
In her wonderful book ‘The Art of Choosing,’ Sheena Iyengar highlights an intriguing experiment that 
illustrates the connection between nurture and resilience. The research was conducted in 1957 by Curt 
Richter, a psychobiology researcher at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. 

In this experiment - which you can read about in this Psychology Today article - Richter discovered that 
lab rats which experienced a taste of success in escaping from the researcher designed obstacle would 
work harder to escape future obstacles than those lab rats that didn’t experience previously successful 
incidents. The lab rats that had reason to hope for a successful outcome were more resilient. As Iyengar 
describes the experiment: 

When we speak of choice, what we mean is the ability to exercise control over ourselves and our environment. In order 
to choose, we must first perceive that control is possible. The rats kept swimming despite mounting fatigue and no 
apparent means of escape because they had already tasted freedom, which—as far as they knew—they had attained 
through their own vigorous wriggling efforts.1 

Iyengar’s interpretation of this experiment supports the beliefs that environmental factors influence 
resilience and that individual resilience can be developed, strengthened or weakened, primarily through 
mindset.  

In her research for the The New Yorker article, “How People Learn to Become Resilient,” Maria 
Konnikova interviewed George Bonanno, a clinical psychologist at Columbia University’s Teachers 
College who heads the Loss, Trauma, and Emotion Lab and has been studying resilience for 
decades. Bonanno supports the theory that individual perception greatly influences resilience.  

“One of the central elements of resilience, Bonanno has found, is perception: Do you conceptualize an event as 
traumatic, or as an opportunity to learn and grow? “Events are not traumatic until we experience them as 
traumatic,” Bonanno told me, in December. “To call something a ‘traumatic event’ belies that fact.” He has coined a 
different term: PTE, or potentially traumatic event, which he argues is more accurate. The theory is straightforward. 
Every frightening event, no matter how negative it might seem from the sidelines, has the potential to be traumatic or 
not to the person experiencing it.2 

If you’re dedicated to harnessing your leadership potential - or committed to helping others optimize 
their personal or professional opportunities - you should be thrilled to learn that the resilient are made, 
not born. To effectively lead teams, companies, communities or movements, you will need to strengthen 
your resilience. You cannot afford to wilt in the face of adversity. Accepting failure as an opportunity to 
give up is not an option. Resilience is a choice that leaders must make.
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