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YOU HAVE THE POWER TO BE A RESILIENT LEADER
The global landscape is changing. The word
unprecedented is becoming cliché, but it is an
accurate descriptor of the level of stress, unrest,
fear, and uncertainty that we have faced for the
better part of 2020. Our physical, emotional, and
mental health are being tested and taxed every day.
Leadership is hard at any time, but it has been
incredibly challenging during this crisis. The stakes
are as high as they can get. In an article published in
The Atlantic in April, William Hanage an Associate
Professor of Epidemiology at Harvard’s T.H. Chan
School of Public Health, described navigating the
COVID crisis as “trying to build the plane while
we’re flying it.”......................................................................
We all find ourselves facing new and perplexing
questions every day. And while there is an
extraordinary need for all of us to build and practice
personal and professional resilience, this is particularly
true for leaders. Resilient leadership has the power
to instill confidence, hope and optimism even in
the face of great adversity................................................
In the white paper Resetting the World With
Wellness: Mental Resilience in a Time of Stress and
Trauma, the Global Wellness Institute notes that,
“Schools, churches, businesses and other community
organizations can lead the way in helping
others navigate the uncertainty of our postpandemic world….Leaders who foster transparency,
connectedness, and interdependence are essential
to establishing safety, security and trust for people.”

The events of the past year have revealed the leaders
who understand this, and those who do not.
We have watched government, business, academic, and community leaders face the biggest
challenge of their personal and professional lives.
Some have found a way to rise to the situation and
sustain the level of leadership that we desperately
need, while others have not been so successful.
B.C.’s Bonnie Henry has gained widespread recognition for her quiet, yet firm, and reassuring voice
and deft leadership. André Picard of the Globe
and Mail described her as a “calming voice in a sea
of coronavirus madness.” Her resilience is inspiring, and it is helping to build resilience in others.
On March 12, the same day that the WHO
declared that the Corona outbreak was a pandemic,
Adam Silver, Commissioner of the NBA took a bold
step and announced that he was suspending the
league – marking one of the earliest, high-profile
responses to the COVID crisis. His quick and decisive
action protected millions of fans from exposure at
games. He could have downplayed the information,
or delayed his response, but he chose to take action.
We have also seen countless frontline businesses
move quickly to protect employees and customers
by shifting business models, adjusting the way
they deliver service, installing new equipment, and
purchasing PPE to protect employees. Some even went
a step further and required customers to wear PPE
before it was officially mandated by the government.
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These decisions weren’t easy and each one
came with a measure of risk. These leaders aren’t
superhuman. They don’t have information at
their disposal that others aren’t privy to. They are
exercising resilience and prioritizing wellness
and empathy at a time when we need it most.
In this white paper, I share information about traits
and practices of resilient leaders, explore the
attributes of resilient teams, and discuss the
challenges of remote work and re-entry to the
workplace. I also share examples of resilient
leadership in action and provide tips and
strategies for managing your health and
wellbeing, and that of your team............................

~
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TRAITS AND PRACTICES OF RESILIENT LEADERS
In their 2005 book, Resilient School Leaders: Strategies for turning adversity into achievement, Jerry Patterson and
Paul Kelleher reached out to a broad spectrum of leaders beyond educators, including organizational leaders, and
sociologists. Their aim was to help leaders develop confidence in their capabilities and elevate efficacy in aid of
“navigating storms and emerging from them stronger than before.”
In the book, they examine resilience through three lenses – interpretation of adversity, resilience capacity,
and actions needed to increase resiliency in the face of adversity.
They identified that resilient leaders:
Accurately assess past and current reality
They expect disruptions and have a high tolerance for ambiguity, paradox, and complexity.
They determine root causes of adversity and look at reality from multiple perspectives.
Stay positive about future possibilities
They focus on possibilities, not obstacles. They expect good things can happen despite adversity,
exert positive influence, and maintain a positive perspective over the long-term.
Remain true to personal values
They are clear about what matters most, and they are value, not event, driven. They model the behaviours
they wish to see from others and seek feedback to ensure their actions are aligned to their values.
Maintain a strong sense of personal efficacy
They recover quickly from setbacks, celebrate small wins, maintain confidence
in personal competence, and sustain a base of caring and support.
Invest personal energy wisely
They renew physical energy with periodic recovery time, develop emotional empathy and self-awareness,
maintain mental focus, and invest in spiritual-driven purposes and causes beyond themselves.
Act on courage and personal conviction
They are always clear about what matters most, act decisively when deepest values are at stake, remain courageous in the face of strong opposition, and acknowledge and learn from mistakes to stay aligned with values.
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Earlier this year, Deloitte reached out to its leaders in affected areas around the world to investigate how they were
leading in the “crucible of crisis” that is COVID-19. In the article, The Heart of Resilient Leadership, author Punjit
Renjen outlines five key traits they identified.
Design from the heart…and the head
Resilient leaders are genuinely, sincerely empathetic, walking compassionately in the shoes of employees, customers, and their broader ecosystems, and simultaneously taking a hard, rational line to protect financial performance.
Put the mission first
They stabilize their organization in a crisis, while finding opportunities amid difficult constraints.
Aim for speed over elegance
They take decisive action—with courage—with imperfect information.
Own the narrative
They are transparent about current realities, including what they don’t know, while painting a compelling picture
of the future that inspires others to persevere.
Embrace the long view
Resilient leaders stay focused on the horizon, anticipate emerging business models and spark innovation.

RESILIENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION:

Dave McKay Demonstrates the Heart of Resilient Leadership
In March, Dave McKay, CEO of RBC sent a memo to staff that included the assurance that no jobs would
be lost in 2020. He said, “While we’re all living in stressful and uncertain times, we don’t want RBC
employees to worry about their jobs… That’s why our leadership team has committed there will be no
job losses at RBC in 2020 as a result of COVID-19.”
He took swift and decisive action, operating from both the head and the heart. He did this without
knowing what the coming months would bring. He owned the narrative and removed the opportunity
for others to speculate. And, while he couldn’t take the fear and anxiety of COVID-19 away, McKay’s
proclamation was a pre-emptive strike at a threat that most certainly would bring on stress for most
employees and, for some, burnout.
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Even the words you choose can have a tremendous impact on your resilience and the resilience of those around
you. A few years ago, President and CEO of Jag Gyms in the US, Anne Josephson, wrote a blog for the Huffington
Post encouraging parents to think about the words they use with their young children. “Words are how people
think. So, the words we choose are critical in shaping how we think about our lives.” While she was writing from the
perspective of athletics, the word choices she shared are relevant to our current situation.
The following chart has been adapted from Josephson’s post.

SACRIFICE
VS.
CHOICE

Sacrifice is about giving something up
for the betterment of others. (It also
smacks of victim mentality.) Choice is a
word that comes from a place of power.

We can look at business decisions or actions
we are taking to flatten the curve as
sacrifices, or we can view them as choices
we’re making to keep ourselves and others
healthy and safe.

PRESSURE
VS.
DRIVE

Pressure comes from an external force;
drive comes from within.

Instead of feeling pressure to take action,
we should take ownership of the drive to
make a difference and to keep ourselves and
others healthy and safe.

FAILURE
VS.
SETBACK

Failure should be viewed as feedback or
a setback, not the end of the road.

When we try something and it doesn’t work,
we shouldn’t just give up. Instead, we should
reflect, adjust and move forward.

SHORT-TERM
VS.
LONG-TERM
GOALS

Keep your eye on the long view. Don’t
be deterred by short-term setbacks.

When we don’t see the changes we so
desperately want to see in the short-term,
like moving freely, mask-free, and seeing
family and friends when we want, we must
take a longer-term view of overcoming the
pandemic.

CRITICISM
VS.
COACHING

Consider whether tough-to-hear
coaching words are insults or feedback
for improvement.

When you receive coaching from peers or
leaders, consider how you can learn and
grow from it, and avoid taking it as a
personal insult.

TRAGEDY
VS.
DISAPPOINTMENT

Tragedies are horrific. Setbacks are not.
Make sure to maintain perspective in
the face of disappointment.

When we set a business goal or objective
that isn’t met, that’s a disappointment, not a
tragedy. When someone dies from COVID,
that’s a tragedy.

