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STUDY SCOPE & OBJECTIVES
This study provides insights into the nature of resilience based on
experiences and reflections of senior decision makers.
We shed light on:
Ø

Self-management behaviour of
leaders that supports and enhances
emotional, cognitive and physical
capacity for effective leadership
performance – Success stories,
dilemmas & the role of
organisational support

Ø

The building blocks of leader
resilience

Ø

Adversity coping mechanisms during
critical incidents and their impact on
the bouncing back process.

With the findings we support:
Ø

Reflections on self-management
mechanisms for increased leader
resilience and leadership
performance.

Ø

Informed actions, which support
resilience building and bouncing
beyond adversity through learning
at individual and organisational
levels.

This research was funded by the Leverhulme / British Academy Small Grants Scheme 2018/2019.
Where business comes to life

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE
31 leaders from diverse industry sectors were interviewed to share
their experiences of mechanisms and key components of leader
resilience.
OUR CONTRIBUTORS:
Ø Came from middle and top-management within privately and publicly owned
organisations. The sample included business owners.
Ø Included 18 male and 13 female participants.
Ø Consisted of individuals from Professional Services and Consulting, Higher
Education, ICT, Manufacturing, Financial Services, Retail, Military and NGO’s.
Ø Leaders work in the Americas (US & Brazil), Europe (United Kingdom, Germany,
Denmark & France), Africa (South Africa) and Asia (Malaysia).
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REPORT OVERVIEW

u What is Leader Resilience?

u How can leaders develop
increased levels of resilience?
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u What is
Leader Resilience?
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WHAT IS RESILIENCE?
Generally personal resilience is defined as the ability to cope with adversity and the
ability to bounce back to high performance levels (e.g., Coutu, 2002; Stoverink et al., 2018). There
are two perspectives on resilience:
Ø Growing - Resilience as your overall capacity that develops over time – Adverse
situations require us to keep learning, un-learning and re-adjusting!
New Challenges demand that we develop new tools for coping – testing and
strengthening resilience through exposure. Experienced levels of resilience
fluctuate continuously alongside major work/life changes and adjustments. It is
important to be working through rather than avoiding difficulty, set-backs and
complexity to strengthen one’s resilience capacity.
Ø Being bullet-proof - Resilience as your ability to perform in a specific situation – Can
you take the hit while still performing at a high level?
How resilient you are can be measured as your effectiveness in a given moment.
It is a combination of your resilience capacity and your determination to push on.

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:

What does resilience mean to you and your organisation?
Whereand
business
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How can organisations support their executives at different stages of coping
resilience
cycles?

“

Resilience, I think of it like a willow, something that’s flexible in the
wind and the water, but it’s strong and it can flick back. {…} without worrying about where
you’ve been when you’ve been bent out of shape, effectively. {…} it can just go
with the wind and then flick back into position and carry on growing, and carry on developing
without being snapped. (Female executive, private sector, Americas)
I don’t know why I linked it with hope, and intentionally living life knowing that there are
challenges today, and there will be more challenges tomorrow, and how I made a choice to face
each challenge, and to be ... and to always have a positive outlook. (...) Leading with fear is one
thing that differentiates a leader with resilience and a leader without. (Female executive, private
sector, Africa)

”

I think it’s an ability to bounce back when you feel depleted, and when you feel stressed. To be
able to keep going, to be able to be high functioning and get the job done without too much
personal damage. (Male executive, private sector, Europe)
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WHAT IS LEADER RESILIENCE?
Leader resilience entails taking responsibility for business successes and failures while
creating a high-performance environment for the team/the organisation.

Ø Being resilient to sustain own leadership performance during good and bad times.
Ø Being resilient to support team/organisation in times of change and adversity.
Ø Enabling team resilience and trust as an integral coping mechanism for times of
adversity.

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:

How can you develop trusting work-relationships despite your team’s role expectations of you and
Where business comes to life
your responsibilities as a leader?

“

They can't know that I’m panicking, so I have to be under control and everything has to be fine.
Yes, something as simple as that I suppose. … Resilience, for me, is also about relationships {…}.
On the other hand, knowing that I can't be too weak because I need to make them feel
protected, there is a loneliness in that. (Female business owner, private sector, Europe)

Maybe you have the grit but you’re always down but you will not give up. You have to always
reflect in a positive posture, so people can understand that this is promising. People understand
that there is something good coming because you are their proof that there is a better future.
(Male executive, private sector, Americas)

”
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FACETS OF ADVERSITY & COPING STRATEGIES
Adversity can be experienced as continued pressure, stress, challenges, turbulence
and ambiguity. Responses to critical incidents are split across two paths, determined
by the nature of the critical incident experienced:

Ø Organisational incidents tied to role responsibilities trigger resilience strategies of
Taking control, Reflection, Situational Framing, Sharing and Learning. – Bouncing
back and growing beyond can happen quickly.

Ø Deep interpersonal encounters trigger a markedly more profound unserving set of
responses and mechanisms, such as Disengagement and Seeking outside support
only. – Bouncing back and healing is an intensive long-term personal experience.

