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Last month, Collins Dictionary unveiled its word of the year: “lockdown,” defined as “the imposition of 
stringent restrictions on travel, social interaction and access to public spaces.” As Collins explained: “We 
have chosen lockdown as our word of the year because it encapsulates the shared experience of billions 
of people who have had to restrict their daily lives in order to contain the virus.” Meanwhile, Merriam-
Webster went with “pandemic,” with runners-up “quarantine” and “asymptomatic.” And the Oxford 
English Dictionary, instead of choosing a single word, issued a 38-page report analyzing the use of 
dozens of words, including “coronavirus,” “doomscrolling,” “social distancing” and “systemic racism.” 
“Given the phenomenal breadth of language change and development during 2020,” the report 
explains, “Oxford Languages concluded that this is a year which cannot be neatly accommodated in one 
single word.” 

I disagree. There is a single word that sums up 2020 and does encapsulate, in a deeper sense, the shared 
experience of billions of people this year. That word is “resilience.” The Oxford Dictionary defines it as 
“the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness. The ability of a substance or object to 
spring back into shape; elasticity.” It’s that quality that allows us to overcome challenges, obstacles, 
hardship and adversity, instead of being defeated by them. 

The reason “resilience” is my word of the year is because, unlike quarantine and coronavirus and social 
distancing, resilience is the only one that’s going to be just as relevant when the pandemic is over. 
Resilience is the quality that was summoned in us by all the challenges of 2020. And it’s also the quality 
that’s going to carry us forward into 2021. 

Resilience is often spoken about — including in the Oxford dictionary definition — in terms of navigating 
or simply getting through challenges. But the key part of resilience isn’t about bouncing back, it’s about 
bouncing forward. It’s about using adversity as a catalyst to get better and become stronger. 

Of course, we’ve always needed resilience. But what we’ve learned in 2020, at both the individual and 
collective levels, is that at a time of so many losses and such deep uncertainty and anxiety, we simply 
can’t do without it. Right now we’re all waiting for a vaccine to bring the pandemic to an end. But our 
challenges won’t end when the pandemic does. And resilience is the vaccine we already have — it’s our 
immune system for the inevitable ups and downs of life. Just as with our body’s immune system, the 
hostile agents are always there and always coming at us. Resilience allows us to tap into deeper 
resources in ourselves we didn’t even know we had, not just to overcome the obstacles but to be 
transformed by them.  

Certainly it’s not hard to see the urgent need this year for resilience. According to a recent C.D.C. report, 
41% of Americans have struggled with mental health issues, like anxiety, depression or substance abuse 
related to the pandemic. The American Psychological Association’s Stress in America report found that 
nearly 8 in 10 adults say the pandemic is a major source of stress, and 60% are overwhelmed by the 



issues currently facing America. And suspected overdoses went up 18% in March, 29% in April and 42% 
in May. 

These are depressing numbers, but an important thing to remember is that though our need for 
resilience is endless, so is our capacity for it. It’s not a finite resource, or a quality we are born with that 
we cannot develop later in life. But as Norman Garmezy, a psychologist at the University of Minnesota 
and a pioneer in studying resilience, found there are “protective factors” that make some people better 
able to handle adversity than others. Indeed, Emmy Werner, a researcher at the University of California, 
Davis, followed high-risk children for 32 years and found that the resilient children, even as toddlers, 
“tended to meet the world on their own terms.” However, as Maria Konnikova wrote in The New Yorker, 
“some people who weren’t resilient when they were little somehow learned the skills of resilience. They 
were able to overcome adversity later in life and went on to flourish as much as those who’d been 
resilient the whole way through.” 

So the power to build resilience is within us; just as we can learn other skills through practice, we can 
teach ourselves to be more resilient. “We can make ourselves more or less vulnerable by how we think 
about things,” George Bonanno, a clinical psychology professor at Columbia Teachers College, said. 
“Events are not traumatic until we experience them as traumatic.”  

“You can let your loss and pain be the catalyst that divests you of whatever is not needed and takes you 
to the core of who you are.” 

