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For too many Americans, 2020 will go down as a horrible year.

You know the main outlines of the story: Millions were infected with a
debilitating coronavirus. The infection killed hundreds of thousands of
Americans, leaving loved ones and friends shrouded in grief.

The unchecked virus slammed the economy, with tens of millions of
jobs lost and businesses shut, some forever.  

Too many of us had work-provided health insurance ripped away, while
fear of infection led patients in droves to stay away from medical care,
whether preventive or treatment for chronic conditions.

Medical scientists have struggled to get ahead of the SARS-COV2
virus and to counsel Americans on how to protect themselves from it. A
shambolic federal response to the disease may have worsened the
infection’s consequences.

The nation, riven by political partisanship and an epidemic of public
falsehoods, has struggled for months. But it may be months more
before a coronavirus vaccine and new occupants of the White House
bend the curve of this disaster. 

How can all of us look ahead, be realistic — and bounce back from
adversity? How can we build the crucial quality of resilience, so when
the darkest of recent times fade to memories, we can be in even better
shape than before? 

When the going gets tough, the resilient
get going — and studies help explain how

After the Great Depression, the two World Wars, and upheaval on a
global scale, experts began to wonder how some youngsters not only
survived dire circumstances but thrived. Why did cruelty, poverty,
starvation, and other abject conditions break many children but not
others?

As journalist Maria Konnikova described the studies of psychologist
Norman Garmezy and others, researchers flipped the question and
began to ask not why people fail in tough times but how they show
resilience, so they succeed. Garmezy had his “aha!” moment while
observing a smart and charming boy who came to school and smiled
no matter what. He wondered why after learning the lad had a dad who
had deserted him and an alcoholic mom. The best she could offer her
lone kid was to send him to school every day with the same “sandwich”
— two slices of plain bread, with nothing between. The boy refused
pity, ate his lunch with cheer, and would not hear any doubts about his
mother.

Garmezy pioneered an approach to the study of resilience, no longer
asking about troubled kids. when he visited schools. Instead, as
Konnikova reported, he inquired of teachers and principals about
youngsters “who were adaptive and good citizens in the school and
making it even though they had come out of very disturbed
backgrounds — that was a new sort of inquiry. That’s the way we
began.” He and others undertook what we know now to be a difficult
study, as the New Yorker reported:

“Resilience presents a challenge for psychologists. Whether you can
be said to have it or not largely depends not on any particular
psychological test but on the way your life unfolds. If you are lucky
enough to never experience any sort of adversity, we won’t know how
resilient you are. It’s only when you’re faced with obstacles, stress, and
other environmental threats that resilience, or the lack of it, emerges:
Do you succumb, or do you surmount?”

Why do some surmount while others succumb?

Researchers could quickly catalog the ways that people can be tested
to the extreme, including growing up in poor, abusive, and neglectful
homes. They might be directly subjected to harms or be harmed by
watching the injury or death of others. The bad things could be
persistent or random. Their duration and intensity mattered.

But other elements did, too, described in the New Yorker as,
“protective factors: the elements of an individual’s background or
personality that could enable success despite the challenges they
faced.” These elements emerged, for example, in careful studies over
decades of controlled groups, like hundreds of kids on the island of
Kauai in Hawaii. This is what the magazine reported that Emily
Wenner, a psychologist, found in her longitudinal study:

“She had followed a group of 698 children, in Kauai, Hawaii, from
before birth through their third decade of life. Along the way, she’d
monitored them for any exposure to stress: maternal stress in utero,
poverty, problems in the family, and so on. Two-thirds of the children
came from backgrounds that were, essentially, stable, successful, and
happy; the other third qualified as ‘at risk.’ Like Garmezy, she soon
discovered that not all of the at-risk children reacted to stress in the
same way. Two-thirds of them ‘developed serious learning or behavior
problems by the age of 10, or had delinquency records, mental health
problems, or teen-age pregnancies by the age of 18.’ But the remaining
third developed into ‘competent, confident, and caring young adults.’
They had attained academic, domestic, and social success — and they
were always ready to capitalize on new opportunities that arose.”

It may sound strange in scientific work, but Wenner and other experts
on resilience agree that luck plays a role in all our lives. We bounce
back from adversity sometimes because we are fortunate — we are
tied in some way to people with the power to pull us out of rotten
situations. Or we meet someone new who turns the course of our lives
around. We are at the right place at the right moment for fortune to hit
us like a lightning bolt.

