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I n today’s world of nonstop change, public managers need a high-
ly resilient workforce. In the past, government managers ran sta-
ble, efficient organizations, which operated for decades without
much change. Public-sector workers did what their managers

told them to do and were evaluated on how well they followed their
job descriptions.

Today’s managers must implement deep reorganization and con-
stant change on reduced budgets while trying to meet required objec-
tives. Every branch of government has shifted from needing coopera-
tive, compliant employees, to needing self-motivated, change-profi-
cient, adaptable workers capable of performing in new ways without
up-to-date job descriptions.This demand distresses many managers and
workers.

When public-sector employees list their challenges and difficulties,
most re p o rt that they feel pre s s u red to do more wo r k , of better quality,
in less time, with fewer people, in new way s , with a reduced bu d g e t —
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S t re n g th e n i n g
Wo rk fo rc e

Resiliency in the

Public Sector 
By following practical
guidelines from the
new field of resiliency
psychology, public
managers can navigate
through rough periods
of change and bounce
back from setbacks.

by Al Siebert



while wo rrying whether their jobs are safe. Some suc-
cumb to this pre s s u re, some don’t . P u blic managers can
m a ke a difference in how well their wo r ke rs cope by
using simple techniques to strengthen their re s i l i e n c y.

Public managers who dwell on trying to overcome
employee resistance to change fail because trying to get
people to stop doing something is a negative goal. A
positive goal is to develop resiliency strengths in work-
ers who are committed to their work and have positive
attitudes toward change.

Public-sector managers who work
proactively to strengthen workforce
resiliency gain many benefits.
Resilient workers hold up well
under pressure, adapt quickly to
change, get the right things
done with fewer mistakes, and
are sick less often.

Resiliency is not an ability
one either has or does not have.
Resiliency strengths can be
d eve l o p e d , just as proficiency in
a ny sport or activity can be learn e d
and deve l o p e d . H ow can managers
s t rengthen wo r k f o rce re s i l i e n c y ?
✦ Learn which resiliency strengths to

develop in employees.
✦ Know the factors that support or impair worker

resiliency.
✦ Be a good role model of resiliency.

Resiliency psychology offers the following practi-
cal guidelines for strengthening workforce resiliency.

Support Optimum Health
and Well-Being

At the most basic level, the people who hold up
well under constant pressure live in ways that sustain
their health and well-being. Wellness is a way of life.

Actively encourage employees to follow widely known
practices for living a healthy lifestyle.

Increase Positive Feelings
L a u g h i n g , pleasant re l a t i o n s h i p s , e n j oya bl e

moments, and feelings of job satisfaction expand a per-
son’s cognitive skills and strengthen resiliency. Negative
emotions such as fear, anger, anxiety, and worry con-
strict a person’s cognitive skills and weaken resiliency.

Award-winning research by psychologist
Barbara Frederickson has documented a

direct connection between positive
f e e l i n g s , re s i l i e n c y, good health,

f l o u ri s h i n g , good re l a t i o n s h i p s ,
and effective work teams. Work
teams observed to have a high
ratio of positive to negative
emotions flourish while work
teams with little positive feel-
ing tend to languish.The lowest

p o s i t ive - n e g a t ive ratio needed
for flourishing is 3 to 1, a ratio of

5 to 1 is best.
Managers who threaten workers

and intentionally keep them fearful are
acting irrationally because negative emotions

increase the probability of mistakes, accidents, employ-
ee sickness, and having good people quit. Managers
who create a positive, appreciative atmosphere that pro-
motes job satisfaction strengthen resilience, increase
mental alertness and accuracy, and keep the best
employees strongly committed to the organization.

Provide an Emotional Paycheck
Workers become more engaged and committed

when they experience emotional satisfaction.Your gov-
ernmental organization renders a monetary paycheck
for each worker, but your job is to provide them with
an emotional paycheck. You do this by purposefully
arranging for the people under your direct control to
experience the following feelings each week:
✦ My work is important and meaningful.
✦ I am responsible.
✦ I am recognized for achievements.
✦ I have the opportunity for professional growth.
✦ I am valued and appreciated.
✦ I have accomplished something.
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Al Siebert, PhD, is director of The Resiliency Center in Portland, Oregon.
He has extensive experience conducting workshops for public-sector groups
and is director of the resiliency camp at the U.S. Office of Personnel
Management’s Eastern Management Development Center. His book, The
Resiliency Advantage, won the Independent Publishers 2006 Best Self-
Help Book Award. It includes many stories of public-sector employees as out-
standing examples of resiliency. He can be contacted at http://www.resilien-
cycenter.com.This article is based on his workforce resiliency session at the
2006 Excellence in Government conference.

