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Past research purporting to study employee resilience suffers from a lack of con-
ceptual clarity about both the resilience construct and the methodological designs
that examine resilience without ensuring the occurrence of significant adversity. The
overall goal of this article is to address our contemporary understanding of employee
resilience and identify pathways for the future advancement of resilience research
in the workplace. We first address conceptual definitions of resilience both inside
and outside of industrial and organizational psychology and make the case that re-
searchers have generally failed to document the experience of significant adversity
when studying resilience in working populations. Next, we discuss methods used to
examine resilience, with an emphasis on distinguishing the capacity for resilience
and the demonstration of resilience. Representative research is then reviewed by
examining self-reports of resilience or resilience-related traits along with research on
resilient and nonresilient trajectories following significant adversity. We then briefly
address the issues involved in selecting resilient employees and building resilience in
employees. The article concludes with recommendations for future research study-
ing resilience in the workplace, including documenting significant adversity among
employees, assessing multiple outcomes, using longitudinal designs with theoreti-
cally supported time lags, broadening the study of resilience to people in occupations
outside the military who may face significant adversity, and addressing the potential
dark side of an emphasis on resilience.
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Given the importance of resilience for the functioning of individuals, teams,
and organizations, there has been growing interest in understanding the
construct of resilience across all areas of psychology, as well as within the
broader domain of organizational science. Unfortunately, with the growth
of interest in resilience has come confusion regarding the conceptualiza-
tion of resilience, as well as distinctions between the assessment and the
antecedents of resilience. In addition, it is unclear whether commonly used
methods in organizational stress research can facilitate the understanding
of resilience among employees exposed to different types of work demands
or traumas varying in frequency, intensity, and duration. For example, al-
though hundreds of studies have examined moderators (e.g., self-reports
of resilience, social support, job engagement) of the relationships between
work stressors (e.g., role ambiguity, organizational constraints, workload)
and various outcomes (e.g., mental health symptoms, physical health symp-
toms, performance; Barling, Kelloway, & Frone, 2005; Gilboa, Shirom, Fried,
& Cooper, 2008), we argue that these studies tell us virtually nothing about
employee resilience. Rather, these studies tell us about factors that are re-
lated to fluctuations in outcomes as a function of relatively low-level work
stressors.

The purpose of this focal article is to review different definitions and
approaches to studying resilience in order to recommend standard termi-
nology and identify future research directions to facilitate progress in re-
search and practice within industrial and organizational (I-O) psychology.
Our goal is to prevent resilience from becoming a “quicksand term” that dif-
ferent people use in different ways or with different implied meanings (cf.
Connell & Nord, 1996), which then hinders both incremental accumulation
of scientific knowledge and identification of best practices. We first discuss
the different ways resilience has been defined and assessed by researchers.
We then turn to a discussion of the role of resilience in personnel selection
and an analysis of training programs to build resilience. The article concludes
with recommendations for future research to advance understanding of re-
silience among employees. Our focus in this article is on individual employee
resilience rather than team or organization resilience.

Defining Resilience
Meredith et al. (2011) reviewed the broad literature on resilience and noted
that prior researchers had offered 104 definitions of the construct. She noted
that these definitions differed according to whether they emphasized (a)
basic abilities possessed by the individual, (b) the ability to adapt to ad-
verse events, and (c) the availability of documentation demonstrating pos-
itive changes after adversity. The Appendix contains a representative sam-
pling of 10 definitions of resilience. Some definitions of resilience refer to

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.107 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.107


380 thomas w. britt et al .

the construct as a capacity residing within individuals (Masten & Narayan,
2012), others as an ability of individuals tomaintain stable functioning in the
face of a highly stressful or traumatic event (Bonanno, 2004), and still others
as reflecting growth and positive changes after an adverse event (Maguen,
Vogt, King, King, & Litz, 2006).

One of the key themes across the various definitions of resilience is
whether an individual must show growth or positive changes following a
stressful event to be considered resilient. Although some definitions require
positive growth, most simply require successful adaptation. This issue has
been the subject of considerable controversy in the literature (see Frazier
et al., 2009). Therefore, although we do not advocate for including positive
growth as a requirement for resilience, in the section on directions for future
researchwe recommendhow researchers should incorporate growth into the
study of resilience.

In addition to highlighting adaptation versus growth in defining re-
silience, these definitions also reflect the distinction between resilience rep-
resented as a capacity residing within the individual (or team or organiza-
tion) and resilience represented as the demonstration of adaptation on an
important outcome. Fikretoglu and McCreary (2012) noted that most defi-
nitions of resilience highlight an individual showing signs of positive adap-
tation after having gone through significant adversity. Britt, Sinclair, andMc-
Fadden (2013) therefore defined resilience as “the demonstration of positive
adaptation in the face of significant adversity” (p. 6).

Figure 1 provides a descriptivemodel organizing research relevant to the
study of resilience among employees in organizational settings. This model
was created from the domains of resilience research identified in Meredith
et al.’s (2011) literature review. The model begins with an employee’s re-
sponse to significant adversity. In this article, we make an important dis-
tinction between the capacity for resilience and the demonstration of re-
silience. When discussing the capacity for resilience, researchers typically
address the personal, familial, organizational, and community factors asso-
ciated with the ability or likelihood of an individual showing positive adap-
tation in the face of significant adversity (Masten, 2001; Masten & Narayan,
2012). The demonstration of resilience refers to the documentation that indi-
viduals who have encountered significant adversity have exhibited positive
adaptation (Bonanno, 2004). As we will see, researchers attempt to docu-
ment the demonstration of resilience in multiple ways, including examining
whether individuals demonstrate physical and psychological health in the
months (and sometimes years) following exposure to significant adversity.
In Figure 1 we provide multiple domains in which to examine the demon-
stration of resilience. The figure also contains a description of processes that
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Figure 1. An Integrative Model of Resilience for Employees

have been examined as influencing the relationship between exposure and
adaptation.

Fikretoglu and McCreary (2012) noted that prior researchers have been
inconsistent in how they treat the two defining characteristics of demonstrat-
ing resilience: how “significant adversity” is quantified and what precisely is
meant by “positive adaptation.” I-Opsychologists face these same taskswhen
considering resilience at work. That is, researchers need to clarify what con-
stitutes the experience of significant adversity at work and what constitutes
positive adaptation to this adversity. We first consider what constitutes sig-
nificant adversity at work.

