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Pre-Publication Reviews

‘Skilled, competent and confident people are the foundation of effective risk and emergency management. And yet too much of what is published on resilience practice is about machinery and process, too little on people. Unlike in other fields, the body of wisdom on the inherent virtues, values and aptitudes which should be demonstrated by those in whom we place our trust to look after us in a crisis is too limited. This book is an important contribution to closing that gap, and a valuable primer and stimulus to those who want to think deeply about the competences we should expect in our resilience leaders, and how those should be reflected in their selection, training and assessment.’

Bruce Mann is the Strategic Adviser on Risk and Resilience to the UK Covid-19 Inquiry, Commissioner on the National Preparedness Commission, and former Director of the UK’s Civil Contingencies Secretariat.

’In glorious arrogance, each generation imagines that they are experiencing issues for the first time in history: resilience is no exception. From the IRA bombings in the City of London and the “Ring of Steel” to 9/11, 7/7, Madrid, Bali, and Istanbul, the concept of resilience has changed from random terrorist bomb atrocities to the recognition that fire, water, economic catastrophe and nature all present challenges to resilience in its many guises.

Robert blows away the myth that resilience is a modern phenomenon and examines the concept from the ancients to today. Intellectually stimulating and challenging, The Resilience Mindset lends stimulation to an ongoing debate on an issue that affects and impacts upon us all culturally, socially, politically and economically. Wars have been fought because of it, regimes changed. The Resilience Mindset represents a major contribution to what it is!’

Richard Barnes is the former Statutory Deputy Major of London, former Board Member of Resilience First, and Board Member of UK’s Cross-sector Safety and Security Communications.







Life can only be understood backwards but it must be lived forwards.

– Søren Kierkegaard, Danish philosopher (d. 1855)






Foreword

by

John Deverell CBE

This book is a valuable addition to the published body of work that deals with resilience in the face of a multitude of modern crises, whether COVID-19, climate change, supply-side challenges brought about by regional wars, or many other dramas as yet unnamed but sure to come. Much of the thinking within provides new perspectives on these challenges, and it is those perspectives that make this book such a thoroughly worthwhile read.

Furthermore, the author’s practical bent—a product of decades spent on the ‘front line’ in one form or another—means that he has successfully created a useful guide to the subject. Following his tips, both you and your organisation can become more resilient in the face of today’s pressures. As the author reminds us, it tends to be not the crises themselves but the way in which you handle them that determines whether you sink or swim.

By reminding the reader that accurate definitions are important if we are to prepare ourselves properly, the book carefully defines what is meant by resilience. It becomes clear that we often use the word far too loosely. With an appropriate and respectful nod to Nassim Taleb, author of The Black Swan (2007) and Antifragile (2012), this author makes it clear that simply being robust or resistant is not enough. That is if we want to thrive as well as survive, meaning that we need to move forward and not just return to where we were before the crisis. This is not least because the situation will likely have changed, and we need to change with it.

Clearly, the mindset that we need to develop is all important. In doing so, the author summarises the relevant elements of religious thinking and philosophy as it has developed over the ages including Stoicism that, as he explains, means so much more than simply tolerating adversity. Thus, he points the way to the utility of mindfulness, another term that means very different things to different people. Again, we are reminded that we need to be specific if we are to take the matter of resilience as seriously as we must.

The exploration of the attributes of perception, adaptability and agility develops into a valuable discussion of the differences between values and virtues—Taleb reminds us that ‘Courage is the only virtue you cannot fake’—with which we need to equip ourselves to be resilient. It is the ‘hard skills’ referred to in the book that constitute the policies and procedures that organisations need to have in order to navigate crises. Yet, as those of us who deal with crises for our living know well, it is not feasible for organisations to have a detailed plan for every conceivable eventuality. Hence, without the complementary ‘soft skills’—albeit harder to acquire—such as good leadership, adherence to principles and a ‘hopeful vision’, organisations may survive but will struggle to thrive.

Those soft skills, along with the appropriate mindset, need to rest on a solid foundation of truth and trust. We are reminded that both truth and trust are essential if people are to feel confident that they are bound together in a common cause. Leaders can only be effective if they understand the importance of trust—and then work hard to nurture it—which, as we know all too well, is sadly often not the case.

Trust depends on a certain tolerance of risk by leaders including the risk that those employees whom they have empowered to take decisions on behalf of their organisations might make mistakes. Those mistakes, unless particularly egregious or too often repeated, should be a basis for learning rather than punishment. In effect, to move forward entails a degree of risk-taking but risks should be taken with due consideration rather than recklessness. At the other end of the scale, a zero-risk culture is stifling and inhibits both trust and progress.