Evidence has identified crucial ingredients to resilience — human
connections and adjustments in attitude. Humans are social animals
and we got this far as a species by living and working together, notably
in the toughest of times. As the New York Times reported of the
importance of our ties to each other under duress and our standing up
to bad conditions:

“The most significant determinant of resilience — noted in nearly every
review or study of resilience in the last 50 years — is the quality of our
close personal relationships, especially with parents and primary care
givers. Early attachments to parents play a crucial, lifelong role in
human adaptation. ‘How loved you felt as a child is a great predictor of
how you manage all kinds of difficult situations later in life,’ said Bessel
van der Kolk, a professor of psychiatry at Boston University School of
Medicine who has been researching post-traumatic stress since the
1970s. He is the founder of the Trauma Research Foundation in
Boston. Dr. van der Kolk said long-term studies showed that the first 20
years of life were especially critical. ‘Different traumas at different ages
have their own impacts on our perceptions, interpretations and
expectations; these early experiences sculpt the brain, because it is a
use-dependent organ,’ he said.”

Kids may find the care and nurture they need not just from parents
(who may be absent or worse) but from older siblings or encouraging
adults — teachers, coaches, and other mentors, experts note. These
thoughtful individuals may help foster in youngsters a resilient mindset,
boosting individuals’ emotional control, as well the capacity to distance
themselves from bad events or situations and to reframe hardships as
opportunities. As the New York Times also reported about crucial
components of resilience:

“The tools common to resilient people are optimism (that is also
realistic), a moral compass, religious or spiritual beliefs, cognitive and
emotional flexibility, and social connectedness. The most resilient
among us are people who generally don’t dwell on the negative, who
look for opportunities that might exist even in the darkest times. During
a quarantine, for example, a resilient person might decide it is a good
time to start a meditation practice, take an online course or learn to
play guitar. Research has shown that dedication to a worthy cause or a
belief in something greater than oneself — religiously or spiritually —
has a resilience-enhancing effect, as does the ability to be flexible in
your thinking.”

Efforts to help people build their resilience have become a serious
concern. The University of Pennsylvania's Positive Psychology Center,
headed by Dr. Martin E.P. Seligman, reports that more than 1 million
people from around the world have participated in its evidence-
based Penn Resilience Program (PRP) and PERMA™ Workshops.
These have benefited people in health care, law enforcement, the
military, primary and secondary schools, colleges and universities,
corporations, first responders, government, and professional sports.
The programs assist them in learning "to navigate adversity and thrive
in challenging environments," the center reports. 

Resilience, experts emphasize, is itself a flexible characteristic, ebbing
and flowing because most of us typically do not need to tap constantly
into our capacity for it. It can be built up — more on that important idea
in a second. It also can be influenced by key considerations, among
them age and experience.

For seniors and kids, distinct challenges

Seniors and kids, as demographic book ends, have provided experts
further insight about resilience, particularly during the pandemic.

It turns out that older adults, at the outset, may have stood up to recent
grim times better than many young people. That’s because seniors
could reflect on lives filled with good and bad times: They knew they
had gotten through with both pluck and persistence. And they could get
through what the world was throwing at them now. As a quartet of
doctors from institutions across the country reported in a Viewpoint
published in the online version of the Journal of the American Medical
Association:

“[C]ounter to expectation, older adults as a group may be more resilient
to the anxiety, depression, and stress-related mental health disorders
characteristic of younger populations during the initial phase of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Approximately eight months into the pandemic,
multiple studies have indicated that older adults may be less negatively
affected by mental health outcomes than other age groups.”

Seniors, the doctors asserted, may withstand difficult circumstances
because they have determined who counts most for them, even if that
means deeper ties but with fewer friends and family members. The
experts also reported:

“An additional factor to consider is wisdom, a complex personality trait
comprised of specific components, including prosocial behaviors like
empathy and compassion, emotional regulation, the ability to self-
reflect, decisiveness while accepting uncertainty and diversity of
perspectives, social advising, and spirituality. Several recent studies
involving various groups of people across the adult lifespan (25-≥100
years) have shown a significant inverse correlation between loneliness
and wisdom, based on validated scales for measuring these constructs.
The component of wisdom that is correlated most strongly (and
inversely) with loneliness is compassion. Other data also suggest that
enhancing compassion may reduce loneliness and promote greater
well-being. Cross-sectional studies show higher levels of wisdom,
especially the compassion component, in older than in younger adults.”

