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Leaders’ Resilience in the International Context

Nelli Ukhova

Technische Universität Dresden

Abstract

Current digital transformation challenges, dramatic increases in diversity and uncertainty as well as ubiquitous global changes
lead to higher demands on leaders’ resilience to stress. International leaders have to encounter not only the time of the rapid
change, cope effectively with the adversities they face, but also be able to perform successfully and lead teams across cultures,
whilst adapting to working in varied global environments and maximizing value from the international business. Although
there are numerous studies on both resilience and international leadership, the connection between the two constructs still re-
mains a relatively unexplored phenomenon. This thesis involves an empirical approach in order to identify the factors that have
the biggest impact on international leaders’ resilience at the individual, situational and behavioral level. The research includes
a quantitative data collection method resulting in 105 responses from international leaders from various industrial sectors.
Key findings indicate that resilience can be developed or formed since the majority of resilience factors can be influenced by
leaders. In alignment with studies on positive psychology, this thesis has proven that leaders’ resilience is underpinned by not
only individual but also situational and behavioral factors. Beyond these primary findings, the thesis has also revealed that
leaders in managerial positions generally demonstrate a high level of resilience.

Keywords: Leaders’ resilience; resilience factors; workplace resilience.

1. Introduction

1.1. Relevance
Present digital transformation challenges, dramatic in-

creases in diversity and ubiquitous global changes are leading
to higher demands on leaders’ resilience to stress (Gray and
Jones, 2016; Maddi and Khoshaba, 2005; Howard and Irv-
ing, 2013). International leaders in this time of rapid change
(Maddi, 2013) and uncertainty must not only cope effec-
tively with these challenges but also perform successfully
and lead teams across cultures while adapting to working in
today’s complex and competitive landscape and maximizing
value from international business (Avery and Bergsteiner,
2011; Comfort et al., 2010; Howard and Irving, 2013). The
current literature demonstrates a direct connection between
a leader’s performance, his or her exposure to stressful ex-
periences, and his or her ability to maintain or increase the
level of resilience while facing these experiences (Ackerman
and Maslin-Ostrowski, 2002; Draht, 2016; Koslowski and
Longstaff, 2015; Maddi and Khoshaba, 2005; Sutcliffe and
Vogus, 2003; Wright et al., 2013). Understanding what
makes a leader resilient and cultivating resilience on various
levels can assist leaders in effectively managing disturbances

and building high-performing teams. Consequently, both
factors can lead to a strategic advantage by creating a work-
ing climate that increases employees’ productivity and en-
courages the company’s success (Avey et al., 2011; Cooper,
2014).

Despite the fact that over the last decades both resilience
and international leadership have attracted burgeoning inter-
est, both of the concepts demonstrate ambiguity in their defi-
nitions and measurements; not to mention that there is still a
lack of interdisciplinary effort to better understand resilience
in the context of international leadership (Bird and Menden-
hall, 2016; Comfort et al., 2010: 11; Foerster and Duchek,
2017: 282; Smith et al., 2015: 34). Previous research has
mainly investigated leaders’ influence on the resilience and
performance of employees (Harland et al., 2005) and demon-
strated a positive relationship between the two phenomena
(Avey et al., 2011). Few studies have analyzed the impor-
tance of resilience at the individual, group and organizational
levels (Vogus and Welbourne, 2003) and their interrelation as
a part of the “processes box” (Xiao and Cao, 2017) that is cru-
cial to an organization’s recovery output. Only recently have
researchers begun to investigate resilience factors in the spe-
cific context of leadership (Bossmann et al., 2016; Foerster
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and Duchek, 2017; Hatler and Sturgeon, 2013; Lazaridou
and Beka, 2014; Southwick et al., 2017) and to map out a co-
herent picture of how (1) traits and abilities, (2) workplace
support and (3) individual behavior influence leaders’ re-
silience (Cooper et al., 2013; Foerster and Duchek, 2017; Fo-
erster and Duchek, 2018). The framework, based on Cooper
et al. (2013) and refined during a qualitative study by Foer-
ster and Duchek (2017), demonstrates that leaders’ resilience
also results from the interaction of various factors within the
three categories mentioned above and underlines once again
the importance of viewing resilience as a complex and dy-
namic process (Foerster and Duchek, 2017: 302).