Resilience refers to 
the ability to

• cope with ongoing disruptive change,

• sustain good physical and emotional
health when under constant pressure,

• bounce back easily from setbacks,

• overcome adversities,

• change to a new way of working and living
when an old way is no longer possible,

and

• do all this without acting in a 
dysfunctional or harmful

manner.



To impart these feelings requires good emotional
intelligence in a manager—an important area of profes-
sional growth.

Emphasize Problem-Solving
Responses

Resilient people, when faced with difficulty, focus
on solving the challenge. The least resilient people
become overly emotional, portray themselves as vic-
tims, blame others, and dwell on their misfortune.

You increase workforce resiliency by arranging for
workshops on effective pro blem-solving methods.
Content should include logical “left brain” methods,
creative “right brain” methods, group brainstorming,
and how to find simple, practical solutions.

Encourage Self-Motivated Learning
Highly resilient people continuously learn new

ways of doing things, seek new experiences, and fre-
quently change how they interact with their circum-
stances.The least resilient people drift into a “calcified”
condition where they try to avoid change and new
experiences. Childlike curiosity, playfulness, and self-
motivated, self-managed learning lead to advanced
resilience skills. We are marvelously blessed with the
ability to replace old behaviors by learning new ones at
any age.

A problem with traditional training is that it condi-
tions employees to be passive learners who wait to be
instructed. In contrast, self-motivated, self-managed
learning leads to becoming more skillful, change-profi-
cient, and resilient year after year.This means that tradi-
tional training methods are self-defeating when used to
try to increase workforce resiliency.

Resilient people are like children who never grow
u p.T h ey are curious and get excited about learning bet-
ter ways of doing things. Encourage wo r ke rs to ask
q u e s t i o n s . Asking good questions is a far more useful
skill in today ’s world than knowing answe rs that some-
one taught. Habitual curiosity leads quick orientation to
n ew realities and playful curiosity can lead to practical
p ro blem-solving—one of the most basic resiliency skills.

A professional growth area for budding managers is
learning how to manage with questions. Keep in mind,
if you want resilient employees, you can’t continue to
manage workers like they were managed in the past.

Adapt to Circumstances
Adapting to new circumstances is the key to sur-

vival in all of nature. If you always respond one way and
never in the opposite way, you sometimes will be help-
less to stop yourself from automatically reacting in a
self-defeating manner.

The flexibility found in highly resilient people
comes from their complex inner nature. Here is a par-
tial list of counterbalanced personality qualities typical-
ly found in people who overcome setbacks to achieve
solid career success:
✦ Creative and analytical 
✦ Serious and playful 
✦ Hard-working and lazy 
✦ Sensitive and tough 
✦ Cautious and trusting 
✦ Unselfish and selfish 
✦ Self-appreciating and self-critical 
✦ Impulsive and thorough 
✦ Optimistic and pessimistic.

Forest Service
In recent years, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Forest Service has undergone a massive national reorgani-
zation. For the first hundred years of its existence, it had a network of regions, forests, and ranger districts that oper-
ated autonomously. This structure, created by Gifford Pinchot in 1905, had been designed so that it would not take a
district ranger more than one day riding on horseback to reach his forest supervisor’s office.

As the USDA Forest Service entered its second century, the national executive leadership team saw that the old struc-
ture was inefficient. The reorganization of the Forest Service established a central service center in Albuquerque,
New Mexico, which led to layoffs and relocations that disrupted the lives and families of thousands of employees.

The director of the new human capital management division, Roy Roosevelt, understood that a positive outlook with-
in his unit was essential. “I knew it was important for all of us in human resources to respond with positive coping
energy to every new challenge,” Roy says. “Whenever a new demand hits us, my response is, ‘The fun never stops!’ I
kept stirring up enthusiasm for handling the reorganization really well, urged everyone to support people in the
field, and gave them constant praise and appreciation. I want everyone to know that as the Forest Service strives to
meet the competitive challenges of today and the future, human resources will play a major role.”
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How many of these pairs of counterbalanced qual-
ities describe you? Can you add more?

Counterbalanced personality qualities are signs of
advanced emotional intelligence.Your resilience in rap-
idly changing circumstances comes from having many
such pairs of traits, whatever they may be. The longer
the list of pairs of counterbalanced, paradoxical traits
you recognize in yourself, the more emotionally com-
plex you are, which can increase your chances of suc-
cessfully handling any situation that develops.

Balance Positivity with Negativity
Managers with positive attitudes typically handicap

themselves by having a negative attitude about negative
thinking. When managers suppress disagreement and
negative thinking during meetings, they create a condi-
tion called “groupthink,” in which groups make bad
decisions.

