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There are a myriad of books and studies on Leadership. Different views, contexts, 

and approaches bring a world of possibilities as of how to define it and how to act as a leader. It 

is not an easy task to find the commonality between all the techniques and advice that have been 

written on this topic, since they overlap in different degrees and contexts. There is one trait, 

however, that strikes me as a fundamental quality for leading during difficult times, and that is 

resilience.  

Whether we are talking about the atrocities in concentration camps, wars, natural 

disasters, political divisiveness, or the persistence of our libraries, resilience has proven to be the 

ultimate tool against adversity and pullbacks. It is not only the most valuable human trait as it 

has the capacity to produce inner change, even happiness, in the midst of despair. It is also what 

pushes organizations to move forward, to find something better, to accomplish their mission. 

I was born in Venezuela and I can not deny the unbearable pain of seeing what’s 

happening there. By the same token, the strength and resistance of the people I love, living in 

those horrific conditions, show me the power of self-awareness. That incredible intrinsic force 

that makes them able to endure difficulties and look for a reason to persist. It is the leadership of 

oneself. This is the primal core from which organizational leadership creates itself. 

Leadership researchers and writers have, in most cases, focused on how to lead. 

Many of them have produced just manuals.  Leadership, however, is not simply based on a 

cookbook, it looks more like based on a sacred book. Leadership is supported mainly on Whys. It 

is not only on What to accomplish, or How to do it but Why do it.  Leadership is about keeping a 

purpose - a compass- to guide efforts while moving forward. Meanwhile, resilience is the 
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supporting platform from where all is built. It doesn’t matter if it is on an individual level or an 

organizational level, a clear mission and resilience are the true companions of leadership. 

What is resilience?  

McCombs (228) defines it as “the ability to rebound from the hardships of life”. 

The author complements her idea by saying that it is not simply bouncing back, it is a matter of 

bouncing forward in order to respond to ever-changing situations. Drath (3) emphasizes that idea 

when he affirms that “resilience is the key to mastering adverse circumstances”. Living the era 

we are living, in which change and complexity -and their companion stress- are part of our daily 

lives, resilience seems to be the most relevant trait to sustain ourselves and to progress as 

humanity. 

It can be argued that resilience is simply adaptation. The truth of the matter is that 

it is much more than that because intrinsic in the ability to resist, no matter if we talk about an 

individual or organization, there is an associated sense of well-being and inner strength that is the 

product of an internalization of meaning. Resilience refers to resistance, but it is resistance with a 

purpose that goes beyond basic survival -again, personal or organizational-. Resilience is a 

proactive, conscientious choice to respond to adversity. It carries an aspiration and is driven by 

focus. It requires self-awareness, reflection, and values to confront difficulties and challenges 

while managing the stress that occurs naturally in any environment.  

Napolitano (13) clarifies that “being resilient does not mean that people do not 

feel distress, sadness, or anger [...] we see resiliency in the capacity of people to navigate toward 

resources that allow them to absorb relatively high levels of disruptive change while exhibiting 

minimal unproductive behaviors that impede their ability to function”.  



ARENAS Resilience 4 

The literature shows different approaches when trying to define resilience. Many 

factors are involved when studying it at an individual level that vary from psychological factors 

to physical health. As a matter of fact, it is broader than that. It involves a combination of 

intrapersonal and external variables. It is a multifaceted concept which ranges from personal 

development to social groups. Almedom summarized it as follows “Psychosocial resilience 

encompasses a dynamic multidimensional set of inner personal resources as well as external 

social and material assets/resources that individuals, families, and communities mobilize to 

mentally and emotionally embrace “turbulent” change and transformation while simultaneously 

maintaining routine functioning without loss of identity, integrity, or core purpose in life that 

defines them as who they are individually and collectively”(9) 

Background 

The relationship of individual and social resilience will be analized further in this 

paper. For the moment, it might be useful to review briefly the historical research done on this 

topic since those studies have been the substrate where resilience models for leadership are being 

developed based on the premise that resilience can be acquired. 

Resilience has been studied for decades, originally by psychologists, psychiatrists, 

and neurologists. In time, it has entered other realms like economics, sociology, education, and 

nursing, to name a few. 