Since Foerster and Duchek (2017) interviewed leaders
only from German regions, this thesis undertakes a cross-
national investigation using the conceptual framework elab-
orated by the researchers as a theoretical underpinning to
the empirical part of the study. The subject is examined by
taking a detailed look at the factors that influence leaders’
resilience at the individual, situational and behavioral levels
as they relate to leadership development in the international
context.

1.2. Objective and Research Question
The principal objective of the thesis is to seek new in-

sight into the factors that most strongly influence leaders’
resilience in the international context, using a quantitative
method for empirical data collection that is centered on sur-
vey research.

With a strong focus on resilience research that has specif-
ically considered international leadership, the thesis aims to
address existing knowledge gaps by investigating the follow-
ing research question:

RQ: Which factors have the largest impact on lead-
ers’ resilience at the individual, situational and be-
havioral levels in the international context?

1.3. Thesis Overview
The following thesis is divided into six chapters. Follow-

ing the introductory chapter, Chapter 2 begins with a com-
prehensive literature review covering existing research on
(1) resilience and (2) international leadership. It proceeds
to establish a link between the two constructs and presents
a tentative conceptual model for the empirical part of the
study. Chapter 3 details the methodology and the implemen-
tation of the design applied to answer the research question
and achieve the principal objective of the study. Chapter 4
presents the key findings of the analysis and briefly profiles
the participants involved in the data collection. Chapter 5
elaborates on the results of the study in relation to the re-
search question. Chapter 6 includes a conclusion and critical
reflection on the key findings, discusses limitations and re-
search gaps, and highlights implications for future research.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. International Leadership
2.1.1. Defining Leadership

Although leadership represents one of the world’s oldest
preoccupations and a great number of academics have con-
ducted numerous studies about the topic, it still remains a
scholarly paradox due to the lack of definitional clarity (Blass
and Ferris, 2007; Sinclair, 2011). Bennis (1989) has men-
tioned that “leadership is like beauty: it is hard to define, but
you know it when you see it” (1989: 45). Forty-five years
ago, upon reviewing over 3,000 studies related to leadership,
Stogdill (1974) contended that “there are almost as many
different definitions of leadership as there are persons who
have attempted to define the concept” (1974: 7). Since that
time, interest in this phenomenon has persisted; however,
the multitude of definitions has remained. Additionally, Rost
(1991) has mentioned that so far, “attempts to define leader-
ship have been confusing [...] and according to conventional
wisdom, quite unrewarding” (1991: 99). Nevertheless, con-
temporary scholars have continued their investigations and
attempted to grasp leadership and integrate existing defini-
tions into one supermodel (Yukl, 2010).

