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ABSTRACT

This mixed method research, in the area of HR and leadership, explores leadership
behaviours that foster employee resilience. Resilience is a key capacity in contexts where
job demands and challenges are often dynamic and complex, such as in the public sector.
This research uses a contemporary definition of resilience, one that views employee
resilience as a set of behaviours that help people grow and develop in their jobs, even in
the face of challenges. Two questions guide this research: 1. What leadership behaviours
enable employee resilience in the public sector?, and 2. How do these behaviours enable

employee resilience? This study is situated in the public sector context.

The research consists of five phases. The first phase was a cross-sectional survey of public
servants’ views on whether paradoxical leadership behaviours, mediated by perceptions of
organisational support, might foster resilience. These connections reflect the
correspondence between paradoxical leadership and the dilemmas and paradoxes that arise
in public sector work. Phases two and three concerned a series of qualitative studies which
identified further leadership behaviours, as well as possible mechanisms and outcomes, and
generated an explanatory framework to illustrate how managers can enable employee
resilience. This led to the development of the construct resilience-enabling leadership.
Phase four gathered feedback on the construct’s validity so that it could be tested
quantitatively in a scale. The fifth and final phase tested the resilience-enabling leadership
scale (RELS) as a predictor of resilience. It also tested psychometric properties of the scale,

including factor structure, and discriminant and convergent validity.

Findings show that a unique combination of leadership behaviours that foster growth, trust
and collaboration in employees, is likely to play a pivotal role in developing employee
resilience. The RELS is an innovative contribution to organisational scholarship. It
represents a leadership model that recognises the changing nature of leadership and
responds to the development needs of employees.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Developing human capabilities has economic, social and psychological benefits for
individuals, organisations, and societies (Denhardt, Denhardt, & Aristigueta, 2012; Hitt,
Bierman, Shimizu, & Kochhar, 2001). Resilience is the capacity of individuals to “utilise
resources to continually adapt and flourish..., even when faced with challenging
circumstances” (Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 460). This capacity brings about effectiveness at
multiple levels — for individuals, groups, organisations and systems (Kozlowski & Klein,
2000). It enables people, organisations, and systems to engage in ongoing learning and
development in order to improve their responses to challenging stimuli. At all these levels,
resilience is about adapting, learning, and growing in the face of complexity and change
(Lengnick-Hall, Beck, & Lengnick-Hall, 2011; Ungar, 2012). In organisations, managers

play a primary role in shaping and developing resilience in employees.

This research is a mixed method investigation of employee resilience and its development
by managers. It expands understandings surrounding the construct of employee resilience
— an important capacity for individuals and organisations — by identifying leadership
behaviours which enable it. The research focuses on the leadership behaviours that line
managers engage in on a daily basis. In short, resilience-enabling leadership is set of line
manager behaviours that work to enable the resilient employee behaviours of network

leveraging, learning, and adaptability in employees.

1.1 Resilience, leadership, and this research

Resilience itself is dynamic. It changes in response to environments, and people can get
better at it (Luthans, 2002a). There are particular capabilities that can be developed to allow
individuals and systems to use change to improve and thrive in new environments
(Hodliffe, 2014). For organisations wanting to be resilient, having resilient employees is a
building block in their readiness and ability to adapt during times of change and

uncertainty.

Leaders within organisations can enable and develop resilience in employees, and the
collective actions of resilient employees can help organisations be more resilient (Horne &
Orr, 1997; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). Resilient performance is characterised by the
effective use of collective resources that enable employees and organisations to not only
cope under, but thrive, following setbacks or periods of adversity (Lengnick-Hall et al.,

2011). Although all organisations require resilience, these requirements are likely to be
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unique to particular industries, sectors, and individual businesses. In other words,
resilience, and the need for it, is situational and shaped by the context, rather than trait-like.
Inquiry into what enables resilience in different contexts is necessary if we are to enhance

our understandings of this important phenomenon.

This research is situated in the New Zealand public sector context. It focuses on employee
resilience, a behavioural capacity comprised of network leveraging, learning and
adaptability (Kuntz, Malinen, & Naswall, 2017). Resilient behaviours are likely to help
knowledge workers, including public servants, deal effectively with the demanding,
complex and often contradictory realities of their working environments. There are many
tensions needing to be balanced or resolved in such a context. For example, the shift from
centralised decision authority by default to more inter-agency, networked collaboration and
governance increases engagement with different actors, while contributing to enhanced
unpredictability and complexity (Christensen, 2014; Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007).
Contemporary and dynamic demands are placed on public agencies by citizens, as well as
other organisations and institutions. This requires organisations and their employees to be
adaptive, responsive, and adept at problem solving. The layering of institutional logics from
multiple public sector reforms over the past century have also led to diverse, and often
contradictory forms of pursuing public value. Such values have been described as
“numerous, often contested, and indeed . . . in conflict or even contradictory” (Bryson,
Crosby, & Bloomberg, 2015, p. 14). Public organisations clearly exist in dynamic, often
contradictory, environments that demand flexible and mindful responses to constant
challenge and shock (Lewis, Andriopoulos, & Smith, 2014).

To be resilient, employees need a supportive environment to engage in resilient behaviours
(Néswall, Kuntz, Hodliffe, & Malinen, 2015). The development of employee resilience
comes from engaging with enabling personal, social and contextual resources. In the
workplace, support for resilience may be found in enabling cultures and climates (Khan et
al., 2017; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011), but managers are particularly salient supporters of
resilience at a relational level (Nguyen, Kuntz, Naswall, & Malinen, 2016; Valero, Jung,
& Andrew, 2015). As key organisational agents (Tepper & Taylor, 2003), their leadership

can both help and harm resilience in employees.

The public sector context calls for effective, resilience-enabling leadership and a
consideration of what makes a resilient workforce, since both are necessary in building
adaptive organisations that can effectively integrate tensions and solve contemporary
problems (Howell & Avolio, 1993; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). How line managers in

public organisations can enable employee resilience is not yet known. The aim of this



research is to better understand how employee resilience is enabled, and then developed,
through the leadership behaviours of public sector managers. The following research

questions guide this research:

1. What leadership behaviours enable employee resilience in the public sector?

2. How do these behaviours enable employee resilience?

1.2 Overview of the research

This mixed methods study seeks to identify leadership behaviours that enable resilience,
and to explore the mechanisms through which they do so. The identification process
involves deductive quantitative testing of theorised resilience-enabling leadership
behaviours. Qualitative inquiry then works to expand and enrich understandings of the
nature of these behaviours and also identifies new ones. The study also draws on qualitative
research to investigate the explanatory mechanisms through which the identified leadership
behaviours impact employee resilience (Saldafia, 2015). A framework of new resilience-
enabling leadership behaviours is then tested in a final quantitative survey. This study
reflects a multi-phase integrated research design, whereby both quantitative and qualitative
phases are integrated at different stages throughout the research process to reflect on new
findings to meaningfully inform subsequent phases. The phases of this study are described

in more detail below.

This research is informed by pragmatism, a philosophy that sees ideas as dependent on
humans and their interactions with the environment (Menand, 2001). Our ideas are
“provisional responses to particular and unreproducible circumstances” and “their survival
depends not on their immutability but on their adaptability” (Menand, 2001, p. xii). Ways
of building understanding must be shaped by, and adaptable to, what it is we seek to know
about the world. In other words, our methods should be “fit for purpose’ (Rescher, 1977).
This research uses mixed methods because they serve both the what and the how of the
research questions. Combined, they offer an adaptive, unique, and holistic perspective for
understanding human behaviours, such as resilience, and their mechanisms (Dixon-Woods
et al., 2014). Pragmatism also corresponds to research aimed at addressing real world
problems and adapting to new information as it emerges (Bazeley, 2018; Bogard & Wertz,
2006).

1.2.1 Research phases

Phase 1 consisted of a quantitative survey administered in a large public sector organisation

in New Zealand. This phase sought to test the relationships between paradoxical leadership
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behaviours and employee resilience. Paradoxical leadership was included here because it
reflects many paradoxes present in public administration, such as those between
accountability and flexibility, and consistency and the recognition of individuality (Lipsky,
2010; Wallstedt & Almgvist, 2015). The behavioural dimensions of paradoxical leadership
include “combining self- and other-centeredness, allowing uniformity and
individualisation, maintaining distance and closeness, enforcing work requirements while
allowing flexibility, and maintaining decision control while allowing autonomy” (Zhang,
Waldman, Han, & Li, 2015, p. 538). Results showed, in general, that the relationships
between paradoxical leadership behaviours and employee resilience were mediated by
perceptions of organisational support. However, this deductive model did not sufficiently
explain the wider phenomenon of resilience-enabling leadership. As will be discussed, it
also did not adequately suit the New Zealand public sector context. Thus, further qualitative
inquiry was used to refine, modify, and explain this concept of resilience-enabling
leadership so that it could be more accurately applied and tested.

