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C
hances are, in the next 12 months your
or gani sa tion and the peo ple in it will
ex pe ri ence con sid er able change. The
fast pace of global isation, tech no log i -

cal, so cial and po lit i cal change is un avoid able.
To sur vive and as sist em ploy ees to en dure

and adapt to the con stant changes, or gani sa -
tions must de velop re sil ience in their
em ploy ees.

What is re sil ience?
Re sil ience is be ing able to re cover quickly

when stretched be yond your limit. Re sil ient
em ploy ees re port re duced in tel lec tual and
emo tional tur bu lence, al low ing them to more
eas ily fo cus at ten tion on their pri or i ties.

They are better able to shift and broaden per -
spec tives, tol er ate am bi gu ity and draw on their
in tu ition to make better de ci sions. In short, re -
sil ient em ploy ees nav i gate change more eas ily,
with less drain on their performance, pro duc t -
iv ity and wellbeing.

Re sil ient law yers:
• Are open to learn ing from ex pe ri ence
• Com mu ni cate well
• De velop ef fec tive per sonal and peo ple skills
• Make de ci sions that are grounded in emo -

tional as well as in tel lec tual in tel li gence
• Sup port, de velop and ac tively en gage peo ple
• Mo ti vate and in spire oth ers.

Im prov ing re sil ience in the le gal
pro fes sion – the lead er ship role

In creas ingly Aus tra lian le gal firms are putt -
ing the spot light on im prov ing staff wellness
and mini mis ing and man ag ing stress in the
work place. This is not sur pris ing, given the
con sis tent f ind ings in re search around poor
men tal health in the le gal pro fes sion.

In 1991, Johns Hopkins Uni ver sity in Bal ti -
more in ter viewed 12,000 work ers about de -
pres sion. Law yers ranked num ber one on the
list of oc cu pa tions that were most de pressed. In 
fact, law yers were found to suf fer de pres sion at 
a rate of 3.6 times higher than employed
persons generally.

Lead ers play an im por tant role in en cour ag -
ing wellness and man ag ing stress. Lead er ship
style and in ter per sonal skills are fac tors ex ert -
ing a sig nif i cant me di at ing in flu ence over how
team mem bers de velop pos i tive work bal ance
prac tices and how they ex pe ri ence and recover
from stress. This is re flected in re search and
ex pe ri ence, show ing:

1. Wellness ini tia tives (such the em ployee
as sis tance pro gram LawCare) can dif fer en ti ate 
an or gani sa tion as an “em ployer of choice” in a
la bour mar ket short age. They also keep peo ple
well and pro vide an av e nue for early
in ter ven tion.

2. Staff who feel sup ported by their lead ers
per ceive stress dif fer ently and are more likely
to “stay” and “strive”. A per cep tion of sup port
and con nec tion with a leader is known to be a
fac tor in re duc ing work stress.

3. Lead ers are in the per fect po si tion to mon -
i tor staff wellbeing and en cour age pos i tive ac -
tions through their prox im ity and con nec tion
to staff.

4. Talk ing early and talk ing of ten with your
staff leads to better out comes.  Re search into
costly stress claims in di cates many con flict
and stress claims could have been more ef fec -
tively man aged by ear lier con ver sa tion.

5. A good re la tion ship with col leagues and
lead ers is very of ten a higher pri or ity for em -
ploy ees than money when it co mes to
“stay ing”.

How to de velop em ployee re sil ience
Lead ers have the abil ity to en cour age em -

ployees to en gage in self-ex plo ra tion ac tiv i ties
to de velop re sil ience. Re search has dem on -
strated that em ploy ees who are aware of their
sig na ture strengths and attributional style are
more re sil ient. Thus, lead ers should make em -
ploy ees aware of ac tiv i ties that as sist em ploy -
ees to as cer tain their sig na ture strengths and
attributional style.

>>

The re sil ient law yer
An ap proach to en hanc ing em ployee wellbeing
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The cur rent economic cri sis will be a prime cause of
work place change in the im me di ate fu ture. To sur vive,
employers will need to foster a culture of resilience in their
employees. In the first instalment of a new, regular column, 
Murray Davis explains how this can be achieved.
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Sig na ture strength

A sig na ture strength is some thing that is
unique to that per son; it is a core com pe tency
that got them to where they are to day and is
what they rely on to get them out of trou ble.

Ex er cis ing sig na ture strengths is like wa ter -
ing the roots of op ti mism. By en cour ag ing
your em ploy ees to do this, they will start to feel
better about them selves and find greater ful fil -
ment in what they are do ing. Know ing their
sig na ture strength will also help them ex ploit
op por tu ni ties and navigate through
uncertainty.

Ex pe ri ence dem on strates that staff are at
their most en gaged when they are aware of
their own sig na ture strengths and are able to
uti lise these on a daily ba sis. This can be made
more pow er ful when team mem bers are able to
share these with each other and ex plore ways of 
cap i tal is ing on the in ter play of var i ous team
strengths.

Any one can take a sim ple, free of charge, on -
line sig na ture strengths as sess ment by vis it ing
www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu.
Attributional style

Attributional style is also a good in di ca tor of
re sil ience and ef fec tive ness. It re fers to how
peo ple ex plain (at trib ute) the events of their

lives. Do they lean to wards op ti mism or pes si -
mism? A fas ci nat ing re search out come from
the arena of pos i tive psy chol ogy has been that
whilst pes si mism can be det ri men tal to most
pro fes sions (and can have a neg a tive im pact on
ac a demic and sport ing per for mance), “pes si -
mists do better at law”.

As Mar tin Seligman (the pi o neer of pos i tive
psy chol ogy) points out: “Pes si mism is seen as
a plus amongst law yers, be cause see ing trou -
bles as per va sive and per ma nent is a com po -
nent of what the law pro fes sion deems
pru dence.”

The dif f i culty many law yers re port, how- 
ever, is being able to switch this off outside of
the work place.

Re search has proven that op ti mism can pro -
tect peo ple from men tal and phys i cal ill ness
and that peo ple who are op ti mis tic or happy
have fewer phys i cal health prob lems, and have
better re la tion ships with peers, fam ily and cus -
tom ers. Fur ther, op ti mism can be learned and
lead ers should en cour age em ploy ees to par tic i -
pate in ac tiv i ties and programs that develop
optimism.

Mak ing re sil ience a re al ity
Suc cess ful and re sil ient em ploy ees bal ance

pru dence with positivity, be liev ing good things 

can hap pen within the con straints posed by the
re al ity, and that they can play a role in mak ing
them hap pen. They are per sis tent in tough
times, re cov er ing quickly from set backs and
tak ing de ci sive ac tion when ad ver sity strikes
and the stakes are high. Lead ers must en gage in 
pro grams that as sist em ploy ees to de velop re -
sil ience to as sist with em ployee wellbeing. Ad -
di tion ally, lead ers must con sis tently dem on -
strate be hav iours that build re sil ience in oth -
ers.n

The QLS has engaged As sure Pro grams to
provide the LawCare service. It offers a
range of pro grams that fo cus on im prov ing
em ployee re sil ience and wellbeing.
Con tact As sure Pro grams to as cer tain how
or gani sa tions can de velop re sil ient,
well-balanced employees.
p:  1800 505 015 
e: info@assureprograms.com.au
w: www.assureprograms.com.au

The next Wellbeing ar ti cle will fo cus
on what in di vid u als can do to im prove
their re sil ience.Murray Davis is managing director of Assure Programs and a counselling psychologist.
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