With his upcoming book (Nature’s Resilience (2025)) in mind, the author considers Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection. While that theory embraces many different aspects such as redundancy—an important lesson that we might learn from the animal kingdom which might be summarised as ‘just in case’ rather than ‘just in time’—it is too facile to summarise the theory as the survival of the fittest or, as some hardline employers might advocate, a dog-eat-dog mentality. Rather, the essence of Darwin is much more about developing an ability to adapt quickly to new circumstances. It is this ability that we need to develop, both individually and collectively, if we are to be truly resilient rather than concentrating on the notion of survival of the fittest. The latter is too simplistic an ethos to be a basis for dealing with today’s rapidly changing world.

In terms of adaptability, the young have a head start on the rest of us. Criticisms of the younger generation as ‘snowflakes’ miss the point that they are more likely than the older generation to be agile and open to change. Diversity, another concept that can be prey to lazy definitions and that often gets bad press, is also valuable as a component of an organisation because it enables different points of view in the face of groupthink and wishful thinking—tendencies that have led to many a failure when navigating crises. Accordingly, the author rightly promotes an ethos of stakeholder value rather than concentrating on what constitutes shareholder value. In essence, we need to look at our environment through a broader prism, taking into account a more diverse set of criteria that reflects what really matters to people and the planet including in the longer term.

As we all know, one of the aspects of being human that constrains our willingness to change is fear. At least, that is the word the author uses, though whether anxiety might be a more appropriate word is a moot point. In any event, my memory of the motto of the British military’s parachute training school is apposite: ‘Knowledge dispels fear’. Hence, we need to gain an understanding of where we need to go—to anticipate—rather than travel blindly or just follow the crowd. We need to have ‘the prepared mind’ as Louis Pasteur described it.

That said, simply having foresight and accepting the need to change are not enough by themselves. Change or transformation without being able to sustain it will not ensure success. The author quotes Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532): ‘There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things. Because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under the old conditions and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new.’

That reminds us that transformation is not easy and requires us to be persistent while at the same time being open to suggestions and prepared to adapt our plans accordingly. All of which demands good communication and listening skills, self-awareness, an acceptance of accountability when things go wrong, as well as a good dose of humility. These are the sort of qualities that make good leaders and are sadly all too often absent.

The overall tone of this book is one of a hopeful vision, of optimism but optimism that is based on solid foundations. In that regard, the book is not only interesting and enjoyable but also most useful as a practical guide to anyone who aspires to help build successful and happy teams and to lead well, of which the right sort of resilience is a key component.

John Deverell CBE is the Founder of The Prepared Mind. (The Prepared Mind is a division of CulturesConnect Ltd. www.thepreparedmind.net) He is a former brigadier in the British Army and currently advises the UK government on activities in conflict areas. He also advises companies on risk, business continuity, leadership and governance.






Chapter 1 Introduction

The business of philosophy is not to give rules but to analyse the private judgements of common reason.

– Immanuel Kant

COVID-19 shone a spotlight on our world. A particle visible only with an electron microscope, namely a virus with the cryptic designation SARS-CoV-2, had a catastrophic impact on the world’s population—between six and twenty million died and many more millions were directly affected. The pandemic happened without any significant destruction of property or even a shot being fired across borders, the traditional culprit of mass killings.

In a perverse way, the disease outbreak was an example of the Lorenz concept, named after Edward Lorenz, a meteorology professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. His founding principle of chaos theory came to be popularly known as the ‘butterfly effect’ after he suggested that the flap of a butterfly’s wings might ultimately cause a tornado in another part of the world.1 The flutter of a pathogen in Wuhan (China) resulted in a prolific and protracted viral storm around the globe.

The world’s economy was thrown into turmoil by COVID-19, our working patterns were changed irrevocably, and sickness continues to blight the recovery of long-COVID sufferers. While a pandemic had long been predicted by scientists—if not the precise cause, symptoms or timing—and some trends in hybrid working were already taking shape, the catastrophic consequences have provided salutary lessons of the way nature can suddenly rear up and bite us badly.

With other zoonotic diseases appearing as people interface more closely with a depleted natural world, there is every reason to believe that another pandemic will appear before too long—it is not a case of if but when. In the meantime, other systemic risks will test us. Climate change must top that list and may well test us to destruction. The duration of the Anthropocene epoch is yet to be recorded.

Paradoxically, COVID-19 has shown that we can be both fragile and flexible at the same time to severe dangers. Despite advances in health care around the world over the years, we have all been susceptible to the virus. That is until vaccines appeared specific to the pathogen. We succumbed but not equally so as those vaccines were unevenly distributed around the globe and ethnic background played a part. Hopefully, immunity levels in many will have been enhanced because of inoculation programmes. These medical interventions against one danger may make us less fragile to infection from another danger in the future, an effect the author Nassim Taleb calls ‘antifragile’.2

Taleb uses the term when something actually becomes stronger when it is damaged: think, for example, of bones or muscles which grow stronger due to external load or repeated exercise, the so-called Wolff’s Law.3 Yet, our immunity to COVID-19 will not last forever and a new virus may appear that requires a reformulated vaccine.