In workplace research, adversity is typically studied by tracking expo-
sure to workplace stressors such as those described earlier. Traumatic events
that occur within the context of an occupation certainly constitute signif-
icant adversity. In addition, chronic exposure to particularly intense stres-
sors, such as sexual harassment, abusive supervision, or physical stressors
(e.g., extreme heat/cold or crowding), likely also represents significant ad-
versity. However, we would argue that many of the traditional work stressors
examined by organizational psychologists, including job ambiguity, work
overload, and organizational constraints (Gilboa et al., 2008), do not con-
stitute significant adversity, especially if these stressors are judged as not
being present at a high intensity and/or for a long duration (see Brief &
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Atieh, 1987). This does not mean that traditional work stressors do not have
health implications but rathermeans that exposure to traditional work stres-
sors may not constitute adversity in the context of resilience assessment.
Stated differently, not all positive responses to stressful circumstances reflect
resilience.

We argue that when studying employee resilience, researchers need to
document the presence of stressors in the workplace that constitute sig-
nificant adversity. Such documentation could occur through an analysis of
objective features of the work environment (e.g., the presence of traumatic
events, documented long work hours over an extended period of time, high
levels of noise or crowded work conditions; Frese & Zapf, 1999) or through
consistent employee reports of demands in the work environment that are
judged to be of high intensity and/or of a long duration (e.g., multiple em-
ployee reports of sustained harassing/abusive supervisor behavior). One un-
derstudied population of employees for resilience research is first responders
(e.g., police officers, firefighters, medical trauma teams), who are frequently
exposed to significant adversity following disasters (see Benedek, Fullerton,
& Ursano, 2007).

The second important task facing I-O psychologists studying resilience
is specifying how “positive adaptation” is conceptualized for employees. Re-
searchers studying resilience outside of organizational settings differ in the
outcome measures used to assess positive adaptation. Researchers in clin-
ical psychology typically focus on self-reports of mental health, with some
studies including close-other reports of the target individual’s functioning or
indices of positive psychological functioning (Bonanno, 2012). Researchers
in developmental psychology typically study a broader range of outcomes
as indicators of positive adaptation, including whether individuals meet
milestones in social, emotional, and physical development as well as per-
formance on competence-related tasks (Masten, 2001; Masten & Narayan,
2012).

I-O psychologists are well positioned to examine employee adaptation
on multiple outcome measures, given their experience in the assessment of
employee well-being and health, the broad domains of performance (i.e.,
task, contextual, and counterproductive), and the outcomes related to the
work–family interface (e.g., work-to-family conflict). I-O researchers have
examined how work-related stressors may be more predictive of some in-
dicators of adaptation than others (e.g., stronger relationships are typically
found with psychological distress than performance; Sonnentag & Frese,
2003) and how in some cases stressors do not show consistent relationships
between indicators of adaptation. For example, in a recent meta-analysis,
LePine, Podsakoff, and LePine (2005) found that the experience of challenge
stressors (i.e., stressors that can be addressed through increased effort on
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the part of the employee) was positively related to both strain and perfor-
mance. Studies like these indicate that conceptualizing positive adaptation
following adversity within organizational settings will require a more com-
plex assessment of the dynamics and “tradeoffs” between different indicators
of adaptation.

Assessing and Studying Resilience in Working Populations
Personality-Based Conceptualizations of Resilience
In this article, we conceptualize personality-based approaches of resilience
as individual resources contributing to an individual’s capacity for resilience
(see Figure 1). Personality-based resilience studies have drawn from at least
three distinct conceptualizations of traits potentially related to resilience: (a)
single traitmodels, which conceptualize resilience as a distinct trait; (b) com-
posite trait models, which conceptualize resilience as a cluster of traits; and
(c) all-inclusive taxonomies such as the five-factor model (FFM). Common
characteristics of most of these models include the assumptions that (the
capacity for) resilience is an individual-level characteristic, resilience is ap-
propriately (if not optimally) assessed through self-reports, resilience varies
along a continuum with high resilience at one end and vulnerability at the
other, and resilience is a general quality (i.e., individuals demonstrate a rela-
tively consistent level of resilience across multiple contexts). Themodels dif-
fer in their implicit and explicit assumptions about the extent to which one’s
current level of resilience is malleable, the constituent parts of the resilience
construct, and the extent to which resilience is synonymous with personality
or is an outcome of personality-related processes. Space constraints prevent
an in-depth review of each of these literatures, but we will offer illustrative
examples of each approach.

Resilience as a unique personality trait. Some scholars conceptualize re-
silience as a unique characteristic, typically defined as one’s self-reported
capacity to “bounce back” after stress. In the I-O literature, perhaps the
most familiar example of this approach is resilience as a subcomponent of
psychological capital (PsyCap). Luthans and colleagues describe PsyCap as
an individual’s “positive psychological state of development composed of
confidence/self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience,” with resilience typ-
ically defined as the capacity to adapt “in the face of significant risk or ad-
versity” (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007, pp. 542, 546). PsyCap is
conceptualized as “state-like” rather than “trait-like,” meaning it is subject
to change through intervention and, thus, potentially responsive to good
management practices. A recent meta-analytic review supported positive
links between PsyCap and health andwell-being (Avey, Reichard, Luthans, &
Mhatre, 2011), and some evidence supports the efficacy of PsyCap-focused
interventions (Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008).
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An important problemwith defining resilience as the capacity to bounce
back is that resilience is typically measured via self-reports (i.e., do peo-
ple describe themselves as resilient). This approach does not directly as-
sess why or how people differ in resilience, meaning that, for example, dif-
ferent people could bounce back quickly for different reasons. Moreover,
much of the PsyCap literature combines the four constituent parts of psy-
chological capital (i.e., self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience) into a
single overall measure, meaning the PsyCap literature does not directly in-
form an understanding of resilience (conceptualized as a malleable trait) or
the psychological mechanisms leading to the ability to successfully adapt to
stressors.