Though the science unpacking the psychological and neural mechanisms of resilience may be recent, in 
many ways, it’s confirming a concept that’s been at the heart of spiritual and philosophical traditions for 
millennia. In the Bible, we’re told that “God gave us a spirit not of fear, but of power and love.” Lao Tzu, 
the 6th century B.C. founder of Taoism, taught us that “if you correct your mind the rest of your life will 
fall into place,” and that “knowing others is knowledge, knowing yourself is wisdom,” while in the 
Bhagavad Gita, we’re reminded that “happiness arises from the serenity of one’s own mind.”  

Stoic philosophers understood this well. As they have taught us, while we can’t control what happens in 
the external world, we do have control over our inner world and how we respond. For Epictetus, this 
meant that “men are disturbed not by the things which happen, but by the opinions about the things.” 
In other words, do we see crises solely in terms of the havoc they have wrought, or also as opportunities 
to get stronger and grow? 

Science has confirmed everyday ways to nurture our resilience through sleep, taking time to unplug and 
recharge, gratitude, social connection and the belief in something larger than ourselves. In an interview 
about her work on resilience, Emmy Werner talked about the role spirituality plays in cultivating greater 
resilience. It’s not about any one organized religion, but what “faith provides for you as an emotional 
support, as a way indeed of making sense of your life and your suffering, and also as a way to help you 
become a chain that you yourself give back something to others who have given to you. That’s a very, 
very important part of the community of faith that should be more appreciated by people that either 
want to foster resilience or study it.” In other words, we draw strength and support the community, and 
also from giving back, which studies have shown creates a “helper’s high” that has a powerful impact on 
our resilience and well-being. “There is a lot of evidence that one of the best anti-anxiety medications 
available is generosity,” Adam Grant, an organizational psychologist at Wharton, said. “The great thing 



about showing up for other people is that it doesn’t have to cost a whole lot or anything at all, and it 
ends up being beneficial to the giver.” 

If you’ll forgive a proud mother moment, my daughter Isabella has written about the connection 
between pain, resilience and spirituality in her first book, Map to the Unknown, which was released as 
an Audible Original last week. It chronicles the story of what happened after she was hit by a bike in the 
streets of New York. What began as a concussion became three years of debilitating pain, but also a 
transformative emotional and spiritual journey of learning to trust the universe and her inner voice. 
“When something senseless happens that our minds can’t explain or justify or control, it’s a fork in the 
road, a moment of choice,” she writes. “One fork is to go into despair and cynicism and raging at the 
universe (which is the route I first chose), or if you never believed in anything as amorphous as God or 
the universe, you can double-down on how meaningless life is. Or you can choose the other fork: 
starting the journey to finding deeper meaning in even the most senseless events in your life. You can 
let your loss and pain be the catalyst that divests you of whatever is not needed and takes you to the 
core of who you are.” 

This has been a tragic year for so many — a year of so many losses and so much grief. And yet, what the 
science and wisdom of resilience show us is that, as horrible as this year has been, the long-term impact 
on both our individual and our collective lives as a society is not predetermined or fixed. It’s no 
coincidence that the group of people whose lives were shaped by the Great Depression and World War 
II were branded The Greatest Generation. This has been a year in which we’ve learned what we need 
and what we don’t need, what adds value to our lives and makes us stronger, and what depletes us. By 
tapping into those parts of our lives that many of us were ignoring or not tending to before this year, we 
can nurture our resilience and create a new normal for 2021 — one that’s not simply going back to the 
pre-pandemic status quo, but one that’s a better normal. It’s our resilience that offers us a chance at 
true transformation, allowing us to go deeper, connect with what we truly value, and grow and expand. 

It’s a common refrain on social media to want to say goodbye to 2020. But our goal should be more than 
to just get through 2020, which will pass no matter what we do. The new year will inevitably come, but 
what kind of year will it be? What lessons will we carry with us to shape it into a year of hope and 
possibility? How will we have been transformed based on what we have experienced? That is up to us. 
And the more we summon and strengthen our resilience, the more we can bounce forward into a new 
and better year.  
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