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:

How can you make learning an integral part of every challenge – bouncing beyond rather than just back?
Where businessconflicts?
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What is the role of organisations during performance-hindering interpersonal

“

They just threw it [the challenge] at me. (…) That means that there was trust in my capabilities
and that is confidence building. By doing it yourself, you know then what you're capable of and
I think that’s resilience building because I've rolled up my sleeves, I've done it and I can do it
again. (Female business owner, private sector, Europe)

There was one particularly I’d describe as a grave case towards me that really was a hammer
blow and had a very, very deep impact, probably to this day … I think in this particular case,
without that [support outside the organisation] I would have left, probably simply resigned
there and then. (Male manager, public sector, Europe)

”
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A CLOSE UP ON COPING MECHANISMS
1. Set boundaries!
“If I do find, at times, I resent all the extra work I’m getting, and I’m not getting that balance
then that’s a conversation between me and my boss to say, “Hey, the plate is full. It’s overfilling.
I’m not going to give you the value you need in this stuff, the quality stuff, so let’s talk about how
we can bench that. (…) “Hey, you’ve hired me to do great work. I can do that, but I’m one
person so let’s figure out how we manage this.” (Male executive, private sector, Europe)

2. Focus!
“If you decide that multitasking is a good thing, then you’re going to fall in that trap. If there is
one thing I’ve changed which has contributed to better resilience, it’s to do one thing at a time
– the assumption that in any case the brain only processes one thing at a time. (…) The focus
really makes a difference. If you’re focused, it doesn’t matter what the challenge can be, what
the intensity can be. If you focus, it’s very bearable because you’re just in one space at any
given time.” (Male executive, private sector, Americas)

3. Take control!
“I called the senior [colleague], with whom I've got a good relationship. I said to him, ‘Look, this
is the situation. I just want you to be aware. How do we handle that? (...)’ Openness helps me.
(…) I didn't fall into, ‘Oh, I need to be, now, super stressed and hate myself for it.’ I'm saying I'm
getting on by asking for help, seeing how I can deal with it in the moment, so the common
sense. Then I'm not too much of a worrier then and saying, ‘Oh, what could that mean in terms
of my performance and my way of being perceived?’” (Male manager, public sector, Europe)
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A CLOSE UP ON COPING MECHANISMS
4. Distance yourself and make sense of the situation!
“The learning is, whenever something bad happens, move away from the frenzy of the daily task
[that might be overwhelming]. Just stop the clock, do something else. (…) [Also,] you’re a lot
more resilient if you have a bit more space to yourself, and more reflective space, more ability
to absorb things and make sense of them. If you’re stressed, you think you’re making sense of
them, but you don’t.” (Male executive, private sector, Americas)

5. Stay positive!
“How do you stay that motivated? For me, it is about, ‘Just make a difference.’ If you’re going
to get up in the morning and just go through the motions, don’t even bother leaving the house.
It’s not helpful. It’s a short life, there is a lot to do, just make a difference. Do something that’s
going to make a difference.” (Male executive, private sector, Europe)

6. Seek Support!
“Most executives, they value to have a coach who's able to speak and show empathy and
understanding and not just berating them.” (Male executive, private sector, Europe)
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A CLOSE UP ON COPING MECHANISMS
7. Share!
“You need to be strong, in a way, but the good thing is you can show weakness and feelings in
another way. So if you have a bad day, or you see that you’re overwhelmed or not able to
make a decision, then it’s totally okay to share that with my team. They’re very helpful, they help
out or they, somehow, help me to find decisions. Sometimes they are stronger than me,
sometimes I’m the one who has to lead the team and be the strong one.” (Male manager,
private sector, Europe)

8. Recharge!
“The down time will be travelling to and from work, so that is newspaper time.” (Male manager,
public sector, Europe)
“… once you leave work I try to get my mind off work and enjoy what I’m doing at the time. So I
try not to be 24/7 booked into being stressed.” (Male executive, private sector, Americas)

9. Reflect and learn!
“And for me, personally, I think learning is a really important part of resilience. Otherwise you will
just keep bouncing back from disasters. Potentially the same disaster every time.” (Female
business owner, Europe)
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THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF LEADER RESILIENCE
For leader resilience to go through a continuous cycle of further developing their
resilience, they need to strengthen several building blocks:
Ø Internal locus of control – Your belief and desire to take control to move forward.
Ø Commitment and Endurance – Your determination and sustained effort to keep on
going, even when the going gets tough and seems to last forever.
Ø Change-/ solution-focused – Your ability to focus on resolving a challenge and
being able to adapt to keep on performing.
Ø Self-awareness – Being aware of your strengths and weaknesses, especially when
it comes to helpful and unhelpful self-management practices during tough times.
Ø Strengthening work-relationships – To prepare for derailments, create a network
for knowledge and social support to deal with a dynamic ambiguous world of
work and business.
Ø Development through exposure – Complex, testing situations require diverse
coping tools and ability to adapt and learn. Exposure to new challenges and
adversities is necessary to develop resilience. The importance here is to be
reflective rather than just reactive when dealing with challenges.