To be sure, age alone is not a universal safeguard against life’s
vicissitudes. It does not guarantee resilience. Seniors may falter when
isolated, alone, and lonely, as tragically is occurring in far too many
nursing homes and other long-term care facilities. Older adults also
may lose their will to rebound in life if their health or cognitive
capacities decline, or if people who are near and dear to them
disappear. The aged can be savaged by economic reversal, poverty,
hunger, injustice, and, yes, the catastrophes of serious illness and
major injury. As a tumultuous summer has reminded, the nation has a
far way to go to deal with harmful inequities of many kinds, including
unacceptable biases based on age, notably in the workplace.

Youthful struggles to rebound

When it comes to kids and their dealing with tough times, the evidence
about experience — as with seniors — is persuasive: Many younger
people struggle with resilience because it is an unsummoned capacity
for them.

Children may seem to have key strengths for dealing with difficulties,
because so many young can be naïve as well as forward-looking. They
don’t know what lies ahead, so they may rush forward and roll with
circumstances that all may seem novel, especially if their parents and
other grownups reassure them. Still, they lack important emotional,
physical, and intellectual depths — which also helps explain why
society goes to such lengths to protect them and boost families to
shield them.

But as they grow older, kids gain not only independence. They also
build ideas and expectations about their lives, still, perhaps without all
the prowess they will need to make these hopes real. That gap —
including the significant developmental leaps, mental and physical, that
young people make throughout their teens and into their 20s — can put
young people at risk when the world turns upside down.

Consider the information developed for the annual “resilience index”
developed by experts working with Cigna, a global health service
enterprise. The social scientists surveyed 5,000 parents and their
children, ages 5-17, and 1,500 young adults ages 18-23, as well as
5,000 adults ages 18 plus. The experts found most recently that:

“Forty-five percent of those ages 5-10 are considered resilient, but that
number decreases to only 34% at ages 11-13 and further declines to
only 22% in young adults ages 18-23. Resilience increases again as
people eventually become parents …

"Approximately 3 in 10 children say they only sometimes or do not ‘fit
in,’ and those who say they do not ‘fit in’ are more than 20 times more
likely to have low resilience. Young adults with low resilience are 5
times less likely than those with high resilience to feel that people like
to spend time with them (96% vs. 17%).”

These findings have serious implications, this study found:

“The consequences of low resilience can have lasting effects on people
and businesses. Children with lower resilience are more likely to have
lower self-esteem, perform worse in the classroom, have lower
educational aspirations, and require treatment for a mental or
behavioral health issue. In adult workers, low resilience has a direct
impact on business outcomes, as it is correlated to lower job
satisfaction, engagement, performance, and retention. Without the
ability to cope with challenges, adults are also more likely to experience
stress, anxiety and depression and resort to negative coping strategies,
such as social withdrawal and/or substance abuse/alcohol." 

As people around the planet battle the coronavirus and all the harm it
brings, clearly the young and old may need extra support and attention.
It is one of the heartbreaking parts of this pandemic that infection risks
have cut traditional bonds between kids and seniors, inter-generational
ties that could be beneficial to both in difficult times.

Boosting the capacity to bounce back

It would be great to think that new and powerful Covid-19 treatments,
improved clinical care, and the growing likelihood of effective and safe
vaccines would end the pandemic and its fallout — snap, just like that!
That is looking less likely by the instant.

Instead, the coronavirus metrics are worsening fast: infections are
skyrocketing, hospital and intensive-care beds are full in too many
places, and deaths from the disease are increasing. With political
leaders and health officials putting the clamps again on what are
permissible activities, schools and businesses that had struggled to
reopen are reducing their capacities or closing. Hunger has become a
major problem for too many Americans, along with joblessness and
under-employment. Eviction moratoriums will start to lift at year’s end,
putting millions of renters at risk.

The nation faces what could be a dark winter. This means that the
savvy may need to take the expert-recommended steps to boost their
resilience. How?