Resilience as a cluster of personality traits. A second personality-based
approach to resilience conceptualizes resilience as a cluster of multiple traits
(cf. Sinclair,Waitsman,Oliver, &Deese, 2013).Hardiness is perhaps themost
familiar example of this research to I-O researchers. Hardiness is concep-
tualized as a cognitively oriented personality trait consisting of three char-
acteristics that shape how people view events in their lives: commitment,
control, and challenge (Kobasa, 1982; Maddi, Kahn, & Maddi, 1998). Com-
mitment concerns the ability to find meaning and purpose in one’s life and
the accompanying belief that one’s efforts and sacrifices are meaningful and
valuable. Challenge reflects a tendency to interpret demanding events as op-
portunities for personal growth rather than as threats. Control reflects the
belief that one is able to affect the world in positive ways through their ac-
tions (Bartone, 2005). Empirical research supports the role of hardiness in
the stress-response process, including its incremental validity above and be-
yond FFM traits (Eschelman, Bowling, & Alarcon, 2010). In addition, like
PsyCap, hardiness scholars view it as changeable through intervention, such
as effective leadership (Bartone, 2006) or training programs (Maddi, 2007;
Maddi et al., 1998).

The five-factor model approach to resilience. A third approach to re-
silience focuses on the dimensions of the FFM of personality (Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Despite some critics, the FFM continues to be the most
widely used framework of personality. Moreover, links of each FFM trait
with health outcomes have been established in the literature, particu-
larly for Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness (Sinclair et al.,
2013). Meta-analytic summaries by Grossman (2014) and Eschelman et al.
(2010) also support that each of the FFM traits is related to other mea-
sures of resilience. In fact, Grossman (2014) found that the FFM traits as
a set accounted for almost all of the variance in self-report measures of
resilience, and self-reports of resilience generally did not predict health
and well-being outcomes (e.g., posttraumatic stress disorder and happi-
ness) after accounting for relationships with FFM traits. Thus, evidence
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suggests that dispositional characteristics are strong predictors of self-
report measures of resilience and that these self-report measures of re-
silience may in fact be redundant with commonly assessed personality
traits.

Critically evaluating the personality literature. Because dispositional mea-
sures of resilience typically rely on self-reports, they have several prac-
tical advantages, including being inexpensive and easy to administer as
well as having a high degree of face validity and user acceptability. Typi-
cal predictive validity evidence for such measures centers on their ability
to predict health outcomes, and all of the traits cited above are supported
by at least some evidence linking them to health outcomes. As Bonanno
(2012) notes, however, the proportion of variance explained by personal-
ity traits in health outcomes studies is typically quite small, meaning that
even if one accepts a dispositional basis to resilience, many other factors
may contribute to one’s demonstration of positive adaptation to adverse
circumstances.

Although some non-I-O literature includes studies of how personality
traits influence the response to adversity (e.g., Bonanno, 2004), I-O stud-
ies typically have not studied exposure to adversity, in part because there
are no clear criteria to define significant adversity for most work stressors.
Thus, studies of personality as a moderator of the response to work stress
likely do not include many workers exposed to adversity. Given that such
research does not directly capture exposure to adversity, it is also question-
able to what extent correlations between personality traits and health out-
comes provide any information about resilience. Cross-sectional research
designs amplify this problem because they introduce causal ambiguity in
the personality–health outcome relationship (Bonanno, 2012). As Bonanno
notes, some studies introduce even more conceptual confusion by using
these same trait-based resilience measures as assessments for resilience as
an outcome, leading to a focus on the study of the trait itself “divorced from
the actual context of coping with extreme adversity” (p. 754).

The models reviewed above are illustrative of a much larger literature.
Although a diversity of approaches can be healthy in sparking scientific
progress, it can also be problematic. A significant problem is that studies
of the various trait resilience models tend to be highly “siloed”; for exam-
ple, researchers who study hardiness typically do not examine its relation-
ship with PsyCap. Many of these models share common elements, such
as a positive outlook on life, a self-perceived ability to interact effectively
with one’s environment, self-control, and emotional stability; the extent to
which each model contributes unique conceptual content to the study of
personality factors in adaptation is unclear. This suggests a need for further
research directed at understanding the relationship between various traits
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conceptualizations of resilience and the extent to which each model predicts
above and beyond the others.

Resilience Trajectories
In contrast to the personality-based approach to studying resilience, which
typically relies on self-reports of dispositional resilience, a second approach
is using resilience trajectories. This approach is more prevalent in clinical
and developmental psychology (e.g., Bonanno, 2004; Masten, 2001). Re-
searchers employing this approach typically use longitudinal designs to ex-
amine how different individuals adapt to adversity over time. Thus, this
approach is past rather than future oriented, first identifying individuals
who are resilient (via their patterns on outcomes variables of interest) fol-
lowing a documented adverse event or events and then searching for fac-
tors that successfully differentiate between groups with different outcome
trajectories.

Few studies have assessed employee trajectories in the face of signifi-
cant adversity to examine the percentage of employees who are resistant or
resilient in the face of intense work demands. Similarly, few studies have en-
sured that employees being examined were exposed to adversity that would
be expected to negatively influence adaptation. One example of a program of
research that has done so is work by Galatzer-Levy and colleagues on police
officers. Galatzer-Levy, Madan, Neylan, Henn-Haase, and Marmar (2011)
examined the general psychological distress of police officers at academy
training and then again at 6, 12, 24, and 36 months later, whereas Galatzer-
Levy et al. (2013) examined posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms
of officers at academy training and then again at 12, 24, 36, and 48 months
later. In both studies, the authors only included officers who had been ex-
posed to at least one life-threatening event while on the force.

In both studies, the authors found that a resilient trajectory (charac-
terized by officers who reported low symptom levels across the different
time periods) was the most common trajectory (�80% of officers in both
studies). Interestingly, although the two studies examined employees in the
same occupation exposed to the same stressors, different numbers of trajec-
tories were found in each study. Galatzer-Levy et al. (2011) found evidence
for three trajectories: a resilient trajectory (88.1%), a trajectory of initially
high distress followed by reduced levels of distress (10.1%), and a trajec-
tory of moderate initial distress that increased over time (1.7%). Galatzer-
Levy et al. (2013) found evidence for four trajectories underlying the symp-
toms, with the new trajectory involving symptoms initially increasing and
then decreasing over time. Interestingly, in this second study, neither the
number of personally life-threatening events encountered by the police of-
ficers nor a comprehensive assessment of work-related stressors for police
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officers was related to trajectory membership. However, lower levels of base-
line negative affect were associated with membership in the resilient trajec-
tory condition.