~
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BUILDING RESILIENT TEAMS
When you focus your actions on building trust and inclusivity, and employees
feel heard and supported, their resilience will grow, as will their engagement and
performance. I operate from a place of giving people the benefit of the
doubt that they are doing the best that they can. When your employees
feel this from you, it builds trust and cohesion. However, you cannot build team
resilience alone. You need to create an environment that continually builds
individual and collective resilience...........................................................................
In the Elsevier article, Team Resilience: How Teams Flourish Under Pressure, the
authors say that individual resilience and team resilience are not the same. They
describe individual resilience as “the capacity to withstand and recover from
challenges, pressure or stressors and note that this stems from a number of
factors, including attitude, ability to forgive, sense of control, cognitive flexibility,
and courage. They define team resilience as “the ability of a team to
withstand stressors in a manner that enables sustained performance; it
helps teams handle and bounce back from challenges that can endanger their
cohesiveness and performance.”.................................................................................
They also caution that assembling a group of resilient individuals
doesn’t necessarily beget a resilient team. Communication breakdowns,
lack of leadership, disputes, and poor performance, among other things,
can beleaguer these teams just like any other.....................................................
They explain that resilient teams minimize the impact of challenges by anticipating and preparing for them. They assess challenges quickly, honestly, and accurately; they address chronic or low-level “background” stressors, so they don’t
affect performance; they maintain key processes; and, when needed, they seek
guidance and advice from each other as well as individuals outside the team.
When challenges arise, they regain situation awareness by looking at what is
going on, what will happen next and who is responsible for what. They debrief to come to agreement on how they will respond to similar challenges in the future, they address any risks that became evident in the crisis, and,
perhaps most importantly, they take the time to express their appreciation
of one another. This last step not only helps forge stronger bonds it helps
ensure there is strong cohesion when similar challenges arise in the future.
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The article “What Resilient Teams Do Differently” published by the Corporate Legal Operations Consortium
(CLOC) also outlines how resilience and stress-related growth are possible at both an individual and group level.
The authors highlight a few team norms that make this possible:

MOTIVATION

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AND BELONGING

APPRECIATIVE APPROACH

WELL-BEING

Harnessing the power of intrinsic motivation by
giving team members a say in how their work unfolds,
creating a sense of belonging and nurturing highquality relationships.

Creating a climate where people feel comfortable
sharing knowledge, concerns, questions, mistakes, and
ideas. Teams that feel safe to share both positive and
negative experiences are better able to work through
adversity and are more resilient.

Focusing on strengths and taking a collaborative
approach to conversations.

Being candid about stress and burnout and using tools
and processes to reduce the risk of this happening.

RESILIENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION:
Google Prioritizes the Well-being of Employees

In July, just a few months into the pandemic, Google announced that it would have employees work
remotely until at least July 2021.
The Wall Street Journal reported that Alphabet Chief Executive Sundar Pichai made the decision in part
because of his sympathy for employees with families trying to navigate the uncertainty of the school year.
They shared excerpts from his memo to employees. “I know it hasn’t been easy. I hope this will offer the
flexibility you need to balance work with taking care of yourselves and your loved ones over the next 12
months.”
In addition to acting quickly to manage the well-being of employees, Mr. Pichai’s memo also showed his
ability to maintain the long view. “We are still learning a lot from our experiences of working from home
and will use that knowledge to inform our approach to the future of work at Google.”

~
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LEADING RESILIENT
TEAMS FROM AFAR
When the magnitude of COVID-19 became apparent in March,
many organizations scrambled quickly to set people up to work
remotely. We were avoiding the danger and threat of COVID by
staying safe at home. I have heard from many leaders around
the world that they were pleased with how responsive their
teams were and how responsibly they managed the transition.
It is wonderful that so many have had this experience, but
I think we have to be mindful of the fact that, even if from a
logistical and business objective perspective this has gone
well, that doesn’t mean that it has been an easy shift for
employees. Learning to blend our personal and professional
lives is challenging and it can take a long time to adjust. I have
also heard many refer to us “working from home.” I think we
need to be careful how we view this and keep in mind the magnitude of our current circumstance. We haven’t shifted to working from home for personal or economic reasons, we’ve tucked
in because we are protecting ourselves from a global pandemic, and at the same time, we’re trying to continue working.
People often ask me, “Why do I feel so tired?” or “Why
aren’t I getting as much done?” It seems like we should have
all the time in the world now in the absence of long commutes
and fewer personal and professional commitments. However,
for many, the pace hasn’t changed; just the place. And, we
forget that much of what we’re doing now is new. We are on a
steep learning curve. It isn’t abating and it can be exhausting.
On top of this, we are grieving the loss of regular social
connections – family, friends, work colleagues and
customers. We’re missing important personal and professional
events, such as graduations, weddings, conferences, and
travel. This disconnect from the people and events we
enjoy is challenging our physical and emotional well-being.
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RESILIENT LEADERSHIP IN ACTION:

