up to 
12 types)

Cohen S, et al. (1997). Social ties and susceptibility to the common cold. JAMA, 277, 1940-1944.
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<60% significantly more likely to be 

burned out and clinically depressed



www.dukepatientsafetycenter.com

Dealing with Difficult 

Colleagues

Page 27
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Significant differences between units 

with <60% and ≥ 80% reporting good 

teamwork: Disruptive Behavior
Disruptive behavior prevalence and management was significantly 

different between 60% and ≥ 80% teamwork units for every single 

category of disruptive behavior



0 10 20 30 40 50

Talk about people behind their backs.

Intentionally  exclude others from the group.

Use a personal phone in ways that interfere with work.

Treat new people harshly .

Bully  other people.

Turn their backs before a conversation is over.

Yell at other people.

Fail to respond to phone calls, pages, and/or requests.

Try to publicly  humiliate others.

Set others up to fail.

Violate HIPPA.

Hang up the phone before a conversation is over.

Make comments with sexual, racist, or ethnic slurs.

Show physical aggression (e.g., grabbing, throwing, hitting, pushing).

Touch people in overtly  sexual ways. ≥80 good teamwork

<60% good teamwork

Disruptive Behaviors



Sentinel Event Alert
Issue 40, July 9, 2008

Behaviors that undermine a culture of safety

Intimidating and disruptive behaviors can foster medical errors,(1,2,3) 

contribute to poor patient satisfaction and to preventable adverse 

outcomes,(1,4,5) increase the cost of care,(4,5) and cause qualified clinicians, 

administrators and managers to seek new positions in more professional 

environments. (1,6) Safety and quality of patient care is dependent on 

teamwork, communication, and a collaborative work environment. To assure 

quality and to promote a culture of safety, health care organizations must 

address the problem of behaviors that threaten the performance of the health 

care team.

…
30

http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#1
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#2
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#3
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#1
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#4
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#5
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#4
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#5
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#1
http://www.jointcommission.org/JointCommission/Templates/GeneralInformation.aspx?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID={816A0F39-0B27-4412-8B73-B307E319A642}&NRORIGINALURL=/SentinelEvents/SentinelEventAlert/sea_40.htm&NRCACHEHINT=Guest#6




Toxins in tears

• Our bodies produce three kinds of tears: reflex, continuous and emotional. 

• Typically, after crying, our breathing and heart rate decrease, and we enter 

into a calmer biological and emotional state.

• Emotional tears have special health benefits. Biochemist and "tear expert" 

Dr. William Frey at the Ramsey Medical Center in Minneapolis discovered 

that reflex tears are 98 percent water, whereas emotional tears also contain 

stress hormones which get excreted from the body through crying. After 

studying the composition of tears, Dr. Frey found that emotional tears shed 

these hormones and other toxins which accumulate during stress. Additional 

studies also suggest that crying stimulates the production of endorphins, our 

body's natural pain killer and "feel-good" hormones." 



Toxins in tears

Crying Can Elevate Mood
overexposure to manganese can cause anxiety, nervousness, 
irritability, fatigue, aggression, and emotional disturbance

The act of crying can actually lower a person’s manganese level. And 
just like the other toxins, emotional tears contain 24 percent higher 
albumin protein concentration—responsible for transporting small 
(toxic) molecules--than irritation tears.





“The difference between how a person 
treats the powerless versus the powerful 
is as good a measure of human character 

as I know.”
--Bob Sutton





Clarification of term use:

• Temporary Asshole: having a bad day or a bad 
moment

• Certified Asshole: persistently nasty and 
destructive jerks that meet two criteria:

– 1) consistently leaves others feeling oppressed, 
humiliated, de-energized, or belittled

– 2) aims venom at people who are less powerful 
rather than those who are more powerful



Miner, A. G., Glomb, T. M., & Hulin, C. L. (2005). Experience 
sampling mood and its correlates at work. Journal of 

Organizational and Occupational Psychology, 78, 171-193. 

Why are demeaning acts so devastating?

• 30% of interactions with coworkers are positive

• 10% of interactions with coworkers are negative

• Negative interactions had 5X stronger effect on mood 
than positive interactions

Nasty people pack a lot more wallop than their more 
civilized counterparts



Time wounds all heels…
--Groucho Marx







• Therapy: Why do we confront 

others?

–to seek justice

–to regain our dignity 

–to put them in their place

–to get closer

• Don’t confront to sting, confront to improve a 

relationship or situation.

Page 42



• Therapy: Don’t confront to sting, confront to 

improve a relationship or situation.

• When you ____ it makes me feel _____ and I 

take responsibility for that.

• QTIP

• Conflict Resolution and Conflict Rates are not 

always correlated…

– I get into arguments here, vs I have conflicts with 

others here, vs conflicts are resolved appropriately are 

correlated in the .3s

Page 43



Three Good Things (free)
www.dukepatientsafetycenter.com

Duke Resilience Retreat
(1 day or 2 day)

www.dukepatientsafetycenter.com







Anything you’re good at 
contributes to happiness.

Bertrand Russell;

Philosopher



Where there is purpose, there is 
happiness as well.

