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A Bulletin to Assist, Educate, Encourage and Communicate with Volunteer Board Members

This article provides a few simple and effective steps you can take personally, and as a health 
center board to work through challenges, bounce back from difficulties, and discover opportunities 
even within the hardships you face. The methods presented here are based on the Adversity 
Quotient®, the most widely adopted resilience building method in the world, currently in use 

by industry-leading companies and many  
governments across the globe. 

Recent years have brought an increase in the 
already rapid pace of change in all spheres of 
life and business. Community health centers 
have been forced to rapidly respond to  
significant opportunities and challenges  
and changes, which creates demanding and 
sometimes emotional and chaotic work for 
boards. Given the multitude of uncertainties 
and adversities all organizations are facing, 
those who are most effective at making  
decisions, solving problems, and remaining 
focused under difficult circumstances have  
a significant advantage.

If your organization has been tested recently 
by significant challenges and changes,  
you may have observed yourself and your  
colleagues in action during an adverse or 
intense situation. Reflect for a moment: how 
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To what extent does your community health center get derailed when tough 
times come your way?  Some organizations bounce back after mishaps and 
misfortunes, stronger than before, while others flounder, blame circumstances 
and seem permanently damaged. Tough times are a true test of leadership. 
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PROFILES
April Nance: 
Get as much training as 
you can. Being a user of 
the center is fine but there 
are so many situations 
a board member should 
be prepared for. Training 
helps you prepare for  
contingencies.

Shirley Carter:
Do not lose sight of your 
center’s original mission, 
which is to provide the 
best health care possible 
for the people within its 
reach.
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did you and your fellow board members respond?  Did you 
prioritize the most important aspects to discuss? Was a lot 
of time spent analyzing the origins of the problem, includ-
ing who or what was “at fault”?  Did you quickly move in a 
productive direction?  Did you demonstrate resilience?  

First, let’s be clear on the definition of resilience. It is  
commonly defined as the capacity to bounce back from 
adversity. Dr. Paul G. Stoltz, originator of the Adversity 
Quotient®, and his partners at Harvard Business School, 
define resilience as “your capacity to be strengthened and 
improved by adversity.”  Brad Henry, Governor of Oklahoma, 
described it this way, “Resilience is woven deeply into the 
fabric of Oklahoma. Throw us an obstacle, and we grow 
stronger.” The community health center movement has 
resiliently withstood many obstacles, threats and challenges 
in its 45-year history, and it continues to address the local 
economic hardships with opportunities to increase health, 
community spirit, and economic development. A few  
determined community health and civil rights activists  
during the 1960s focused on what they could influence, and 
pioneered a new community-based model to address the 
desperate need for health care in low-income communities.  
Today’s community health center boards have their roots  
in resilient action.

Resilient people and organizations not only survive change 
or hardship, they leverage the experience for their growth 
and benefit.  For instance, on May 4, 2007, the small town  
of Greensburg, Kansas was devastated by a tornado that  
leveled about 95 percent of the city. After the tornado, the 
town made a remarkable, bold comeback, by rebuilding the 
community to the highest “green” standards, ultimately 
reinventing itself as a model for sustainable building and 
green living now recognized around the world.  The point 
is, without their adversity, Greensburg would never have 
transformed to where they are today.  

A lack of resilience is characterized by defensiveness,  
cynicism, burnout, fatigue, and hopelessness. When leaders 
approach adversities with a sense of discouragement,  
convinced that the situation is terrible, blaming and  
bickering along the way, it is time to make a shift — the 
sooner, the better. Without a resilient mindset, you can  
still get results and create significant achievements, but  
it takes a mighty toll on you, and those around you.

According to a study on executive derailment by the  
Center for Creative Leadership , the number one reason 
managers derail is their inability to adapt or change during 
a transition. Similarly, a frequently mentioned success  

factor is the ability to change or adapt. Resilient leaders are 
able to respond optimally to whatever circumstances are 
dealt to them, uplifting others to give their best efforts in a 
moment of truth. We appreciate resilient leaders because 
we know they can handle the tough stuff and work through 
to a better solution – whatever the circumstance. 

Community health center boards can develop greater  
resilience by modifying their mindset during tough situations 
and applying a few scientifically grounded approaches to 
facing adversity in board meetings, and conversations 
before and after meetings. 