Jacinda Ardern Shows Us How Leaders Can Show Up as Themselves
New Zealand’s Prime Minister has attracted global attention for her empathetic and effective leadership
through the crisis. Observers have marvelled at her ability to deliver clear and compelling messages that
are not only resonating with her audience, they’re producing impressive results. And, while she holds formal briefings, she has also become known for her very casual Facebook videos. In one that has been widely
shared she was wearing a well-worn sweatshirt and made mention of having put her toddler to bed. In an
article published in The Atlantic in April, Uri Friedman talked about her ability to explain severe policies in a
meaningful way: “People need to stay local, because what if they drove off to some remote destination and
their car broke down?” She also said, that she knows as a parent that it’s really hard to avoid playgrounds,
but the virus can live on surfaces for 72 hours. A poll taken in April confirmed her leadership was proving
effective with 88% of New Zealanders saying they trust the government is making the right decisions and
84% confirming they approved of the government’s response to COVID-19. She is approachable and authentic, and she makes it clear that she is in this with her fellow New Zealanders.
In her blog post, Cultivating Belonging in the Era of
COVID-19, Andrea Lipton, Senior Learning Solutions
Manager at Harvard Business Publishing Corporate
Learning, highlights that awareness, authenticity
and accountability are essential in creating inclusive
environments, particularly when working remotely.

When we talk of our personal situation, we might
be shining a light on someone else’s misfortune.
Leading remotely may also require you to recalibrate
your skill set. Outgoing and extroverted leaders who
have experienced success connecting with individuals
and teams in person, may be challenged by remote
working conditions. It is difficult to feel energy
through a screen or on a phone call. In an article
written for the BBC, author Arianne Cohen shares
information about research published in the Journal
of Business and Psychology which studied a variety
of teams to observe leadership in-person,
virtually, and in hybrid groups. She says, “As
expected, the face-to-face team chose leaders
with the same confident, magnetic, smart-seeming,
extroverted traits that we often see in organizational
leaders…Those chosen as remote leaders were doers,
who tended towards planning, connecting teammates
with help and resources, keeping an eye on upcoming
tasks, and, most importantly, getting things done.”

She says leaders should be aware of behaviour
patterns and avoid the comfort of turning to
the same few people for information and advice.
She also encourages engaging new or more junior
staff who haven’t had the luxury of forming
vital connections due to our current situation.
She stresses the importance of authenticity and
“showing up as yourself, being open and vulnerable
about your own challenges rather than putting on
a ‘game face.’” She also emphasizes the need to be
responsible for privilege as a means of forging and
maintaining connections. We are all going through
this crisis differently............................................................

~
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MAINTAINING RESILIENCE UPON RE-ENTRY
As challenging as it has been for people to adapt to working remotely, the greater test will be re-entry. We asked
people to stay home to be safe, and now, as many face the prospect of returning to the workplace, they’re fearful
and uncertain.
The weeks leading up to the start of the school year are an excellent example of this. The media was flooded with
stories of parents’ indecision about allowing children to return to school. School boards, principals, teachers,
administrative and caretaking staff took to social media to talk about their concerns about the level of uncertainty
and the unanswered questions about their safety and the safety of the children, their families and the community-at-large. The fear and emotional upheaval of this transition was palpable, and it still is. This is the reality we’re
operating in right now.
Transitioning back to work environments is going to take a whole other level of resilience and fortitude. If your
employees don’t feel safe, they will not be able to work. Our human conditioning trains us to prioritize personal
safety over all else. If pushed, employees will exhibit significant stress behaviour. Stress behaviour is not
misbehaviour. It is spurred when our primal instincts are triggered to protect us.
To support them, and help your team members maintain their resilience, you need to have a re-entry plan.
Don’t push people back to work. Instead lead and guide with empathy, thoughtfulness, and good planning.