The evolution of leadership can be generally portrayed
via four historical threads, namely (1) trait theory – “leader
is” (e.g., Wiggam, 1931), (2) behavior theory – “leader does”
(e.g., Stogdill and Coons, 1957), (3) situational theory –
“leader emerges depending on the situation” (e.g., Vroom
and Yetton, 1973) and (4) transformational theory – “leader
believes and values” (e.g., Bennis and Nanus, 1985). The first
three theories are largely reflected in studies by, for exam-
ple, Colvin (1996) and Fairholm (1991). The scholars agree
that leadership results from the combination of a leader’s per-
sonality, a leader’s behavior (relationship and task behavior)
and situational leadership demands. Despite three of the his-
torical threads still being commonly applied as a theoretical
framework and seeming to be the most obvious avenue for
researchers to explore, the fourth thread – transformational
theory – offers a more holistic approach to defining leader-
ship, addresses the inherent limitations of the previous the-
ories and meshes closely with concepts of resilience (Anton-
akis and House, 2002; Bennis, 2003; Draht, 2016; Dumdum
et al., 2002; Rost, 2008). The transformational approach
focuses on the phenomenon of leadership by awarding the
central role to the two-way relationship between a leader
and subordinates. Antonakis and House (2002) along with
Covey (2007) have emphasized that idealized influence, in-
spirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individ-
ualized consideration are characteristics of strong transfor-
mational leaders. Moreover, Dumdum et al. (2002) meta-
analysis proves that transformational leadership has a posi-
tive and strong correlation with subordinates’ resilience. Bass
and Avolio (1990) have claimed that transformational lead-
ership represents a long-term relationship based on trust,
support and the achievement of long-term goals. In this con-
text, Mullins (1999) has offered a broader definition of lead-
ership: “a relationship through which one person influences
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the behavior of others” (1999: 253). Hernez-Broome and
Hughes (2004) has expanded on the previous two views and
highlighted the importance of self-confidence and conviction
in establishing trust between leaders and their subordinates.
In sum, scholars agree that transformational leadership is
more emotion- and feeling-based than other leadership styles
and focuses on relationships rather than on static constructs
(Bass and Avolio, 1990; Palmer et al., 2001).

A number of scholars have attempted to better under-
stand leadership by focusing specifically on leadership tasks
rather than on definitions. For example, Arnold et al. (2000)
emphasized in their empirical study five components of em-
powering leadership behavior, namely (1) leading by exam-
ple (commitment to one’s own work and that of one’s team),
(2) coaching (educating team members to become more self-
reliant), (3) showing concern (behavior that demonstrates
a regard for team members’ wellness), (4) informing (ex-
plaining company decisions to the team) and (5) participa-
tive decision-making (including team members’ input and en-
couraging them to express their ideas). Linden et al. (2000)
have also agreed on this notion and mentioned that employ-
ees’ participation in decision-making creates an environment
of trust and empowerment. Draht (2016) has also pointed
out that a leader has three vital tasks, namely (1) defining
the direction, (2) maintaining commitment and (3) facing
challenges and adapting to them. The last characteristic is
of high importance in the context of resilience since positive
adaptation to changes requires leaders’ resilience.

Recently, leadership research has started to emphasize
the fifth thread, which focuses on a perspectival approach
to defining leadership (Fairholm and Fairholm, 2009). Ac-
cording to this view leadership can be perceived through four
lenses, namely leadership as (1) management, (2) a value-
displacement activity, (3) a trust culture and (4) a spiritual
phenomenon (Figure 1); each of them incorporates a dif-
ferent set of approaches to followers, tools and behaviors
and implementation descriptions. Moreover, Fairholm and
Fairholm (2009) have emphasized that the above-mentioned
perspectives do not represent isolated entities, but rather
build on each other to portray a more holistic and encom-
passing model of leadership.

Since the empirical part of the thesis focuses on leaders
with a managerial position, only the first perspective (man-
agement) is outlined below.

Maccoby (2000) views management, in the context of
Fairholm and Fairholm (2009) framework, as an administra-
tive function, whereas spiritual leadership is a relationship
established to energize the organization. The scholar has
stated that the spiritual leadership defines the vision and
goals, whereas the management implements means and tools
to achieve them (Maccoby, 2000). Whetton and Cameron
(1998) have also supported the findings of Fairholm and
Fairholm (2009) and have stressed the importance of man-
agement by highlighting that “effective management sub-
sumes effective leadership” (1998: 14). Similarly, Rost
(1991) and Drucker (1954) have acknowledged that effec-
tive leadership is also effective management and that both

