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In the modern workplace, it 
often feels like 

uncertainty is the only certainty. Organisations and the 
environments in which they operate are increasingly 
characterised by Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and 
Ambiguity (VUCA, derived from military terminology), 
and the pace of change in the technical, social, political, 
market and economic realities of our world means that 
VUCA is here to stay.

In response to their environment, people in developed 
economies are now working harder and longer than ever 
before (and Australians moreso than most), placing additional 
strain on employee wellbeing (Thackrah & Byers, 2015).

Unfortunately, it is difficult for many people (and therefore, 
the organisations they comprise) to deal with this turbulence, 
which means that a majority of workplace change efforts 
fail at a great economic (eg. through lost productivity) and 
social cost.

What are the smart organisations doing? 
It is impossible for organisations to completely control their 
operating environment, but they can – at least to a certain 

degree – influence how their employees respond to the 
challenges the environment presents. 

Resilience is having the skills and capacity to be robust 
under conditions of strain and change. It is distinct from 
other positive characteristics such as optimism and hope 
in that it involves a combination of both proactive and 
reactive approaches to overcoming adversity. That is, more 
resilient people don’t merely hope and plan for the best, 
they acknowledge the impact of negative events and get 
on with the business of returning to normalcy; they also 
have the capacity to use these negative events as a learning 
opportunity on the path to bigger and better things 
(Youssef & Luthans, 2007).
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Why do some people and some organisations buckle under pressure?  
And why do some bend and bounce back better than ever?
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Resilience is the quintessential skill for thriving in the 
contemporary workplace, as it enables people to adapt 
effectively to many of the things that make working in the 
21st century a challenging and unique experience. 

People who are more Resilient tend to be flexible and able 
to improvise in situations predominantly characterised by 
change and uncertainty (Youssef & Luthans, 2007; Marot & 
Dunn, 2010); remain productive under increasing demands; 

and maintain personal wellbeing and health under ever-
increasing customer expectations; and growing job 
pressures (McEwen, 2015). 

In the workplace this translates into a range of benefits at 
the individual employee level:

Source: Comcare (2008)

People who are more resilient tend to be flexible and able to 
improvise in situations predominantly characterised by change  
and uncertainty.

•   Higher absenteeism
•   Higher turnover
•   Poorer performance
•   Higher risk of accidents & 

frequency of compo claims 
for psych injury

•   Higher risk of workplace 
conflict & grievances

•   Greater ability to maintain 
focus

•   Higher engagement & job 
satisfaction

•   Greater productivity in 
challenging situations

•   Greater commitment to 
their organisation

•   Greater overall physical and 
mental health



Caring for those who care for others.
Research spanning diverse industries points consistently  
to the benefits of resilience, but the results speak loudest 
for individuals, organisations and industries under  
particular stress. 

People who work in the ‘caring professions’ (e.g. nursing, 
allied health, teaching, social and community work) can be 
at greater risk of burnout, psychological strain and turnover 
than their peers in most other professions; they perform 
emotionally demanding work, often in an environment 
where funding is tightly constrained and improvements in 
productivity must be driven by stretching existing resources 
even further. Unfortunately, “doing less with more” creates a 
false economy when organisations fail to invest in the resilience 
of their workforces – people who are struggling to manage 
their own stress are unlikely to provide the same level of 
service to their patients and clients as they would if they were 
managing their stress effectively. Sub-optiomal performance 
creates additional stress, and so the cycle continues.

In the not-for-profit sector in Australia, the challenges 
are currently compounded by pervasive market reform 
such as the implementation of the NDIS, which requires 
many organisations in the sector to completely transform 
themselves from top to bottom, and the consolidation of 
smaller providers under threat of folding in a user-pays 
environment. If there was ever a time for a deliberate focus 
and targeted investment in workforce resilience within the 
Australian not-for-profit sector, it is now.

Resilience can be grown. 
The good news is that humans are a resilient species, and 
as individuals our resilience is a resource which can be 
developed through deliberate practice (Fernandez, 2016).

People who operate with a high level of resilience have 
generally learned to be flexible, adaptive and how to 
maintain their motivation at work. This allows them to make 
quality decisions, maintain mental focus and preserve 
energy even when the sand shifts beneath their feet.

Organisational success depends on the productivity, 
creativity and dependability of its workforce. Investing in 
building resilience within the workplace can profoundly 
affect an organisation’s ability to perform. 

A growing body of evidence supports the efficacy of 
targeted resilience-building programs (e.g. workshops, 
coaching and self-guided practice exercises) in the 
workplace (Rogerson et al., 2016), particularly for individuals 
who are at higher risk of stress in the workplace (Vanhove 
et al., 2015).

In a study recently published by PwC, programs which 
fostered resilience returned $2.30 AUD for every dollar 
spent (Vielife, 2013). This high return on investment is due 
to increased work productivity, innovation and decreased 
costs associated with sickness, absenteeism and turnover. 

The evidence is clear and compelling - resilience is a 
powerful mechanism for creating success and building it is 
a smart strategy for any organisation seeking to maintain 
high performance throughout periods of change. 

Designing your resilience building plan: Where to start.
Resilience is a systemic idea. It can be considered at a 
whole of organisation level, linked to enterprise risk and 
strategy, and it also operates at an individual and group 
level – a group of resilient individuals does not necessarily 
make a resilient team. For these reasons, it is important, 

The benefits of greater resilience are compelling, particularly in high-
stress jobs and industries undergoing large-scale change.
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Building resilience is a powerful way to buffer some of the potential 
negative effects so often triggered by change programs at work, and 
an investment that can shore up performance.

when planning your approach, to work at multiple levels–
individual, team and leader.

Focusing on leader resilience is a great place to start; 
leaders who  exhibit  personal  resilience are in a much 
better position to role model resilient attitudes and 
behaviours and weave these into the culture of their teams.

It’s also important, in a world where organisations 
are overwhelmingly busy and executive agendas are 
crunched, to have a clear plan of attack for progressing 
your Resilience Building program of work.

Some of the factors and features of resilience that  
can be measured and developed are shown on the 
diagram below:

ThinkPaper.

•   Authenticity
•  Purpose
•  Adaptability
•  Self-care
•  Support

•  Energy
•  Networks

•   Robust
•  Resourceful
•  Perseverance 
•  Self-care
•  Capable

•  Connected
•  Aligned

•   Enabling
•  Role Modeling

individual

leader
team
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Parting Thoughts:
The qualitative and quantitative evidence is compelling. 
Aside  from  the  immediate  impact  on  staff  well-being, 
investing in building Resilience at Work is a key enabler 
of  better  change management  at  work  and  improved 
performance for the business as a result.

When the world around you is changing so rapidly, any 
investment in your own resilience, and the resilience of your 
staff and your organisation, is a wise one.

When the world around you is changing so rapidly, any investment 
in your own resilience, and the resilience of your staff and your 
organisation, is a wise one.
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