Here’s an overview of approaches as described by Cigna, the
American Psychological Association, the Greater Good Science Center
at the University of California, Berkeley, the National Alliance on Mental
Illness, and articles in the New York Times, the Harvard Business
Review, and the New Yorker magazine. Keep in mind that even the
best, common-sense ideas do not take the place of professional help
— if you need it, please seek it. The quest for resilience also may strike
some as full of mock-worthy platitudes, but, c’mon, listen to the
sentiments of the holidays — more on that in a second — and so be it
…

People and relationships

When the going gets tough, it can be beneficial to connect, as the
psychologists'  association says, with “empathetic and understanding
people [who] can remind you that you’re not alone in the midst of
difficulties. Focus on finding trustworthy and compassionate individuals
who validate your feelings, which will support the skill of resilience.”
Sure, many people have found online get-togethers helpful in
maintaining social contacts. But Zoom and FaceTime can be tiring, and
participants in a group session may not speak as frankly and as much
from the heart as needed to benefit from the wise counsel or different
perspectives of a trusted friend. Men, for example, may stick to macho
talk — conversations about work and sports. Those may not be
enough, and guys may want to go deeper in their discussions with
mentors and friends. There also is a fine line to be aware of, so you’re
neither trying to turn your friends into amateur therapists nor becoming
one yourself for others. By the way, don’t make the error of thinking that
you need to just start scrolling through your computerized contacts list,
calling everyone to say hello and exchanging superficialities. You want
to take the time to really work out your problems, feelings, and hopes
with someone who is savvy enough to offer you helpful insights. By
reaching out to others, by the way, you give them a boost, too. People
who feel they are part of a supportive community, who are not isolated
and alone, can deal better with collective and individual challenges.

Changes in attitude

These times are unprecedented, the pundits keep intoning. Maybe so.
That may mean we need to reset our expectations, if only for the while
it takes to return to greater normality. We need to let go of
perfectionism and relentless striving because these qualities can
impose undue hardships on us and those around us. In the 2008
recession and in the record job losses of this year, workers have
learned that good, steady employment isn’t easy to find and keep.
While workers have turned more conservative about position-hopping,
government statistics suggest that the average American will hold a
dozen jobs between ages 18 and 48. While it once was an important
sign of stability, many managers and executives have found that
employers may care less about finding hires with long tenure in one
organization. Translation: With corporations showing less loyalty to
employees, workers should not feel guilt or shame about losing a
position or leaving a job. It happens. If it occurred due to big market
changes or problems with a corporation or industry, don’t take on that
burden. We can’t turn rude, self-absorbed, or Cassandra-like. Experts
say the resilient aim to be both pragmatic and optimistic. They see the
negatives that surround them but try to focus on positives, notably
opportunities that may be worth pursuing through bad times. The
pandemic may have pushed millions of employees into not only
working remotely but also in leaving employers to start businesses of
their own.

Self-care

It’s tough to look to the future if we don’t feel well, or if we’re beating
ourselves up with guilt or self-doubt. It may be tempting, if you’re
working from home or between employment, to get up late, turn in
early, and never jump out of PJs or sweats. But isn’t it time now to be
resetting yourself into a helpful new routine?

It is important to exercise, eat healthy, get plenty of sleep, and
moderate your use of intoxicants like alcohol or marijuana. Give
yourself “me time,” too, for example to  build those crucial relationships.

As “gig” workers, and many other types of professionals know, it also
can be important to set boundaries on work time. It can be too easy to
try to lose one’s self in work. That is not healthy. It can be better for
people to work for set periods and take frequent, short breaks. Too
many people, pre-pandemic, hated their commute and dreamed of
finding a way to get home on time for supper with spouses, kids, and
other family and friends. See if you can set aside non-work times (they
were called weekends in the days of yore) to prepare batches of meals
all at once. Then try to get everyone who is at home these days to shut
out the distractions for a few family meals each week. No devices at
the table, please.

Ditto for a shutdown of social media. Your partner and kids may really
need you to be present and engaged during a shared supper, so they
can get your support and assistance with their challenges — and vice
versa. If you can, find quiet time, too, for yourself. You may wish to
spend some of this period on personal interests, aka hobbies.
Historians have urged us all to keep journals that will be invaluable to
scholars in the future to understand what life was like in these unsettled
times. You also may wish to meditate or to seek the balm to soul found
by many in spirituality, religion, and prayer.

