
IT IS POSSIBLE FOR
PEOPLE TO THRIVE IN
THE MIDST OF PAIN &
IMPOSSIBLY DIFFICULT
CIRCUMSTANCES
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Suffering in life – pain, distress and hardship –
is inevitable. It happens to all of us in varying
degrees. This pain or difficult circumstance
may impact us directly or indirectly, and it may
also happen to a family or a small group of
people rather than just one individual. 

For some, it might be chronic. For others it will be centred
around a particular life event: the death of a loved one, an act of
terrorism, living in poverty, experiencing domestic abuse,
receiving a life-threatening medical diagnosis or living through a
chronic illness. 

Even in such times of suffering, it is possible for people to thrive
and flourish. Thriving is not the absence of pain or suffering, but
is rather about how we approach our pain, how we enter into
our pain and how we show up for ourselves and others. Our
perspective will enable us to find pockets of joy and even thrive
in our seasons of suffering. Therefore, we should never assume
that someone who is in poverty, sickness or facing a challenge
is not capable of thriving or that they are not thriving in some, if
not all, aspects of their lives. 

However, this does not mean we should condone or ignore the
root causes of suffering (poverty, injustice, etc.). We must both
acknowledge that thriving is possible in these situations and
also try to alleviate the causes of suffering. 
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HOW CAN IT BE
FOSTERED OR
CREATED?
In order to cultivate thriving in times of
suffering, individuals need to have the
curiosity, courage and ability to enter into their
pain with a thriving perspective. 

We don’t arrive at thriving. We need to train that muscle so that
we can look at difficult situations with a new perspective. 

1. DON’T AVOID WHAT IS HAPPENING TO YOU.

A thriving perspective does not mean avoidance. Dr Jaime
Zuckerman, a clinical psychologist, describes “toxic positivity”
as “the assumption, either by oneself or others, that despite a
person’s emotional pain or difficult situation, they should only
have a positive mindset”. In fact, part of thriving means having
emotional awareness, acceptance (when ready) and feeling
whatever we are feeling. 

2. LET GO OF GUILT AND/OR SHAME.

It is okay to cry. It is okay not to cry. It is okay to be angry. It is
okay not to be angry. There are no right or wrong ways to
express our emotions.
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Yes, there are healthy and unhealthy ways to respond, but
thriving means being self-aware about what is happening to
us and within us. Carolyn Karoll, a psychotherapist, writes
“Judging yourself for feeling pain, sadness, jealousy — which
are part of the human experience and are transient emotions
— leads to what are referred to as secondary emotions, such
as shame, that are much more intense and maladaptive.
They distract us from the problem at hand, and [they] don’t
give space for self-compassion, which is so vital to our
mental health”. Showing up in a specific way simply out of
guilt or pressure is counterproductive. The best we can be is
authentic.
 

3. RECOGNISE THAT OUR BODY, MIND AND SPIRIT ARE
CONNECTED.

In times of pain and suffering, we need to listen to our bodies
and spirits, not just our minds. Physically, we can ask
ourselves: Do I need more sleep to maintain healthy
serotonin levels? Do I need to drink more water to give my
energy a boost? Do I need to exercise to relieve tension? For
our minds, we can ask ourselves: Are our thoughts racing or
looping? Can I switch off or get going? Am I stuck with a
particular emotion? Addressing the spiritual aspect, we can
ask: Is my work consistent with my ethics and values? Am I
fulfilling a purpose I believe in? Am I connected with others
who share similar values? All of these aspects interact with
each other. Physical activities support a healthy mind.
Values-driven accomplishments help us rest and feel
content. When facing suffering, paying attention to each
aspect helps us cope and gives us perspective. 

 
"Part of thriving means having emotional
awareness, acceptance (when ready) and
feeling whatever we are feeling."
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https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/toxic-positivity-during-the-pandemic#What-is-toxic-positivity


4. RECEIVE LOVE AND SUPPORT FROM FRIENDS &
FAMILY.

Receiving is harder for some than it is for others. However, in
times of pain and difficult circumstances we need the support
of those around us. It is important to make sure we have the
right people around us and to create the boundaries we
need, but we should also stay open to receive. For those who
don’t have a strong community, joining a group could provide
a space to find belonging and support.  

