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Resilient Organisations 

 
What is resilience and why does it matter? 

Resilience is generally viewed as the ability to 

positively adapt and/or “bounce back” from 

adverse situations – staying positive when the 

going gets tough. Current models of resilience 

emphasise the growth element of resilience at 

both an individual and organisational level i.e. 

emerging stronger as a result of a challenge or 

setback (Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2007). 

 

The current climate of non-stop organisational 

change means that employers require 

adaptive and resilient employees able to 

maintain at least adequate if not high levels of 

performance through significant change and 

re-organisation in addition to high levels of 

physical and psychological well-being. Jackson 

et al., (2007) define adversity as “... the state 

of hardship or suffering associated with 

misfortune, trauma, distress, difficulty, or a 

tragic event...” and workplace adversity as “... 

any negative, stressful, traumatic or difficult 

situation or episode of hardship that is 

encountered in the occupational setting”.  

 

To the extent that organisational change may 

represent an “adverse” situation for many 

employees, the ability to adapt to and even 

thrive during change that may be typified by 

the resilient worker could offer significant 

benefits for both the employee and the 

organisation. 

 

Hamel and Valikangas (2003) capture this 

well:  

 

“Resilience is not about responding to a 

one time crisis... It’s about continuously 

anticipating and adjusting... It is about 

having the capacity for change before the 

need for change becomes obvious” 

 

“The Goal is an organization that is 

constantly making its future rather than 

defending its past” 

 

Individual Resilience 

Resilience research has historically focused 

upon individual, family or community 

resilience (Billings and Moos, 1983; Masten, 

2001; Luthar et al., 2000). An emerging body 

of research is now beginning to explore the 

employee and organisational impact of 

resilience (Luthans et al., 2007; Jackson et al., 

2007). This research points to the role of 

resilience as a positive organisational 

behaviour which can be developed and which 

yields significant individual and organisational 

benefits such as improved productivity, 

improved wellbeing, reduced absenteeism 

and turnover for example  (Luthans, 2002).  

 

Recently emerging research indicates that   “... 

resilient individuals are better equipped to 

deal with the stressors in a constantly 

changing workplace environment, as they are 

open to new experiences, are flexible to 

changing demands and show more emotional 

stability when faced with adversity” (Avey, 

Luthans and Jensen, 2009). 

 

This trend is in line with the focus upon “what 

works” engendered by the positive psychology 

movement, government agendas recognising 

the role of the workplaces in the well-being of 

the population (e.g. Black, 2008 “Working for 

a Healthier Tomorrow”) and the need for 

organisations to become increasingly astute in 

harnessing the full potential of their workforce 

in order to survive the currently challenging 

economic climate. 

 

The expectation is that given that resilient 

individuals are more likely to be open to new 

experiences, more flexible and more 

emotionally stable in the face of adversity, this 

would confer significant adaptive advantages 
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to such individuals when faced with the 

challenges of organisational change. Such 

individuals may be expected to be more open 

to change, experience fewer negative 

emotional and physical effects and to be more 

likely to adapt to and implement required 

changes. This would represent significant 

benefits for the organisation in enhancing the 

success rate of change implementation and 

potentially reducing the negative workforce 

impact (e.g. increased stress, absenteeism 

turnover etc.). 

 

Organisational resilience 

Much resilience research has focused upon 

recovery from disasters, such as those created 

by Hurricane Katrina, 9/11 and the crisis in the 

financial sector in the UK. Derhnardt and 

Dernhardt (2010) alternatively encourage a 

focus upon the more “everyday” application 

of resilience to enhance organisational 

capacity and change capability; they state: 

 

“If organizational resilience is defined as 

the ability to bounce back or to recover 

from challenges in a manner that leaves 

the organization more flexible and better 

able to adapt to future challenges, then 

organizational resilience is a quality that 

leaders and managers in all organizations 

should seek to foster at all times.” 

 

Recent definitions of organisational resilience 

are typically in line with that captured by 

Dernhardt and Dernhardt in viewing it as 

about the organisation’s adaptive capacity, i.e. 

in dealing with change. This is consistent with 

what is described as a “third wave” of 

resilience theory which emphasises the 

growth and capacity building element of 

resilience going beyond early waves of 

research and theory which looked at 

protective factors which can insulate against 

setbacks and the  use of resources (e.g. 

support mechanisms) to return to a state of 

equilibrium ( Richardson 2002). 

 

Clearly the area of resilience offers 

organisations the potential for enhancing 

capacity for change and growth/innovation. As 

such an understanding and application of how 

to create resilient organisations may offer 

significant competitive and/or survival 

advantages whatever the organisational 

sector. 

 

Developing individual resilience 

Whilst there is undoubtedly a personality 

component to resilience (Bonnano et al., 

2002), there is a clear case for resilience in the 

workplace constituting what Luthans (2003) 

has termed a positive organisational 

behaviour (POB). Luthans defines POB as:  

 

“the study and application of positively 

oriented human resource strengths and 

psychological capacities that can be 

measured, developed and effectively 

managed for performance improvement in 

today’s workplace”. Resilience has been 

confirmed in a number of studies to be a 

potential POB (references Luthans etc.) in 

that it has been demonstrated to be state 

like (as opposed to fixed like personality) 

and therefore developable.”  