Swami Abhedananda



got meaning?



Why Meaning?

If you chase happiness, asking, “am I 
happier yet?” you fail…

But, a devotion to bringing the good in 
others to completion, is the path to the 
meaningful life.



Signature Strengths

24 universal strengths found across 
cultures, nations, religions and politics.  
They are moral strengths – strengths 
that we value in and of themselves.

Martin Seligman, 2012



Signature Strengths







Signature Strengths

http://positivepsychologynews.com/ppnd_wp/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/using_strengths_data.jpg
http://positivepsychologynews.com/ppnd_wp/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/using_strengths_data.jpg
http://positivepsychologynews.com/ppnd_wp/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/using_strengths_data_dep.jpg
http://positivepsychologynews.com/ppnd_wp/wp-content/uploads/2009/02/using_strengths_data_dep.jpg










Signature Strengths

• “Does this strength express who I am?”

• “Do I feel excited to display this quality?”

• “Do I feel that no one can stop me when 
I’m using this strength?”

• “Do I express enthusiasm and joy when 
using this strength?”

• “Do I feel invigorated by it?”





HW done

Pee

Brush/Floss

Everything off the 
floor

Clothes laid out for 
tomorrow

Lunch made

In bed/head on 



bit.ly/SSTRENGTHS











"The Complete Idiots Guide to Awakening Your 
Spirituality" by Jonathan Robinson

“Spirituality”: any practice that helps a person to 
quiet their mind, open their heart, and connect 
with a Being greater than their normal sense of 
self





Example from:
Sonja Lyubomirsky: Happiness for a Lifetime

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0EJIaTFfBss

If you want happiness for an hour—take a nap. 

If you want happiness for a day—go fishing. 

If you want happiness for a month—get married. 

If you want happiness for a year—inherit a fortune. 

If you want happiness for a lifetime—help others. 

-Chinese Proverb



“The difference between try and triumph 
is a little umph.”

--Marvin Phillips



Anything you’re good at 
contributes to happiness.

Bertrand Russell;

Philosopher



Where there is purpose, there is 
happiness as well.

Swami Abhedananda



When upset, first ask if it is a tragedy, or 
an inconvenience – it is usually the 
latter.

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010



One always begins to forgive a 
place as soon as it’s left behind.

Charles Dickens;

Novelist



Wisdom begins in wonder.

Socrates;

Philosopher



“But it would be fine if 
they would just…”

You can only control your own 
behavior… and that is hard enough!



Envy leaves when learning arrives…

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010
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got meaning?



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Why Meaning?



Purpose and Meaning:

Belonging to and serving something that you 
believe is bigger than yourself, e.g.: 

religion, political party, being green, the Boy 
Scouts, family, etc.

Page 82



Purpose and Meaning:

“Everything can be taken from a man but one 
thing, the last of the human freedoms – to 
choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances.” (Viktor Frankl)

Page 83



The world breaks everyone, and 

afterward, many are stronger at the 

broken places.

-Ernest Hemingway (A Farewell to Arms)

Page 84



Meaning Making: 
From Viktor Frankl, 1959

Man’s Search for Meaning
(Original Title: From Death-Camp to Existentialism)

Three ways to discover meaning in life:

• By creating a work or doing a deed

• By experiencing something or encountering someone

• By the attitude we take toward unavoidable suffering

85



The way you think about emotional 
upheaval impacts how you heal

Ellen Langer, PhD

Kripalu Mindfulness Course, 

Stockbridge, MA 

February 5, 2010



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Global Burden of Disease studies

•1990 GBD: Depression was 4th leading cause of disease burden worldwide  
after lower respiratory infections, diarrheal diseases, and conditions arising 
during the perinatal period.

•2000 GBD: Depression was the third leading cause of disease burden behind 
lower respiratory infections and diarrheal diseases.

•2010 GBD: Depression ranked second in terms of global disability burden



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Poverty is Rapidly Declining, The Economist June 2013

http://startupguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/economist-poverty-decline.gif
http://startupguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/economist-poverty-decline.gif
http://startupguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/economist-poverty-decline.gif


Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Let’s compare 1900 with 1980 and 2012 across six 

metrics to see how our species and our planet has fared.

1900 1980 2012

HEALTH
1. Life Expectancy1 32

2. Infant Mortality2 19.5%

ECONOMICS

3. Per Person Income3 $2000

4. % In Extreme Poverty4 68.7%

EDUCATION
5. Literacy Rate5 42%

6. Internet Access6 0%

http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_1
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_2
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_3
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_4
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_5
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_6


Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Let’s compare 1900 with 1980 and 2012 across six 

metrics to see how our species and our planet has fared.

1900 1980 2012

HEALTH
1. Life Expectancy1 32 63 70

2. Infant Mortality2 19.5% 7.64% 3.69%

ECONOMICS

3. Per Person Income3 $2000 $5911 $10,070

4. % In Extreme Poverty4 68.7% 42.6% 16.9%

EDUCATION
5. Literacy Rate5 42% 70% 84%

6. Internet Access6 0% 0% 34%

http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_1
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_2
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_3
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_4
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_5
http://startupguide.com/world/the-world-is-actually-getting-better/#foot_text_2837_6


Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Excerpt from Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our 
Nature. Figure 6-4 shows the deadliness of interstate 

and civil wars from 1950-2005.