Resilience is like a muscle: it is developed 
through use
Research shows that each of us respond to adversity in a 
specific, consistent pattern—a pattern of which most of us 
are largely unaware. Your “hardwired” pattern of response 
relates to all forms of adversity, from major tragedies to 
minor annoyances. One’s tolerance toward and ability to 
convert adversity is something you can permanently 
improve. Decades of research have shown that what you 
pay attention to actually changes the neural pathways in  
the brain. By focusing your attention, you can improve the 
hardwired patterns of your brain, helping you to obtain  
better results in difficult circumstances. Using the methods 
described below, you can strengthen your individual ability 
and the collective ability of your board to respond to tough 
issues productively.

Reliable way to measure your resilience
Adversity Quotient®, or AQ®, is a proven method of 
understanding, assessing, and strengthening the way  
people perform under demanding circumstances. AQ® has 
helped many thousands of people not only perform better 
on the job, but also experience less personal stress, and 
increase productivity, tenacity, leadership, innovation,  
optimism, energy, and health.  Specifically, higher AQ® 
scores have been linked to cardiovascular health, decreases 
in prescription drug use, muscular/skeletal health,  
gastrointestinal health, fewer sick days from work, and a 
host of other health measures. As your AQ® increases, the 
positive impacts on your life are rich, deep, and enduring. 
For businesses and other organizations, a high-AQ® 
workforce translates to increased capacity, productivity,  
and innovation, as well as lower attrition and higher morale.

The four aspects of AQ® are referred to as 
your CORE response.
People who suffer from lower Adversity Quotients® tend to 
feel that much of what they face is out of their control  
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and beyond their influence. This may induce a sense of 
helplessness, which can shut down productive thinking.  
But the higher your AQ®, the more automatically and 
consistently you will identify and focus on the facets of  
the situation you can influence, even if it is only your own 
response. You can initiate some simple actions to strengthen 
your CORE and your capacity to successfully navigate any 
adversity and contribute positively to the world around 
you—despite dire circumstances.

The four dimensions of CORE:
Control (C) 
When something happens, to what extent can you control,  
or at least influence, what happens next? Control is the most 
important CORE dimension when it comes to your health. 
During a challenge, ask yourself, “How can I positively 
influence what happens next?” To improve your Control 

response, focus intently on the facets  
of the situation that you can influence, 
rather than those you cannot.  In many 
circumstances, we have much more 
control than we realize. In situations 
where events are completely outside  
of your influence, you can focus on  
controlling your own reaction so that 
your attention remains on creating a 
positive outcome.

Ownership (O)
When something happens, how likely 
are you to improve or contribute to the 
situation, even in the smallest way? The 
higher your AQ®, the more likely you are 
to step up or pitch in, even when you 
are not required to do so. The lower 
your AQ®, the more likely you are to 
step back, or back out, often because 
you already feel overwhelmed. This  
also reduces your sense of Control. 

A high score in Ownership will strengthen 
your accountability, reduce helplessness, 
and spark action. Ask yourself, “How 
can I immediately improve this  
situation? To improve your Ownership 
response, do something, no matter how 
small, to improve the situation, even if 
your formal responsibility does not 
require such an action.

Reach (R)
Individuals with a lower AQ® often have emotional “oil 
spills.” They perceive any given setback as a major disaster. 
Adversities are bigger, heavier, and more serious than they 
may need to be. The higher your AQ®, the more naturally 
you will seek to contain adversity, minimizing its size and 
scope. And the higher your AQ®, the more naturally you will 
perceive and expand the potential upside, just like the town 
of Greensburg, Kansas did after the devastating tornado. 

The Reach dimension can help you keep the situation  
manageable, making problem-solving easier and quicker.  
It reduces the psychological toll adverse events take on you, 
your colleagues, and even the entire executive team. To 
improve the way you view setbacks, focus on ways to  
minimize or contain the negative aspects of the situation.
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Endurance (E)
When something happens, how big do you perceive it to be, 
and how long do you perceive it will last, or endure? People 
with lower Adversity Quotient® scores tend to perceive 
adversities as lasting a long time, if not forever. They have 
difficulty seeing past tough times. The higher your AQ®, the 
more naturally you will see and work to get past any given 
hardship, setback, and challenge. This keeps you optimistic, 
which is vital for your health and tenacity. The Endurance 
dimension will help you maintain hope and perspective. To 
improve your ability to see past the adversity, paint a vivid 
picture of what it will be like after this adversity has passed. 
Focus on actions that will help you get through the worst  
of the situation as quickly as possible. 