 

Whilst a focus upon employee resilience in 

organisations is a relatively new research 

focus, there is a degree of consistency 

emerging in terms of areas of potential 

interest to both organisations and 

researchers, for example Jackson et al., (2007) 

propose the following strategies for 

developing individual resilience:  

 

• Building positive professional 

relationships and networks 

• Maintaining positivity 

• Developing emotional insight 

• Achieving life-balance and spirituality 

• Becoming more reflective 

 

Jackson et al’s suggestions are typical of the 

areas of focus of individual resilience 

development programmes in that they tend to 

focus upon supporting individuals in  

developing  resilient mindsets e.g. optimism, 

reframing setbacks etc. and “self care” habits 

(Luthans, Millear et al., 2007). 

 

The CIPD (2011) have recently produced an 

evidence based “Developing Resilience” guide 

for practitioners which provides a useful 

summary of both the literature on individual 
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resilience development and a handy guide to 

potential strategies and practitioners. 

 

Building organisational resilience 

The focus upon organisational resilience is 

relatively recent both in academic and 

practitioner circles. Whilst longitudinal studies 

revealing the comparative effectiveness of 

different strategies, interventions and actions 

has yet to emerge, the literature does reveal  

initial promising areas of focus for 

organisations wishing to realise the benefits of 

a culture of resilience. 

 

Building the individual resilience of employees 

is one means by which the overall resilience of 

an organisation may be raised. Organisational 

resilience however goes beyond the capacities 

of workforce resilience alone to encompass 

issues of organisational context, culture and 

capacity.  

 

Legnick-Hall et al., (2011) propose that 

resilient organisations can best be developed 

through strategic human resource 

management which provides the means for 

harnessing the collective resilience capability 

of the workforce. They outline ways in which 

HR principles and policies can address the 

required “cognitive, behavioural and 

contextual” dimensions of organisational 

resilience e.g. innovation, risk-taking and 

social/networking culture. Consistent with 

other researchers (Hamel and Valinkangas, 

2003), the focus of Legnicke-Hall and 

colleagues is a view of organisational 

resilience as about sustainable capacity for the 

future rather than surviving isolated traumas. 

 

Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) outline the 

importance of  “mindful organizing”  which 

refers to  frontline employees “...continuously 

developing, refining and updating a shared 

understanding of the situation they face, the 

problems defining it and what capabilities 

exist to ensure  safe performance”. They 

further outline five key behavioural processes 

which resilient organisations engage in: 

 

• Preoccupation with failure – proactive 

analysis of vulnerabilities 

• Reluctance to simplify interpretations 

– questioning assumptions and 

received wisdom 

• Sensitivity to operations – discussing 

human and organisational capabilities 

for safe performance 

• Commitment to resilience – collective 

learning from errors 

• Deference to expertise – migrating 

decisions to the person with the right 

expertise regardless of position 

 

In their review of the organisational resilience 

literature, Denhardt and Denhardt (2010) 

identify the following characteristics of 

resilient organisations: 

 

• They have “redundancy” - “...excess 

capacity which allows the organisation 

to survive even if one component 

fails”  

• They are  “robust” – promote the 

mental and psychological health of 

their employees 

• They are “flexible” – willing to try new 

approaches and depart from typical 

modes of operating 

• They are “reliable” – they have sound 

infrastructures to manage and share 

information and resources 

• They foster a culture of respect and 

trust 

 

Not surprisingly, examinations of resilient 

organisations consistently reveal the 

importance of organisational culture. As a 

consequence organisational strategies to 

increase resilience will require an approach 

that goes beyond isolated interventions such 

as resilience training for staff to a focus upon 

the wider contextual and cultural 

organisational drivers that will enable an 

organisation to embed those characteristics 

identified in the research. 

 

Conclusions 

In the currently challenging economic, 

organisational and workplace environment 

resilience has become an increasingly 

important personal and organisational 

commodity for thriving in turbulent times. 
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Individual employees with higher levels of 

personal resilience are more likely to 

experience higher levels of well-being, sustain 

performance during challenges and be open 

to change. 

 

Emerging research into Organisational 

Resilience is beginning to yield important 

insights into how to create change orientated, 

“future ready”, flexible organisations able not 

only to bounce back from current challenges 

but to present an adaptive capacity for future 

change. 

 

Whilst the evidence base for developing 

individual and organisational resilience is not 

yet well advanced, important insights and 

agendas for resilience development can be 

gleaned from existing literature. 

 

Current evidence points to the role of 

developmental activities and interventions 

which support individual employees in 

developing resilient mindsets etc.  

 

At the organisational level, the known 

characteristics of resilient organisations can 

provide a viable starting point for leaders, 

managers and Organisational Development 

and Human Resource professionals in 

organisations wishing to strengthen resilience. 

Interested organisations may wish to 

contribute to the developing evidence base 

for resilience by working in partnership with 

universities and/or practitioners with a 

research interest in developing, implementing 

and evaluating their approach. 

 

Useful Resources 

Robertson Cooper Ltd i-resilience tool: 

http://www.robertsoncooper.com/iresilience 
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