A second example of the use of resilience trajectories in an employee
sample comes from Bonanno et al. (2012), who examined PTSD symptoms
among a large sample of military personnel before they deployed on a com-
bat operation and then at two additional time periods 3 years apart. The
authors found evidence for four trajectories: (a) a resilient trajectory charac-
terized by low symptoms across the four time periods (�85%), (b) a trajec-
tory characterized by high levels of symptoms across the three time periods
(�2%), (c) a trajectory characterized by low levels of symptoms at baseline
that increased over time (�5%), and (d) a trajectory characterized bymoder-
ate levels of initial symptoms that decreased over time (�8%). Surprisingly, a
greater number of deployments were not associated with a lower likelihood
of belonging to the resilient category. However, higher levels of combat expo-
sure were associated with a lower likelihood of membership in the resilient
trajectory. Similar results were found by Dickstein, Suvak, Litz, and Adler
(2010) for U.S. soldiers deployed on peacekeeping missions.

Resilience researchers outside of I-Opsychology have also examined tra-
jectories of functioning following individuals exposed to chronic stressors
such as poverty, parental mental illness, and war (Masten & Narayan, 2012).
These researchers also examinedwhat happens when individuals experience
an end to the chronic stressor—does their functioning remain impaired or
do they regain normal functioning? Bonanno and Diminich (2013) recently
referred to the latter trajectory as “emergent resilience,” reflecting a return to
normal functioning after going through sustained stressful conditions. No
research we are aware of has examined the trajectories of functioning for
employees who have been exposed to intense and chronic stressors after the
stressors ended. However, such designs could be used in settings where em-
ployees have been exposed to chronically stressful work conditions and then
encounter less demanding jobs or work conditions and are monitored to see
how long it takes them to reach optimum functioning.

The study of resilience trajectories among employees exposed to what
would be considered traumatic stressors has the advantage of clearly doc-
umenting exposure to significant adversity and also examining indices of
adaptation over multiple time points following the adversity. Implicit in this
approach are two assumptions: (a) Resilience is a categorical variable, and
(b) time is an integral part of the resilience process. Following from these
assumptions, some individuals are classified as resilient based on their pat-
tern of adaptation over time, and others are not. This is also evident from the
common use of person-centered methods (e.g., cluster analysis, latent class
analysis) in this area (e.g., Bergman &Magnusson, 1997).
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Although some researchers who study resilience trajectories examine
how quickly or to what extent individuals “bounce back” from obstacles,
other researchers have argued that this approach more accurately charac-
terizes recovery rather than resilience; resilient individuals never need to
“bounce back” because they never show any great decrement in function-
ing (Bonanno, 2004). This illustrates one issue that hinders work on re-
silience trajectories—what specific trajectory or trajectories are reflective of
resilience? In contrast to Bonanno’s (2004) perspective, other researchers
may consider individuals who recover more quickly from adversity than
most as resilient, and still others may consider only individuals who demon-
strate enhanced functioning postadversity (i.e., posttraumatic growth) as
truly resilient. Furthermore, each particular “type” of resilience trajectory
may have different and unique antecedents. The importance of considering
appropriate outcomes in the study of resilience trajectories is addressed in
the section on directions for future research.

Should Organizations Select for Resilience?
Individuals are increasingly evaluated for resilience as they progress through
the educational system and eventually into the job market or military ser-
vice (Drasgow et al., 2012). Increased attention on resilience reflects a greater
recognition among educators and employers that the development and re-
tention of resilience must begin early, represents a lifelong activity, and is
indispensable for educational and vocational success. For younger individu-
als, these assessments typically are used to provide formative feedback to
students and institutions. At higher levels of education and in the work-
place, they usually are used summatively for admissions, hiring, classifica-
tion, and/or benefit decisions.

In vocational and military contexts, several measures of resilience exist,
mainly for selection or classification. The WorkFORCE Assessment for Job
Fit assesses “flexibility and resilience,” defined as “adjusting well to changing
or ambiguous work environments, handling stress, accepting criticism and
feedback from others, being positive even when facing setbacks” (Naemi,
Seybert, Robbins, & Kyllonen, 2014, p. 37). It consists of lower order dimen-
sions of stability (i.e., adaptability to diverse job requirements and schedules)
and optimism (i.e., positive outlook; Naemi et al., 2014). The Tailored Adap-
tive Personality Assessment System (TAPAS), which was the original basis
for theWorkFORCEAssessment for Job Fit, assesses a number of personality
characteristics that appear to be related to resilience (i.e., adjustment: “well
adjusted, worry free, and handle stress well”; achievement: “hard working,
ambitious, confident, and resourceful”; self-control: “cautious, levelheaded,
able to delay gratification, and patient”; and responsibility: “dependable, re-
liable, and make every effort to keep their promises”) and has been used for
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enlistment screening at military enlistment processing stations for the U.S.
Army and Air Force (Drasgow et al., 2012).

Organizations are clearly interested in and attempting to select for re-
silience. However, evidence for whether they should select for resilience and
how to best select for resilience seems to be less clear, especially in jobs or sit-
uations where the likelihood of experiencing significant trauma or adversity
is low.Many of thesemeasures of resilience (ormore accurately, contributors
to the capacity for resilience) appear to be relatively new, and their ability
to predict outcomes of interest is still emerging. In addition, most criterion
measures to date used in validation efforts of these assessments are one-time
measures; therefore, it is unclear whether these resilience assessments are
able to predict positive adaptation in the future or other change-oriented
outcomes, particularly in the face of significant adversity. It is also largely
unknownwhether these assessments of resilience are likely to result in group
differences and, as a consequence, adverse impact. Generally, additional val-
idation work is needed.