constructs are both distinct and closely interrelated; they
represent complementary systems of action. Bennis (1989)
and Peters and Waterman (1982) have defined a leader as
someone who influences subordinates by creating and fos-
tering innovation in a working environment through the
following competencies: management of (1) attention, (2)
meaning, (3) trust and (4) self-efficacy. Arakawa and Green-
berg (2007) have also contended that managers are leaders
who work operatively on constant process improvement and
the positive transformation of the working environment (i.e.,
a continuously evolving working cycle). Northouse (2010)
has stated that leadership is the “management’s practice
to achieve mutual aim by motivating group of individuals
through one person” (2010: 3). Recently, Wright (2006)
has concluded that despite the ambiguity of definitions and
the different perceptions, the constructs of “influence” and
“relationship” are two vital components of leadership and
remain relevant at every level.

Based on an extensive analysis of the relevant literature
and in compliance with the described frameworks, this thesis
refers to leaders as "managers" and supports Whetton and
Cameron (1998) claim that effective leadership is effective
management.

2.1.2. Domestic Versus International Leadership
As mentioned previously, it is already challenging to pro-

vide a general definition of leadership; hence, defining in-
ternational leadership poses additional difficulties (Dickson
et al., 2009). By the end of the 20th century international
(i.e., cross-cultural) leadership had gained significant atten-
tion from scholars in terms of the new “managerial reality”
that encompasses a boundary-spanning worldview. Since
international connectivity and, thus, cultural, geographical
and temporal complexities are constantly increasing, lead-
ers are required to develop greater agility and evolve more
rapidly while fostering innovative change (Bird and Menden-
hall, 2016; Dickson et al., 2009; Haque et al., 2017; Peterson,
1997; Steers et al., 2012). In general, leading in the inter-
national context depends on multiple volatile business envi-
ronments and demands a view of leadership that can accom-
modate the constant retooling of the competencies necessary
for work in global settings (Harris et al., 2004). Such com-
petencies include (1) cultural awareness, the idea that dif-
ferent environments require different leadership styles (e.g.,
democratic and consultative leadership might be highly suc-
cessful in Western Europe, but would be interpreted as in-
competence in Asia or the Middle East); (2) strong commu-
nication skills, allowing leaders to effectively exchange infor-
mation with other parties and avoid disrespectful rebuttals;
and (3) openness to learning from new experiences and the
belief that cultural diversity means unexplored fields, con-
stantly requiring leaders to learn new information and skills
(Bird and Mendenhall, 2016; Minkov and Hofstede, 2011).
Hence, whereas domestic leaders operate within one country,
international leaders are boundary-less and are therefore ex-
posed to a higher risk of adversity, which requires them to be
more adaptive and flexible (Dickson et al., 2009; House et al.,
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Figure 1: Leadership perspectives model. Source: based on Fairholm and Fairholm (2009).

2002; Qureshi, 2013). However, some scholars still argue
that leadership is a broad construct that, to a large extent, is
performed similarly in every culture (Hazucha et al., 2012).
Other researchers agree that leadership is enacted similarly
in every cultural environment but emphasize that evaluative
and semantic interpretations, along with cognitive schemas
for defining leadership, vary across cultures (Chemers, 2002;
Dickson et al., 2009; Hanges et al., 2000; Javidan et al.,
2006). In this context, Bass (1997), Smith and Bond (1993)
and Lonner (1980) have attempted to identify the character-
istics of leaders who incorporate a universally applicable con-
ceptualization demonstrating a ubiquitous contingency all
over the world, and they have identified those that vary de-
pending on the cultural context. For instance, Lonner (1980)
revealed three categories of universal leadership factors: (1)
simple, (2) variform and (3) functional universals. The re-
searcher indicated that simple universals relate to factors that
are not context-dependent and that rather represent trends
in human behavior (e.g., the need to belong and communi-
cate). The variform universals refer to different interpreta-
tions of simple universals (the same value but different enact-
ments), and functional universals describe the relationship
between the first two categories that is true for all nations.
Bass (1997) extended the model of Lonner (1980) and intro-
duced variform functional universals along with behavioral
universals, which build a profound basis for explanations of
behavioral outcomes across cultures. Other researchers have
focused on identifying aspects of leadership that are cultur-
ally contingent. For example, during the course of the GLOBE
Project, House et al. (2004) investigated leadership in 62
countries and found that leadership is largely culturally con-
tingent. Hence, the qualities and processes of effective lead-
ers vary across countries. For example, successful American