Phase 2 involved 10 interviews with both employees and managers from the same public
sector organisation. The purpose was to further explore the nature of resilience-enabling
leadership behaviours in the public sector context. Informed by both Phase 1 findings and
emergent responses from Phase 2 participants, a set of resilience-enabling leadership
behaviours were identified. These behaviours consisted of leading for: collaboration, self-
management, career and growth, learning, support, and individual differences. Aspects of
these behaviours showed correspondence to paradoxical leadership (Zhang et al., 2015) but
also extended beyond this concept in various ways. These findings prompted further
exploration of the mechanisms behind these behaviours, and in what ways they appeared
to impact resilient employee behaviours. Resilience-harming behaviours also emerged in
the interviews, and are presented as well. Findings related to the nature of resilience, and
aspects of the public sector context, are also presented.

In Phase 3, 10 more interviews were carried out, with employees only. This phase sought
to gain further insight into the identified leadership behaviours from the point of view of
employees. Perceptions regarding how they experienced such behaviours, if they did
indeed experience them, were of particular interest, as well as perceptions of the outcomes
these behaviours had on their own resilience. An outcome of this phase was an explanatory

framework of resilience-enabling leadership.

Phase 4 was comprised of two focus groups and six individual interviews (n=13) with
population experts and consultations with content experts (n=4). Its primary aim was to

confirm, modify, and validate the explanatory framework for scale development. Content



experts were consulted on the clarity, readability and relevance of the items in the
explanatory framework. This phase resulted in a four-dimensional scale for measuring

resilience-enabling leadership.

The final phase of this study — Phase 5 — consisted of a quantitative survey (n=893) to test
the reliability and validity of the resilience-enabling leadership scale (RELS). Exploratory
and confirmatory factor analyses were conducted, resulting in a reliable three-dimensions,
15-item, model measuring resilience-enabling leadership. Resilience-enabling leadership
was also found to predict employee resilience, after control variables and the comparative

predictor, leader-member exchange (LMX), were accounted for.

The research roadmap on the following page outlines all five phases and what they each

broadly entailed.

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5

Initial Interviews I> Interviews Focus groups, I> Final

Survey interviews survey

Qual Qual >
Quant (1=10) (n=10) consultations Quant
(n=13)

Mediation Exploratory Identifying Gathering expert Reliability

analysis study identifying and . feedback to and validity

uncovering the six Key understanding inform the testing of the

kr)elta\lltllonshlp behavioural the development of REE
ctween dimensions of mechanisms scale for

paradoxical resilience- and outcomes measuring

leadership, enabling underlying resilience-

perceived leadership resilience- enabling

organisational enabling leadership

support, and leadership

employee

resilience

Note: Quant = Quantitative study; Qual = Qualitative study

Figure 1: Research roadmap

1.3 Notes on terminology

1.3.1 Leader and manager

This research uses the terms leader and manager interchangeably because leadership can,
and should, be an important aspect of managerial work (Yukl, 1989). Consistent with this

view, the study focuses on the leadership behaviours of public managers.



1.3.2 Follower, subordinate, and employee

The related terms of follower and subordinate, are also used interchangeably (as in Mittal
& Elias, 2016). However, the more clearly defined term of employee (Andersen, 2014) is
preferred when referring to individuals in relation to their leaders/managers, and is thus

used most often.

1.4 Developed outputs of this research

Parts of this research have been developed into published articles. Theory and results
pertaining to Phase 1 have been published in Australian Journal of Public Administration
(Franken, Plimmer & Malinen, 2019). Findings on resilience-harming leadership have been
expanded and further developed in a special issue for International Journal of Public
Leadership (Franken & Plimmer, 2019).

1.5 Summary

This chapter has introduced the concept of resilience, and the need for it in organisations.
It has also given an overview of the research. The next three chapters present relevant
literature on resilience, the public sector context, and leadership. Following this is a
methodology chapter, which presents the philosophical assumptions and design of the
research. The methods and findings for each phase are then presented according to the
roadmap above. After each phase, there is a brief discussion, or integration, section to
reflect on findings and discuss how they might influence the subsequent phases. This

research will conclude with a general discussion of the study as a whole.



2 RESILIENCE

This chapter reviews the concept of resilience. It covers its traditional underpinnings, its

related concepts, and its relevance to organisational, and public sector, contexts.

2.1 Resilience and its conceptual origins

Resilience is a well-established and widely recognised concept across contexts and
disciplines (Beltman, Mansfield, & Harris, 2015; H. B. Kaplan, 2005; Luthans, 2002b;
Masten et al., 1988). It is generally understood as “patterns of positive adaptation during
or following significant adversity or risk” (Masten, Cutuli, Herbers, & Reed, 2009, p. 118).
Although there is agreement on the general idea of resilience, definitions have become
more complex and less reductionist over time. For instance, the early psychology studies
by Block (1950; 1951) define resilience as a rare personality trait, consisting of naturally
low levels of anxiety, and the ability to adapt to situational contingencies. Such people
effectively control impulses, and have the “psychological viability” for resilience (Block
& Kremen, 1996, p. 50). Some more recent scholarship mirrors this, positing that resilient
individuals share three key characteristics: “an acceptance of reality, a strong belief that

life is meaningful, and the ability to improvise” (Bhamra, Dani, & Burnard, 2011, p. 5379).

Resilience has been studied in many ways, at many levels. Fields in which resilience has
been studied substantially include psychology, biology, ecology, sociology (Bowes &
Jaffee, 2013; Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Holling, 1973), and, as in this research, organisational
studies (Kachali et al., 2012; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). Resilience also exists at different
levels, ranging from micro-organisms to ecological systems (Adger, 2000; Allison &
Martiny, 2008). It sits next to a number of similar constructs, and has a complicated

aetiology.

2.1.1 Related constructs

There are several related, but distinct, constructs that exist alongside resilience. Reviewing
these constructs further enhances the understanding of resilience developed in this research.
Thus, hardiness, grit, and coping will be reviewed below in relation to resilience, before

discussing resilience specifically.

The dispositional conception of resilience, as outlined earlier (Block 1950; 1951), is shared
in definitions of hardiness — described as a personality trait closely associated with

resilience (Bartone, 2007). Like resilience, it too is underpinned by an ability to deal
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effectively with challenging and stressful situations (Kobasa, 1979). In this way, it has been
a relevant and popular concept, not only in psychology (Maddi et al., 2006), but also in
studies of the military, education, and sport (Kelly, Matthews, & Bartone, 2014; Meyer,
Markgraf, & Gnacinski, 2017; Ray & Brown, 2015). More specifically, hardy individuals
are understood to possess “the belief that they can control or influence the events they
experience . . . and the anticipation of change as an exciting challenge to further
development” (Kobasa, 1979, p. 3). Unlike more contemporary conceptions of resilience
however, hardiness appears to discount the notion that adaptive orientations toward the
world and its complexities can exist and be influenced by elements beyond personality
traits, types, or styles. Even though personality traits can influence the way in which an
individual responds to a crisis or challenge, it should be noted that such experiences can
also shape aspects of personality and the context plays a significant role in whether one’s
personality plays an adaptive or maladaptive role in the face of adversity (Masten, 2013).

Grit is another related construct and, like hardiness, has been explored extensively in sport
and education literatures (Martin, Byrd, Watts, & Dent, 2015; Wolters & Hussain, 2015).
It is also commonly viewed as a personality trait (Credé, Tynan, & Harms, 2017), and is
understood as long term perseverance and commitment to achieve goals, as well as staying
strong in the face of failure (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). Grit is made
up of two core facets: perseverance and consistency (Credé et al., 2017). Resilience, on the
other hand, encompasses a wider range of behaviours, such as learning and adaptability,
which help individuals respond effectively to challenges and crises, and learn as a result
(Kuntz et al., 2017; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Resilience and its behaviours, are also not
trait-like, but dynamic and developable (Yost, 2016).

Coping is similar to the construct of resilience in various ways. Resilience has often been
described as something that aids one’s ability to “cope” effectively (Edward & Warelow,
2005; lwasaki, MacTavish, & MacKay, 2005; Kitano & Lewis, 2005), as well as an
outcome of effective coping or adaptation (Zautra & Reich, 2011). Coping is also a
component of resilience, according to some (Masten, 2001). Thus, the conceptions of
coping, and of its relationship to resilience, vary. To add to this confusion, coping itself has
seen a variety of conceptualisations. The early work of Lazarus (1966) sparked inquiry into
research on coping. In this text, coping was used to describe the strategies individuals use
for dealing with threat. Situations that require coping are ones which represent a threat,
such as a crisis or an accident (Lazarus, 1966). Coping is therefore viewed as a response to
threat; upon an individual’s appraisal of a threatening situation, “coping activity is
mobilised . . . by virtue of the cognition that “My life, health, wealth, or cherished social

relationships are in danger”” (Lazarus, 1966, p. 153).
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For most of the 20" century, coping was described as having two main forms: emotion-
and problem-focused coping. The first is used to regulate one’s distress in relation to a
problem, while the second is concerned with understanding and managing the problem
itself (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). More recently, meaning-focused coping has emerged in
the works of influential coping scholars (Folkman, 2008, 2013; Folkman & Moskowitz,
2007; Gottlieb & Gignac, 1996). Meaning-focused coping involves evaluating the meaning
behind a particular event, which consists of asking why the event happened, how it changed
things as a result, and how the event was meaningful on a personal level (Guo, Gan, &
Tong, 2013). The proclaimed existence of problem-, emotion- and meaning-focused coping
reflects the notion that both positive and negative emotions can occur during stress and
coping (Folkman, 2008). Likewise, the aftermath of coping can bring with it both positive
and negative outcomes. For example, coping may result in increased social and personal
resources, heightened empathy and maturity, and new, more effective coping skills (Park
& Folkman, 1997; Schaefer & Moos, 1992). Alternatively, a more common focus has been
on the negative outcomes of the stress process (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000a), which are
purported to include withdrawal, depression, anxiety, ill health, and even death (Day &
Livingstone, 2001; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000b).