Tidings of joy, in comforting and caring
for others and finding a higher purpose

Is it, as popular culture likes to describe it, “peak 2020” that some of the
greatest tests of our collective fortitude will occur just as the holidays
are upon us? We will all march into cold and stormy months ahead, as
we always do, but this winter may be remembered above many for
disease and death.

The research on resilience can underscore crucial concepts that we will
need to carry into 2021 and what we all hope will be much better times
ahead.

The pandemic has re-taught the world just how interconnected people
are. If my neighbors get sick, I am likely to, as well. If others around me
take precautions, and so do I, we all may increase our chances of
staying healthy. If hospitals and their intensive care units overflow with
coronavirus cases, things can be bleak not only for the infected but
also for patients needing care for cancer, heart attacks, and car wrecks.

We all belong to a collective humanity, as we have been reminded in
2020. We have seen inspiring role models in those who have drawn on
huge wells of personal and professional strength to care for others —
courageous health workers, tireless first responders, and poorly paid
but extraordinarily dutiful “essential” employees. A crucial component of
resilience, the studies say, is rooted in such caring for others, and
believing in a greater good and the importance of having a higher
purpose.

When we look out for others, we benefit in significant ways, research
finds. As the New York Times reported:

“At a time when we are all experiencing an extraordinary level of stress,
science offers a simple and effective way to bolster our own emotional
health. To help yourself, start by helping others. Much of the scientific
research on resilience — which is our ability to bounce back from
adversity — has shown that having a sense of purpose, and giving
support to others, has a significant impact on our well-being. ‘There is a
lot of evidence that one of the best anti-anxiety medications available is
generosity,’ said Adam Grant, an organizational psychologist at
Wharton and author of Give and Take: A Revolutionary Approach to
Success. ‘The great thing about showing up for other people is that it
doesn’t have to cost a whole lot or anything at all, and it ends up being
beneficial to the giver.’

"Our bodies and minds benefit in a variety of ways when we help
others. Some research has focused on the 'helper’s high.’ Studies
show that volunteering, donating money, or even just thinking about
donating money can release feel-good brain chemicals and activate the
part of the brain stimulated by the pleasures of food and sex. Studies of
volunteers show that do-gooders had lower levels of the stress
hormone cortisol on days they did volunteer work.”

The “season of giving” may take on new meaning this year, among
many. And not for materialism. Fr. Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest of
the New Mexico Province and founder of the Center for Action and
Contemplation (CAC) in Albuquerque, New Mexico, recently wrote an
email to his community. He said a few months ago that he found three
sources for great spiritual guidance in difficult times:  “Etty Hillesum
(1914 – 1943), the young Jewish woman who suffered much more
injustice in the concentration camp than we are suffering now; Psalm
62, which must have been written in a time of a major oppression of the
Jewish people; and the Irish Poet, W.B.Yeats (1965 – 1939), who wrote
his Second Coming during the horrors of the World War I and the
Spanish Flu pandemic.”

Rohr urges his readers to reexamine their life’s priorities, prodded by
the pandemic’s terrible toll. He observed:

“It’s no wonder the mental and emotional health among a large portion
of the American population is in tangible decline! We have wholesale
abandoned any sense of truth, objectivity, science or religion in civil
conversation; we now recognize we are living with the catastrophic
results of several centuries of what philosophers call nihilism or post-
modernism (nothing means anything, there are no universal patterns)
… Somehow our occupation and vocation as believers in this sad time
must be to first restore the Divine Center by holding it and fully
occupying it ourselves. If contemplation means anything, it means that
we can ‘safeguard that little piece of You, God,’ as Etty Hillesum
describes it. What other power do we have now?”

We may have hard times for a time now with the pandemic. But the
prospects are brightening for a safe and effective vaccine, as well as
helpful treatments for the disease and experience- and evidence-based
improvements in clinical care for coronavirus cases. In the meantime,
we will buck ourselves and each other up, boosting our resilience and
practicing shared altruism. We will practice great hygiene (lots of hand
washing), maintain distances, cover our faces, and stick around our
homes with people we know have stayed safe, too. We also will cherish
the holiday joys as we can, including greatly appreciating the gifts of
giving and caring for loved ones and friends.

