Three levels of resilience in the face of adversity
By Owen Cook

INDIVIDUALLY
1. Balance your need for ‘survival’ with the need to have an impact

Resilience during uncertain times is a hallmark of great leadership,
especially if it’s shared and grown in our people too. Seeing and hearing
a leader who inspires us by embodying integrity, purpose and kindness
during times of difficulty adds to our own resilience too. How do they do it?
What makes the difference?
Well, we can prepare well and behave in ways that will make us more
resilient in advance of difficulties arising by looking after ourselves
physiologically and emotionally; continuously learning and developing,
including through feedback from others; staying in touch with our purpose
and motivation; and, focusing on what’s important. All of this will help
us when the time comes, but the irony of the situation is that we can’t
practice ‘being resilient’ until those difficulties are actually upon us. It’s only
when the chips are down that we find out what we’re really made of.
Well, the chips are well and truly down just now, so it’s time to take a
proper look at what you’re doing that is really helping or hindering your
resilience (and by association your performance), that of your team and
that of your organisation.
Try these approaches to build or maintain resilience in the face of adversity
- they’re split across those three levels, as your focus as a leader should be:

The most resilient among us still have a survival instinct that wants to take
over and decide what we should be doing (this happens when we’re
not even under real threat, so in times of pandemic and social unrest it
only gets stronger). You’ll need to attend to this instinct at times in order
to create space for the more evolved, rational part of your brain that tells
you what you should really be doing to have an impact.
One way to prioritise your to-do list is to rank each item as ‘low’ or ‘high’
by their ‘value to the business’ and ‘value to me’ on a two-axis model.
Those items that fall in the ‘high-high’ area are your top priorities and
should be done first. However, in times of crisis, there are often tasks that
come up which rank ‘low’ in one of the two categories, but which are
constantly on our minds, nagging at us, taking our focus and motivation
until they’re done - sometimes you need to attend to this, even if it feels
like the impact of doing so is lower.
Take note of what’s coming up for you and allow yourself to either do the
task now or to schedule it so you know when it’s going to happen. Stick
to the time you schedule though, otherwise, you might not trust yourself
next time.
2. Learn from the past, do your best in the present, adapt for the future
When we face challenges there are always three temporal lenses that
we can look through to assess the situation and decide what we should
do. Use each of them for their benefits rather than letting their pitfalls
wear you down.
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The past lens tells us what we could have done differently, what we did
right and what we did wrong. It can be helpful, but we should visit it
briefly to grab the learning and move swiftly on as we can’t change it
and shouldn’t dwell on things that feel like a rod for our own backs, or
that focus on the assignment of blame.
The present lens gives us a lot of data and information about what we’re
facing right now, how we feel about that (make sure not to neglect that
side of things or it’ll come back to bite you later) and what feels ‘urgent’.

This is where the urgent/important balance comes in. Think about each
task and whether it is urgent or important, both or neither. Are the things
that feel urgent really urgent? If not, what’s causing you to feel like they
are and can you address that root cause?
The future lens keeps us focused on our long term goals, aims and
purpose...it’s our North Star to guide us and we shouldn’t lose sight of it.
It helps us to remember who we are and what’s important to us. In the
big scheme of things, what’s important in the long term? Is what you’re
doing right now moving you in that direction? If not, what do you need to
change, take on or let go of to get back on track?
3. Be kind to yourself
You’re a resilient leader, not a superhuman. You’ll have bad moments
and bad days (perhaps even bad weeks), and it’s important to face
into that, to remember that it’s okay and natural to have these times allowing yourself to have them is akin to being the palm tree swaying in
the storm rather than the oak being blown over some time later.
When you have them, these three things might help:
First, simply remember that it’s okay to have bad days - be kind to you.
Second, be curious with yourself as to why it’s happening - did something
happen that had more of an impact than you realised? Is it cumulative?
What can you do in future that might feel helpful?
Third, if you feel able, can you share it with others? Talking about these
moments openly can bring us closer together, form stronger bonds, and
help us and others feel like we’re not alone - and therefore we can be
more resilient together...
FOR THE TEAM
4. Control the controllables
During any challenge, it’s easy to focus on and worry about things around
you that aren’t actually in your control - it’s a waste of time, energy and
attention that’ll undermine your team rather than give them a muchneeded boost.
Ensure everyone in the team is clear on what can and can’t be controlled,
and for what you can control, what their part to play is. Coordinated,

targeted focus will help everyone feel more in control themselves and
keep you on track as a team.
5. Express empathetic concern for how it feels for others (don’t make it
about you)
Being honest about how we’re doing and what’s bothering us is a critical
part of being a good leader - however, we also need to ensure we’re
balancing that with some empathy for our teams and how things may feel
for them. It’s important to recognise the likely emotions that’ll be present
and to express your concern for your people.
Something to steer clear of - if you’re sharing critical feedback or bad
news, don’t be like a talent show judge, telling everyone how hard it is for
you to be the one saying it/delivering it when actually it’s much harder to
hear.
6. Open discussion about sacrifice without expectations on anyone to
do so
As the leader of a team, it often falls on us to be the ones to sacrifice
first - as Simon Sinek says, ‘great leaders eat last’. It’s important we share
some of what we’re doing to ensure the best result for everyone involved,
that’s a part of role-modelling great leadership to others. But it’s equally
important that we’re clear these same sacrifices aren’t necessarily required
of everyone else and that there should be no bad feelings about not
being able to make the same commitment.
I was once part of a leadership team discussing how a difficult economic
situation meant the team leader and some team members felt the need
to turn down pay increases that were long-overdue. The challenge was to
make it okay for other members of the team to still take their increase - it
was a delicate balance of emotions aided by setting clear expectations at
the start before sharing the context for each individual’s decision.leaders
to manage the remote and hybrid world through regular group sessions,
supported with daily behavioural nudges that keep the learning front and
centre and keeps the support going as the situation evolves.
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FOR THE ORGANISATION
7. Honest, regular communication
In uncertain times, people need some sense of safety, security or
certainty and they’ll hunt for it anywhere they can get it, including from
the wrong sources - often the rumour-mill. Open, honest (as can be) and
regular communication is the only thing that helps people build resilience
to the uncertainty around them.
Create resilience by scheduling a regular time, and by using a regular
approach to communication, creating space for questions and answers
(being honest and taking questions away when you don’t have the
answers to hand) and even communicating when there’s nothing new to
say - that way people don’t fill the void with resilience sapping stories.
8. Be open about what we’re facing and how we’re dealing with it
There’s no point making out things are better than they are, trying to find
the spoonful of sugar for any kind of medicine - people only find out the
truth anyway through leaks, rumours or the passing of time, all of which
will erode trust and resilience along with it.
But, leaders do need to be the steady hand on the tiller, keeping the tone
optimistic and future-focused in order to help the whole organisation stay
resilient. So be open about the challenge, but be open about the plan to
address it, your commitment to it and why it matters to you. Your example
can shore-up and inspire others, so, think carefully about the words you
use and how you use them to help create the right world for your people.
9. Keep the ‘why’/purpose in sight
It’s often said that ‘a man can bear almost any ‘how’ if he has a ‘why’.’
Most of your people didn’t join your organisation, and stick around, simply
for the paycheque. They are there, with you, because something in your
organisational ‘why’, your purpose, resonates with them and they want to
make it happen. They want to have an impact. So keep coming back to
that purpose, keep it front of mind, through good times and bad - make it
the grounding point for everyone and every decision you make.
And no, ‘shareholder value’ is often not a ‘why’ that works for people particularly in times like these.
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