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the sickening sound of two
automobiles colliding.

My companions and I jumped
to our feet and saw a white
Lincoln speeding off in the
distance, its headlights off. My
car, which had been parked at the
curb, was sitting pathetically
askew. An instant of stunned
silence was followed by a flurry of
activity. Some of my friends ran
for their cars, swearing they’d
track down the hit-and-run
driver and bring him to justice.
Others ran into the street,
picking up pieces of metal, glass
and plastic that would be useful
as evidence. And some tried to
comfort me with sincere
assurances that nothing like this
had ever happened in this
neighborhood before.

Me? I took a deep breath.
Then I thought about what I
could, and should, do. I called
the police. I called my insurance

company. I called a tow truck.
In other words, I handled the

things over which I had some
measure of control. Ididn’t
know it at the time, but
according to Paul G. Stoltz,
author of Adversity Quotient @
Work (2000, William Morrow &
Co., $26), I acquitted myself well
that night.

"The question you ask yourself
when adversity strikes," says
Stoltz, "is, Which facets of the
situation can I influence, no
matter how impossible the
situation may seem? It’s not
about controlling everything, and
everyone, to get what you want.
I¢’s about being able to influence
something in the situation to
make it better."

Once you understand how
much control you can realistically
exert in a difficult situation — be
it a personal crisis like an
automobile accident or a
professional crisis like an
emergency product recall — you
are taking an important step
toward managing it. But even

before you can take control, you
must be willing to assume at least
some responsibility for the
outcome. Stoltz has found that
individuals who fare badly in
times of crisis tend to deflect
accountability to others. Those
who prevail in these situations
step forward and take
responsibility for even a small
facet of the situation. Then they
focus on what they can do to
improve the situation. Instead of
fretting over how difficult it will
be, they get to work.

That sounds great on paper.
But when disaster strikes,
assuming responsibility and
taking control are a lot easier said
than done. Fortunately, Stoltz
has found several effective
techniques to cut a crisis down to
size. The first step is to get some
perspectives on the problem.
Analyze it in terms of both
"reach" (how long you think the
adversity will hang on). When
disaster strikes, it is difficult to
think about anything but the
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disaster itself. But what, in
reality, is the true extent of the
problem? What aspects of your
life aren’t affected? And what will
your life look like after the
adversity passes? If you can see
past the crisis, and understand
that it will end eventually, you are
well on the way to taking control
of it.

In a business situation, suggests
Stoltz, "a person says, ‘Jeez, this
restructuring is going to gut our
whole department.” That could
happen. But the question is,
What evidence is there that says it
has to turn out that way? What
evidence is there that it has to be
disastrous? And the answer to
that always is, there is no
evidence. And since there’s no
evidence, the next step is to ask,
What could one do to make it so
it doesn’t turn out that way?"

Stoltz’s research indicates that
some people — individuals he
characterizes as having a high
"Adversity Quotient" or AQ — do
all of these things as a matter of
course. It’s part of who they are,
a pattern of responses acquired in
childhood. The pattern of
responses of people with low AQs
leads all too often to panic and
indecision. Stoltz firmly believes,
however, that people can change.
The key is simple self-awareness.

If people listen to their responses
and don’t like what they hear,
they can make a change for the
better. "Think about laughter,"
he says. "If I said to you today, I
just read an article that says that
how you laugh determines how
long you live, my guess is the next
time something funny happens,
you’ll be really aware of how you
are laughing. The same thing is
true of your AQ."

As I discovered that night at my
friend’s house, adversity is
inevitable. It’s reassuring to
know that a helpless, ineffectual
response isn’t.
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