managers tend to be more individualistic and assertive, while
effective Chinese managers show distance and avoid risks. In
sum, the multinational study by House et al. (2004) demon-
strated that while leadership characteristics vary across coun-
tries, there is still contingency in leadership trends within
one society. Hence, leadership was proven to be a cultural
construct that is ultimately embedded in the environment in
which it is exercised. Another study by Ronen and Shenkar
(1985) analyzed leaders in 42 countries and identified eight
cultural clusters, namely Arab, Near and Far Eastern, Nordic,
Germanic, Anglo, Latin European and American. Brodbeck
et al. (2000) went one step further and proposed that lead-
ership characteristics vary not only on the macro level but
also on the micro level within cultural regions. In sum, the
dilemma of defining leadership in the international context
highlights the importance of studies being more precise and
specific to provide results, methodologies and interpretations
that do not suffer from overgeneralization and the underes-
timation of cross-cultural effects (Dickson et al., 2009).

2.2. Resilience
2.2.1. Defining Resilience

The term "resilience" has various definitions in academic
discourse. It is derived from the Latin verb resilire, which
means “to jump back” or “to recoil,” and originated in the
materials science, where it describes the ability of a body to
react elastically to an external action and then recover to its
original state (Koslowski and Longstaff, 2015; Draht, 2016:
101). In the context of individuals, the concept of resilience
is founded on two distinct dimensions: the ability of a hu-
man being to maintain (1) positive development in the face
of (2) disturbance or adversity (Foerster and Duchek, 2017;
Comfort et al., 2010; Luthar and Brown, 2007; Sutcliffe and
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Vogus, 2003; Williams et al., 2017; Wright et al., 2013). For
example, Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003: 95) have defined "re-
silience" as "maintenance of positive adjustment under chal-
lenging conditions." Masten (2001: 228) has also supported
these findings and described resilience as "good outcomes in
spite of serious threats to adaptation or development."

Despite the common foundation and broad research
work, however, various authors have adopted different ap-
proaches to defining adversity and positive adaptation. For
instance, Comfort et al. (2010) have described adversities
that facilitate resilience as "disturbances that are perceived
within the system to fall outside the range of normal and
expected disturbances" (2010: 9). Comfort et al. (2010)
have focused on different dimensions of resilience and based
their view on the three conceptual continuums, namely the
moment of resilience, speedy recovery and the severity of
disturbance. Williams et al. (2017) have also reflected on
these dimensions and contended that resilience is continu-
ally present and that being resilient implies positive function-
ing prior to, during and following a shocking event (2017:
742). Contrary to this, Masten (2001) has highlighted that
resilience might also result from the "ordinary magic of ev-
eryday interactions" (2001: 235). Davydov et al. (2010)
have combined both views and pointed out that a weak level
of resilience includes daily hassles (e.g., engaging in a dis-
agreement or argument) whereas a strong level of resilience
implies unexpected crises (e.g., death of a loved one) or
permanent adverse life circumstances (e.g., growing up in
an alcoholic family). Rock (2008) has highlighted that ad-
versity ultimately depends on the individual’s perception of
what constitutes a threat to his or her comfort zone.

Thus, perceptions regarding the severity of an adversity
and its level of influence on resilience vary widely. Positive
adaptation, as the second construct, indicates competencies
that allow individuals to successfully master specific circum-
stances and challenges that appear throughout their devel-
opment (Foerster and Duchek, 2017). Bonanno (2004) and
Hardy et al. (2004) have mentioned that resilience consti-
tutes growth and strengthening due to adversity and pointed
out that everyone is capable of developing resilience. Toland
and Carrigan (2011) have also argued that two defining as-
pects of resilience are exposure to a significant threat that
gives an individual a chance to test his or her resilience and
evidence that positive development results from overcoming
stressful situations.