Given the conceptual ambiguity surrounding resilience, it is unclear
whether these assessments truly assess capacity for resilience orwhether they
are old wine in new bottles. In particular, many of these assessments appear
to measures aspects of FFM personality traits. These assessments also seem
very similar to stress tolerance scales, which have long been used by I-O psy-
chologists (Ones&Viswesvaran, 2001; thoughwenote their ability to predict
adaptation andwell-being in the face of adversity is unclear). Therefore, even
if these resilience assessments demonstrate criterion-related validity, it is un-
clear whether they will exhibit incremental validity above and beyond exist-
ing selection tools (e.g., personality inventories assessing the FFM traits).
In addition, given that these resilience assessments differ from each other
in both the number and the content of factors, convergence between differ-
ent assessments of resilience is uncertain at best. Some assessments may be
deficient in covering the construct space; others may be contaminated (i.e.,
tapping content other than resilience). It is critical that future work better
delineate whether these assessments, in fact, assess resilience as well as their
relationships with existing selection constructs and methods in order to de-
termine their utility.

Building Resilience
Given the assumed importance of resilience in organizational settings, pro-
grams have been developed to increase the resilience of employees and mil-
itary personnel. We briefly describe three programs (i.e., Hardiness Train-
ing, PsyCap Training, and Comprehensive Soldier Fitness) and then address
whether these programs can be argued to affect resilience.
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Hardiness Training
Maddi et al. (1998) developed an initial hardiness training program that “en-
gages cognition, emotion, and action in coping effectively with stressful cir-
cumstances and uses the feedback from this process to deepen commitment
and control and challenge beliefs about oneself in the world” (p. 79). The
training program has evolved over the years into a multicomponent pro-
gram referred to as HardiTraining (Khoshaba &Maddi, 2001). The training
is typically conducted in small group sessions with a trainer who uses inspi-
rational videos and examples, applied exercises, and individual narratives to
reinforce the skills being developed. The training is structured according to
five major areas: hardy coping, hardy social support, hardy relaxation, hardy
eating, and hardy physical training, with the last three areas representing
“self-care.”

Hardy coping is addressed by having employees describe the stressful
conditions they are under and then learn three key skills: situational recon-
struction (i.e., being able to place a stressful situation into a broader con-
text to better understand the situation), focusing (i.e., being aware of infor-
mation from the body to gain emotional insight), and compensatory self-
improvement (i.e., being able to accept situations that cannot be changed and
focusing improvement in areas that can be changed). Hardy support involves
employees examining how they interact with important others and learning
how to resolve conflicts and give and receive social support. In self-care, em-
ployees learn the importance of relaxation techniques, proper nutrition, and
exercise for maintaining arousal at a level to be able to effectively cope with
stressful work demands. Maddi et al. (1998) found that managers receiving
HardiTraining showed an increase in self-reportmeasures of hardiness and a
decrease in reports of psychological and physical symptoms, compared with
two other stress management conditions.

Psychological Capital (PsyCap) Training
Luthans and colleagues (Luthans et al., 2008; Luthans, Avey, Avolio, & Pe-
terson, 2010) developed an online and in-person training program to in-
crease the four components of PsyCap discussed above, all of which have
been argued to promote adaptive responding to work-related stressors. The
program encourages employees to consider situations at work where they
are stuck and to think about factors in those situations they could change.
The program also includes self-reflection exercises, where employees think
about their past thoughts, behaviors, and emotions in different work situa-
tions and about howwhat they learned in the training session could facilitate
their performance in future situations. To evaluate the online version of the
program, employees received either the PsyCap program or a control pro-
gram (a decision-making intervention of the same duration and with the
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same multimedia components). The results showed that those employees in
the PsyCap program reported an increase in their PsyCap scores from pre-
to posttest, whereas the employees in the control program did not (Luthans
et al., 2008). To evaluate the in-person version of the program, Luthans et al.
(2010) obtained self-assessments of PsyCap and employee job performance
before and after the intervention and also had managers rate the employee’s
performance a week before and after the intervention. The results revealed
an increase in ratings of PsyCap following the intervention, as well as an
increase in self-rated and supervisor-rated performance.

Comprehensive Soldier Fitness
Comprehensive Soldier Fitness (CSF) is a resilience training program devel-
oped by the U.S. Army to increase soldiers’ ability to adaptively respond to
the stressful demands of combat by being more emotionally and mentally fit
prior to and following deployment (see Seligman & Fowler, 2011). CSF uti-
lizes a strength-based approach to resilience, which is designed to resonate
with military personnel whose organizational culture emphasizes resilience
and high levels of performance under stress. CSF uses real-world examples
from the soldier’s work environment to illustrate adaptive and maladaptive
ways of responding to stressful situations.

CSF has multiple components, each of which is designed to increase sol-
diers’ emotional, social, family, and spiritual (i.e., meaning or purpose) fit-
ness. The primary training component involves the development of Master
Resilience Trainers (MRTs; Reivich, Seligman, & McBride, 2011), who are
noncommissioned officers (NCOs) trained in resilience skills and who then
train their soldiers on the use of these skills. MRTs attend a 10-day course
composed of four modules where they learn skills that will allow them to
develop competences in six different areas: self-awareness, self-regulation,
optimism, mental agility, character strengths, and (social) connection.

Evaluation of CSF has been addressed in a series of technical reports.
Lester et al. (2011) found that soldiers who were part of units that had NCOs
who had completed MRT scored higher on indices of fitness than did sol-
diers in comparison units, though these positive effects were mainly driven
by younger soldiers, who presumably lacked the life experiences or coping
skills of older soldiers. There is also some evidence of reducedmental health
diagnoses among soldiers in units with MRTs (Harms, Herian, Krasikova,
Vanhove, & Lester, 2013).

Although CSF is based on scientific evidence for the efficacy of the skills
being taught, the program has not been without its critics (Eidelson, Pilisuk,
& Soldz, 2011; Krueger, 2011). Most of the criticisms have to do with the
program being fully implemented before knowing whether MRT actually
produces more resilient soldiers back in the unit; other concerns have been
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raised about the meaning and appropriateness of the spiritual fitness dimen-
sion. It is worth noting thatmost training in themilitary does not go through
full scientific testing before implementation, and there was no standardized
resilience training developed at the time CSF was introduced.

Do These Training Programs Build Resilience?
Each of the resilience training programs reviewed provided some evidence
for the effectiveness of the training. However, the evidence often involved
improvements in health, well-being, or performance at a single point fol-
lowing the administration of the training. Fewer studies have examined the
effectiveness of resilience training programs over time. In this way, these re-
silience training programs have been evaluated in a manner similar to other
organizational stress management interventions (see Richardson & Roth-
stein, 2008). In fact, virtually all organizational stress interventions have
the goal of having employees demonstrate positive adaptation in the face of
work-related stressors, and these interventions target competencies that are
similar to those targeted in interventions billed as “resilience promoting.”

