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Abstract 

This paper investigates the 
concept of resilience at personal, 
organisational and industry levels. 
The pandemic has made people feel 

v u l n e r a b l e , 
out of control 
and repressed. 
Some industries 
have thrived 
and others 
hemorrhaged, 
needing to 
pivot and adapt 
to survive.  
A u s t r a l i a ’ s 
g e o g r a p h i c 
isolation has 
acted as a buffer 
and a point of 
differentiation 
from many 
other countries 
but did not 

provide immunity.  Individuals 
have emerged from the COVID-19 
with a different mindset, changed 
expectations about what they want 
from work and a different outlook to 
life generally.  Workplaces continue 
to be disrupted as worker sickness 
rates escalate, a phenomenon dubbed 
‘quiet quitting’ takes hold as workers 
prioritise other parts of their life and 
the ‘Great Resignation’ decimates the 
intellectual and social capital within 
some teams and organisations. 

To keep staff, companies need to 
adapt as workers have now placed a 
higher level of importance on their 
health and wellbeing and are looking 
for a sense of meaning in what they 
do as well as ways to feel connected 
and that they are giving back and 
feel involved in their community. 
This paper draws on research across 

multiple disciplines and argues 
that resilience at all levels, across 
disciplines and industries is required 
to thrive in the future. An industry-
based model for sustainability-
innovation-resilience is examined to 
help industries respond to megatrends 
and future pandemics. Within this 
model, industries are called upon 
to enliven their Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR), and career 
development for staff to support staff 
wellbeing, providing a path forward 
to a healthier approach to work and 
wellbeing. 
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Introduction
At every level of society, a state 

of flux has taken hold and with 
it uncertainty, rapid change and 
evolution, requiring a new approach 
to how individuals prioritise what is 
important in life and how corporations 
respond to their staff. In Australia, the 
relationship between resilience and 
vulnerability has been observed as the 
pandemic progressed, and  physical, 
economic, social and environmental 
determinants of vulnerability have 
impacted individual’s resilience, 
mental health and wellbeing.1  
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The pandemic has been noted to 
result in diminished mental health, 
particularly in individuals already 
predisposed to mental health issues 
and amongst individuals with less 
coping skills.2 At a community level, 
resilience and vulnerabilities can 
either protect individuals, or expose 
them to ongoing risks. Government 
and industry policies influence 
how pre-existing vulnerabilities 
may be mitigated or exacerbated, 
and how new groups may develop 
vulnerability; thereby shaping 
how vulnerable communities are 
identified, the degree to which the 
vulnerable can flourish, or the degree 
to which newly or existing vulnerable 
communities become distressed in 
response to crisis.3 

Resilience as a 
concept and skill-set 

Resilience has been defined as, 
‘bungee jumping through the pitfalls 
of life’4 meaning the ability to 
overcome adversity and challenging 
life events. Resilience harnesses 
an array of skills and dispositions 
including perspective taking, conflict 
resolution, negotiation and self-
regulatory skills. The preferred 
concept of resilience skills adopted 
in this paper is that in coping with 
adversity a person does not just return 
to their previous state, but rather, 
evolves to a new state made possible 
by ongoing reflection, learning and 
recursive personal growth. 

The repertoire of social-emotional 
skills5 involved in resilience draws 
on the science of positive psychology, 
meaning an individual levers their 
psychological assets to face the 
challenging situation.  One of the 
recognised proponents of positive 
psychology,  Martin Seligman (2011), 
has developed a theory of well-being 
as a construct of five measurable 
elements, referred to as PERMA: 
positive emotions, engagement, 
relationships,  meaning, and 

2O’Connor et al., 2020
3Polonsky & Weber 2022
4Fuller 1998
5World Bank group 2014

achievement. Each element of PERMA 
needs to be harnessed to deal with 
the level of disarray experienced from 
the crisis of the pandemic. To have 
health, freedom and life as it is known 
suddenly ripped away requires a 
person to ‘pull out all the stops’ and 
focus on what can be controlled 
such as maintaining positive social 
connections via the use of technology, 
physical activity and maintaining 
quality sleep and nutritional 
approaches as well as maintaining 
key positive relationships.

Individual, 
community and 

corporate resilience 

During the pandemic individuals 
had what they usually do not - time 
and they practiced introspection and 
ran audits of what brings meaning to 
life. Governments developed ‘policy-
on-the-run,’ and corporations were 
polarised with responses ranging 
from focusing on getting through 
the storm of the pandemic and just 
surviving, to trying to keep staff 
working and endeavouring to meet 
a burgeoning demand in those 
industries focused on e-commerce. 
There is no denying the deleterious 
impact that COVID-19 exerted on 
global capital markets. It was noted 
the severity of outbreaks correlated 
with an inverse relationship impacting 
stock markets and industry.6 
However, an interesting parallel 
was developing. Just as individuals 
recoiled, so did corporations. The 
parallel to individual resilience 
became evident in organisations, as 
a framework reliant on the processes 
of preparation, perceiving and 
propelling were unveiled to address 
the challenge. 