A large body of research relies on the idea of an appraisal process to explain coping
(Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In this sense, coping is processual and
transactional in nature (Lazarus, 1990) and involves “continuous appraisals and
reappraisals of the shifting person-environment relationship” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984,
p. 142). There is first a primary appraisal of the situation, where the individual perceives
and attempts to understand the nature of the stressor or threat, and this is followed by
secondary appraisal, where the individual considers what the possible responses are within
the situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The ways in which individuals actually respond
to the threat are heavily dependent on the resources available to them. These resources can
include factors like health, energy, belief systems, problem-solving, social skills, and
support (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). We can ascertain from Lazarus’ seminal groundwork
on coping that it requires a degree of effort, and active mobilisation. In other words, coping
is not seen as an automatic response process, whereas resilient behaviours, although also
processual in their development, eventually become more automatic and habitual (Yost,
2016).

2.1.2 Resilience and its foundations

Many messages can be taken from the extensive research history on coping and applied to

this study’s understanding of resilience. There is no doubt that coping and resilience



overlap in the literature, and resilience has been referred to as both a result of, and an
enabler for, adaptive coping (Leipold & Greve, 2009; Steinhardt & Dolbier, 2008; Tugade
& Fredrickson, 2004). Resilience has also been viewed as the higher-level concept for one’s
ability to cope (Leipold & Greve, 2009; B. W. Smith et al., 2008). Like the coping process,
resilience involves a constant interaction between an individual and their environment and
is therefore dynamic and contextual (Armstrong et al., 2005; Masten et al., 1988). Despite
the existence of efforts to confound these two related phenomena, resilience in this research
goes far beyond the ability to cope with crises — it is a sustained capacity that is developed,
and enacted, on a daily basis (Kuntz et al., 2017; Yost, 2016).

The foundations for understanding resilience in the context of this research can be
established by exploring Murphy’s (1965) concept of mastery in children. Resilience
involves a constant interaction between an individual and their environment and from these
ongoing interactions, much like a child’s mastery of the world, an individual “develops a
certain know-how, patterned way of dealing with newness itself” (L. B. Murphy, 1965, p.
2). Influenced by Murphy’s approach to child development, child resilience scholars
Masten and Reed describe the process of resilience in individuals as “patterns of positive
adaptation” (2002, p. 118). This notion of individual development as a patterned process
reflects the idea that frequent, day-to-day experiences and behaviours build individual
capabilities and that patterns of interactions between factors within one’s environment are
what shape the course of resilience development (Masten, 2013). These interactions do not
need to invoke stress or represent a threat to individuals such as with coping; they can also
be relatively minor learning experiences that occur daily through responding to the
surrounding world. Resilience and its development are thus part of a complex system

involving many different forms of individual-environment co-action.

2.2 Resilience as a developable capacity

Resilience is changeable and developable. It is viewed in this research as a “contextually
and culturally embedded construct” that is influenced by the wider system in which both
enabling or disabling factors can be present (Ungar, 2012, p. 3). Under this view, resilience
is a dynamic process and one that is dependent on the system that surrounds it, where
influencing factors are continuously interacting and developing (Masten, 2013). This
system consists of positive and negative forces that shape the course of human development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). For resilience development, these forces might relate to social
support, relationship quality (at home, work, and education), provision of resources, and

past experiences (Armstrong et al., 2005; D. L. Brown, 2008; Nguyen et al., 2016). From
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birth, individuals develop through perceiving, experiencing and interpreting their

environment.

Bronfenbrenner (2005) proposes two properties of human development that are particularly
relevant to this research. First, for adaptive development, the effectiveness of positive
forces, such as an enabling parent in child development, often depends on a third party to
support and legitimise them. Another supportive parent would be an important legitimiser.
Second, negative behaviours from immediate influencers (i.e. neglect, abuse, or
domination by a parent) help to actualise maladaptive behaviours which disrupt and
complicate development. Obviously, the systems surrounding resilience development are
not limited to person-to-person interactions; other aspects of context matter too, such as
culture, home, education and work quality, and material resources (Cooke, Cooper,
Bartram, Wang, & Mei, 2016; Rutter, 1987; Ungar, 2012). Nevertheless, the way in which
we relate and respond to others is a large part of what makes us human, and is thus a crucial

component of understanding human development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

Resilience scholar Luthans (2002a) also views resilience as dynamic and open to
development. He proceeds to define it as “the developable capacity to rebound or bounce
back from adversity, conflict, failure or even positive events, progress, and increased
responsibility” (p.702). The rationale behind resilience as a developable capacity is
underpinned by the idea that there are particular capabilities that can be developed to “allow
individuals to capitalise on change and thrive in new environments” (Hodliffe, 2014, p. 6).
Under this conceptualisation, there exists the understanding that in addition to adversity,
resilience is important for positive events that individuals might face on a day-to-day basis
(Kuntz et al., 2016). In taking this view, the focus on negative events and adversity is

lessened by an increased emphasis on its positive contributions.

2.2.1 Resilience and the environment

Resilience is shaped by the environment. Attention to the role of systemic, external factors
in invoking and influencing resilience is not new and gained traction through clinical
psychology research in the 1970s, becoming well-established by the 1990s (Garmezy,
1971; Rutter, 1979). These studies were largely focused on the resilience of children facing
adversity. Luthar and Zigler (1991) for instance, recognise and highlight the role of family
factors in determining children’s resilience levels. Family contexts where parental support
is strong and values are shared have been associated with resilience in children (Luthar &
Zigler, 1991; Masten et al., 1988). In support of this connection, a relationship between

good quality parenting (e.g. “a combination of warmth, expectations, and structure”
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(Masten et al., 1999, p. 146)) and a child’s ability to cope effectively with adversity and
challenge has also been established (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

2.2.1.1 The role of positive psychology

Although classic resilience studies have provided a productive theoretical foundation upon
which to develop the field further, the overwhelming focus on children and men (Kobasa,
1979; Masten, 2013; Masten & Reed, 2002) as the primary subjects in resilience research
has been a severe empirical limitation. The exclusion of more representative demographics,
in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, as well as context, has arguably prevented the field from
making valuable progress on the wide-reaching implications of resilience, its development,
and its relationship to the environment. Positive psychology changed the shape of resilience
scholarship by extending the focus from children and men only, and emphasising the role

of protective factors in the environment that can influence resilience and its development.

It was not until the peak of this movement in the 2000s that resilience was consistently
described as being relevant to individuals generally (instead of specifically to children and
men). The movement was primarily concerned with shifting the study of “psychology from
a preoccupation only with repairing the worst things in life to also building the best qualities
in life” (Snyder & Lopez, 2009, p. 3). Child psychologist, Murphy, who argued that the
negative focus employed in psychological studies of children limited the progression of
human development and advancement, was an influential scholar for the positive
psychologists in manifesting the adaptive and developmental arguments propelling the

movement into popularity (Masten, 2001; L. B. Murphy, 1965).

A common view of resilience in the positive psychology literature is that although it is
state-like and a result of factors and traits within an individual, external factors play a role
in protecting individuals from adversity (Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006). Positive
psychology scholars emphasise the special role of protective factors in ensuring resilience
when adversity or risk is high (Masten, Cutuli, Herbers, & Reed, 2009). These protective
factors exist within the individual (skills and dispositions), in the individual’s immediate
environment (family and friends), and in the communities and organisations they operate
in (educational institutions and workplaces) (Masten et al., 2009). The notion of protective
factors has since been shared by scholars of resilience outside of psychology-related fields.
Such factors vary depending on context, and have been stressed as important for resilience
in sport, workplaces, and schools (Hernandez, 1993; Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014; van Breda,
2011).
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An issue with having a protective orientation to understanding resilience is that it assumes
resilience is about “defending” against adversity. Scholars in the early 2000s, viewed
adversity and risk as important elements in understanding resilience, and as the required
stimuli preceding a resilient response (Rutter, 2006; Steinhardt & Dolbier, 2008).
Resilience in this research is instead viewed as a proactive behavioural capacity that can
be demonstrated daily and that does not require an adverse event in order for it to be
triggered. Also, resilience is, as understood in this research, not only a defensive state
during crises, but rather it is an important capacity in both low-adversity situations i.e. daily
hassles or stressors (Diehl, Hay, & Chui, 2012), enabling personal learning and growth,
and post-adversity circumstances i.e. after a large crisis (Nikalant et al., 2016), where
resilience capacity can help individuals to reflect on a crisis or challenge and subsequently
improve (Kuntz et al., 2016). Thus, the developable capacity of resilience consists of and
contributes to a continuous learning process that shapes personal development (Yost,
2016).