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Why Meaning?

If you chase happiness, asking, “am I 
happier yet?” you fail…

But, a devotion to bringing the good in 
others to completion, is the path to the 
meaningful life.



Self Aware

Mindfulness

PurposeSelf Care

Relationships

–Cultivate Purpose & Meaning
•The mindset/attitude we take toward others and toward events

•Spirituality

•Frame burnout: a trigger for personal growth, and to serve as 

resilience role model 
•Know Thyself; Confidence ≠ Accuracy, Look Around

•Meaning Making Through Resilience Writing (also under 

mindfulness)

Purpose



Source: J. Bryan Sexton, PhD

Stress Comes from Things you can not 
Predict and/or Control

“Stress can wreak havoc with your 
metabolism, raise your blood 
pressure, burst your white blood cells, 
make you flatulent, ruin your sex life, 
and if that is not enough, possibly 
damage your brain.” 

--Dr. Robert Sapolsky, Professor of 

Biological Sciences and Neuroscience 

at Stanford University

3F’s



Rules of 2s
“Major catastrophes can simultaneously 

cast people as victims seeking support, 

and as sources of support sought out by 

other victims. […] Consequently, the 

course of individual recovery will, to some 

degree, be shaped by the conditions that 

collective coping creates.”

-James Pennebaker



Rule of Two’s: Collective Coping

• 2 days: Denial  ts of thinking and talking about 
event)

• 2 weeks: The World is Different Now moods, 
arguments, dreams, illnesses, reduced talking)

• 2 months: Hope Returns

• 2 years: New Normal

Pennebaker, J. W., & Harber, K. D. (1993). A social stage model 

of collective coping: The Loma Prieta earthquake and the 

Persian Gulf War. Journal of Social Issues, 49, 125-145.



Rule of Two’s: Collective Coping

• 2 days: emergency phase (lots of thinking and 
talking about event, even violating social norms)

• 2 weeks: inhibition phase (negative moods, 
arguments, dreams, illnesses, reduced talking)

• 2 months: adaptation phase

• 2 years: adaptation complete

Pennebaker, J. W., & Harber, K. D. (1993). A social stage model 

of collective coping: The Loma Prieta earthquake and the 

Persian Gulf War. Journal of Social Issues, 49, 125-145.



Humans are capable of being physically, 
emotionally, cognitively, socially, financially and 
spiritually overwhelmed from time to time.

When we are particularly challenged,  we need a 
combination of resilience role models, tools, 
strategies, and protected time, so that we don’t 
just bounce back – we bounce higher…  

bit.ly/ECR1DAYPOST

http://bit.ly/ECR1DAYPOST


Pass it on…

“Thousands of candles can be lighted from a 
single candle, and the life of the candle will not 
be shortened”

--Budha



The Two Wolves Cherokee Legend

An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. "A 
fight is going on inside me," he said to the boy.
"It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One 
wolf is evil - he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, 
arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, 
false pride, superiority, and ego." He continued, "The other 
is good - he is Joy, Gratitude, Serenity, Interest, Hope, 
Pride, Amusement, Inspiration, Awe, Love, and faith. The 
same fight is going on inside you grandson - and inside 
every other person, too."
The grandson thought about it for a minute and then 
asked his grandfather:

"Which wolf will win?"
The old Cherokee simply replied,

"The one you feed."



The Story of the Two Monks 



Autobiography In Five Short Chapters

by Portia Nelson

I

I walk down the street. 

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk 

I fall in. 

I am lost ... I am helpless. 

It isn't my fault. 

It takes me forever to find a way out.

II

I walk down the same street. 

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 

I pretend I don't see it. 

I fall in again. 

I can't believe I am in the same place 

but, it isn't my fault. 

It still takes a long time to get out.

III

I walk down the same street. 

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 

I see it is there. 

I still fall in ... it's a habit. 

my eyes are open 

I know where I am. 

It is my fault. 

I get out immediately.

IV

I walk down the same street. 

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk. 

I walk around it.

V

I walk down another street.



Specific Tools
•3 Good Things: bit.ly/3gtmay2016 

•Gratitude Letters:  bit.ly/gratpre
•Signature Strengths: bit.ly/SSTRENGTHS
•Daily Acts of Kindness: bit.ly/kindtext

•Cultivate Confidants

•Cultivate Awe & Wonder

•Active Constructive Responding

•Routines and Rituals

•Cultivate Positive Emotions

•WISER

Start with 3GT or Gratitude, then try RAK/Strengths





Bite Sized Resilience

Do Three Good Things Yourself

Start with 3GT or Gratitude Letter

Save Sig Strengths for later -3rd or 4th tool

Use Quotes

Resilience Role Model

Work with the Patient Safety Center

Keep tools handy to share with colleagues



Returning Resilience 
“R&R Retreat for Returnees”

http://bit.ly/resilience2



Check out resources for 

yourself beyond this 

course…

www.sotile.com