Originally, the concept of resilience was applied to children, who emerged from 

difficult conditions like war, crime, and poverty. It was -as Drath points out- “focused on the 

protective factors which enabled children to remain mentally healthy, even under such difficult 
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circumstances” Currently, the term has been increasingly used to cover general competence to 

successfully overcome dramatic challenges. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, in 1921, a large longitudinal study on 

children was conducted by an American Psychologist -Lewis Terman- to discover factors that 

could lead to a fulfilled life. By 1930s stress became a topic of interest as for its origin and 

effects. In 1959 Viktor Frankl published Man’s Search of Meaning, a pivotal book on the inner 

aspect of resilience using his experience in the concentration camps to develop what is known in 

psychiatry as logotherapy. Other authors after him introduced studies based on different 

traumatic experiences, most of them at a young age. Interestingly, in 2011 Heike Bruch -a 

German economist- conducted a research which would bring the concept of resilience to 

organizations. During the last 20 years, studies by researchers like Bonanno and Drath have 

added new data to the topic especially in relation to the factors that promote or jeopardize 

resilience. 

Considering the different angles and circumstances that have already been 

studied, it can be said that resilience is not a static characteristic. Tusaie (3) asserts that “the 

balance between risk and protective factors is a dynamic process”. Dynamic, because as she 

affirms, the process involves a “personal negotiation through life and fluctuating across time, 

developmental stage, and context”(6). This brings a relevant aspect of the complexity of the 

phenomena which is based on the different paths to reach it. 

Most recently, there have been studies in the field of educational organization 

based on psychological resilience applied to educational leaders. In nursing, there has also been 

an increase in research. Hatler offers a model for resilience building. She asserts that “although 
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leaders can not directly alter ways of thinking, they can certainly offer alternatives”(39). More 

than that, they model behaviors. 

Factors that promote resilience 

In social sciences, it is hard sometimes to indicate with surgical precision the 

reasons for certain behaviors. Humans are driven by context and interpretations. No two 

experiences are the same, therefore no two conclusions are exactly equal. It is not surprising that 

siblings in the same household show notable differences in response to life events. Nonetheless, 

psychologists are trying to discriminate what are the factors that promote a resilient response, 

although in many aspects there is no complete consensus. For instance, some authors, like 

Napolitano, supported by a number of researchers mentions optimism and confidence as 

personality traits related to resilience. On the other hand, Coutu suggests that facing down reality 

is the one trait that has helped many individuals during extreme hardship. Other authors suggest 

that strong social networks or the ability to regulate emotions are characteristics present in 

resilient individuals. Despite different views, there seems to be a common factor that appears 

repeatedly when individuals are subject to extreme circumstances and that is the sense of 

purpose, the preservation of meaning. Resilience is driven by purpose. 

In his extraordinary book, Man’s Search For Meaning, Victor Frankl asserted 

“We must never forget that we may also find meaning in life even when confronted with a 

hopeless situation when facing a fate that cannot be changed”.  

Resilient individuals don’t get their resistance from adversity, they obtain it 

because of it. In other words, resilience is not about battling the challenges in front, but seeing 

forward and beyond the goals that are hidden behind those difficulties. Resilient people don’t 
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dwell on what is in front of them but on what is their ultimate core purpose. They handle the 

stress of adversity as the tool to find their own meaning. David Foster Wallace eloquently 

presented a similar idea when he spoke about the default setting and the freedom to choose what 

to think. Day in and day out, we are all victims of our own petty or tragic situations. It is -in 

Wallace’s view- our choice to assume that nothing is petty or empty if we decide to think of it 

that way. It is hard labor, though. It requires, as he said it, constant effort. It requires constant 

battling within our minds not to fall into the easy route of assuming that everything that happens 

around us must satisfy us the way we ordinarily -and by default- expect. The truth of the matter 

is that nothing will satisfy our needs if in our own selves we don’t define a purpose. Resilience is 

an ongoing process of self-discovery, self-development and, above all, a choice on how we see 

our relationship with our surrounding environment. Sociologist Anthony Campolo tackled this 

idea in a speech in Indianapolis (Zigler) when he said that “What you commit yourself to be will 

change what you are and make you into a different person [...] Not the past, but the future 

conditions you, because what you commit yourself to become determines what you are more 

than anything that ever happened to you yesterday or the day before”. 

Added to the previous ideas of dealing with reality and finding meaning on it, 

Coutu mentions “ritualized ingenuity” or the ability to solve situations with whatever elements 

we have at hand, as a building block of resilience. It means a way to overcome challenging 

situations constructively. Drath (8) mentions the ability to improvise under pressure as part of the 

skills necessary for survival. Making the best of any situation with the available elements is an 

essential skill for resilient leaders.  
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Resilient leaders don’t just appear in the vacuum. Resilient leaders are, above all, 

individuals that bring their personal growth to the leadership positions they reach.  