2.3 Resilience as a multi-levelled construct

Table 1 shows the multi-levelled and contextual nature of resilience across fields of inquiry.
Some understandings of resilience, for example, emphasise the importance of adversity in
triggering resilience (Bonanno, 2004), while others recognise that resilience is a
continuous, ongoing capacity that is important for day-to-day activities as well as large
shocks (Kuntz et al., 2017). The psychology literature emphasises adversity and crisis

through a mix of emotional, cognitive and environmental features.
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Table 1: Fields, levels, and definitions of resilience

Field

Level/
unit of
analysis

Definition

Psychology

Child

A class of phenomena “characterised by good outcomes in
spite of serious threats to [a child’s] adaptation or
development” (Masten, 2001, p. 228)

Adult

“The ability of adults in otherwise normal circumstances who
are exposed to an isolated and potentially highly disruptive
event, such as the death of a close relation or a violent or life-
threatening situation, to maintain relatively stable, healthy
levels of psychological and physical functioning” (Bonanno,
2004, p. 20)

Family

“The processes by which families are able to adapt and
function competently following exposure to significant
adversity or crises” (Patterson, 2002, p. 351)

Ecology

Ecosystem

No precise definition, but described as “the buffer capacity or
the ability of a system to absorb perturbations, or the
magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system
changes its structure by changing the variables and processes
that control behaviour” (Adger, 2000, p. 349)

Education

Student

“The heightened likelihood of success in school and other life
accomplishments despite environmental adversities brought
about by early traits, conditions, and experiences” (M. Wang,
Haertel & Walberg, 1994)

Teacher

A capacity which “enables teachers to persist in the face of
challenges” (Beltman et al., 2015, p. 185)

School

“The ability of an individual, team or school to adapt to
changing demands, to recover, and to remain vigorous after
the changes have occurred” (Schelvis, Zwetsloot, Bos, &
Wiezer, 2014)

Management

Employee

“The capacity of employees to utilise resources to
continually adapt and flourish at work, even when faced
with challenging circumstances” (Kuntz, Naswall, &
Malinen, 2016, p. 460)

Organisation

An organisation’s ability “to withstand systematic
discontinuities as well as the capability to adapt to new risk
environments” (Burnard & Bhamra, 2011, p. 5583)

Workplace

“The characteristics, dimensions, and properties of
workplaces that help workplaces to be resistant to disruption
in the face of change and adaptive in the face of crisis
situations” (van Breda, 2011, p. 35)
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The ecology literature notes the contextual, dynamic, and interdependent nature of
resilience, while the education material highlights the valuable role of resilient capacities
and competencies. The management literature, which will be emphasised later, focuses
largely on behavioural capacities like those described in education. An expanded table
showing the specific components of resilience in each of these disciplines is presented in

Appendix A.

In terms of resilience at the level of the employee, there is some consensus on its role as an
“adaptive behavioural capacity to gather, integrate and utilize organizational resources”
(Kuntz et al., 2016; 2017; Naswall et al., 2019, p. 354; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). This
study agrees, and more specifically takes the view of employee resilience as a developable
capacity, consisting of three core behavioural dimensions: network leveraging, learning
and adaptability (Kuntz et al., 2017). This understanding enables us to observe the key
behaviours through which resilience elicits positive personal and organisational outcomes
(Néswall et al., 2019). In other words, a behavioural understanding establishes how
employees can make change and influence the organisation and themselves through their
behaviours. This focus on interactions with the environment, in particular the workplace,
is consistent with other HRM theories such as person-job fit, selection, organisational
culture, and climate (Paauwe & Farndale, 2017). The ways in which these behaviours have
impact in their organisational contexts are discussed shortly.

Recognising the multi-levelled nature of resilience is also important here because it means
that different levels of resilience might mutually and contextually reinforce one another
(Giustiniano, Clegg, e Cunha, & Rego, 2018). In other words, we can view resilience
capacity and its development as systemic in nature. For instance, employee resilience, the
topic of focus in this research, is a form of resilience that exists at the employee level, as
well as within the wider system of workplace resilience, comprised of a variety of different
forms and levels of resilience (van Breda, 2011). Resilience development occurs when
employees engage with resilience-enabling resources at any of these levels. The resilience-
enabling resources focused on in this research are the leadership behaviours performed by

managers. This development process occurs between the employee and the manager.
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2.4 A contextual view of resilience

When viewing resilience as a multi-levelled, developable capacity, individual-environment
co-action is key. Resilience requires an individual to engage with personal, social and
contextual resources for development. The nature of resilience is therefore at least partially
reflective of the context in which it exists in. Thus, resilience is manifested in various ways,
and is externalised, such as through particular behaviours, depending on the characteristics
and demands that exist in a particular context (Harney, 2007). Of course, there are many
studies on resilience among psychology scholarship (Armstrong et al., 2005; Kitano &
Lewis, 2005; Masten, 2013; M. Stewart, Reid, & Mangham, 1997), but resilience has also
been explored in the contexts of parenthood (Horton & Wallander, 2001), war (Froehlich,
2013; D. W. King, King, Foy, Keane, & Fairbank, 1999), natural disasters (Cutter et al.,
2008; Nikalant et al., 2016; Stevenson, 2014), education (Beltman et al., 2015; Yeager &
Dweck, 2012) and organisations (Kuntz et al., 2016; Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2003; VVogus
& Sutcliffe, 2007).

Resilience takes different meanings and forms across contexts, and is important for
different reasons. For example, in the context of war, or post-war, resilience is described
as a capacity necessary for coping and recovering under severe adversity (D. W. King et
al., 1999; MacDermid Wadsworth, 2010). Here, resilience is seen as relevant in adverse,
crisis situations. On the other hand, recent views on the resilience of employees in
organisations argue that resilience is not just triggered (and developed) by adverse events
and crises. In fact, day-to-day, business as usual activities containing within them minor
challenges and learning experiences, are significant in helping to develop resilient
capabilities in employees (Kuntz et al., 2016). This study shares the view that day-to-day
activities and interactions are central in shaping resilience development in the
organisational context, which is why the influence of leaders, and their daily behaviours,
are deemed critical factors in the continuous development of employee resilience.

A contextual view of resilience also carries the understanding that within a given context,
“particular processes cultivate resilience for particular people” (Harney, 2007, p. 77). This
means that enabling and disabling factors for resilience may differ across contexts and
many may even be unique and distinct in that they are only ever effective in a particular
context. The role of parental support, for instance, is viewed as crucial for resilience
development in children (Armstrong et al., 2005). Alternatively, in the workplace, enabling
processes for resilience in employees may include inclusive job design, information

sharing, or certain forms of leadership (Khan et al., 2017; Nguyen et al., 2016).
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Resilience can thus be expressed in many ways, and what builds it depends on the context.
Instead of being trait-like and determined by personal resources, such as disposition and
personality, resilience requires an individual to engage with environmental factors for
development. This study focuses on resilience in the context of the workplace, and within
this, at the employee-level. The next section will contextualise resilience as a workplace
phenomenon by reviewing relevant literature in and around the fields of management and

organisational psychology.

2.5 Resilience at work

A resilient workplace is defined as one that achieves “desirable outcomes amid adversity,
strain, and significant barriers to adaptation or development” (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003, p.
94). Growing attention to resilience as an important phenomenon across all contexts has
led to a recontextualised view of the concept in the workplace and the subsequent
development of employee resilience (Kuntz et al., 2017). Despite this recent development,
studies on organisational resilience remain more prevalent than those on employee
resilience. These organisational resilience studies help to provide the concept of employee

resilience with a contextual and conceptual backdrop, and are therefore summarised below.

This study adopts the definition of organisational resilience as “a firm's ability to
effectively absorb, develop situation-specific responses to, and ultimately engage in
transformative activities to capitalise on disruptive surprises that potentially threaten
organisation survival” (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011, p. 244). These responses and activities
need not be invoked by stress or adversity, they can be built into daily practices to better

prepare organisations for disruptions and crises when they do occur.