5. BE COURAGEOUS.

Brene Brown, researcher and author, writes “We cannot heal
what has not been processed, and it takes time to move
through the pain of loss and grief”. It takes courage to sit with
and feel our pain - to lament. Thriving is not about the
absence or removal of pain. Sometimes it will never leave,
but how we show up in the pain can help us thrive in the
midst of it. It is healthy to grieve and lament the losses we
face due to our difficult circumstances, whatever they may
be.

 

6. FIND HOPE.
 

Hope gives us a reason to get up in the morning. Duggal
(2016) writes “Hopeful individuals possess positive thinking
that is reflective of a realistic sense of optimism as well as
the belief that they can produce routes to desired goals”. In
his paper he explores how “hope can 
exist even in the context of a life-
threatening health condition and 
can perhaps lead to better outcomes”. 
Hope can be a protective factor in the 
face of adversity, and is a key
component of thriving in the midst 
of suffering. 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5120968/#REF1


WHAT TO WATCH
OUT FOR?
Some signs of unhealthy coping mechanisms
include: isolation or withdrawal from
community; excessive alcohol or drug intake;
becoming aggressive; behaving recklessly or
eating too much or too little. 

These may indicate the need for professional support. 

‘Comparative suffering’ is an unhealthy habit that involves
viewing our suffering as being more or less than someone
else’s. It can lead to competing to see who is the greatest
victim, which no one ever wins. Someone is always worse off
than we are and someone is always better off. Conversely, for
some of us it can mean minimising our own very real suffering,
feeling we have no right to claim that ours is anything significant
compared to other experiences. But each person’s suffering is
valid. Comparative suffering can lead to judgment, bitterness,
burnout, denial and withdrawal. Brene Brown says that when
we deny the emotions we feel, they can fester and grow and
invite shame. 
 
One way to mitigate comparative suffering is to choose to
practice empathy, first for ourselves and then for others.
Empathy is more than an emotion; it is a skill. Practicing
empathy towards ourself means choosing to exercise self-
compassion when we are tempted to minimise our own
suffering. Our empathy for others requires us to consciously 



and deliberately put ourself in another’s shoes, imagining
what we would think, feel or do if it were us going through
their situation. Allowing ourself to actually feel those
emotions can build empathy. Rather than using comparative
language, it is more helpful to be inclusive, acknowledging
that all people in a given space might be suffering, but may
be suffering in different ways and for different reasons. Each
person’s suffering in a given space is valid.

 
POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH OR POST-TRAUMATIC
DEPRECIATION?

Pain and impossibly difficult circumstances can disrupt or
even destroy our everyday life, identity and belief system. But
these things will eventually be rebuilt, whether positively or
negatively. Post-traumatic growth (PTG) was first coined by
Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun as the “positive
psychological change that is experienced as a result of the
struggle with highly challenging life circumstances”
(Kaufman). In contrast, Baker et al. (2008) suggest that post-
traumatic depreciation (PTD) is “an inverse of PTG”, meaning
negative changes to our sense of self, relationships with
others and life philosophy as a result of suffering. People
who experience depreciation are stuck or may actually go
backwards in terms of thriving, This happens if we constantly
re-live an event and do not grow beyond it. We have the
opportunity to choose growth over depreciation. 

 

"Brene Brown says that when we deny the
emotions we feel, they can fester and grow
and invite shame. "
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The drivers for PTG are unclear, but there seems to be a
transformative shift in those who have survived life- or
identity-threatening events which comes when people
consciously choose to develop the capacity for and exercise
qualities and skills such as thankfulness, groundedness,
compassion, empathy and connectedness. Areas of growth
that have been known to spring from adversity include a
greater appreciation of life, more and closer relationships,
increased compassion and altruism, the identification of new
possibilities or a purpose in life, greater awareness and
utilisation of personal strengths, enhanced spiritual
development and creative growth. 

There are many different phases as we respond to suffering
in our lives and in the lives of others. Sometimes we will take
steps forward and other times we will backtrack. Growth and
regression may even coexist at times. Nevertheless, thriving
is about the journey, and it is important to recognise and
acknowledge all our emotions as we grow. It is also important
to address and change the circumstances or specific
situations of oppression that cause suffering wherever
possible.
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