Vanhove, Herian, Perez, Harms, and Lester (2015) recently conducted
a meta-analysis of resilience training programs, making the same observa-
tion we did, which is that it is often difficult to tell the difference between
resilience training and traditional stress management training programs.
These authors evaluated 37 studies deemed resilience building. Overall, they
found that there were small but significant immediate effects of these pro-
grams on performance and mental health outcomes, though these effects
decreased over time. However, when the resilience training was targeted to
employees in need, there was a trend for the effectiveness of the training to
increase over time.

In addition to interventions that focus specifically on resilience, addi-
tional interventions that may affect resilience have been developed and as-
sessed within groups of workers who respond to natural and man-made
disasters. First responders to disaster situations are frequently faced with
traumatic stressors that have the potential to negatively affect the psycho-
logical health of employees. Two interventions that have been targeted to
these groups of employees are Psychological First Aid (PFA; Everly & Flynn,
2006) and Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM; Mitchell & Everly,
2000). PFA is designed to help employees provide a supportive and informa-
tional response to fellow employees who are showing signs of distress. CISM
is a comprehensive set of approaches to allow groups of employees who
have been through traumatic events (often encountered during disasters) to
help employees process and respond adaptively to emotions created by the
events. PFA is a more recent intervention, and although its recommenda-
tions are informed by prior research, the intervention itself has not received
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extensive validation. CISM has been used since the mid-1980s in disaster-
related settings, and evidence for the effectiveness of the intervention has
been inconsistent (see Regel, 2007).

Given the distinction between the capacity for resilience and the demon-
stration of resilience offered in the present article, to our knowledge no
resilience-building or related programs have shown that employees who par-
ticipate in the program are actually more likely to demonstrate resilience
when faced with future significant adversity. Providing this type of evidence
would require employees beingmonitored posttraining to examine how they
respond to significant adversity in the future. Once competencies such as
hardiness, optimism, hope, and flexible coping strategies are linked to the
demonstration of resilience, researchers who develop training programs that
are shown to enhance these attributes would more convincingly be argued
to be increasing the employee’s capacity for resilience in the face of future
adversity.

An Agenda for the Future of I-O Research and Practice on Resilience
The present review of the concept of resilience within I-O psychology high-
lights a number of critical issues that need to be addressed so that the
research and practice community has a better understanding of what con-
stitutes resilience, how to assess resilience, and what the predictors and con-
sequences of resilience in the workplace are. In this final section we provide
six recommendations for future research on the study of resilience in the
workplace. Following these recommendations will help researchers gener-
ate a better understanding of resilience, which will result in more informed
efforts to select for and build resilience in employees.

Recommendation 1: Stop Calling Everything Good Resilience
The largest obstacle to progress in the resilience literature is the use of the
term resilience to refer to a wide range of positive attributes and processes
that all have something to do with how people respond to stressful circum-
stances but share little else in common. Although this problem is not unique
to the resilience literature, the consequences are nontrivial; they have the ef-
fect of creating research silos wherein researchers develop separate streams
of research on similar (perhaps even the same) topics but where advances
in one stream may not drive advances in another. A good example in the
resilience literature is the separate streams of research that have emerged
over time on PsyCap, core self-evaluations, and hardiness. Although these
constructs have distinguishing features, they also share many conceptual
similarities. Unfortunately, no published studies we are aware of have ex-
amined all three constructs simultaneously to determine whether they
are empirically distinct and independently contribute to resilience-related
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outcomes. The process of accumulating scientific knowledge about resilience
is impeded by having multiple streams of research that investigate poten-
tially redundant concepts with different labels and without efforts to inte-
grate findings across streams.

Scholars can help address the terminology problem through stronger
construct validation research aimed at developing a parsimonious nomolog-
ical network of resilience constructs, particularly by focusing on identifying
and resolving redundancies across multiple conceptual approaches. Practi-
tioners can clearly describe the conceptual and empirical foundations for
any programs they develop and demand such evidence from vendors prior
to purchasing programs.We hope our discussion of the basic distinction be-
tween capacities for resilience and demonstration of resilience is a useful
starting point for such efforts.

The most important problems probably pertain to sorting out the vari-
ous qualities thought to indicate the capacity for resilience, particularly those
in the personality domain. Further attention to the critical distinctions be-
tween various resilience-related trait models (as well as between these mod-
els and broader taxonomies, such as the FFM) would be an important first
step in this effort. Researchers cannot simply pick their favorite trait model
and study it in a vacuum without considering broader theoretical connec-
tions to other personality traits and models in the literature.

Recommendation 2: Clarify the Role of Time by Using Better Models and
Research Designs
Aswehave discussed above, some studies have begun to focus on the demon-
stration of resilience as a specific trajectory of outcomes that can be distin-
guished from other trajectories following exposure to adversity. Given that
resilience is fundamentally associated with adaptation processes, time is and
should be intricately tied to the study of resilience. In order to enhance un-
derstanding of resilience, future researchers will need to build more sophis-
ticated models of resilience that conceptualize resilience as a dynamic con-
struct within a dynamic workplace system rather than the more simplistic
causal models that currently dominate the field. This will be a challenging
endeavor as temporal processes are currently a bit of a black box in I-O re-
search; for example, temporal timelines of many organizational phenomena
are largely unknown, and the use of different time lags for assessing outcome
variables is currently more art than science.

Incorporating time into our study of resilience also has implications
for the research designs employed. Researchers should primarily use lon-
gitudinal designs in studying employee resilience. Specifically, we recom-
mend that (a) employees be assessed to establish baseline functioning as well
as to gather information on relevant individual differences and contextual

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.107 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.107


employee resil ience 395

factors, (b) significant adversity be documented (and, if possible, workers
are tracked across multiple episodes of adversity), and (c) workers be as-
sessed on multiple measures of positive adaptation at multiple time points
postexposure to adversity (ideally in multiple domains; e.g., work, health,
and family outcomes). This type of design could be particularly helpful in
assisting researchers to link the two primary approaches to the study of re-
silience by establishing the relationship between trait measures, often self-
reported, of resilience (i.e., capacity for resilience) and resilience trajectories
(i.e., demonstration of resilience). Currently, it is unclear whether these two
approaches are assessing the same underlying construct and what the de-
gree of convergence is between these two methods of identifying resilient
individuals.

