
 

 

 

Resilient Performance 

The Covid pandemic continues to test us at all levels of society, in our homes, with our 
families and at work. As we write (March 2021) the rapid roll out of vaccines, at least in the 
UK, offers hope for the year ahead, but we are still far from anywhere near ‘normal.’ The 
lack of certainty, loss of control, financial hardship and reduced travel and social contact 
that we are all experiencing exacts a heavy toll on physical, emotional and mental 
wellbeing. It is no surprise that there is significant interest in building and sustaining 
resilience. Mezzana Partners have been working in this field for over twenty-five years, in 
sectors ranging from the NHS to high performance sport to offshore drilling platforms.  

In this paper, we share our perspectives on resilience, offering a different definition than 
usual and showing how the foundations for resilience lie not just in the individual, but in 
the team and organisational environment in which people work.  

What do we mean by resilience? 

We define resilience as “the capacity to achieve and sustain healthy high performance 
regardless of challenging conditions.” Many definitions of resilience emphasise that it is 
the capacity to be tough and to absorb and bounce-back from setbacks. While this may be 
true, we feel this definition is insufficient because it implies returning to stability or stasis. 
To thrive in today’s world, leaders and their organisations need to do more than simply 
recover. They need to keep on learning, improving and performing in a challenging and 
stressful environment. So, we believe that resilience is a state of readiness to anticipate, 
respond and recover to achieve your important outcomes. It is the capacity to learn and 
bounce forward, not just bounce back. This state of readiness requires a proactive 
investment to hone and maintain the right skills, mindsets and relationships. 

 

 
 

  
Anticipate   
Understand your performance demands, whether 
these are specific circumstances or an 
unknown or ambiguous context, and then develop 
individual and team performance readiness 
plans.  
  
Respond   
Trust your plan and apply your high-performance 
habits to deliver under pressure.  
  
Recover  
Learn from experience and bounce back 
stronger.  
 



 

 

 

What are the foundations for resilience? 

Resilience is often understood as an individual capacity, and popular culture feeds many 
images of the embattled hero digging deep to tap into their inner reserves of strength and 
courage. There is no doubt that an individual’s personality, experience and attitude play 
an important role in resilience, yet other social and environmental factors are important 
too.   

At its simplest level, resilient performance requires self-care, through a good diet, 
adequate sleep, and enough physical exercise. While these individual foundations are well 
known, many leaders struggle to prioritise their own human needs and find it easier to look 
after everyone else at their own expense. Although well-intended, this approach quickly 
becomes detrimental. Leaders need to ‘put their own oxygen mask on first’ before helping 
others. Far from being selfish, basic self-care creates the best possible conditions for 
leaders to manage their own energy and emotions and to think clearly under pressure. A 
leader’s mood casts a long shadow across an organisation. If you are suffering from too 
much stress, worry or negative emotion then your team will quickly (and often 
subconsciously) pick up on and replicate these emotions. Fatigue and stress will create an 
unproductive working environment that limits resilience. By demonstrating a healthy 
approach to your own performance – which includes taking the time to re-charge and 
recover – you will be helping your team to do the same. 

Humans are social animals, and we rely on each other more than we might imagine. 
Resilient performance is impacted by team, personal and family relationships and the 
broader working environment. Over recent years, the concept of psychological safety has 
become increasingly well understood, and we argue that it provides an essential relational 
foundation for resilience. Psychological safety is being able to show yourself without fear 
of negative consequences. It is a shared belief that a team is safe for interpersonal risk 
taking; a place where people can speak up, offer ideas, and ask questions without fear of 
being punished or embarrassed. As well as making it easier to share information, learn and 
perform, psychological safety also creates the conditions for resilient performance. If 
team-members are under pressure from changing, uncertain and complex external 
circumstances, then it’s important that the team is an environment to take shelter, recover 
and regroup.  If the team environment is unsafe, toxic or conflicted, then there will be an 
obvious and detrimental impact on resilience. So, leaders need to prioritise setting the 
conditions for psychological safety in teams, by fostering constructive relationships, 
ensuring clarity of roles and accountabilities, and role modelling appropriate vulnerability 
and openness.  