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:

How do you react to new challenges?
Where business
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What role can your organisation play in the resilience building (learning)
process?

u How can leaders
develop increased
levels of resilience?
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ENERGISING, SELF-SUSTAINING RITUALS
Leader resilience requires creating certainty and focus through energising rituals to
navigate work ambiguity and complexity:
Ø Regular habits and rituals pertaining to physical, mental and emotional wellbeing serve as self-sustaining and energising anchors.
Ø Create a sense of control and assurance in an otherwise precarious and
unpredictable environment. These are aspects of life, which can be managed
with certainty; create room for self-determination, self-care and time to think!

“I often tend to go back to the physical stuff [to cope] because that’s where I can handle things. Also, to
make sure that I eat properly, that I get maybe some extra vitamins. So, I mean, that’s something I can
do . {…} It gives some kind of effects [inducement] to [tackle] the other things, “Okay, I can do something,”
or, “I can start from here and go there.” (Female manager, public sector, Europe)

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:
What are your energising habits?
Does your company culture support strategic downtime and time forWhere
personal
businessself-renewal?
comes to life

TWO SIDES OF SELF-MANAGEMENT
Leader resilience requires sustained personal and organisational investment into the
emotional, cognitive and physical well-being of individuals but self-managing
behaviours fluctuate:
Ø Strengthening performance capacity through self-support enables and boosts
sustained performance capacity within a fast-paced and uncertain world of work.
- Setting expectation boundaries as well as taking time out to reflect, rejuvenate
and build trusting interpersonal networks create flexible coping resources. For
example, time out for reflection through sports: It builds up overall well-being while
diminishing dangerous cortisol levels created through the stress response.
Ø Overstretching performance capacity through self-exploitation comes from quick
fixes and survival mechanisms to cope with a high-pressure situation. - Extreme work
goes along with extreme energy-boosting and relaxation activities, such as
caffeine and alcohol consumption, which are brittle coping resources as they
boost performance in the moment but deplete overall resources further.

FOR YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR DISCUSSION IN YOUR ORGANISATION:

What is your tipping point towards unhealthy self-management behaviour when experiencing adversity?
business comes
to life
What does your organisation do to revert the trend of overstretchingWhere
leadership
capacity?

“

“You don’t put yourself under this type of stress without having a need for something. (...) If
you would say resilience is also knowing your boundaries and making time for yourself then,
no, I don’t think I am hugely resilient then. If resilience is being able to build something and
achieve a vision then I think have been resilient.” (Female executive, private sector, Europe)
I've got rather a high level of resilience, sometimes probably too much, not realising that, (...)
The super resilient .... goes through the wall and doesn't realise that he's going through a wall
or he's gone through the wall. Only feeling the pain afterwards.” (Male manager, public sector,
Europe)
“I know some people that it [exercise] backfired on big time. They actually died on a run. ... He’s
very fit and he went out one evening and didn’t come home, and that was that. It is shocking,
because I know several people that push themselves and continue to push themselves, and the
exercise, (…) it doesn’t actually alleviate it, it compounds the situation.” (Female executive,
private sector, Americas)

”
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RITUALS & HABITS THAT SUPPORT RESILIENCE CAPACITY
1. Sleep
“I’m in a good place because I’m rested, [because] I had a good night, because I’m well
prepared, everything falls into place.” (Male executive, private sector, Americas)

2. Exercise to stay healthy and create time to think
“I have a personal trainer twice a week. That generally helps me de-stress. I also try and swim
twice a week. The swimming is kind of more time to think. I do quite a lot of thinking in the pool.”
(Male executive, private sector, Americas)

3. Building and maintaining a support network
“Having emotional support in life and having love in your life is key. You cannot do job without
this foundation. Otherwise you cannot keep it together.” (Male executive, private sector,
Americas)

4. Creating meaning
“It’s being able to get up every day and have a fighting chance of keeping on working towards
your goals. I guess, for me, having an existential sense of meaning is very important. I go through
lots of periods when I'm not so sure. What's the point? What's the most important point?“
(Female executive, private sector, Africa)

5. Reflection & Learning
“I would say that in every setting, in every meeting, every committee, I will test my own impact in
the meeting. ‘What have I achieved?’ at every stage during the working day, the working
week, overseas … I do reflect non-stop on my impact on other people.” (Male executive,
private sector, Africa)
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INCREASING YOUR RESILIENCE FOR
SUSTAINED EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP PRACTICE
Based on the building blocks of leader resilience and reviewing your personal
reflections and/or discussions in your organisation, what are your action steps for
increasing your resilience?

q Internal locus of control:

………………………………………………….

q Commitment and Endurance:

………………………………………………….

q Change-/Solution-focus:

………………………………………………….

q Self-awareness & Self-management:

………………………………………………….

q Strengthening work-relationships:

……………………………………………........

q Development through exposure:

………………………………………………….
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