Studies on the phenomenon of organisational resilience are abundant (Barasa, Mbau, &
Gilson, 2018; Gittell, Cameron, Lim, & Rivas, 2006; Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2015; Ortiz-de-
Mandojana & Bansal, 2015; Verrynne, Ho & Linnenluecke, 2018) and have identified
antecedent factors such as leadership capacity (Barasa et al., 2018; Samba, Vera, Kong, &
Maldonado, 2017), organisational culture (Sawalha, 2015), and human and social capital
(Ager et al., 2015; Andrew, Arlikatti, Siebeneck, Pongponrat, & Jaikampan, 2016) as

influential in its development.

Recent attention to resilience development in organisations has also involved discussion of
the terms adaptive and inherent resilience (Nikalant et al., 2016). These are viewed as the
building blocks of a resilient organisation. Adaptive resilience recognises that resilience in

the face of adversity is important (Nikalant et al., 2016). It relates to the “effective
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responsiveness to instances of significant adversity” (Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 458). Inherent
resilience is developed in contexts of low to moderate adversity (Kuntz et al., 2016). It is
constant and stable regardless of the severity of the situation. This is similar to the idea of
strategic agility defined by Vaélikangas (2016), which is the continuous pursuit of
opportunities in competitive environments, which contribute to an *organisation’s
capability to adapt to change without requiring, or resulting in, a. . . crisis” (p. 1). Adaptive
and inherent resilience are complementary and necessary components of an organisation’s
overall resilience, such that “inherent resilience prior to exposure to a significant adverse

event is associated with adaptive resilience” (Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 458).

People play a significant role in making an organisation resilient. In a healthy, resilient
organisation, people effectively prepare for, survive, and thrive in challenging
environments (Lee et al., 2013; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). Resilient organisations are
comprised of individuals who are collectively aware of what is currently happening in their
environment, are capable of managing vulnerabilities, and are able to display adaptive and
responsive behaviours (Lee, Vargo, & Seville, 2013; Mallak, 1998). Building inherent
resilience is most possible during stable periods on a day-to-day basis, and is near
impossible in crisis situations, and so this form of resilience may work to build the
foundation needed to effectively activate adaptive resilience. Developing employee
resilience on a daily basis is one way in which organisations can build inherent resilience

in these more stable periods.

2.5.1 Employee resilience

The development of resilience in employees involves a constant interaction between an
individual and their work context (Mansfield, Beltman, & Price, 2014). At this level,
resilience is generally understood as “the capacity of employees to utilise resources to
continually adapt and flourish at work, even when faced with challenging circumstances”
(Kuntz et al., 2016, p. 460). As well as being developable by context, employee resilience
is a behavioural construct evidenced through a set of workplace behaviours, centred around
network leveraging behaviours, learning, and adaptability (Kuntz et al., 2017). These
behaviours are separate from, but precede, attitudes such as job satisfaction, motivation,
and wellbeing (Brennan, 2017; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). As a set of capacity-enhancing
behaviours, they are likely to contribute to engagement, and its dimensions such as vigour,
which are measured more as attitudes, or as a “state of mind” (Schaufeli, Bakker, &
Salanova, 2006, p. 702).

This conceptualisation of resilience, as a developable set of behaviours shaped by the

environment, means that workplace actors and contexts can promote or hinder resilience
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(Stokes et al., 2018; M. Vera, Rodriguez-Sanchez, & Salanova, 2017). Rather than being
discrete facets, these behaviours work together, and interact with contextual factors, to
support the protection and acquisition of further job and personal resources to deal with
work challenges. These resources include skills, relationships, and social and professional
support (Hobfoll, 2011).

Network-leveraging behaviours consist of effective collaboration between colleagues,
sharing knowledge and information and cooperating across teams, networks and functions
(Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Uzzi, 1997). These behaviours facilitate access to and
exchange of resources which bolster one’s ability to deal with challenge and crises
competently, without a high stress burden (Mitchell, O’Leary, & Gerard, 2015). Network-
leveraging behaviours may in turn foster other resilient behaviours such as problem-solving
and seeking feedback. Further to this, collaborative teams facilitate use of collective
competencies to resolve shared issues and challenges (Hardy, Lawrence, & Grant, 2005).
In the public sector, the varied demands from diverse stakeholders place pressures on
collective skills and capacity, making interpersonal collaboration particularly relevant and
important (O'Leary & Bingham, 2009).

Learning, another key behavioural component of employee resilience, supports innovation
in stable contexts, and helps develop the competencies that are necessary in overcoming
and learning from crises (Kuntz et al., 2017). Like collaboration, this skill is particularly
salient in the public sector, where under-resourcing and complex demands are prevalent
(Cameron, 1998; Christensen & Lagreid, 2011a). Having goals that are learning-centered,
rather than rigid and performance-oriented, helps to foster wellbeing and growth as well as
performance, supporting deep and sustained learning that ultimately builds capacity
(Winters & Latham, 1996).

The third key behavioural component of resilience is adaptability. It occurs when
employees use their resources (both personal and job-related) to respond swiftly to changes
and uncertainties. Adaptability helps individuals use experiences involving change or
challenge in order to grow and develop personally and professionally (Kuntz et al., 2017).
It also means that employees can effectively adapt to changing demands and stressors that
arise and develop in a particular context. In doing to, they use learning to improve and

modify their adaptive responses over time.

These behaviours are all closely interlinked and mutually reinforcing. They are not
discrete. For instance, collaboration enables learning, and requires adaptability.
Adaptability is easier with help from others (collaboration) and often stems from, and

creates, learning (Folke et al., 2010). A person who has resilience-enabling support would
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be one who collaborateswell with others, learnsfrom them, and likely
contributes to individual and organisational learning. They would adapt to changing
circumstances easily in the job, and acquire and use personal and social resources well. In
contrast, a person who lacks resilience-enabling support may find collaboration difficult;
and not learn easily. They may also struggle with change. Leadership that does not match
the changing demands on public services, and their employees, may be a factor in this. In
contrast, a resilience-enabling leader is one who understands the complexities of context,
and develops employees to demonstrate these behaviours and subsequently build resilience
capacity. A summary of how, and through what specific behaviours, employee resilience

is enacted in workplaces is illustrated in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Resilient employee behaviours

Resilient behaviour Behavioural examples
Network leveraging Collaborating internally with peers, managers and
ability teams

Collaborating with people and teams in other
organisations

Seeking support from managers when required
Exchanging resources with peers and managers
Seeking resources from peers

Learning Using mistakes as learning opportunities
Re-evaluating performance on a continuous basis to
improve own work
Using feedback, including negative feedback, for
learning and improvement of own work

Adaptability Managing resources effectively in order to cope with
high workloads when needed

Engaging in crisis management effectively
Using change as an opportunity for growth

Note: Adapted from Naswall, Kuntz, Hodliffe, & Malinen (2015) and Kuntz et al. (2017).

2.6 Summary

This section has provided a detailed overview of the construct of resilience, including its
conceptual underpinnings, its relationship to the environment and context, and its role in
the workplace — particularly at the level of the employee. Given that this study is guided
by a model of resilience that exists beyond the fixed states of an individual, i.e. it is
developable, it is necessary to next describe the broader context — that of the public sector.
The next chapter also discusses the subsequent demands that this context places on

resilience.
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3 THE PUBLIC SECTOR CONTEXT AND LEADERSHIP

This chapter introduces and describes the public sector context, its demands on resilience,
and its implications for leadership. It then discusses the idea of leadership more generally,
including the ways in which it can influence employee behaviour, and subsequently,

resilience.

3.1 Public sector demands on resilience

The public sector context has particular implications for employee resilience, and its
development. In this research, the public sector context is an important contextual issue,
but not a core concept. The public sector is well suited to study employee resilience due to
the complex demands and challenges it is often faced with. Relevant contextual
characteristics of the public sector, particularly those applicable to the New Zealand

context, are discussed below.

Literature points to an emerging public sector aimed at addressing the limitations of both
Traditional Public Administration (TPA) and New Public Management (NPM); one that
highlights the failure of over-reliance on both big government and the market (Bryson,
Crosby, & Bloomberg, 2014). This emerging context consists of many unique tensions and

challenges, many of which require a resilient response.

Although contested in public administration scholarship (Alford & O'Flynn, 2009;
Osbhorne, 2010), the emerging context appears to prioritise public value and representative
service delivery over past priorities emphasised under TPA and NPM, such as bureaucratic
or contractual compliance. Warner (2008) argues that what is now needed is a “new
balanced position which combines the use of markets, democracy, and planning to reach
decisions which may be both efficient and more socially optimal” (p. 171). This balanced
position is likely to be associated with complex and unique demands, some of which may

be in tension with each other.

The new expansion and dispersion of public services has forced governments to take a
more networked approach to decision-making and organisational structures (Stoker, 2006).
“Wicked problems”, for example, might be more effectively tackled through collaborative,
networked processes both within and between public organisations, and with external (i.e.
private) organisations and stakeholders. Public administration scholars call for public
organisations to exercise discretion to allow for things like effective collaboration and

innovation, whilst remaining constrained by and accountable to democratic laws and values
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(Bryson et al., 2014). From a leadership perspective, a response to this shift might be about
designing leadership that reflects the demands of the context, rather than retaining
traditional prescribed leadership models that are at risk of losing relevance in today’s
dynamic public environments (Ospina, 2016; Van Wart, 2014; Zeier, Plimmer, & Franken,
2018).