At an organisational level, the foundations for resilient performance come from a culture 
that is aligned to a compelling purpose.  People are sustained by meaningful work, by 
knowing that their contributions matter and they make a difference. This may be easier to 
articulate in a purpose-driven or not for profit organisation, but it’s becoming increasingly 
important everywhere as employees become more discerning about where they want to 
work and how they invest their discretionary effort.   



 

 

 

 

Leaders need to help their teams connect their efforts and outputs with the wider world, to 
be clear about how they help stakeholders or customers. 

An organisation’s culture also plays a role in supporting or inhibiting resilience. In striving 
for efficiency to maximise profits, many companies have streamlined processes, ‘cut the 
fat’, and reduced headcount. Politically, the many years of austerity have pursued the 
same goal in our society. Yet in seeking to be 100% efficient and to utilise all resources all 
the time, companies have lost their resilience. Without spare capacity, you have no ability 
to deal with the unexpected, to cope with surges in demand, or to change and improve.  
There needs to be time for preparation, for learning, for invention and for recovery.  Whilst 
100% utilisation might look good on a spreadsheet, it doesn’t work in real life.  

Why is resilient performance important now? 

The Covid pandemic has tested the resilience of every leader, every business and every 
organisation. In the language of our Resilience model, we’ve all been Responding, dealing 
as best we can with so many challenges.  As we start to emerge from the worst lockdown 
restrictions, the coming year needs to be focused on Recovery. This means helping your 
people to find their composure again, to reconnect with each other in person, not just via 
screens, and to reaffirm your purpose. Implicit in Recovery is learning, drawing out the 
hard-won lessons from the last year and taking forward the best of what you’ve learned 
about remote working, about adapting fast, about using new technology. This process of 
reflection is essential to improve your future resilience. Simply getting through difficulty or 
trauma is no guarantee that you will be ok in the future. The lessons from the field of post-
traumatic growth show the need to find a constructive narrative that gives meaning to 
suffering – without this, the pain remains to cause lasting damage. 

Social, environmental and political factors have combined to create a ‘perfect storm’ in the 
decade ahead, and there is no doubt that we will continue to face many challenges to our 
ability to work and perform. As a leader, you must find the time and energy to Anticipate, 
as best you can, what lies ahead. It’s your job to look further over the horizon than others, 
and to ready yourself, your people and your organisation to sustain your performance and 
your contribution.   

Building resilience in your organisation 

As we have illustrated, resilience is a state of readiness that draws on individual, team and 
organisational foundations. In our experience, we have found that teams are the most 
powerful leverage point to establish these foundations and introduce and hone the 
necessary mindsets and behaviours. It’s easier for people to learn and apply new skills 
when they are doing so with their close colleagues. They can support each other, provide 
real time feedback, and by doing so they are also strengthening the quality of team 
relationships. Senior leadership teams are particularly influential in setting the tone of 
organisational culture. By establishing a coherent approach, they can set expectations  



 

 

 

 

about planning, performing and learning that foster a healthy and sustainable 
environment. Conversely, senior teams can also inhibit, or at worst de-rail, efforts to 
improve resilience elsewhere in the organisation if their own behaviour is contradictory.  

Mezzana Partners offer a modular Resilient Performance programme that is ideal for 
senior teams and can also be cascaded throughout an organisation.  The four modules 
cover individual, team and organisational foundations, as well as the practical skills and 
tools needed to anticipate, respond and recover. Each facilitated module is delivered 
virtually in about 3 hours and is followed by 3 - 5 weeks of online-based coaching to help 
team members integrate new behaviours and attitudes into their daily routine. The 
duration of the modules and overall timing can be flexed to meet your needs. The 
programme leads to team members who can better manage their energy, mood and state 
of mind, to a stronger and psychologically safe team environment, and supports healthy 
high performance across the business.  
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