
26  |  nonprofitworld.org  volume 39 • number 3

Resilience is often defined as the ability to recover 
after a setback. For nonprofits, resilience is essential 
not only in troubled times but in everyday mission-
advancing work. Fostering resiliency will prepare 

you for crises and enable your team to take on higher-risk, 
higher-reward ventures.

The Many Faces of Resiliency
Here are the most important facets of resiliency:
Redundancy, or having more than one contingency plan 
in place, is a key component of resilience. Though the term 
redundancy often evokes negative sentiments, in risk-
management practice, redundancy is essential. 
Increasing redundancy at your nonprofit might be as 
simple as implementing an organization-wide emergency 
notification system. It might mean training a second person 
as back-up for important operations such as accessing 
vendor records and contact information. It might also invite 

complexity, such as having a secondary system in place for 
notifying staff and participants that a facility is in lock-down 
if your primary contact system isn’t working.
Hiring workers with resilient characteristics is another 
way that nonprofit teams enhance resiliency. Resilient 
attributes include:
• humility
• patience
• the ability to focus on the present
• a drive to support coworkers and others.
A key trait among nonprofit leaders who encourage resilience 
is a focus on the empowerment and support of others. A 
rare but effective resiliency trait is the desire to make 
oneself – as a team leader or team member – obsolete to 
the point that other team members are empowered to take 
on your role if a crisis or personnel transition demands it. 
The journey towards organizational resilience can conflict 
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with individual egos and often requires selfless service by 
nonprofit team members.
While hiring people with resilient traits is important, 
developing these characteristics among existing staff and 
volunteers is also vital. It’s also essential to emphasize cross-
training and create succession plans to manage transitions 
when organization leaders depart for any reason.
Business continuity planning (BCP) is sometimes 
implemented in concert with crisis planning, though BCP is 
typically broader in nature and prepares a team to respond 
to a variety of challenging events. For example, a nonprofit 
team might need to implement a business continuity plan 
when the office sprinkler system malfunctions and floods 
the facility, damaging equipment and files. Though the 
event might not be deemed a “crisis,” it warrants enacting 
contingency plans, perhaps for telework or off-site work 
as well as to repair the organization’s space, equipment, 
and data.

Tips for Enhancing Resiliency
Consider drivers of resilience that are unique to 
your nonprofit. Many things you can do are common 
in organizations of all kinds; however, some resiliency 
enhancements will be specific to your nonprofit’s mission, 
the context in which you operate, the audiences you serve, 
and how your programs are run. Assess your organization’s 
special traits to help you identify vulnerabilities. For 
example, a large nonprofit may need to create a different 
crisis plan for each of its programs rather than using one 
generic plan. Treating all programs the same could be 
positioning the organization for disaster. 
Foster a culture of candor, trust, and mutual support. 
Culture is often considered to come from the top of an 
organization, stemming from the actions of the board, 
executive, and senior management team. In reality, culture 
is affected by all team members in an organization and can 
shift gradually as team members come and go. Essential 
to building a resilient culture – one that can bounce back 
in the wake of a crisis or other challenging event – is 
fostering a sense of mutual support and trust throughout 
your organization. Build up each member of your team. 
Encourage individuals to speak up when they need help, 
when they have ideas, and when they have concerns about 
risks, organizational dysfunction, misconduct, or any other 
challenges your team might face. A culture that stimulates 
supportive relationships and open communication will serve 
as a springboard in a time of crisis.
Use crisis events to cultivate real change. When a crisis 
occurs, as it inevitably will, learn from it with actions such 
as these:
•  Reflect on the oversights that might have exacerbated 

the crisis.
•  Devise a timeline for post-crisis review and adaptation. 

•  Engage in dialogue with peer organizations.
• Conduct after-action reviews with internal teams.
•  Decide what should change as a result of the crisis. If it 

was an act of child abuse after an unauthorized person 
gained access to a facility, how will you ensure that this 
cannot happen in the future, and what will you do if it 
does? How will you implement safeguards that address 
your stakeholders’ concerns? 

