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ROAD TO MENTAL READINESS
Resilience & Well-being

LCol Suzanne Bailey, MSM, MSW, RSW
Senior Social Work Officer, Canadian Armed Forces

Military Social Work?
• 37 military and 145.7 civilian social work positions
• Located on 19 military bases across Canada and in
Germany (various regulatory bodies)
• Work in a multi-disciplinary health care environment to
provide services to more than 75K personnel
• Prevention, education, advocacy, support, referral,
screening, counselling, treatment, assessments
• Support deployed operations
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My role
•
•
•
•
•

Governance of social work practice in DND/CAF
Policy and guidance, professional-technical oversight
Professional practice standards, reviews
Training, professional development of social workers
Managing career development of 37 uniformed social
workers (recruiting, training, postings, promotions)
• Mental health education & training in CAF: development
and delivery of 750+ events per year delivered to 15K
military personnel
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•What is the Road to Mental Readiness (R2MR)?
•
•

Evidence-based Mental Health (MH) and resilience training
throughout career & deployment cycle, including families
Skill-focused, practical application, sports performance psychology
skills, tailored interventions for rank/occupation/environment/task

Goals:
•
•

Prevention (increase mental health literacy; decrease stigma and
other barriers to care); and
Performance (enhance well-being, performance, coping &
resilience)
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Mental Health & Resilience in the CAF
• 2002 - 84-96% of CAF members who met criteria for a
disorder did not perceive a need for services
• 2008 - standardized program designed to increase
mental health literacy, decrease stigma and other
barriers to care, increase early recognition of distress
and early care seeking (individual/leadership)
• 2009 - mandate expanded to include mental preparation
and resilience programming for deployments
• 2015 – mandate expanded to include occupation specific
training for all high risk occupations within CAF
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What is resilience?
• The capacity of an individual to recover quickly,
resist, and even thrive in the face of direct/indirect
traumatic events and adverse situations
• The ability to modulate and harness the stress
response

“Mental toughness: the ability to bring to life whatever talents and
skills you have – on demand. That may come down to an ability to
fight sleepiness, or to stay relaxed and calm or to not surrender your
spirit when the odds are against you.”
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How do we encourage development of
resilience?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Strengths based: existing skills & abilities
Tangible skills to build flexible & adaptive coping
Developmental and progressive
Create positive expectancy
Explain how and why
Coach and mentor in all settings
Realistic training and experience of failure
Model application of skills
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Take a moment to consider why you decided to
become a social worker:
– What are my true motives for wanting to be a social worker?
– What do I like most about my job? What brings me joy?
– Why am I willing to endure the pain/stress/hassles? Why is it
worth it?
– What reasons justify the sacrifices I make in order to do this
job?
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Building the Foundation
• Values and beliefs play a major role in adrenal and
cardiac activity during stress and adversity which can
impact on how we act and react
• Anticipate and expect challenges
• Consider how you might respond to them (self
awareness)
• Articulate foundational beliefs:
• Why am I doing this? What does it mean to me?

• Foundational beliefs allow the individual to:
• Focus completely on the task of the moment
• Act reflexively without hesitation

Resilience in modern society
•
•
•
•

We take in approximately 39 GB of information a day
We have 60 000 thoughts/day
We talk to ourselves at a rate of 300-1000 words a minute
47% of the time our attention is not focused on what we are
doing
• We check our phones an average of 80-150 times/day
• Our greatest human need is to connect with others

16
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What are some of your demands?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Workplace conflict; colleagues, supervisor
Keeping up with changes, technology, policies
Time pressures, high volume, deadlines, paperwork
Having to perform beyond experience/abilities
High level of complexity, knowledge, skills, expertise, problemsolving
Consequence of error is high
Lack of sufficient resources, unmanageable schedules
Relationship changes; marriage, separation, new child
Transitions; new job/role, new location
Loss of or separation from family or friends
Work/life balance issues, financial pressures
Uncertainty about future
17

“…the volume and complexity of what we know has exceeded
our individual ability to deliver its benefits correctly, safely or
reliably. Knowledge has both burdened us and saved us.”
Atul Gawande, The Checklist Manifesto
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Optimizing Performance
Prepare: Knowledge and
Training
• Understanding stress and
the stress response
• How to control the stress
response

Managing the Demands

stress =  likelihood of choosing a risky
alternative
stress =  tolerance for ambiguity
stress =  tendency to make hasty choice
stress =  productive thoughts
stress =  in distracting thoughts
stress =  distortion in perception