Ungar (2004) has mentioned that in most studies, schol-
ars have largely neglected the definitional ambiguity regard-
ing the construct of resilience. The researcher has concluded
that studies should be more precise in their definitions to de-
termine "if resilience is to be normative levels of coping in
exceptionally difficult circumstances, above average coping
when there are normative levels of stress, or exceptional lev-
els of functional adaptation in circumstances of heightened
risk exposure" (2004: 347) in the context of the performed
study.

2.2.2. Resilient Individual

Origins of Resilience Research
The literature agrees that previous research on resilience has
been mainly conducted in the fields of clinical and develop-
mental psychopathology, focusing on factors that influence
children’s success (Comfort et al., 2010; Luthar and Brown,
2007; Richardson, 2002; Sutcliffe and Vogus, 2003). Studies
in the 1940s and 1950s aimed to investigate factors that fa-
cilitate children’s positive development and achievement of
better-than-expected outcomes despite the influence of high-
risk parents and exposure to permanent adverse living con-
ditions (Masten and Obradović, 2006). For example, dur-
ing the Kauai longitudinal study, which lasted four decades
(1955–1995), Werner and Smith investigated a cohort of
660 Hawaiian Islander youngsters (Werner and Smith, 1982)
who were children and grandchildren of immigrants. Of
the 30% of surviving children who were exposed to adver-
sity on a daily basis from birth to adulthood, one-third had
grown into mentally healthy adults despite living in disad-
vantaged social milieus (Werner, 2005). Werner and Smith
(2001) set out to identify protective factors that caused re-
markable adaptation and provided a form of invulnerability
to the children. The factors were then divided into three clus-
ters: (1) protective factors within the individual (individual
disposition attributes), (2) protective factors within the fam-
ily (cohesion and support) and (3) protective factors within
the community (external support; Werner and Smith, 2001).
Thus, Werner and Smith (2001) conceptualized resilience as
a multi-dimensional phenomenon that implies three overar-
ching characteristics and established a vital basis for future
research extending beyond the scope of developmental psy-
chology (Foerster and Duchek, 2017).

Conceptualization of Resilience
As mentioned previously, researchers have acknowledged
that resilience is concerned with positive development in re-
sponse to risk or adversity (Bonanno, 2004; Foerster and
Duchek, 2017; Ledesma, 2014; Shaikh and Kauppi, 2010).
Pioneers of resilience research initially tended to portray re-
silience as a constellation of characteristics (Bartone et al.,
1989; Kobasa, 1979; Wagnild and Young, 1993). This per-
spective suggested resilience to be a static trait that some
individuals possess and others do not (Greeff and Ritman,
2005; Luthar et al., 2000). Hence, the researchers conveyed
the notion that resilience could not be learned or trained dur-
ing the course of life and that intervention programs designed
to promote resilience were not possible (Luthar et al., 2000).
During the last two decades, there has been a marked shift
toward “positive life psychology” (Ungar, 2004: 349; Rut-
ter, 2012). In resilience research, the focus has also shifted
toward the positive aspects of resilience. Hence, the con-
ceptualization of resilience has broadened. Scholars have
started to investigate pathways to resilience as a develop-
mental process associated with positive outcomes, namely
better performance (Luthans et al., 2010), health (Hornor,
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2017) and flexibility (Avey et al., 2008). Resilience is con-
sidered a dynamic construct that may vary situationally,
contextually and temporally (Foerster and Duchek, 2018;
Ledesma, 2014). It has been also recognized as (1) an in-
teractive process between individuals and environments and
(2) an ability that can be developed over time (Greenberg,
2006; Rutter, 2006; Sapienza and Masten, 2011).