We have also been relatively quick to bounce back—as well as forward—in the post-pandemic period. In many countries, economies have returned to near pre-COVID levels and employment has dipped only marginally. The world rolls on, striving for ever more growth and productivity. This is despite witnessing the first European war in nearly eighty years and all the damaging disruptions to the supplies of energy, foodstuffs and fertilisers that flow from that ongoing conflict.

A conflict in the Middle East and tensions over Taiwan only add to the global perturbations. Again, climate change could waylay any return to ‘normality’, exacerbated by growing and widespread mass migration as arable land becomes either flooded or shrivelled. Mitigation and resilience will be called upon to lessen the impacts.

There is little doubt that our redeeming measures will face escalating complexity and challenge. With eight billion people on the planet, a growing and intricate web of connections and relationships, ambiguous political tensions and power dynamics, as well as a volatile geosphere, there is an inevitable litany of shock and stresses (both known and unknown) to derail us in part or whole. Chronic threats like climate change, disruptive artificial intelligence, unrestricted migration, and resource depletion will be hard to resolve holistically while there is a rejection of global governance and widespread political disunity.

We can overcome these negatives—undoubtedly, a tall order—by being imaginative and proactive. As the UN Secretary-General’s Report Our Common Agenda (2021) states: ‘Our success in finding solutions to the interlinked problems we face hinges on our ability to anticipate, prevent and prepare for major risks to come.’4

Yet time and tide are against the methodical approach. For the first time in a century, parents cannot be assured that their children will have a better life than themselves. Beyond the specific risks and challenges, there is a general malaise and frustration over the collective failings of governments to tackle the key issues of our time. There is what has been termed a ‘recession of the spirit’ as the majority of people struggle with daily life and see no easy remedies.

An increasing number of people are despairing—it is the age of anxiety. The number of young people in the UK admitted to hospital for self-harming has risen by almost 70 per cent in a decade, while the number of young patients with eating disorders has doubled in three years. Suicide rates have also increased: around three-quarters were males, with those aged fifty to fifty-four having the highest rate.

Uncertainty in a turbulent world and a natural fear of change lead many to look for ready answers in populist figures who spin easy but contorted messages. Alternative lifestyles and conspiratorial theories abound, spread by social media and largely unchallenged by weak leadership models. Populism is gaining ground, especially from the right, and fragmentation of parties and communities is strengthening anti-establishment voices. Those communities are also suffering from workplace pressures and family tensions. Traditional bonds have been weakened because of cost-of-living crises and instability in familial relationships.

Resilience is one process or capacity that can help cope with this volatile and uncertain world. It is not designed to provide solutions to the causes of the shocks and stresses, but rather to establish a baseline from which to operate, recover and move forward. In simple terms, it is about surviving and thriving. Coming with this simplicity is the notion of preparing for and recovering from disruption so as to be able not only to anticipate but also to adapt to the change that any disruption brings.

Here is the recognition that the status quo ante is no longer relevant (because of change) and modifications are necessary to deal with the new set of circumstances and to better prepare for the next change. In this regard, resilience inspires growth as the experience of challenge often instils the emergence of a better person or situation—the so-called building back better strategy.5

The word ‘resilience’ was introduced into the English language in the early seventeenth century from the Latin verb resilire meaning to rebound or recoil. The basis of resilire is salire, a verb meaning ‘to leap’ which implies a bounce forward not just back. In fact, the interpretation of resilience has shifted over time from a static approach about controlling shocks by resisting them and returning to equilibrium, to a dynamic approach about overcoming shocks by moving towards a new stable equilibrium that may even be transformational; hence, the leap. This shift in emphasis has been accompanied by a growing interest in scientific publications in all fields on the topic of resilience but especially in social sciences and policymaking.6

It is important at the start of this journey to distinguish resilience from two other related elements, namely robustness and resistance. Robustness refers to strength and effectiveness in adverse conditions; it is the capacity to endure. The important point is that robustness means there is minimal impact or change despite the external pressures whereas resilience implies there is change and a new status.

A complex network can be robust if it keeps its basic functionality even when some of its components fail. A bridge is robust, for example, if it can withstand the regular traffic flow under all weathers without deforming. Similarly, a person is robust if he or she can continue with a project even if the working conditions are harsh and unfavourable.

Robustness generally occurs prior to resilience—protection first, then recovery. Interestingly, interpreters of the speeches of President Putin translate resilience with the Russian word ustoichivost which means robustness. This is probably because Russian official discourse is centred around the idea of stability, portraying it as the absence of shocks and crises, while resilience particularly describes the reaction to shocks.7

While robustness refers to the inherent capacity for toughness and durability unaffected by a disturbance (a largely passive response), resistance reflects a fight back to maintain the status quo or equilibrium (a more active response). Both prevent the disturbance from shutting down processes or activities and amount to a defensive and protective posture—the resolute digging in rather than the brazen assault.

Resistance to external forces
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