We know that soon Covid-19 must yield, and we will have much work
to do, including ensuring that health care is a right not a privilege in the
wealthiest nation in the world. We have many inequities to address,
and we need to ensure that Americans are nourished and working to
their desired, full, and fair capacity.

That’s a lot to look forward to, so my colleagues in the firm and I wish
you not only the happiest holidays but also great health through the
holidays, 2021, and beyond!
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Because so many factors drive history’s progress,
it is not easy to describe how diseases alone sway
societies. Still, there may be glimmers of hope
from the past as to what may occur globally and in
the United States if the novel coronavirus comes
under better control.

The resilient may want to take note of humanity’s
experiences to fuel their optimism.

Lawrence Wright considered the “consequences”
of pandemics in a detailed New Yorker article
earlier this year, reporting of the possible effects:

“We seem to be at another point when society will
make radical adjustments, for good or ill. History
offers mixed lessons. The Plague of Athens, in
430 B.C., led to a protracted period of lawlessness
and immorality. Citizens lost faith in Athenian
democracy, which never regained its standing.
The millions of deaths caused by the 1918
Spanish flu and the First World War brought on
women’s suffrage but also inaugurated the
Roaring Twenties, which featured disparities of
wealth unequalled until the present day.

"After the shock of the Second World War,
America transformed itself into the strongest
economic power in history, largely through an
expansive middle class. But after 9/11 the United
States forged a dark path. Instead of taking
advantage of surging patriotism and heightened
international good will, America invaded Iraq and
tortured suspects at Guantánamo; at home,
prosperous Americans essentially barricaded
themselves off from their fellow-citizens, allowing
racial and economic inequalities to fester. The
country we are now was formed in no small part
by the fear and the anger that still linger from that
tragic day.”

Jacob Soll, a University of Southern California
professor, took note of Wright’s article, particularly
its focus on the black plague and historians’
sustained interest in whether and how the disease
affected the Medici family-controlled Florence and
played a role in launching the Renaissance. As
Soll argued in an article in Politico:

“[B]ig disruptions can bring big opportunities.
Thinkers have already been considering how the
world could emerge better, or smarter, from the
Covid plague. And there’s real historical precedent
for this: The Italian Renaissance may have begun
before the 14th-century plague known as the
Black Death, but there’s a strong case the disease
—in both its ravages and the social changes it
enabled—helped accelerate its progress,
especially in the city of Florence. For a time,
Florence’s economy bounced back with
remarkable social mobility, and it became
Europe’s premier center of artistic, cultural and
scientific creativity.”

Soll also noted this:

“The Florentine lesson isn’t that a plague is good
for you. No one wants thousands or millions of
people to die so that others can have the
opportunity to take their place. But it shows clearly
that the right systems and opportunities are crucial
to benefit from a crisis. A society that in some
ways had been trapped by its aristocracy and
tradition then put itself in a position to capitalize
when those were disrupted, through an
enthusiasm for learning and art—with results that
made Florence a center of invention, scholarly and
artistic creation, and prosperity for centuries. Do
we have that opportunity now? Maybe. We
certainly have the means and the institutions to
achieve these goals.

“But the signs, right now, are that America at least
is heading the wrong way. As the economy
crumbles, low- and middle-income workers are
being laid off, while at the other end the stock
market has soared, and the net worth of wealthy
Americans continues to grow. Small businesses
are shutting down; Amazon has never been more
valuable. Many privileged Americans are profiting
and staying safe, while economically insecure
Americans walk into risky jobs, and young people,
the poor and immigrants—a natural talent pool to
help build the future—are increasingly blocked
from even entering the country.

“It’s possible America could still get this right. By
the time the economy does open back up, it’s
incumbent on us to ensure we lay the groundwork
for people all the way down the ladder to seize the
opportunities it might offer.”

Wall Street is not the best representation for the
U.S. economy as a whole. But the record-setting
levels of the Dow and NASDAQ, analysts say,
indicates that investors believe that America’s
fundamentals are fine, and its economy will be
robust again — if it is not hobbled by Covid-19.

Republican lawmakers have stood fast for months
now in their contention that further, broad
coronavirus relief efforts may be unnecessary as
business crawls back, without the presence, thus
far, of prospective vaccines or significant
improvements in treatment of the disease. How
long, though, can Capitol Hill and the White House
look past the real pain inflicted on tens of millions
by the pandemic — in joblessness, hunger,
evictions and homelessness, and, of course,
relentless increases in infections and deaths?