Managing our response to stress will
enhance our performance, and ability to
make good decisions
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Perception
Stress is a reaction to pressure,
not a part of the pressure itself
We experience stress as a result
of a comparison in our brain
between perceived demands
and perceived resources
Do we see the demand as a threat
or a challenge?
If we can exert influence on our
perception of the demand, we
can influence where we are on
the performance curve

Benefits of learning to manage pressure

•
•
•
•
•

New sense of purpose in life
Feeling closer to loved ones
Increased confidence
New skills and strengths
Spiritual growth
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Optimizing Performance
Perform: Skill application
–
–
–
–
–

Arousal Management
Visualization
Self-talk
Goal setting
Attention control

Self Talk
We talk to ourselves at a rate of 300 to 1000 words per
minute
Self-talk plays a key role in our reactions to situations: your
internal dialogue and beliefs affect your performance
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Key Beliefs that affect self-talk
• Realistic expectations about
work environment
• Confidence in
value/meaningfulness of role
• Positive realistic appraisals of
abilities
• Knowledge about the
commonness and transitory
nature of most acute stress
reactions
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Perception & Self Talk
• Use your awareness of your beliefs and their
consequences through self talk
• Based on cognitive behavioural principles: thoughts
influence emotional & physiological responses
• Self talk can contextualize the experience, calm the
amygdala
• Ask yourself:
–
–
–
–

What is the evidence?
What are the odds?
What would a friend say?
Am I using extreme words?

Goal Setting

• Goal setting is an effective
resilience skill that has been
shown to enhance performance
• Gives the frontal lobes information
to help control the amygdala –
helps quiet the fear/panic alarm
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Control
• Focus on your performance objectives through goal
setting
• Goal setting can begin to give control back to the
individual
• Goal setting produces motivation, directs attention to
task, mobilizes effort
• Helps you determine: What’s Important Now? (WIN)

SMART Goal Setting
SMART Goal Setting technique:
S
Specific
M
Measurable
A
Attainable
R
Relevant
T
Time-bound
Close focused goal setting:
W
What’s
I
Important
N
Now
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Visualization
Conditions mind into
expecting/anticipating what is going to
happen and preparing itself for the task to
come
Use positive images to:
• Pursue specific targets or goals, make
corrections, regain control
• Prepare yourself to act and react, follow a
specific course of action
• Enhance confidence & remain positive

Control the Images
• Create and use experiences in your mind through
visualization
• Creating or recreating an experience in the mind prior
to performance: creates a motor program in the
central nervous system
• Increases familiarity, decreases anxiety
• Know detailed steps of task, rehearse contingencies
• See yourself succeeding, imagine how you will feel
when you succeed
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Arousal Control: Breathing
• Breathing is both voluntary and involuntary: it happens
without us having to think about it, but we can also
influence it deliberately
• We have the ability to slow down our stress response
by slowing our breathing
• Relaxes central nervous system, calms the body and
mind, slows heart rate, decreases blood pressure

Emotion regulation
•
•
•
•
•

Manage stress through tactical breathing
Improves precision, accuracy and motor control
Enhances composure, poise and self control
Improves concentration and mental agility
Controls stress response: a slow deep breath
stimulates the vagus nerve, activating
parasympathetic nervous system
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Tactical Breathing

Attention Control
• The ability to direct one’s attention to appropriate
cues in the present task while screening out
irrelevant external and internal stimuli.
• Under maximal demands, it entails:
1. Selective attention to appropriate cues
2. 100% attention to the task at hand
3. Staying totally in the here and now
4. Keeping appropriate focus over appropriate
length of time
5. Quickly shifting attention based upon changing
demands.

18

10/30/2018

Attention & Arousal

Task Irrelevant Distractions
• Outside disturbances/interruptions
• Negative Self talk
• Wandering thoughts, Fatigue, Stress
Attention Problems often occur:
• After mistakes
• When stress is high
• When under or over motivated
• When fatigued

19

10/30/2018

Refocusing Techniques

•
•
•
•

Cue statements
Goal setting
Take brief breaks
Tactical breathing

Road to Mental Readiness (R2MR)

Building Resilience
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Imitate resilient role models
Cultivate positive emotions
Embrace humour
Solidify moral compass
Practice spirituality
Seek social support
Foster strengths
Actively cope with stress and face
fears
• Train in one or more areas
• Cultivate cognitive flexibility
• Extract meaning from adversity
Southwick, et al, 2005
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Highlighting ‘Recovery’
Recovery activities
Physical
Mental
Spiritual
Social
Potentially traumatizing events
Coping strategies
Warning signs
Barriers to care
Resources