Power is derived from being at the choice point
between counterbalanced forces. A sign that managers
have developed advanced emotional intelligence is that
they feel comfortable with and can counterbalance pos-
itive thinking with negative thinking. Barbara Clark,
former City Treasurer in Portland, Oregon, says, “A
negativity specialist will make you think through your
plans better, point out flaws, and warn you about what
could go wrong. I would thank the Lord when I had a
negative thinker in my department!”

Employ a Flexible Style
Do you expect that everyone will respond well to

the way that you want to manage, or do you manage
people in a way that gets the best responses from each
individual?  In today’s workplace, a flexible manage-
ment style gets the best results.

Two of the most well researched personality factors
are “external locus of control” and “internal locus of
control.” Hundreds of research studies show that people
who cope best in difficult situations score high on
measures of “internal control” beliefs.They feel person-
ally responsible for how well their lives go, and know
that they have some control over events and their
responses to events. People who feel helpless and vic-
timized, and blame others, score high on measures of
“external control”beliefs.They do not believe that their
personal efforts could make anything better. They
believe that solutions to their unhappy condition are
under the control of other people and external forces.

A fascinating truth about the human mind is that
whatever you believe, you will find evidence that sup-
ports your belief.Thus it is that “external” and “inter-
nal” belief systems are both self-validating.

As a manager, it is nonproductive to try to get
employees to change from their way of thinking to your
way of thinking. If you adapt how you interact with
each worker to get the best results from them, every-
thing will flow much easier for all.
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Metropolitan Bus System
The new operations manager for a metropolitan bus system studied the budget expenditures and saw that the annu-
al cost for paper towels in the operations budget was over $25,000. “Why is this cost so high?” he wondered.

He spent many days in the bus barns observing the drivers and bus cleaning crews. When the drivers came on duty,
he saw each one pick up a new package of paper towels from the supply room on the way to their assigned bus.
During their shifts, the drivers would break open a package of towels and clean up messes left by passengers on the
handrails and seats. At the end of their shifts, the drivers would leave the partially used packages of towels on the
bus. The bus cleaning crews would then remove them and throw them out. When he looked in the dumpsters, the
manager saw large stacks of unused paper towels thrown into the trash.

Here was the problem. One package of towels for each driver, every shift, every day, added up to a major expense.
He talked about what he’d observed with his boss, the drivers, and the cleaning crews. The solution they decided to
implement was to install towel dispensers on each bus and give the cleaning crews responsibility for keeping the dis-
pensers filled. The cost of paper towels dropped immediately, saving the transit system over $6,000 a year.

This manager followed all the steps for rational problem-solving. He identified the problem, was clear about the
desired goal, collected information, discussed several solutions with people who had to make a solution work, and
measured the results.

By using a problem-solving response to any challenge or difficulty, it becomes a valuable habit. But more than that,
when you invite people to put their minds to work and solve problems, they feel more job satisfactions and make
sure that their solutions work.



F i g u re 1 is a visual guideline on how to use a flexi-
ble management style that gets the best results from a
d ive rse wo r k f o rc e. You start by observing where each
p e rson is on the extern a l - i n t e rnal dimension. Use the
a p p ro p riate management mode with them, and then fol-
l ow up with appre c i a t i o n .

This management strategy lets you avoid a typical
failing in managers : spending most of your time trying to
i m p rove the performance of your least pro d u c t ive wo r k-
e rs . A much smarter strategy is to tell people who need
to be told what to do exactly what you want them to do.
L e ave your best wo r ke rs alone to do what they know has
to be done.Then devote most of your management time
to the middle group who want to learn how to be more
e f f e c t ive. I t ’s a much better experience for all.

Bounce Back Stronger
Resilience means being able to bounce back from

setbacks that may seem overwhelming at first. When
resilient people have their lives disrupted, they handle
their feelings in healthy ways.They allow themselves to
feel grief, anger, loss, and confusion when hurt and dis-
tressed, but they don’t let it become a permanent state.
An unexpected outcome is that they not only heal, but
often bounce back stronger than before.

Public-sector managers and employees who func-
tion at the highest resilience level are best suited for a

world of nonstop change.They adjust quickly to new
circumstances and move confidently through chaotic
turmoil to reach good outcomes.

Resilient people handle major difficulties more eas-
ily than others. They expect to overcome workplace
disruptions in ways that work out well, and the struggle
to overcome difficulties can develop new strengths.
Resilient organizations have stories of how adversities
in their past turned out to be valuable experiences.

We live in a constantly changing world. Some peo-
ple make their lives difficult by resisting or fighting the
ongoing changes. Others adapt and flow with them—
it’s each person’s choice. Managers who understand the
importance of workforce resiliency can help employees
(and themselves) navigate through rough periods of
change skillfully and easily. ✥
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Figure 1. The Seven Modes
of Flexible Management
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