Longitudinal designs can also help researchers to create more sophis-
ticated theories and understanding of temporal issues in the study of re-
silience. For example, if speedier adaptation to adversity constitutes one type
of resilience, then longitudinal designs will help establish how quickly most
individuals adapt to different types of adversity in the workplace as well as
what constitutes a quicker than usual pattern of adaptation. Furthermore,
this type of benchmarking of the timeline of resilience or adaptation pro-
cesses can be used to help evaluate the efficacy of resilience interventions,
specifically, helping researchers to quantify, on average, exactly how much
more quickly individuals who received the intervention return to baseline
or the change in the proportion of individuals who never demonstrate any
meaningful decrement in functioning or who demonstrate enhanced func-
tioning compared with baseline.

Longitudinal designs, particularly when coupledwith experimental pro-
cedures, will also be key in helping researchers to disentangle the temporal
ordering of constructs. For example, the directional relationship between re-
sources, broadly construed, and capacity for resilience and demonstration of
resilience is currently fairly ambiguous—leading some researchers to include
contextual factors (e.g., social support) as part of the construct of resilience
itself. It could be that resilient individuals aremore likely to seek out and gain
valuable resources, leading to better outcomes; the presence of resources in
one’s work and personal life may build one’s capacity for resilience or en-
hance the likelihood of demonstrating resilience; or there may be reciprocal
relationships between the two domains. The current resilience literature is
largely unable to speak to these issues due to the widespread use of cross-
sectional designs. By tracking the co-occurrence and influence of correlates
of capacity for resilience and demonstration of resilience over time, this ap-
proach can contribute to researchers’ understanding of what constitutes the
core of the resilience construct versus what constructs should be considered
antecedents or outcomes.
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Recommendation 3: Address the Resilience Criterion Problem
There is a need to clarify what outcomes researchers should focus on when
studying resilience in the face of significant adversity and whether resilience
trajectories across different outcomes will converge. Typically, prior research
on resilience trajectories appears to have focusedmostly on a single outcome
(e.g., PTSD symptoms) or multiple psychological outcomes that tend to co-
occur in an aggregate form (e.g., mental health–depression, anxiety, and so-
cial relationships and functioning). The study of resilience within the devel-
opmental science literature focuses on a wider range of outcomes, including
meeting key developmental milestones in cognitive, social, emotional, and
physical development (Masten, 2001).

In general, a wide variety of resilient outcomes have been assessed across
studies, making it difficult to summarize and quantify this literature, because
it is unclear to what extent these different outcomes are equivalent. Thus, it
is somewhat uncertain whether the same individuals would be classified as
resilient if different dependent variables were used. This concern will be par-
ticularly important as the study of resilience moves to the workplace, given
the likely inclusion of additional domains of criteria. For example, will the
same individuals be identified as resilient in the aftermath of adversity when
looking at job performance as the criterion versus mental health? Should
an individual only be classified as resilient if he or she demonstrates lack of
impaired functioning across a number of domains (e.g., work functioning,
family functioning, mental health, and physical health)? If so, what should
be the key domains of focus? These are key questions that need to be ad-
dressed in order to move this field forward. Employees typically will protect
their performance frombeing affected by significant work stressors, and they
may be more likely to show mental health symptoms in the face of work de-
mands (Sonnentag & Frese, 2003). Future research explicitly comparing the
trajectories of functioning across different domains and explicitly modeling
the tradeoffs that can occur regardingmaintaining adaptation in one domain
versus others is needed.

Recommendation 4: Consider the Possibility of Growing From Exposure to
Significant Adversity at Work as a Distinct Trajectory From Resilience
Asmentioned earlier in the article, there is a large amount of research outside
of I-O psychology highlighting the benefits and growth that may result from
being exposed to adversity. In fact, Masten and Narayan (2012) proposed
“posttraumatic growth” as a distinct trajectory that can result from expo-
sure to adversity. Although such a trajectory is possible, most researchers
studying posttraumatic growth have assessed the construct by asking indi-
viduals to report on how a given traumatic event or significant stressor has
changed them for the better (see Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). Critics of this
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approach argue individuals are incapable of judging howmuch a given event
has changed them and therefore a reported change may not be associated
with an actual change (Frazier et al., 2009). These authors argue it is neces-
sary to assess growth-related domains before and after traumatic events and
to document the actual amount of change and predictors of those changes
(see Marshall, Frazier, Frankfurt, & Kuijer, 2015, for an example). In the
workplace, recent research on the distinction between challenge and hin-
drance stressors would suggest that high levels of challenge stressors might
be more likely to be associated with growth related to self-confidence than
with high levels of hindrance stressors (LePine et al., 2005). Furthermore,
additional research is needed to examine to what extent the growth that may
occur following significant adversity at work compensates for the harm done
by the adversity (see Britt et al., 2015).

Although we recommend that researchers document the degree of ac-
tual change and its predictors rather than asking employees to report how
they have changed when studying posttraumatic growth at work, this may
be difficult in practice, given that many adverse events are not predictable.
However, to the extent that these events occur during existing planned data
collections, researchers may be able to capitalize on these situations (e.g.,
local and larger scale disasters or other adverse events) as a baseline from
which to study resilience and posttraumatic growth among a larger popu-
lation of individuals, including workers. For example, Fredrickson, Tugade,
Waugh, and Larkin (2003) did so when the September 11th attacks occurred
in the midst of their study on emotions, though their study did not focus on
workers.

Recommendation 5: Expand the Population of Workers Among Whom We Study
Resilience
Given the stressful conditions often endured by soldiers, it is not surprising
that a significant portion of research on resilience among workers to date
has been conducted in themilitary. Althoughmilitary personnel are employ-
ees, given the strong and distinct organizational culture ofmilitary organiza-
tions and given that the stressors faced by military personnel may be rather
unique, findings in this context may not always generalize to the broader
working population. Therefore, we encourage future work on resilience to
expand to include a wider cross section of workers and occupations in which
significant adversity may be likely to occur. As discussed earlier, this may
include first-response personnel in disaster situations (e.g., emergency re-
sponders and medical personnel) as well as workers who subsequently help
to rebuild affected communities (e.g., builders and construction personnel),
who are typically dealing with a “threat to life, health, property, or the en-
vironment” of such magnitude that it requires the assistance of individuals
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outside the local community (Reissman, Kowalski-Trakofler, & Katz, 2011,
pg. 340).

