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In the May, 2002 issue of the Harvard Business Review, in an article on resilience, Diane Coutu quotes Dean 
Becker, CEO of Adaptive Learning Systems, "More than education, more than experience, more than training, a 
person's level of resilience will determine who succeeds and who fails." 

Resilience has become a popular term of late in the business literature. But what is it? What's so special about 
resilience? Can it be assessed? Can it be developed? 

Resilience Defined

A working definition of resilience might include phrases such as "the ability to land on one's feet" or terms such as 
"perseverance."

Research reveals three core qualities of resilience:
1. a hard-nosed acceptance 
2. a deep belief that life is meaningful 
3. a strong ability to improvise. 

This particular combination of being able to face reality, no matter how harsh, being able to find meaning even in 
adverse events, and the ability to make the most of one's situation constitute the essential features of resilience.

Why Does Resilience Matter in Business? 

Resilience at the individual and organizational levels are interdependent, and can mean the difference between 
surviving challenging times and sinking. The more able the individuals --leaders, managers and line staff -- to field 
inevitable, unpredictable events, the more able organizations are to stay afloat and even thrive.
 
Resilience, of course, starts at the top. Resilient values and attitudes of leaders permeate the culture and promote an 
organization's ability to flex to accommodate the unanticipated, and even turn adversity to advantage.
 
Is Resilience an Innate Trait or a Learned Skill? 

If resilience is an inborn quality we obtain at birth (or don't), there's not much to be done to cultivate its qualities. 
However, if resilience can be learned, many more possibilities exist.
 
The good news, according to Coutu, is that while earlier studies suggested that resilience might be inborn, recent 
research indicates that people often become more resilient over the course of their life. There is even evidence to 
suggest that people who begin life less able to cope may more easily learn resilience.

Coaching for Resilience 

Coaching is an ideal tool for developing resilience. Executive coaching helps those well-endowed with resilience 
use their existing skills to the best effect, as well as those who may have weaker resilience skills develop their ability 
to respond adaptively to challenges. 

How does coaching promote resilience? 
1) Coaching helps clients identify and think clearly about the challenges they face.
2) Coaching is a collaborative, creative problem-solving process that allows for a cool-headed assessment of all 
options and resources that can be planfully brought to bear on a problem.
3) The coach as an outsider is not under pressure to react, unlike the executive who is facing a challenge him- or 
herself. 

In particular, coaches who are trained as psychologists tend to have strongly developed abilities to work with clients 
on the aspect of resilience that has to do with what Coutu calls "meaning making." Coaches with clinical training 
tend to be interested in questions of meaning, and adept at helping clients finding meaning where none may be self-
evident. 



Assessing Resilience 

Resilience, or related qualities such as stress tolerance, can be objectively assessed. Assessment for resilience can 
usefully be conducted at the hiring stage to ensure that the company is hiring the most adaptable candidates. 
Assessment for resilience can also be a productive endeavor when looking at whom to promote, and for general staff 
development purposes. Assessing the resilience of one's top executives can also pay off in terms of helping them 
lead the business through tough times. 

A qualified psychologist who specializes in assessment can conduct such assessments, and offer individualized 
recommendations for how to cultivate resilience in a given individual. 