Napolitano, when referring to leadership resilience, talks about the transformation 

quality embedded into it. In her words, “it is growth that requires a transformed perspective [...] 

transformation from adversity is a coveted prize”(18) 

Risk Factors Affecting Resilience 

According to Drath, the factors that affect resilience can be classified into 

individual, organizational, and social levels. 

It has been said that resilience is a dynamic characteristic that depends on context. 

Modern life has an impact on leaders as for the expectations they impose on themselves -and the 

organizations on them, for that matter-. The number of opportunities, resources, and profits being 

generated in the world today, reinforced by the ever presence of the media, create a sense of 

incompleteness and the perception of underperformance in many leaders. There is an extended 

view that leaders should operate at the very top in all areas of their lives, which bring unrealistic 

expectations to their struggle.  

The acceleration trap, mentioned by Bruch (81) provokes a frantic pace that in the 

end confuses the organization’s focus, and neglects, or at least, blurs the why in the resilience 

equation. Drath points out McKinsey & Company approach using the term “insecure 

overachiever” to describe a successful manager that is constantly asking himself if he is good 

enough. The question is valid and it could become very productive but in the middle of the 

acceleration trap, the answer proves elusive. Again, without a purpose, achievement may not be 
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enough. When employees are overloaded, it is hard to have time to reflect on goals and values. 

The final meaning is lost and, on most occasions, resilience leaves with it.  

High levels of pressure and intensity observed in modern corporations may 

eventually have a damaging corroding effect of managers that can only be battled with the 

strength of integrity and ethical principles. Resilience relies on values. However, as individuals, 

those  need to be set before adversity strikes. If as individuals, we set up our most important 

values during “quiet” times, at moments when life -the way we know it- seems safe, it is going to 

be easier to keep them when we are confronted with challenges. Bill George, the author of True 

North writes “Those who develop a clear sense of their values before they get into a crisis are 

better prepared to keep their bearings and navigate through difficult decisions and dilemmas 

when the pressure mounts” (87)  

It all comes back to Wallace’s of being self-aware all the time. 

In order to overcome adversity, it is indispensable to understand the environment. 

However, our complex world is defined based on 4 concepts: Volatility, Uncertainty, 

Complexity, and Ambiguity. VUCA, for short, signifies the main parameters that affect our 

performances nowadays. Changes occur much faster and their consequences are far more 

reaching than in the past. Technological development, for instance, is provoking dramatic 

changes in the workplace which bring insecurity, fear, and tension. Resilience, though, is not 

opposed to change and innovation, on the contrary, it searches for conscientious ways of 

incorporating them without losing track on accomplishing our fundamental goals.  All variables 

in our daily lives are so interconnected that it is difficult to comprehend all the changes that are 

occurring at any given time. We live in an ambiguous, confusing world that is the breeding 
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ground for great leaders but also populist disasters. Which brings a paradoxical but inevitable 

situation “they [leaders] are only as strong as the trust of their followers” (Rosen, 30) It is the 

role of the leader to make sure that followers can make sense of a situation. “The true mark of a 

leader is in creating meaning” (Martin, 16) In other words, leadership -and in particular resilient 

leadership- starts with leading oneself, seeing beyond the challenges, to ultimate meaning. This 

meaning must make sense to the rest of the social structure where they belong so, in times of 

crisis, leaders may segue the growth of the entire organization. 

Models 

Resilience is considered a personal character but that doesn’t mean it can not be 

developed and coached.  No matter if we talk about a sports team, a school, a nursing home, the 

military or a library, all organizations may gain an advantage by creating a culture of resilience 

within, where working towards future worthwhile goals make members believe they can produce 

a difference. Resilient leaders manage to make people do things against all odds because they 

show a reason and that reason feels right.  

In recent years, there have been devised several models around resiliency. The 

Resiliency Process Model, for instance, developed by Richardson, targeted mainly to young 

individuals who suffer duress, envisions the process from a single point which represents an 

important disruptor. From there, the premise of the model is based on the reorganization and 

reintegration after the challenging event-which may last years-  through putting pieces together 

and rebuilding a new world perspective. The reintegration means -in this view- to be able to 

return to the same level of functioning prior to the disruptor event. According to the author, “the 

model provides envirosocial roles [...] to facilitate resilient adaptation” The latter is an important 
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contribution to the study of resiliency that has been added to later models like the Leadership 

Resilience Model by Napolitano. In her platform, three main capacities contribute to the 

development of a resilient leader: Relationships, Resonance, and Renewal. By relationships, 

Napolitano refers to networks of people and organizations that may provide support and a 

sounding board to leaders during challenging times. Resonance relates to the leadership’s ability 

to motivate people to action. Finally, renewal refers to the balanced emotional approach that 

produces finding a purpose in life and/or work. 