Credits: All photos in this newsletter from Unsplash
(including by Brett Jordan, Mauro Paillex, Vidar Nordli-
Mathisen, Hu Chen, and Greg Rakozy). Painting: The
family of Piero de' Medici portrayed by Sandro Botticelli in
the Madonna del Magnificat. The Yorck Project (2002)
10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei (DVD-ROM), distributed
by DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH.

With the needs great,
contributions have been, too

If researchers are correct, practicing kindness,
gratitude, and humility benefits us by boosting our
own capacities to bounce back from adversity. The
efforts may be best if practiced year-round.

But with the pandemic creating huge needs across
the country, Americans also appear to be stepping
up to help each other in critical ways during the
pandemic — and benefiting in doing so, notably
with those much-dreaded income taxes.

Researchers from Indiana University’s Lilly Family
School of Philanthropy, and specifically the
Women’s Philanthropy Institute, reported that their
research found that “more than half of all U.S.
households — 56% — expressed some form of
generosity during the early months of the Covid-19
pandemic …48% of U.S. households had
engaged in forms of generosity unique to the
pandemic. This includes ordering takeout with an
intention to support local restaurants and their
employees and paying individuals or businesses
for services such as haircuts and care giving that
they could not provide due to strict social
distancing requirements.”

The New York Times reported this recently of
increased philanthropy by major donors:

“When the coronavirus prompted states to order
residents to stay at home in March, unemployment
surged around the country as huge parts of the
economy slowed or stopped. Soon after, there
were calls for philanthropists, charitably inclined
people and even occasional donors to accelerate
any giving they were planning to do. They stepped
up, it turns out, giving more and giving faster than
they typically do … months after the initial
outbreak, two reports show that Americans gave
at a rate and a level that eclipsed donations during
the 2008 recession and after the Sept. 11, 2001,
terrorist attacks.

"According a [recent] report … from Fidelity
Charitable, which has become the largest grant
maker in the country by managing thousands of
individual donor-advised funds, those donors have
given $3.4 billion nationwide since the start of the
year, up at least 28% from a year earlier. Grants to
food banks and other food assistance programs
were up 667%t nationally, including more than
800% in the Mid-Atlantic. At the same time,
donors continued to give to their local and other
regular charities, according to the report, which
tallied 750,000 transactions to more than 100,000
charities.”

The newspaper, separately, reported this of
organized charitable efforts:

“The Foundation Source, which advises smaller
corporate and family foundations, recently
surveyed its members and found that 39% of
respondents had shifted their foundations’
missions in response to the events of this year,
while 42% had increased their giving. And some
said they had used their foundations to make
grants directly to individuals, award scholarships
or engage in direct charitable activities.”

Congress, as part of a big coronavirus relief bill
passed earlier this year, allowed “individual
taxpayers [to] take a deduction of up to $300 for
cash donations made in 2020 when they file their
tax return in the spring.”  As the newspaper
explained:

“Thinking of making a donation to a charitable
cause before the end of the year? This is a good
time to do it, as the pandemic rages again. Plus,
you can take a deduction for contributions in 2020,
even if you don’t itemize on your income tax return
… Typically, you can deduct charitable donations
only if you itemize your personal deductions,
rather than taking the standard deduction.
With changes in the federal tax code in 2017,
through the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, the vast
majority of taxpayers now take the standard
deduction. The law roughly doubled the standard
deduction and did away with some itemized
deductions. For the tax year 2018, just 11% of
filers itemized, according to the Internal Revenue
Service. (For 2020, the standard deduction is
$12,400 for single filers, and $24,800 for married
couples filing jointly.)

"While the change simplified tax filing for many
people, it removed a financial incentive for some
people to donate. Some nonprofit organizations
have felt the pinch, said Gil Nusbaum, general
counsel at the National Philanthropic Trust, which
provides expertise to donors and foundations.
‘Grassroots charities were disproportionately
affected,’ he said. The new ‘universal’ deduction
makes it easier for people to receive a tax benefit
for giving. Because the deduction is taken ‘above
the line,’ it reduces, by up to $300, your adjusted
gross income — an important number because it
determines your eligibility for tax credits and other
deductions.”