The business response which 
makes sense must involve a sense 
of urgency evident in the degree 
of responsiveness with which all 
industries must be ready to, adapt 
to, and take action. The pandemic 
is one crisis of numerous expected, 
constituting not only the continuation 

6Shangzhi et al., 2021

of future pandemics but also the result 
of megatrends such as climate change 
taking effect. Given these facts, 
resilience is a vital skill-set and way 
of responding to future challenges, 
requiring a multifaceted strategy 
inclusive of adaptability. (Walker et 
al., 2006) state: “resilience is the 
capacity of a system to experience 
shocks while retaining essentially the 
same function, structure, feedback, 
and therefore identity.” (Folke et 
al.,2010) define resilience as “[t]
he capacity of a system to absorb 
disturbance and reorganize while 
undergoing change so as to still 
retain essentially the same function, 
structure and feedback, and therefore 
identity, that is, the capacity to 
change in order to maintain the same 
identity”.

Resilience as a term emerged in the 
1970s in ecological science to explain 
how a system responds to and recovers 
from disruption (Holling, 1973). It has 
been appropriated across industries 
such as tourism where it fits neatly 
with sustainability as a conceptual 
model through to education and 
the application of psychology for 
staff and student wellbeing and 
systems thinking in ecology and 
the science-based industry (McCool 
et al., 2015), in technology and 
more generally all of the business 
sector (OECD, 2020). The resilience 
concept encompasses an inclusive 
and integrative “social ecological 
systems” approach which gives it a 
firm interdisciplinary underpinning 
in its application appropriated 
across industries. Resilience is a vital 
feature of complex, dynamic systems 
evident across disciplines including 
psychology (Fuller, 2003), economics 
(Arthur, 1999), ecology (Folke et al., 
2002), pedology (Thurston, 2021), 
and network theory (Calloway et al., 
2000) and sociology (Adger, 2000). 
No longer can organisations operate 
in silos and so adopting approaches 
to project management, restructures 
to implement new roles and ways of 
working to enhance durability and 
adaptability is necessary.

Today, the concept of resilience 
application has broadened to include 
linked, non-linear social-ecological 
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systems (SES), providing a theoretical 
underpinning towards developing 
new ways to address unstable and 
chaotic systems (Becken, 2013; 
Cochrane, 2010). The concept 
of resilience requires adaptive 
alternatives to address threats from 
a full range of natural or human-
induced crises and uncertainties, 
including those precipitated by 
frequent unpredictable events and 
longer term incremental hazards 
associated with climate and economic 
change. Resilience demands 
adaptability, flexible thinking and 
behaviour and systems thinking 
within the wider socio-ecological 
system (Cochrane, 2010; Lew, 2014). 
However, while resilience can be 
considered an attribute that mitigates 
uncertainty and unpredictability 
through the adoption of adaptive 
social and business practices, change 
must be considered through the SES 
lens (McCool, et al., 2015). Insufficient 
acknowledgement of deep complexity 
can lead to unexpected outcomes, 
resulting in “more problems, less 
resilience and to [the undermining of] 
developmental trajectories” (McCool 
et al., 2015).

New approaches to 
retain and develop 

staff
Changes to workplaces mandated 

by lockdowns, changes to workplace 
structures and ways of working 
including new hybrid models means 
flexible, staff-focused inclusive work 
environments have found their way 
into the mainstream. As more workers 
than ever before have resigned 
without new jobs to go to, opted for 
remote work and pushed back against 
employer demands corporations 
realise the status quo has altered 
and they need to adapt to retain and 
develop staff. Lack of opportunity 
has been cited as a major reason why 
staff resign and therefore a strategy 
gaining momentum is for companies 
to promote staff to more senior roles 
from within the organisation and to 
make it known that is the preferred 
approach.7 This can act as a motivator 

7 Kairinos, 2022

for staff who want to advance 
themselves and develop their career.

Giving back, reciprocity (Fremeaur, 
2011) and philanthropy can sound 
removed from the business world, 
but on the contrary, business 
organisations are a community 
(albeit profit making focussed)  with 
a corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
by which they not only add value, but 
increase revenue. In return for good 
deeds, customers and clients want to 
support organisations that “do good” 
(Morgan, 2021; Baines, 2015) and 
the resulting increased business and 
positive reputation in the marketplace 
enables a “win-win” (Fisher & Ury, 
1968).  Psychologically, giving back, 
volunteering or supporting others 
can enhance staff’s sense of purpose 
and positive affect; thereby helping 
to retain staff and attracting talent 
(Haski-Leventhal et al., 2019).  

Ethical values-based practices, 
acknowledging and rewarding 
staff and increasing employee’s 
engagement through creative work 
can support organisations‘ efforts to 
develop their staff and ensure they 
gain job satisfaction (Valentine, 
2010). Therefore, the opportunity 
for staff to volunteer or give back to 
their community is significant by 
increasing engagement, reducing 
stress (Gallup, 2022) and providing a 
flexible as well as balanced workplace. 
CSR can, therefore, fulfill the purpose 
of a health promotion strategy when 
staff are involved in ways that add 
meaning to what they do and provide 
an increased locus of control.