With stakeholder relationships and inter-agency communication increasing, government
organisations are functioning in turbulent and trying conditions. Lengnick-Hall et al.
(2011) argue that in dynamic environments like this, “only flexible, agile, and relentlessly
dynamic organisations will thrive” (p. 243). Governments require resilient workforces that
not only survive, but prosper in the face of challenge and adversity (Lengnick-Hall et al.,

2011) to meet and exceed public sector demands.

Despite these changes, and the subsequent demands for resilience, tenets of TPA and NPM
are still an inevitable part of public sector reality. Christensen (2014) argues “[p]ost-NPM
reforms did not replace NPM-reforms, but instead partly merged with them and partly
modified them in what can be described as a layering process” (p. 161). This is
understandable, as the philosophical principles of these reforms, although in conflict
ideologically, have both been driven by a desire to deal effectively with changing demands.
This hybridisation of past and present ideologies influences the public sector work
environment, mainly by increasing role complexity, demands and tensions (Wallstedt &
Almgvist, 2015). The review to follow will explain the current nature of public service
work, and the associated managerial implications, in more depth. It will also explain why
it is necessary to have a resilient workforce in the public sector, and why effective, public

sector leadership is essential in ensuring this.

3.1.1 Public sector work and the implications for managers

In a study of organisational responses to public sector reform, Fossestel, Breit, Andreassen,
and Klemsdal (2015) refer to managing the associated complexities and tensions
effectively as positive hybridity. This hybridity idea reflects literature on hybrid
organisations, which are those that “combine institutional logics in their efforts to generate
innovative solutions to complex problems” (Jay, 2013, p. 137). These institutional logics
impose conflicting demands on individuals and organisations, including pressures to
collaborate across networks, while needing to retain centralised accountability and decision
making (Fossestal et al., 2015; Witesman & Wise, 2009). Although balancing conflicting

demands is seen as achievable (March, 1991), it is challenging.
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At the individual level, public servants may find it difficult to perform consistently with
the evolved-NPM logic of being accountable to serving the democratic interests of citizens
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007), while also experiencing the residual NPM pressure to ensure
efficient implementation of decisions (Christensen & Lagreid, 2011b). Hendrikx and van
Gestel’s (2016) research provides insight into the impact of public sector reform post-NPM
on public servants’ work experiences. The authors argue that most attention has been
placed on the shifting managerial roles post-reform, rather than on the impact that post-
NPM reforms have had on professional and front-line staff, whose experiences are arguably
more representative of public sector realities. They give an example from healthcare, where
public servants “are expected to collaborate with peers in a local network context to ensure
continuity, as well as to be competitive, guided by financial incentives and performance
measurement set by central government” (Hendrikx & van Gestel, 2016, p. 12). Thisis a
strong example of how institutional logics and reforms shape behaviour at the employee
level (Noblet & Rodwell, 2009; Yang & Pandey, 2008).

Leadership is also affected by political and administrative reforms. Balancing tensions like
those inherent in NPM, and those which are even more prominent in post-NPM
environments, may be particularly challenging if leadership does not support employees to
balance such tensions, and if there are high demands and work pressures. New Zealand’s
PSA (Public Service Association) survey, measuring the work experiences of 14,125 public
servants, found that many public servants are experiencing poor reward systems,
competing demands, and a limited culture for learning (Plimmer et al., 2017). Public sector
professionals have long experienced lower job satisfaction, higher turnover intentions and

lower commitment than their private counterparts (Aryee, 1992; Zeffane, 1994).

The shift from a centralised, bureaucratic form of public administration to a more
decentralised, market-driven method of organising (Bryson et al., 2014) has also intensified
work (Cameron, 1998). The customer-oriented demands on public organisations to deliver
services at all costs puts pressure on resources, such as labour, that also need use elsewhere
(Christensen & Lagreid, 2011b). Resource shortages exacerbate this pressure, as “many
large-scale reforms that have occurred in the public sector have involved a loss of
resources, especially in terms of people, time, and budgetary support” (Noblet, Rodwell, &
McWilliams, 2006, p. 338). These challenges further prompt the need for resilience
development in public sector workforces. They also place an emphasis on public managers
to display leadership that confronts these challenges and helps to develop and support

resilience in employees.
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3.2 Public sector leadership

Public sector leadership does not always help development. The approach to leadership
under NPM has been referred to as “managerialist” (O'Reilly & Reed, 2011).
Managerialism represents a belief that “all aspects of organisational life can and should be
managed according to rational structures, procedures and modes of accountability”
(Wallace & Pocklington, 2002, p. 962). The ongoing relevance of this rational-technical
approach to managing is increasingly critiqued by today’s organisational scholars because
it does not deal with institutional and stakeholder complexity. Managerialism is poor at
balancing diverse stakeholder needs and fulfilling other ethical obligations (Simmons,
2004). This matters in the public sector, where stakeholder involvement is necessary,

creating public value is essential, and maintaining public trust is important.

Managerialism has also been associated with output-based performance management.
Although technically “efficient” on resources, an over-reliance on output measurement,
with a disregard for strategy and process, can lead to performance management systems
that are ambiguous, partial, and misaligned with policy or organisational objectives (Van
Thiel & Leeuw, 2002). If the relationship between the system and the aims and goals of the
organisation are unclear and ambiguous, managers will essentially establish “inadequate
paths for future growth” (Andrews, Boyne, & Enticott, 2006, p. 277).

This argument is not new, and was emphasised in the 1970s in Levine’s studies on cutback
management, which is a form of management concerned with responding to resource
scarcity across sectors (Levine, 1979). Levine claimed that management concerned with
tight, standardised resource allocation and reversing the sequences of previous
organisational activities to save on resources will actually do the opposite of its intention.
It will reduce productivity and growth and contribute to organisational decline (Levine,
1978). What is instead necessary in times of tight resource-dependency is management that
fosters flexibility, learning and innovation, rather than management that punishes mistakes
and experimentation because of the initial burden they may place on valuable
organisational resources (Pandey, 2010). Under the conditions of cutback management,
“creativity diminishes, innovation and risk-taking decline, and the sense of excitement that
comes from doing new things disappears” (Levine, 1979, p. 180). For employees and
organisations, the effects of these conditions are antithetical to resilience and its
development.

The Better Public Services Advisory Group highlighted a number of leadership challenges
facing the New Zealand public sector. For example, decision making and accountability

primarily lie centrally with agency chief executives (Better Public Services Advisory
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Group, 2011), which has resulted in centralised single agencies with strong chains of
command. But horizontal relationships both within and between organisations are
fragmented. Productive horizontal relationships can be difficult to uphold with strict lines
of command and control (Schillemans & Busuioc, 2015). Again, this has potentially
stagnating effects for multi-party collaboration and stakeholder engagement, especially in
the current context where leaders are required to navigate increasingly complex and diverse
challenges (Page, 2016). Other leadership issues identified relate to business over
governance priorities, weak people management, and ineffective use of information and

resources to drive agency success (Better Public Services Advisory Group, 2011).

Public sector managers are often unable to effectively balance conflicting imperatives, such
as the need for both innovation and flexibility as well as control and accountability
(Plimmer, Gill, & Norman, 2011). A reason for this might lie in poor people management
by executive leaders. Senior executives often fail to appropriately balance conflicting needs
for control and flexibility (Plimmer et al., 2011). Managers are often “unrewarded for
innovation and, paradoxically, sometimes lacking in real accountability despite the plethora
of control” (Plimmer et al.,, 2011, p. 296). Senior executives’ reluctance to embrace
paradoxes and tensions encourages subordinates to follow suit, in a replication process of
sorts. This may well cascade down to front-line employees, resulting in risk-averse
workforces lacking in innovative and adaptive capabilities, which are just as important as
control and accountability in today’s public sector. This ultimately renders this approach

to conflicting imperatives counterproductive.

The management and leadership issues identified above highlight the need to rethink and
redefine the nature of effective public sector leadership. In this study, effective public
leadership is viewed as a capacity comprised of leadership behaviours that enable resilience
in employees. Such leadership needs to be adaptive, to be effective at leveraging networks,
and to foster the ability to learn in changing environments.

Many public administration studies stress the importance of shifting from rational and
linear approaches to leadership towards more decentralised, organic, and adaptive
approaches (Ospina, 2016; Page, 2016; Zeier et al., 2018). These views address the need to
take collective responsibility for solving complex problems (Dunoon, 2002), deal with
crises and thrive in post-crisis contexts, and ensure adaptation to dynamic demands and
environments. Despite this, traditional models of leadership persist in government (Van
Wart, 2014). This may occur because, as indicated earlier, leadership standards are often
low (De Waal, 2010; Taylor, 2017). It may also be partly because public demands and

accountabilities create a strong demand for control and hierarchy, even if this does not
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match the complexity of the context. Leadership is contextual (Oc, 2018), and public
leadership has a unique character that should be, at least partly, informed and reflected by

the context itself (Getha-Taylor, Holmes, Jacobson, Morse, & Sowa, 2011).