Another population that may be a fertile ground for I-O psychologists
to study resilience is workers who are precariously employed. Indicators of
precarious employment include temporary employment with a fixed end
date, self-employment (but do not employ others; e.g., truck drivers, free-
lance writers), uncertain or unpredictable work schedules, irregular or vari-
able wages, inconsistent or shifting work hours, and lack of benefits (Poverty
Employment Precarity in SouthernOntario [PEPSO], 2015). A recent report
suggests that although precarious work is generally associated with lower in-
come, many middle class households also fall prey to precarious work and
its negative consequences (PEPSO, 2015). Given that data to date suggest
that it may be difficult to extract oneself from precarious employment, we
propose that precarious employment likely constitutes significant adversity
for a substantial portion of workers.

Recommendation 6: Recognize the Dark Side of Emphasizing Resilience in the
Face of Significant Adversity
Although resilience research holds great promise for improving how em-
ployees respond to adversity, we urge cautionwith regard to an unquestioned
focus on resilience in organizations. Adler (2013) has discussed this issue ex-
tensively in themilitary context, referring to what she labeled as the “shadow
side to resilience” (p. 227). Adler argues that a strong emphasis on resilience
could potentially send a message stigmatizing lack of resilience as a charac-
ter flaw. Stigmatizing resilience-related problems can discourage employees
from seeking help in the sameway that organizational climate can discourage
employees from reporting injuries or abusive treatment (Britt & McFadden,
2012). Adler notes that when resilience is stigmatized it also may encourage
employees to further mistreat those with health problems. Such a focus also
may encourage employees to blame themselves for their problems or fail ac-
knowledgewhen they have serious problems, both of which can further limit
their efforts to obtain needed help. One possible solution to these concerns
is resilience-related training programs that directly address stigma-related
issues as part of the training, an area in which the U.S. military has already
done some work (e.g., Adler, Bliese, McGurk, Hoge, & Castro, 2009).

A second concern raised by Adler and others (e.g., Eidelson et al., 2011;
Krueger, 2011) is that by focusing all efforts on enhancing resilience, thismay
inadvertently lead organizations to reduce their focus on changing the envi-
ronment to reduce exposure to adversity. This issue has long been recognized
in occupational health scholarship, where a focus on personal characteris-
tics as an antecedent to occupational health can be construed as “blaming
the victim” for the consequences of exposure to work-related adversity. Of
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course, few, if any, resilience-related issues can be neatly reduced to attri-
butions of blame solely to workers or solely to the work environment, but a
focus on individual characteristics should in no way be used to absolve orga-
nizations for aspects of job design, work hazards, or leadership that promote
ill-health or serve as adversity to workers. Rather, what is needed is research
that clearly describes whether and how both personal and environmental
factors contribute to resilience.

Conclusions
In this focal article we have attempted to set parameters for the study of re-
silience in the workplace, encouraging organizational researchers to docu-
ment the presence of significant employee adversity and to study the adapta-
tion of employees on different outcomemeasures overmultiple time periods.
Such an approach will allow organizational researchers to quantify the per-
centage of employees who demonstrate resilience under different types of
significantly adverse work conditions as well as determine those personal,
organizational, familial, and community factors that distinguish employees
who demonstrate resilience versus other patterns of adaptation. As determi-
nants of the demonstration of resilience in employees are uncovered, prac-
titioners and researchers will have a better understanding of the most im-
portant attributes to select for and develop in order to maximize employees’
capacity for resilience.

Finally, at different points in this article we have noted that most stud-
ies examining moderators of the stressor–outcome relationship should not
be viewed as addressing the determinants of resilience in employees (unless
they document the presence of significant adversity). It is worth noting that
most of the authors of these studies did not specifically claim to be studying
resilience per se. However, the term resilience often appears in studies of
organizational stress, typically without a clear definition of what constitutes
the construct. Furthermore, even if the term resilience is not used, authors
studyingmoderators of the stressor–outcome relationship are frequently not
specific about the limits of particular buffers regarding the magnitude of
the stressor examined or the duration of their effectiveness. We believe that
greater care needs to be paid to these important questions in order to further
our collective goal of creating andmaintaining healthy and productive work-
ers and organizations. It is our sincere hope that the future study of resilience
will contribute to this goal.
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Appendix
Different Definitions of Resilience Found in the Literature

1. “the ability of adults in otherwise normal circumstances who are exposed to an
isolated/and potentially highly disruptive event . . . to maintain relatively stable, healthy
levels of psychological functioning” (Bonanno et al., 2004, p. 20)

2. “a relatively stable personality trait characterized by the ability to bounce back from
negative experience and by flexible adaptation to the ever-changing demands of life”
(Fredrickson et al., 2003, p. 367)

3. “when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even
beyond (resiliency) to attain success” (Luthans et al., 2006, p. 388)

4. the “positive psychological capacity to rebound, to ‘bounce back’ from adversity,
uncertainty, conflict, failure, or even positive change, progress and increased
responsibility” (Luthans, 2002, p. 702)

5. “growth and positive life changes that may result from exposure to traumatic
incidents” (Maguen et al., 2006, p. 373)

6. “a class of phenomena characterized by good outcomes in spite of serious threats to
adaptation or development” (Masten, 2001, p. 228)

7. “Resilience can be defined as the capacity of a dynamic system to withstand or recover
from significant challenges that threaten its stability, viability, or development” (Masten
& Narayan, 2012, p. 231)

8. “a positive outcome resulting from the experience of adversity” (Matos et al., 2010,
p. 307)

9. “effective coping and adaptation in the face of major life stress” (Tedeschi & Kilmer,
2005, p. 231)

10. “[Resilience is] the process of negotiating, managing, and adapting to significant
sources of stress or trauma. Assets and resources within the individual, their life and
environment facilitate the capacity for adaptation and “bouncing back” in the face of
adversity” (Winwood et al., 2013, p. 1205)
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