UNDERSTAND WHERE YOUR PEOPLE STAND

Preliminary data shows that 54% of Canadians are afraid to return to the workplace, and 76% reported feeling
satisfied with their work from home arrangement. Interestingly, in the same survey, 59% of respondents said they
feel more productive working remotely, however an equal percentage, 59%, noted that relationships with
colleagues are suffering. Determine your teams’ readiness for re-entry and build your plan accordingly.

BE FLEXIBLE

INSPIRE THROUGH PURPOSE & CONNECTION

Engage your team in the process of building the plan.
Give them a sense of agency to help alleviate their fear
and anxiety. Seek collaboration not compliance.
Practice nimble thinking and be creative.

Clarify goals, purpose and expectations as employees recommit to work. Consider setting up re-launch
crews—small teams that can provide a sense of
connection and community, mentoring and support.

BUILD AND SHARE A CONTINGENCY PLAN

HONOUR AND RESPECT YOUR WORKFORCE

We are now in our second wave of the pandemic and
we can expect there will likely be a third. History shows
us that aftershocks and resurgences are inevitable. Your
employees know this. They will feel more confident if
they know you’ve taken this into consideration. Prepare
and communicate a contingency plan that is clear,
direct, and well developed.

Everyone of us has traversed a difficult path over the
past few months. People are tired, weary, and unsettled. As leaders, so are we. Honour the work your team
is doing and remind yourself that you can adapt and
recover. We are hardwired to face challenges. We are
natural-born problem solvers and we will find a way out
of this.
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SELF-CARE IS NOT AN OPTION
In the white paper Resilience in Uncertain Times, I stressed the importance of making allowances for
the fact that we are all learning to adjust to a new way of being. It isn’t fair to measure ourselves, or
others, against what came before. I also shared a series of micro habits related to wellness, work and
productivity to assist individuals in navigating adversity, fear and uncertainty, including:
•

Protecting time for yourself at the beginning and end of each day (Bookending Your Day)

•

Taking micro stretch breaks through the day

•

Meditating and focusing on breathing to bring you back when your mind wanders

•

Setting an agenda for your day

•

Managing expectations

•

Managing availability

•

Protect your boundaries

The lines between home and work are blurred. As a leader, you need to be aware of the misconception
that you must always be available and remind your team to do the same. We need time to disconnect
and we need an end point to every day of work. Burn out is a real condition that occurs when you don’t
have anything left in the tank and you go into debt with yourself around self-care. If you don’t make time
for your wellness, you will be forced to make time for an illness.
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Bonnie Henry is a shining example of resilient
leadership for so many reasons, including leading
by example when it comes to self-care, and, as
Patterson and Kelleher describe it, “renewing
physical energy through periodic recovery time.”
In July, she announced that she was stepping
away for a few days to take a much-needed
break. When she announced this, there had
been no deaths, but the number of cases was
up from the previous two weeks .She didn’t wait
for the perfect time, because there wouldn’t be
one. She took the time she needed to recharge
and regroup in the short-term, so that she
would be strong and resilient in the long-term.
In Resetting the World With Wellness: Mental
Resilience in a Time of Stress and Trauma,
the Global Wellness Institute says, “Mental
Wellness refers to evidence-based practices
that are proven to help reduce stress, worry,
loneliness, anxiety, and depression—and improve
our ability to cope, connect, and thrive… This
active lifelong process involves making conscious
and intentional choices toward living a healthy,
purposeful and fulfilling life.”....................................
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WRITE YOUR OWN WELLNESS PLAYBOOK

Simply thinking you’ll do something isn’t enough. We’re busy. We all have a lot on our minds. Writing things down
alleviates thinking and has a profound effect on the likelihood that you’ll follow through. Write your own wellness
playbook. Make a list of all the things you enjoy doing that help you feel recharged – simple and quick grab and
go’s that you can turn to at any time when you need ideas to help you recharge:
•

Getting your car washed

•

Cleaning up a room

•

Favourite take-out restaurant with the phone numbers

•

Having a daily cup of tea retreat in your favourite spot

•

Practicing yoga or meditation

•

Walking or bike riding a safe social distance with a friend or family member

And remember, the changing seasons bring additional challenges. The wellness practices that worked in the
spring and summer may not be as effective in the winter. On top of the emotional upheaval we’ve all gone through
this year, many people will experience the additional weight of seasonal affective disorder. Take stock of what
you’re doing to stay healthy and do the same with your team. You may even want to ask team members to suggest
one simple change your organization could make to promote wellness.