So far, only relatively traditional conceptions of leadership have been explored in resilience
studies, and a public sector specific approach to studying leadership in this context remains
underdeveloped. Valero, Jung, and Andrew (2015) posit that to respond effectively to
public sector uncertainties and state emergencies, leaders need to be able to “motivate,
communicate, and articulate an organisation’s mission” to followers (p. 4). Not
surprisingly, the authors go on to associate transformational leadership with organisational
resilience (Valero et al., 2015). Harland, Harrison, Jones and Reiter-Palmon (2005) found
more generally that particular dimensions of both transactional and transformational
leadership can contribute to resilience in subordinates. For example, the transformational
and transactional dimensions of intellectual stimulation and contingent reward help
subordinates’ resilience, while others do not, such as active and passive management by
exception (Harland et al., 2005). Developing employee resilience is therefore complex,
influenced by context, and likely involves a diverse set of leadership competencies and
approaches, some of which may seem paradoxical or in tension with each other. These
ideas surrounding leadership will be developed further below, and then throughout this

research.

3.3 Leadership and employee behaviour

The section above has described the characteristics of the public sector and the state of
leadership in this context. Before discussing specific aspects of leadership that may build
employee resilience, it is first necessary to highlight, in a more general fashion, some of
the key ways, and mechanisms by which, leaders can impact employee behaviour. Relevant

theory is applied to discuss these ideas.

3.3.1 Transformational and transactional models

Transformational and transactional leadership are two dominant leadership styles that have
featured extensively in the leadership literature of the last 35 years (Bass, 1985, 1990; Hater
& Bass, 1988; Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Bommer, 1996). These
theories, particularly that of transformational leadership, are also well-established in public
administration (Bellé, 2014; Caillier, 2014; Jensen et al., 2019; Taylor, 2017; Wright,
Moynihan, & Pandey, 2012). Both forms of leadership are understood to influence and

benefit employees through several processes (Hartley & Allison, 2000).
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Transformational leadership is multi-dimensional, and comprised of charismatic,
inspirational, individualised and intellectually stimulating leadership (Judge & Piccolo,
2004). These dimensions work to motivate and influence individuals to achieve
organisational outcomes (Hartley & Allison, 2000). Scholars indicate that leaders who
combine these dimensions are transformational, and can instil in followers a sense of pride,
creativity, and a clear vision for the future (Bass, 1990; Mester, Visser, Roodt, &
Kellerman, 2003). The effects of transformational leadership on followers occur “when a
leader's end values (internal standards) are adopted by followers thereby producing changes
in the attitudes, beliefs, and goals of followers" (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987, p. 653).

The charismatic leadership dimension of transformational leadership is also seen as a
leadership style on its own, and its influencing processes share much similarity with those
underpinning transformational leadership. Originally developed by House (1976),
charismatic leadership represents certain personality characteristics (being dominant and
confident, and having strong values and a desire to influence) that, when displayed by a
leader, have specific effects on followers (Northouse, 1997). Such leaders also demonstrate
particular behaviours, such as role modelling, competence, goal articulation, and
confidence that work alongside personality characteristics to influence followers (House,
1976). According to the theory, followers subsequently develop trust in their leader,
congruent belief systems, acceptance of decisions, obedience, identification, and increased
confidence (House, 1976). Although this process seems to work in a top-down manner,

followers play a key role in validating a leader’s charisma (Bryman, 1992).

Transactional leadership works via an exchange process between leader and follower
(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Rich, 2001). It is comprised of contingent reward and
punishment behaviours. Particular construct dimensions include contingent reward or
reinforcement, active management by exception, and passive management by exception
(Bass & Awvolio, 1997; Hater & Bass, 1988). These relate strongly to theories of
reinforcement (Sims, 1977) and influence employee behaviour via instrumental
compliance (MacKenzie et al., 2001), which diverges from the identification process
(Kelman, 1958) implied in transformational leadership.

3.3.2 Leader-member exchange

A less top-down approach to leadership and its processes is the theory of leader-member
exchange (LMX) (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Whilst still recognising the role of leader as
a source of authority, the theory recognises leadership as a dyadic exchange process
between leader and follower. Thus, followers play a primary role in enabling leader

effectiveness. The quality of the leader-follower relationship is essential in the LMX
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process, such that “when these relationships are of high quality, the goals of the leader, the
followers, and the organisation are all advanced” (Northouse, 1997, p. 116). Goals are
advanced because a process of exchange ensues, where followers are motivated to
reciprocate effort back to the leader, and the organisation. LM X is strongly related to social
exchange theory, the notion that when *“one person does another favour, there is an
expectation of some future return” (Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997). It is likely that
leadership, specifically high-quality leader-follower relationships, can enhance social
exchange processes that benefit the wider organisation, such as task and organisational
citizenship behaviours (Gottfredson & Aguinis, 2017; Ladd & Henry, 2000).

3.3.3 Destructive leadership

Whilst the models of leadership mentioned above can make positive contributions to
individuals and organisations, it bears mentioning that leadership can also be destructive
(Shaw, Erickson, & Harvey, 2011; Skogstad, Einarsen, Torsheim, Aasland, & Hetland,
2007). Destructive leadership includes behaviours such as uninformed decision making,
bullying, lying, acting in a tyrannical manner, and engaging in inconsistent behaviour
(Shaw et al., 2011). These behaviours influence employee wellbeing, productivity and
morale (J6hannsdéttir & Olafsson, 2004; Schyns & Schilling, 2013), as well as
organisational performance, which occurs via leaders “undermining and sabotaging . . . the

motivation, wellbeing or job satisfaction of subordinates” (Shaw et al., 2011, p. 575).

3.3.4 Authority in leadership

These prominent theories of leadership illustrate the underlying role, and strength, of
authority in leader-follower relations. Leaders clearly matter. Adopting Heifetz’s (1994)
view, organisations are systems of dependencies that rely on appropriate authority. These
dependencies are between individuals who work vertically, as leader-followers and
together, as co-workers. In organisations, Heifetz states, “we construct a network of
appropriate dependencies based on a realistic appraisal of what we and others can provide”
(1994, p. 70). As established, these dependent networks are essential in the development
and maintenance of employee resilience, i.e. horizontally through network-leveraging, but
they also feature, in a vertical fashion, in the relationship between leader and employee.
The two are dependent on each other, and the leader’s use (or misuse) of authority is an

important factor in influencing the nature of these dependencies.

Heifetz (1994) distinguishes between adaptive and maladaptive authority/dependency
relationships and states that although authority is important for order and control,

“habitually seeking solutions from people in authority is maladaptive” (p.73). This is
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particularly true when complex and adaptive solutions to problems are a necessary priority,
such as in the public sector (Head & Alford, 2013). Thus, leaders need to use their authority
to mobilise adaptability in employees, and “provoke debate, rethinking, and other processes
of social learning” (Heifetz, 1994, p. 87). This corresponds strongly to the role that
leadership likely has on an employee’s ability to behave resiliently. It also indicates that

social learning may be a relevant theory to explore in order to understand this relationship.

Social learning theory applies to leadership (M. E. Brown, Trevifio, & Harrison, 2005; Sims
Jr & Manz, 1982). This theory relates to the development of a series of behavioural
response patterns that “can be acquired either by direct experience or by observation”
(Bandura, 1977, p. 16). Social learning, much like resilience development, implies that
behavioural learning occurs through interaction between an individual and their
environment (Bandura, 1977; Ungar, 2012). Leaders, as figures of authority in one’s
environment, can influence employee behaviour via modelling (M. E. Brown et al., 2005).
This may be one way in which leadership behaviours can enable resilient behaviours in

employees.

3.3.5 Considerations for this research

The influence processes of leadership are varied and complex. These dyadic processes
involve meaningful exchanges between employees and leaders, and employee responses to
leadership can be established through modelling behaviours from leaders. Some theories,
like transformational and transactional leadership, and adaptive authority, are inherently
paradoxical in that opposing behaviours are being employed in the act of leadership. For
example, adaptive authority requires empowering individuals with appropriate autonomy,
whilst establishing a clear position of authority (Heifetz, 1994). This research takes these
ideas further and later introduces the construct of paradoxical leadership, discussing its
potential role in enabling employee resilience. A paradoxical approach to leadership that
balances the necessary tensions in the operating environment, might well contribute to
resilience development, particularly in the complex public sector context. Other forms and
behaviours of leadership are likely to also be discovered throughout the course of this study,
that may more adequately match the public context. There may also be certain processes,
or mechanisms, by which such leadership influences employee resilience, such as through
social learning or exchange. These ideas are developed after the following chapter on

methodology.
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3.4 Summary

This chapter reviewed the public sector context, its relationship to leadership, and
highlighted prominent leadership theory to discuss the ways in which leadership may
influence employee behaviour. It also established that enabling resilience in public sector
employees is not a straightforward task for managers and traditional models of leadership
are unlikely to suffice. This presents particular implications for the research question of:
What leadership behaviours enable employee resilience? Perhaps rather complex,
contextual, and paradoxical forms may be most appropriate and effective. Many of these
ideas hold relevance throughout this research, and are extended in Chapter 5, where the
relationship between leadership and employee resilience is hypothesised for Phase 1
exploration. The next chapter discusses the methodological approaches taken in this
research, including the ontological and epistemological position of the researcher, as well

as the design of the research process.
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4 METHODOLOGY

The following chapter outlines the methodological approach taken in this study. This
includes the assumptions held about truth and the development of knowledge as well as the
research design underpinned by this approach. These issues are important to acknowledge
before presenting the more specific details regarding the nature of methods employed for

each phase of the study.