What is Recovery?
• Optimal performance
includes recovery
• Key in psychological
endurance and preventing
chronic stress
• Active recovery is an
intentional self-initiated
goal oriented activity
aimed at regaining one’s
level of working capacity
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Mental Recovery
• Micro-recovery: employ strategies to reduce arousal
levels during performance situations (during shift)
• Post-training: employ strategies to reduce arousal levels
after training scenarios/situations (post call)
• Post-mission: requires more extensive activities to offset
very intense activity (days off, weekends)
• Regular training cycles: team/unit recovery periods with
activities to ensure well-rested high performing
personnel
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Strengthen Social Support
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be a friend
Listen, ask questions
Accept feelings
Challenge negative thinking
Give positive reinforcement
Watch for behaviour
changes
• Know how to get help
• Respect privacy

Coping Strategies
• Most people cope
successfully with 98% of
their stressors
• No single strategy will be
effective for all situations
• Two types of strategies:
–Problem-focused
–Emotion-focused
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Control and Acceptance
• Generally problem solving strategies are more
effective
• Realistic appraisal of the situation for self and others
• Acceptance of what is beyond our control or cannot
be changed
• Make the situation better or cope more effectively by
changing our thoughts, feelings and behaviour

Road Blocks to Recovery
• “Second guessing”
yourself can cause
problems with recovery.
• Common ways we can
misinterpret situations:
– Personalization
– Mental Filter
– Shoulds
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R2MR Mobile Application
• Supplement training using mobile
application to practice application of
skills outside the training
environment
• Skill application can be personalized,
linked to phone calendar and
notifications, results tracked over
time
• Can also be used to support mental
health treatment (CBT)

Mental Health Continuum Model
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Complete Burnout Inventory

Symptoms of Burnout
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Emotional exhaustion
Depersonalization
Reduced sense of accomplishment
Worthlessness, Depression, Anxiety
Critical, defensive, aggressive, irritable
Overreaction, very emotional, forgetful
Unreasonably negative, unrealistic
judgement, avoiding decisions,
irrational
• Increased absenteeism & minor
illnesses
• Neglecting personal appearance
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Pulse Checks

• Checking your “pulse” is about knowing where the
edge is and when we are pushing our limits
• Monitoring stress and energy levels, and then pacing
accordingly is about awareness and vigilance;
knowing when to extend yourself and when to ease
up.
• Watch for:
– Impact on performance
– Duration of reactions
– Intensity of reactions
– Rumination
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Beyond the Optimal Zone: normalizing
help-seeking
•The Big Four are helpful skills, but
sometimes the demands placed on us
outweigh our available resources

•Just as we go to physio for overuse
injuries, we may need to seek additional
resources for mental health
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Barriers to Care: CAF
•
•
•
•

Prefer to manage it themselves
Career consequences
Stigma
Negative beliefs about treatment and treatment
effectiveness
• Too busy/Scheduling issues
• Confidentiality

Barriers to Care: Health Services Staff
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Privacy, confidentiality, anonymity
Role adjustment
Threats to reputation
Delaying treatment (down-playing symptoms, selftreatment)
Stigma/Self-stigma
Career consequences
Competing priorities
Past negative experiences (treatment)
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Shielding Actions

• Provide clear expectations and confirm these are
understood
• Ensure necessary resources to meet expectations
• Provide ongoing training to maintain competency
• Enforce reasonable work hours
• Regularly ensure workload is manageable
• Prioritize work for employees
• Foster a healthy work environment

Sensing Actions

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Express concern for their well-being
Listen without judging
Offer support
Adjust workload as required
Advocate for your employees
Encourage early access to care
Know resources & how to access them
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Supporting Actions

• Establish a climate that supports and encourages help
seeking behaviour
• Emphasize that seeking help in times of distress displays
courage, strength, responsibility, and good judgement
• Provide tangible support where possible
• Talk to your members and listen to what they have to say
• Manage unacceptable behaviours but also provide support
• Expect people to get better

Coping with the Stress of Leadership

• Resilient leaders create resilient organizations
• Sources of leadership stress – all the same as your
people plus more
• Lead by example
• Build your own resilience
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Remember…
Performance is a whole-life skill
and is supported by having many
things that give your life
meaning, not just your job.
Family, sports, hobbies and other
interests can grow and enrich
your life and make you more
resilient to the negative effects of
stress as well as all of these
specific mental toughening
techniques.
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