THE WAY FORWARD:
MINDFUL LEADERSHIP
There is a lot of information in this
white paper. It would be challenging
to implement every single strategy
that I’ve included. However, you can
start to incorporate them into your
routine gradually and take time to
reflect on your progress regularly.
To get you started, here are some
questions that you may want to ask
yourself on a weekly basis.

•
•

•
•
•
•

Am I doing the right things
for the right reasons?
When people walk away
from me is potential
activated or depleted?

•

•

Did I say thank you?

•

Do I know, overall, how
my team is feeling?

•

Have I celebrated the
wins of the team?

Have I checked in
with everyone?

•

Have I been inclusive and
expanded my interactions
to include the entire team?

Am I communicating
regularly and transparently?
Am I making decisions and
acting with my heart and
head in equal measure?
Do I see any red flags?
Do I need to call in
support for anyone?
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SIDEBAR:

How to be an ally to a co-worker who is struggling
We can expect there will be times when co-workers will need some additional support. Perhaps they’re
having a particularly difficult day, or something traumatic has happened and they are reeling. Whatever
the case, it is important that you show up for them in a meaningful way.
Acknowledge
Let them know that you see they are having a difficult time.
Validate
Put them at ease by letting them know you understand what they are feeling.
Extend Support
Offer some actionable ways you can support them, but avoid being prescriptive. Let them decide what,
if any, support they need.
In an article written for the Harvard Business Review, Carolyn O’Hara points out that handling these
situations is a true test of leadership. “You must be empathetic and compassionate, while also being
professional and keeping your team productive.” She suggests:
•

Building strong relationships so it is easier to spot warning signs

•

Maintaining caring relationships, but not getting too friendly

•

Working with individuals to figure out what you can do together to address performance

•

Easing workload, if necessary, being clear about expectations

•

Being flexible, while adhering to policies and expectations of the organization

•

Being transparent and consistent so people trust they are being treated fairly

Note: If you are worried about someone’s safety, be sure to reach out for support to a supervisor,
or community support group if intervention is required.

~
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CONCLUSION
Employees need the support of resilient leaders more than ever. We must be ever mindful about
the fact that the events of the past year have impacted the emotional wellness of our people. We
need to support them where they are now, not where they were in March or where we think they
should be. The emotional hangover of a season of uncertainty and the unknown is real.
The duality of having to ensure you are okay as a leader and that your followers are also okay is
a complex ask. It feels like an ever-elusive balance of solving, performing, responding, slowing
down to speed up and waiting. In Deloitte’s Heart of Resilient Leadership, they note that, “a typical crisis plays out over three time frames: respond, in which a company deals with the present
situation and manages continuity; recover, during which a company learns and emerges stronger; and thrive, where the company prepares for and shapes the “next normal.” CEOs have the
substantial and added responsibility to nimbly consider all three time frames concurrently and
allocate resources accordingly.”
Monitoring multiple time frames and managing the many challenges that arise daily can be
overwhelming and exhausting, and it is easy to feel depleted and defeated. However, when I feel
like this, I think about what Emerson wrote “What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny
matters compared to what lies within us.”You do have it in you to be a resilient leader and you
are capable of guiding your team through this storm.

PAGE 19 | CULTIVATING RESILIENT LEADERS & TEAMS

HELPFUL RESOURCES
Here are some of my favourite books about resiliency, leadership, and behaviour.
Dare to Lead, The Gifts of Imperfections by Dr. Brene Brown
Option B by Sheryl Sandberg
Finding Your Element by Sir Ken Robinson
Make Your Bed by William McRaven
Atomic Habits by James Clear
The Ripple Effect by Dr. Greg Wells
Find Your Why by Simon Sinek
The Obstacle is the Way by Ryan Holiday
Can’t Hurt Me by David Goggins
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