The IRS has a web page explaining in detail about
charitable contributions and deductions in these
pandemic times. The New York Times offers these
caveats about the cash donation write-off:

“To qualify for the deduction, the donation must be
made in cash (paying by check or credit card is
OK); stock, volunteer hours or donated goods
don’t qualify. And the donation must be made to a
qualified, 501(c)(3) public charity. Gifts to private
foundations or individuals aren’t eligible. The
I.R.S. offers a search tool to help donors verify if
an organization is eligible to accept tax-deductible
donations.”

Those who itemize their taxes may wish to consult
their lawyers, accountants, or financial planners,
and an array of familiar nonprofit organizations
affected by coronavirus closures. Patrons may
have been asked and have donated ticket costs
for art performances — symphony concerts, plays,
and the like. Don’t overlook those deductions.
Taxpayers typically don’t get to take a deduction
for memberships to museums, public
gardens, and even their workout spot — if it is a
nonprofit like the YMCA, YWCA, or, say, a Jewish
Community Center.

Some individuals, unable to get to the facilities or
finding them shut due to the coronavirus, have
converted memberships into gifts and may get a
tax deduction, as a result.

If you are near a hospital or medical center, you
may wish to exercise your charitable wishes by
contacting the institutions for information about
becoming a regular blood donor.

Churches nationwide have leaped in with their
congregations’ blessing and financial support,
putting up small sums to buy up and wipe out one
of the huge shames of the American health care
system: patients’ medical debt. The faithful work
with RIP Medical Debt, a nonprofit organization
based in Rye, N.Y., that provides the know-how to
many kinds of donors to help eliminate bills that
can crush patients and their loved ones for a
lifetime

My law firm is committed to community service.
For those seeking options, our site has a healthy
list of charities that we support — and others may
wish to, too.
 
 

 

Recent Health Care Blog Posts

Here are some recent posts on our patient safety blog that might interest you:

An important federal advisory group has joined with medical specialists in recommending a

change in the age at which patients should start screening for colorectal cancer, to age 45 and not

the current 50 years old.Earlier detection of bowel issues could save lives, the U.S. Protective

Services Task Force (USPSTF) has decided, with the influential medical group issuing a draft

screening guidance and posting it online for public and expert comment.

The coronavirus pandemic’s terrible toll on nursing homes and other long-term care facilities may

be much worse than now estimated, as resident advocates, watchdog groups, and experts  tally

“excess deaths” in the facilities — perhaps one additional casualty beyond any two formally

attributed to Covid-19. These fatalities are unacceptable, resulting from frantic and low-paid health

workers’ inability to care for the aged, injured, and chronically ill infected with the coronavirus

while also dealing with the needs of people so frail they require institutionalization.

Buh-bye? Arrivederci? Sayonara? Can it be that the coronavirus pandemic puts an end to one of

the disgraceful ways that Big Pharma and medical device makers push their wares on all-too

malleable doctors — with big-money speaker programs? The inspector general’s office of the

giant federal Health and Human Services (HHS) agency has warned drug- and medical device-

makers that these pandemic-paused marketing shams should not resume. The $2 billion that

industry players have forked out for the in-person gab fests in the last three years looks sketchy at

best to federal watchdogs and prosecutors, the HHS inspector general warned in a rarely issued

“special fraud alert.” 

Millions of Americans may be finding that their doctors routinely refer to them with terms like SOB

and BS. But patients will be better off with this knowledge, once they learn how to translate

medical abbreviations. The Associated Press reported that hospitals and health care systems

nationwide quietly are complying with deadlines, and, under a 2016 federal law, are opening up

convenient, fast access to patients to not only view and access their electronic health records but

also physicians’ notes about their care.

Two women with significant star power have opened up to the public about a rarely discussed

experience — that, even in contemporary times, pregnancies do not all go well and that parents

who lose a pre-term child suffer a shattering grief that others should recognize and seek to help

them with. It may be a sad symptom of social media and celebrity itself that controversy and

criticism also has greeted the deeply personal disclosures by Chrissy Teigen, a superstar model,

chef, and wife of acclaimed entertainer John Legend, and Meghan Markle, aka the Duchess of

Sussex, and the American-born actress and biracial wife of Britain’s Prince Harry.

HERE’S TO A HEALTHY 2021!

Sincerely,

Patrick Malone

Patrick Malone & Associates
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