Leadership Choices model, described by Drath, envisions resilience as concentric 

spheres, which the author calls 'The spheres of individual resilience" going from personality to 

biography, attitude, resources, mind-body axis, authentic relationships and, finally, meaning. The 

progression of the individual through these concentric layers may, in the end, provide the final 

recovery 

In 2010, King and Rothstein proposed a model “developed to capture the key 

elements and processes involved in recovering from failure, disillusionment, and disappointment 

in the workplace”(Matthew, 64) This model has been defined as self-regulatory and 

meaning-oriented. It contains eight facets of responses, factors, and processes. The facets are: 

Affective personal, cognitive, and behavioral characteristics; resources and opportunities; and 

affective, cognitive, and behavioral self-regulatory processes.  

Independently on how resilience is visualized and analyzed, the fact remains that 

-as Sawtelle affirms in his model- " ‘Resilient intent’ is an organization’s ability to achieve 

desired outcomes despite rapid and chaotic disruptions”. The same author also wrote that 

“attaining resilient intent requires the adoption of postindustrial thinking. Efficiencies and 
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capabilities by themselves are no longer the keys to success. The rate of change within the 

operating environment and the spectrum of risks within operating environments are easily 

capable of overwhelming a well prepared organization without resilient leadership. Resilient 

intent also requires post-information age abilities to exploit enormous amounts of data”  

Swatelle added two relevant ideas to the concept of resilience in organizations. 

The first one is data management. In this day and age, to all the sources of stress and challenge, it 

should be added handling and protecting data. Industrial espionage, cyber attacks, and privacy to 

name just a few, are all new issues we need to deal in our modern world. 

The second is in regards as of how to measure organizational resilience. In his 

view, the resilience of an organization is tied to its ability to continue even if it has to do it 

without its leader. This final point requires planning and, above all, the empowerment of creative 

problem solvers willing to continue with the purpose of the organization against any adversity. It 

is, again, about the idea that mission and purpose are the core of any resilient institution. 

Sawtelle interpretation of a resilient organization starts from the premise that changes and 

surprises are inevitable. However, he accompanies his idea with the assumption that a resilient 

leader will promote the developing of a plan that would enable the mission to continue, even 

without her, in the event of a disruptive situation.  

Resilience in Libraries 

Much has been studied about institutions and resilience. The next question for us 

would be how can this be applied to library management? Bodenheimer proposes several 

considerations. The first one is supported by research done in New Zealand named “the Five 

Ways of Well-Being” in this study, the authors suggest that employees “increase well-being by 
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engaging in everyday actions that direct attention towards things that bring pleasure and 

meaning” (Bodenheimer, 366) In other words, library leaders should provide resilience-building 

skills opportunities to staff. Distress tend to generate disconnection. Against a challenging, 

stressful situation, fostering well-being by sharing a deep purpose is a proactive way of taking 

care of any situation. It fights isolation and despair. This is a way to increase resilience from 

bottom up. A second approach might be modifying, if it applies, the organization how. In other 

words, promote adaptability and flexibility above regulations and norms may increase 

involvement and satisfaction. Breaking down silos and promoting partnerships allow 

decision-making to be pushed down and with it, it comes engagement. The more connected the 

staff is, the easier it is to see the “Big Picture” 

Libraries need resilient leaders that are able, not only to provide workforce 

excellence, stability, and well-being but to model behavior that could enhance the staff’s ability 

to thrive in times of crisis.  

Finally, Smith published in 2018 a book about resilience in libraries. It was 

mainly oriented towards structural resilience in case devastating events hit our communities. The 

author develops ideas on sustainability above and beyond handling information. It is focused on 

helping our communities resist dramatic changes and reconstruct. From green buildings, to 

provide basic human needs, social equity, to technology, the author affirms that “we should 

implement what is feasible in the short term and work to achieve greater resilience in stages”(26) 

To conclude, resilience is a driving force that allows individuals, organizations, 

and communities overcome challenges and bounce back and forward in response to ever 
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changing realities. This effort, however, must sustained by a purpose, by an ultimate mission 

beyond revenue and profits.   
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