4.1 Ontology and epistemology

As Jacquette (2002) attests, researchers need to justify their “beliefs about what exists
before [they] can venture philosophically to say what particular things and kinds of things
actually exist” (p. 13). The term “ontology” relates to premises about the nature of
existence and what the world actually is (P. A. Hall, 2003). Individual conceptions
regarding the nature of existence can be marked on a continuum from a realist conception
of the world to a constructivist one (Morgan, 2013; Neuman, 2013). The former relates to
a single reality that exists independently from an individual’s personal perceptions of this
reality, while the latter recognises multiple realities, determined by the different beliefs and
social experiences of different individuals (Morgan, 2013). Inquiry about the world is
sometimes perceived from either end of this continuum, reflecting a strict adherence to a
singular view of reality and its underlying assumptions. In reality and practice, however,
knowledge is ultimately approached from anywhere along the continuum, depending on
various personal and contextual factors (Morgan, 2007). There is added value in this more
flexible and natural approach to knowing and inquiring. Observing multiple realities and
acknowledging the integration between different views can broaden and enrich our

understanding of reality, or “truth” (Rorty, 1980).

This research adopts an ontology that is neither exclusively realist nor constructivist, but
instead lies in between this dichotomy. This perspective assumes that there is a reality that
exists outside of human experience, but that reality is also understood through human
experience and interaction with the world (Morgan, 2013). Thus, the nature of reality is
both real and socially constructed; and realism and constructivism are mutually relevant.
The social construction of reality is both a result of unique individual interpretations of the
world and a product of socially shared experiences that have developed throughout history.
In this sense, reality is made up of social knowledge of the past and present, and is
continuously developing with every new social inquiry. This means that beliefs about
reality can also be changed and modified, and even though there are beliefs we currently
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believe to be true, society does not need to “adhere dogmatically should we obtain

overruling reasons to believe otherwise” (Munn & Smith, 2008, p. 8).

In addition to ontology, there is epistemology. This relates to how we define and use
knowledge to shape our understandings (Steup, 2005). Consistent with the above
perspective on the nature of reality, the epistemological position taken in this study is one
that values both the existence of an external reality outside human and social experiences,
and yet recognises that seeking to explore the reality defined by human consciousness and
co-construction (Robson & McCartan, 2016) is equally important in knowledge creation
and development. Using both objective and subjective realities to create meaning and

advance social understandings is a priority in this study.

Pragmatism guides this research. A pragmatic view of the of the world sees that ideas and
beliefs are linked to our practical engagement with the environment, not to any defined
‘truth’ (Guyon, Kop, Juhel & Falissard, 2018). Diverse factors and perspectives exist in
our environment and help us to develop robust understandings of the world we live in and
interact with. There is no static truth — our interactions shape our understandings of the
world and our role in it. Our understandings are both complementary and contradictory:
sharing and valuing these differences is what will take us forward to shape new

propositions and challenge existing assumptions.

Pragmatism promotes the integration of different perspectives to address real world
problems in a rigorous manner (Bogard & Wertz, 2006; Fishman, 1999). In social research,
there is a “need for the combining of quantitative and qualitative methods to answer applied
research questions about complex, unknown social realities (Bogard & Wertz, 2006, p.
396). One unknown reality, explored in this study, is the way in which line managers can
foster resilient behaviours in employees. This supports the famous pragmatist, Dewey’s
(1929) view that mentalities and behaviours result from the “transactions [between] the
body [and] its social and biological environment” (Guyon et al., 2018, p. 155).

4.2 Research paradigm

This research is underpinned by the belief that reality is infinitely complex and human
beings can never fully understand it in its truest form. A pragmatic view sees that there is
“no method for knowing when one has reached the truth, or when one is closer to it than
before” (Rorty, 1980, p. 726). Since reality, and thus truth, is infinite, it is our behaviours
and interactions with our physical world that co-create meaning, and further our

understandings. Pragmatists are constantly seeking new insights and knowledge, not to
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reach or define truth itself, but to help us better interact with the world as we know it (A.
Kaplan, 1964).

Pragmatism sees that new knowledge is created by approaching multiple perspectives on
reality and truth. In the pursuit of new knowledge and understandings, pragmatists value
the finite and the infinite, the particular and the universal, and the subjective and objective.
To advance this notion, Bazeley (2016) attests that “any phenomenon, whether physical,
emotional or cognitive, intrinsically has both qualities and quantities” (p. 190). In life, for
instance, people require a certain amount of food and sleep, but to be sustainable for human
wellbeing these factors also need to be of adequate quality. Another example, from a more
relevant empirical perspective, is the notion that researchers using numbers, or quantity, to
investigate a phenomenon need to first develop a qualitative understanding of the relevance
of theory to the numbers, and then make meaningful qualitative judgements on those

numbers to inform conclusions (Bazeley, 2016; Gorard, 2010).

This research recognises multiple realities and values both subjective and objective
knowledge. It acknowledges that by embracing multiple forms of knowledge, new and
unexpected insights can emerge, which may not have otherwise been seen under strict
adherence to the “rules” stipulated by another existing paradigm, such as pure or naive
realism, idealism or pure constructivism (Morgan, 2007). In valuing diverse perspectives
on knowledge and understanding (Kuhn, 1962), the researcher can engage with different
forms of data in a balanced way in order to comprehensively and practically address the
research questions, and solve research problems (Feilzer, 2010; Tashakkori & Teddlie,
2010).

4.3 Research design

This study used an integrated mixed-methods research design to investigate the research
aim of identifying and explaining leadership behaviours that enable or inhibit employee
resilience in public sector contexts. By integrating methods, this research values both the
objective guantitative and the more subjective qualitative, particularly in respect to how
they overlap, or integrate, to provide a strong basis upon which to reflect on findings, and
subsequently generate rich insights (Bazeley, 2016). Integrated research designs combine
methods so that they are treated as interdependent and mutually reinforcing (Bazeley,
2018). An integrated perspective acknowledges that there are stages throughout the
research process that require points of careful reflection, such as recognising

complementary or contradictory findings or combining analyses from different phases of
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data collection, and this can help generate useful insights to better inform subsequent

phases of the research process.

Integrated designs stand in contrast to conventional processes for undertaking mixed
methods research which are promoted by more traditional typologies of mixed-methods
research design (Creswell, 1999; Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). These well-
established designs are helpful in establishing consensus regarding the value of, and
complementarity between, both quantitative and qualitative data, but they do tend to
assume an independence and isolation of the quantitative and the qualitative. This means
they limit a researcher’s ability to engage in iterative exchange across and between methods
before the final interpretation and discussion of a given study (Bazeley, 2018). This divide
also makes an implicit assumption about the incompatibility between paradigms (Feilzer,
2010). This can place constraints on the flexibility and adaptation needed in order to best
address research aims and questions, particularly in multi-phase research designs such as
this one. Addressing research aims effectively may indeed require temporal shifts in
recognising relevant perspectives of prominent paradigms (Morgan, 2007), such as
between realism and constructivism mentioned earlier. In reality, empirical inquiry is not
linear but an ongoing, iterative, and reflective process (Brannen, 2017) and through an

integrated mixed-methods design, this research embraces this principle.

This research employs both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Specifically, two
guantitative research phases and three qualitative phases were undertaken. The first
guantitative phase aimed to identify the enablers of employee resilience. Qualitative phases
were conducted between the initial and final quantitative phases. These qualitative
components aimed to enrich and add explanatory insight and depth to inform and explain
the quantitative findings (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The final quantitative phase was aimed
at further validating the qualitative findings in a final survey. This supports the overall
research objectives of this study as it allows for robust examination of the enablers of
resilience, particularly at the leadership level, through identifying them, explaining them,
and validating them.

4.3.1 Research phases

There were five key phases in this research design, with various stages of integration in
between phases: Phase 1 consisted of collecting and analysing data from a quantitative
survey (n=222), Phase 2 and Phase 3 involved two distinct sets of interviews (n=20), Phase
4 was a combination of focus groups (n<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>