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Why do you 
need to get 
these things 
right NOW?

Your working life 
becomes more 
challenging despite 
improved income or 
progression  

You might face 
uncertainty  working 
on a fixed contract

You’re uncertain 
about what comes 
next in your career

You worry that you 
aren’t good enough 
to pursue your career 
or qualification

You may encounter 
difficult people who 
are stressful to work 
with

Some career paths in 
physics are 
competitive to follow 
so you are likely to 
face rejection 

You work in a 
discipline which is 
demanding and 
contains many 
unknowns

Your ambition to do 
well means pushing 
yourself hard and 
developing new skills



Your 
Universities 
care too!

Increasing emphasis on 
people and diversity - want 
working cultures that suit 
many  

Aware of the challenges and want 
you to know it isn't personal 

Want a healthy and motivated workforce to 
do their best work

People perform better when they feel 
confident and competent

Organisations change all the 
time - resilient staff are better 
able to cope and help with 
changes

Huge cost in financial and 
personal terms to manage and 
support people who can't cope 

Managing issues like 
integrity requires a culture 
of trust and honesty -
people need to be confident 
they will be listened to



Very Important 
Distinction

• Some things are difficult and we need to cope 
with the

• Some things are nonsense and we don’t

• Some things are DAMAGING and you do NOT 
have to fix these – please tell someone



What can you 
do?

Tips to be more resilient

Remember the leaky 
bucket metaphor

We can’t stop all the holes 
(although we should 

always try to and also 
make people aware of 

them!)

Instead we make sure we 
keep ourselves “topped 

up”



Start by recognising the 
problem

• Why?

• helps to respond to problems rather than just 
reacting to them

• makes it easier to be objective about your 
situation and come up with solutions when 
you aren’t feeling low

• might help you to see a pattern or trigger 
which you can avoid or tackle



I think everyone 
understands this better than 
me

I’m expected to do too 
much, all at once

I can’t keep up 
with my workload

I don’t know what I’m going 
to do after my degree

I’m worried I won’t get a 
good job after my degree

Competition for funding 
means my proposals keep 
being rejected

My contract runs out soon 
and I don’t have another

I’m always being criticised

I feel tired all the 
time

I don’t know how to solve 
the problems in my 
research

I’m not good enough 
at maths to do the
analysis

I don’t know how well I’m 
doing and never get any 
useful feedback

There’s no-one I 
can talk to about 
how I feel

I haven’t done what I thought 
I could achieve in this time

I make lots of mistakes I don’t have any 
help

I’m poorly 
managed 

All I ever do is 
work or study

I’m not sleeping

There’s no clarity 
about what I should 
be doing



Don’t 
recognise 
any of these?

Take a step back

Make a note of when you feel stressed or your 
confidence drops and why you think this is

Talk to someone about these feelings when you are 
feeling more positive



Advice to build resilience 



Start with an 
objective

Think about why you want to be more resilient. This will 
involve changing your behaviours and habits which won’t 
be easy. Have a really compelling reason to developing a 

more resilient approach to work and life



Some motivations
• Set backs in science are COMMON

• COMPETITION means you will face REJECTION at 
some point

• If you supervise others as an academic, you will need 
to help them be more resilient

• Being flexible and positive will help in all careers

• Feeling in control will help you face challenges 
constructively



Strategy 1: Reduce Isolation
Do I recognise this? 

What could I do to reduce my isolation?

Strategy 2: Recognise Imposter 
Syndrome

Do I recognise this? 
What could I do to reduce my imposter feelings?

Strategy 3: Rest Properly
Do I recognise this? 

What could I do to properly rest and recuperate?



Strategy 4: Ask for Help
Do I recognise this? 

What could I ask for help?
AND WHO COULD I HELP?

Strategy 5: Be objective
Do I recognise this? 

What could I do to view my situation objectively?

Strategy 6: focus on fewer 
things, do them better

Do I recognise this? 
What could I do to make better use of my strengths & best times?



Strategy 7: schedule 
everything you aren’t getting done

Do I recognise this? 
What could I change about how I use my time every day?

Strategy 8: Technology should 
help not hinder

Do I recognise this? 
What could I change about my internet/phone/tech use?

Strategy 9: Coping Strategies
Do I recognise this? 
What are my coping strategies?



Strategy 10: Learn from Failure

Do I recognise this? 
What have I learnt from failures on the past?
Do I know the whole story of others’ success?



When things start to go wrong
Get help if you start to feel very negative and down about yourself 

and your situation

People and organisations are increasingly tolerant and 
understanding about mental health issues 

Statistics suggest that most of us will experience issues either 
personally or in our close family and social circles



resilience resolutions

make more realistic plans

talk to people about problems or concerns

be aware of where to get help if things get more serious

work out what reduces wellbeing & have a plan ready

remember how much you’ve achieved



What might work for you?
Distilling what you’ve heard to develop a 
more resilient approach
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Three short 
discussions

Your favourite
piece of advice 
from today

A situation that 
you know drains 
your resilience 
and a checklist for 
dealing with it

Anything beyond your 
control which you 
think SUPA or the Unis 
could do 
differently/help with



Discussion 1

Your favourite
piece of advice 
from today

Write them down 
so we can 
circulate them to 
everyone later

In groups of 4-5, 5 
minutes



Your favourites
How	to	organise	myself/calendar/to	

do	lists
Seeing	the	two	books	organised	by	

date	(Katherine)
Emails	at	a	set	time	
Dealing	with	nonsense
Take	Control	of	your	Career	– see	the	

big	picture	
Developing	yourself	early

Consolidating	updates	for	supervisor	
and	second	supervisor

Focus	on	activities	that	add	value

It’s	YOUR	career	– do	what	suits	you
You	can	take	a	break	
Pursue	outside	interests
Schedule	important	things	and	take	them	
off	your	mind
Look	after	yourself	physically

Self-reflection
Prioritising (is this useful to	me?)
Rest	and	relaxation
Walking to	work
Scheduling everything (and	adjust if need to)
Useful to-do	lists – bitesize chunks
Explaining your work to	different audiences
Present moment	thinking /	bigger picture

Develop a	Plan B	contingency

Scheduling – plan on	a	computer
Exercise



Discussion 2

Work in pairs or 
threes now

A situation that 
you know drains 
your resilience 
and a checklist for 
dealing with it

You don’t need to 
share this, but we’re 
here to help if needed
15 minutes



Discussion 3

Back into larger 
groups 

Be realistic but 
honest – what 
isn’t about 
resilience, but 
problems that 
need fixing

Anything beyond your 
control which you 
think SUPA or the Unis 
could do 
differently/help with



Your feedback
Basic	communication	from	supervisor	

to	student
Provide	all	the	critical	information	
that	they	need	including	advice	
within	PhD

Work	culture
People	are	overworking
Doesn’t	feel	like	there’s	
commitment	to	change	this

Transparency	of	system
More	support	for	PhDs
Private	means	to	complain	about	
supervisors

Training	for	demonstrating	at	Heriot-
Watt/Edinburgh

Culture	from	the	top
SUPA	– narrow	subject	areas	– more	choice	
for	classes	related	to	field
Clear	expectations	of	work-life	balance
Extra-curricular	things	in	departments	(e.g.	
sports)
Less	pat	on	the	back	/	keep	going	advice	
without	understandable/helpful	instructions
Sexism

Being	ignored
Not	belonging
Overt
Unconscious	bias

Working	hours/culture
Mental	health	care	issues	

Relevance	for	PhDs
Stigma
Designed/meant	for	UGs