Apply CORE questions in board meetings 
When difficulty strikes, no matter how bad the event might 
be, or how strong your initial reaction, remind yourself and 
others that the response determines what happens next. 
Shift away from analyzing the cause, to thinking about  
how best to respond.  Ask these questions, first of yourself, 
and then, as needed, of the whole group.  Your goal is to 
generate possibilities for action; the group can decide what 
makes the most sense once a series of good options are on 
the table. Consider what question would be most helpful  
for the group to hear first (not necessarily in this order):

! Control: What facets of this situation can we influence? 
And/or who on my Board or in our community can help, 
and what’s the best way to engage them?

! Ownership: How can we step up or pitch in to help, even 
in the smallest way, to improve the situation as quickly as 
possible?  And specifically, who will work on which pieces  
of what needs to be done? How can I mobilize the efforts  
of those who are hanging back?

! Reach: How do we limit the downside of this adversity and 
discover or maximize an upside? What strengths and resources 
will our organization develop by addressing this event?

! Endurance: What will the organization look like on the 
other side of this situation? How do we get there as quickly 
as possible? 

As you develop a clearer sense of the CORE dimensions, 
you can see them play out in news stories, movies, and 
meetings. You may notice some classic low AQ responses to 
issues as you and others respond to adversity.  For instance, 
when you hear someone say words similar to these, you can 
identify the CORE dimension that needs strengthening:

• “There’s nothing we can do.”  Or “We could have prevented 

this, if we had only seen it coming.” Notice that this is a low 
Control response that leaves people discouraged. Counter 
with focusing on what the group can influence now.

• “Somebody should do something.” or “It’s their fault that 
we’re in the mess.” Notice that this is a low Ownership 
response. Defensiveness is also a low ownership response.  
Identify ways the board can support staff, or make any 
slight improvement to the circumstances.

• “This is a disaster!” or  “This one mistake ruins our whole 
strategy!”  This is a low Reach response, which can lead to 
unhelpful catastrophizing and take the focus away from 
considering productive responses.

• “We’ll never recover from this!” or “There’s no end in sight.” 
This is a low Endurance response. Create a picture of the 
future on the other side of the challenge to enable the group 
to create a workable path through whatever obstacles exist.

Even “moderate” or normal responses lead to unnecessarily 
protracted pain, uncertainty and suffering.  A “High AQ” or 
highly resilient response sustains precious hope, momentum, 
energy and possibilities.  It gets you through the storm  
better and faster.  

Community health centers’ challenges and opportunities are 
many. Providing high-quality primary care to low-income 
patients in communities with increasing unemployment 
and more uninsured puts pressure on providers and facilities, 
sometimes outstripping their capacity to serve patients.  
The changes and possibilities associated with the recent 
healthcare reform are still unfolding. Fortunately, history  
has shown that, on the whole, community health centers are 
remarkably resilient and resourceful, creative and dedicated 
to finding solutions. By using the Adversity Quotient® 
approach, your community health center board will be  
better equipped to respond in an effective way to the  
challenges the coming years will bring.

About the Author: Jessica G. Hartung is the founding 
principal and CEO of Integrated Work, a Boulder, Colorado 
leadership development company that strengthens the 
capacity of mission-driven leaders to fulfill their visions. 
Jessica’s 18 years of professional experience in  
government, non-profits, small businesses, and  
entrepreneurial ventures have provided strength and 

flexibility to her skills as a coach and facilitator. She is known for her 
straightforward and compelling style that moves individuals and teams  
to develop the skills necessary to meet and exceed their goals. 

Integrated Work is the licensed PEAK Learning® affiliate for delivering the 
Adversity Quotient® program to non-profit organizations and government 
agencies throughout the United States. Jessica has worked extensively 
with the public health, affordable housing and scientific communities. To 
learn more about Resilience Building and Adversity Quotient®, contact 
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