•  Dedicate ample time to conversations about what went 
wrong – and why.

•  Discuss how you’ll balance safety concerns in the future 
with the need to take some risks to advance your mission.

•  Seek input from people across the organization to shed 
light on areas that need improvement. Often, a crisis will 
arise in an area that’s not as robust as it could be. The crisis 
may be the catalyst you need to evolve in a new direction. 

Bouncing Back
One key aspect of building a resilient organization is 
to enhance resiliency in yourself. Research finds that 
resilient people aren’t just capable of bouncing back in 
spite of adversity. They’re stronger because of adversity 
and how they face it. In his insightful book Positively 
Resilient (redwheelweiser.com), Doug Hensch shares the 
secrets of resilience, including these tactics:
Instead of focusing on how tough your difficulties 
are, reframe each experience into a challenge or game 
to test your abilities.
Don’t try to make a perfect decision. Make a “good” 
decision to help you move forward.
Cultivate mindfulness. Download an app that will 
guide you through a short meditation. 
Welcome feedback and act on it so that you can keep 
growing and improving.
Break complex goals into sub-goals to build confidence 
and keep from being overwhelmed.
Pay attention to how you speak to yourself about 
feelings. Instead of, “I am angry,” for example, try, “I’m 
experiencing thoughts of anger.” This small shift turns 
your thinking from something permanent and personal 
to something temporary and objectified.
Avoid the words “should,” “need to,” “have to,” “must,” 
“always,” and “never.” They limit the ability to think of 
other options for action.
Take the strengths assessment at VIAcharacter.org. 
Work your top strengths into your life in new behaviors 
and thought patterns. 
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•  Renew partnerships with key constituents, including 
other organizations and volunteer teams. Don’t neglect 
your relationships at a time when they might be crucial 
for your future.

•  Review your strategic plan. A crisis can affect your 
organization’s work for the short term or even in the 
big picture. Reevaluate the relevance of your goals and 
strategies to ensure that your direction remains aligned 
with your stakeholders’ needs.

•  Admit mistakes, and take responsibility. After a crisis, 
stakeholders and the general public expect nonprofit 
leaders to apologize, listen, implement improvements, and 
vow to do better next time. Use the opportunity to present 
a cohesive front to the public, share your commitment 
to learning from mistakes, and describe your plans for 
improvement.

•  Consider how enhanced systems, processes, and 
commitments to collective learning can enhance your 
recovery from future crises. Take the time to build 
resiliency into your culture and planning processes, 
and reap the benefits in the future, when you need them 
most. 
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Boost Resilience in Yourself 
& Your Team
For more ways to augment the power of resilience, take a 
look at these articles (NonprofitWorld.org):

Making Better Mistakes (Vol. 38, No. 4)

Boost Your Organization’s Resilience (Vol. 38, No. 3)

Don’t Go it Alone in a Crisis (Vol. 37, No. 2)

Planning to Succeed: Creating a Succession Plan 
(Vol. 29, No. 3)

Foreseeable Harm (Vol. 20, No. 3)

Leading from Feeling: Coaching Tools for Interpersonal 
& Organizational Excellence (Vol. 27, No. 1)

Embrace Mindfulness as a Leadership Practice (Vol. 36, 
No. 2)

Six Steps to Good-Reputation Insurance (Vol. 15, No. 1)

Why Feedback Is the Key to Your Success (Vol. 35, No. 3)

Planning for the Unforeseeable: How Smart Risk 
Management Provides Peace of Mind (Vol. 24, No. 2)

Build a Powerful Staff Team (Vol. 18, No. 4)

Be a Better Leader by Being a Careful Listener (Vol. 37, 
No. 1)

“Resilient people are 
stronger because of 

adversity.”
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