Sustainability, 
innovation and 

resilience as 
interdependent and 
reflexive concepts 

Alternatively, addressing the 
concepts of sustainability, innovation 
and resilience separately is remiss, 
as these concepts are interdependent 
and intersect in ways which need to be 
novel, creative and efficient, in order 
to rebound from the pandemic and 
make a difference to individuals and 

the planet of the future (Hargadon, 
2015). The relationship is symbiotic 
in nature as well as reflexive, 
requiring each to mold and reshape 
as the others activate.  The recursive 
and interactionist manner in which 
these three terms relate means that 
it will likely become more common 
in the future to refer to innovation 
as “sustainable innovation” or 
“eco-innovation.”  This trend 
acknowledges that silo approaches to 
managing crises and people affected 
are being replaced by divergency and 
multidisciplinary approaches which 
draw together different interests. 

The surge of activity to develop 
smarter ways of overcoming 
adversity also requires nimble 
analysis of impacts on the 
environment, individuals and the 
community. This necessitates 
drawing on less environmental 
resources, examining the health and 
wellbeing impacts.. Moreover, an 
equally significant notion is that of 
replicating innovative endeavour at a 
sustainable pace (Hargadon, 2015). 
Historically, examples of corporations 
demonstrating a sense of social 
responsibility can be traced to the 
early 1800s when factories in Great 
Britain changed some conditions to 
improve the workers’ lives, aiming to 
increase their productivity (Riccio, 
2019); thereby, acting resiliently. 

Corporate social responsibilities 
were formalised in the 1970s evident 
in the statement; “business functions 
by public consent and its basic 
purpose is to serve constructively the 
needs of society — to the satisfaction 
of society” meaning organisations 
should take responsibility to 
contribute beyond goods and 
services (US Committee for Economic 
Development (CED), 1971) Today, 
social responsibility is an expected 
part of a corporate’s identity and is an 
important opportunity for increasing 
staff engagement and collegiality.

Globally, the pandemic, the slowing 
economy, and the war in the Ukraine 
activated a range of drivers affecting 
resilience themes. These events 
emphasised the need for resilience 
in unison with sustainability and 
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innovation. For example, leveraging 
the resilience framework of “prepare, 
perceive and propel” entailed 
organisations building buffers by 
maintaining higher than usual 
stock supplies, creating scenarios 
and playing out second tier options 
and pivoting from rapid changes to 
strategic plans could each position 
companies more favourably in the 
marketplace. (Brande & Sternfels, 
2022) Organisations not able to adapt 
vanished as the supply chain was 
negatively affected, staff availability 
was squeezed and gaps in skills 
emerged, fuel prices increased and 
travel halted. The World Economic 

Forum (2022) research suggests that 
the impact of resilience (or lack of it) 
on annual GDP growth is 1 percent to 
5 percent globally. 

Major challenges which need to 
be addressed through sustainability-
innovation-resilience are varied 
covering basic needs through to 
policy, institutional and legal reform. 
The basic needs include food, shelter, 
sanitation and health addressing 
inequity and making more ethically 
sound decisions. Food scarcity, poor 
living conditions and over population 
require attention as fewer of the 
world’s population demand more 

of its resources to supply particular 
foods including meat and fast foods. 
The degradation of the environment, 
climate change and the resultant 
impact on different species and the 
ecosystem, energy use and the choice 
of fuels (Fiksel, 2006) means industry 
is pressured to produce more with less. 

Meanwhile, geopolitical pressure 
and conflicting ideological and 
international tensions need to be 
managed. Peace and security are 
paramount to safeguard development, 
economic and trade and international 
relations (Brundtland, 1987). These 
concerns are not dissimilar to the 

   Fig 1: Seven global megatrends 
Source: (Naughtin et. al (2022), p.5)
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megatrends portrayed by the CSIRO 
in Figure 1 and bring to light the 
need to value the contribution that 
individuals of different backgrounds 
can contribute.

Conclusion 

The flip side to any challenge is 
the opportunity it brings. Models of 
resilience evident at the personal level 
through adopting positive psychology 
and personal skills, through to how 
government policy impacts vulnerable 
communities or provides a buffer 
together with operating in ways that 
are sustainable-innovative-resilient 
herald in new ways of thinking and 
doing, as a powerful learning from 
the pandemic. 

Levering CSR initiatives and 
strategies can provide one effective 
way to harness goodwill and make 
a difference both for the recipients 
and for the staff in corporations 
involved in the implementation, 
while addressing local through 
to global concerns. As the future 
unfolds, the ways in which resilience 
is appropriated across industries and 
workplaces will continue to provide 
a powerful lens and mechanism for 
making sense of experiences.    
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