Resilience-Related Factors
In the course of resilience research, scholars have identified
three categories of resilience-related factors that incorporate
the impact of stress on quality adaptation (Ledesma, 2014).
These include compensatory,1 challenging2 and protective
factors (Garmezy et al., 1984; Kumpfer and Hopkins, 1993;
O’Leary, 1998). For the underlying study, the model that de-
scribes the interaction between protective and risk factors is
of importance since it reflects a developmental process re-
lated to the positive adaptation of an individual. Thus, this
view enables researchers to derive implications for practical
programs that can facilitate the development of resilience
(Wright et al., 2013).

In this context, "risk factors" are factors that necessitate
resilience by leading an individual to experience adversity
that might result in a negative outcome. Protective factors
then interact with the risk factors to minimize the poten-
tial for undesirable development (Garmezy et al., 1984;
Ledesma, 2014; O’Leary, 1998; Ungar, 2004; Wright et al.,
2013). Ungar (2004) has defined "protective factors" as
“multidimensional factors and processes that reduce poten-
tial for negative outcomes” (2004: 344). Bonanno (2004)
has supported these findings and emphasized that protective
factors foster and facilitate healthy adaptation despite the
unfavorable life circumstances of an individual. Kumpfer
and Hopkins (1993) have identified that protective (trans-
actional) factors include problem-solving abilities, planning
and life skills, academic and job skills, emotional manage-
ment skills, intrapersonal reflective and interpersonal social
skills, and the ability to maintain self-esteem and self-efficacy.

2.2.3. Workplace Resilience
Although academic research on resilience has increased,

research on workplace resilience is still at a preliminary stage
(Foerster and Duchek, 2018; Luthans et al., 2007; Wright
et al., 2013). Positive organizational scholar Luthans (2002)
has referred to resilience in the work context as “the capacity
to rebound or bounce back from adversity, conflict, failure, or
even positive events, progress, and increased responsibility”
(2002: 702). The developmental aspect of resilience – which
emphasizes the importance of the adaptive response and abil-
ity to emerge stronger from a crisis – has also been acknowl-
edged by Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) and Barker Caza and

1Factors that neutralize exposure to risks, such as faith, an internal locus
of control and a positive disposition toward life (Garmezy et al., 1984).

2Factors that enhance an individual’s adaptation, serving as preparation
for the next challenge, such as illness, significant loss or family disruption
(O’Leary, 1998; Rutter, 1987).

Milton (2011). The researchers have described resilience in
the workplace context as a “developmental trajectory, charac-
terized by demonstrated competence in the face of, and pro-
fessional growth after, experiences of adversity in the work-
place” (Barker Caza and Milton, 2011: 896). In sum, both
models outlined above point to three vital elements of re-
silience in the workplace context, namely adversity, adapta-
tion and growth (Figure 2).

Cooper et al. (2013), King and Rothstein (2010) and
McLarnon and Rothstein (2013) have intensified their re-
search to shed light on the interaction between resilience
processes and resilience factors (risk factors and protective
factors). The scholars have mentioned, for example, that per-
sonal mechanisms at the cognitive, emotional and behavioral
levels are needed to regain the desired state of well-being
and original performance (Cooper et al., 2013; McLarnon
and Rothstein, 2013). King and Rothstein (2010) have de-
fined resilience in a work-related context as an "umbrella
term” (2010: 368) consisting of numerous personal, inter-
personal and environmental factors and adaptive processes.
The model by Cooper et al. (2013) is also dynamic and
process-oriented; it shows the healthy response to critical
experiences in the organizational environment. McLarnon
and Rothstein (2013) have mentioned that after experienc-
ing a strongly negative workplace-related situation, one first
interprets the event. Here, not only individual factors but
also the environment and support and resources from so-
cial relationships influence the direction of the individual’s
action. This is followed by a self-regulation process called
the "resiliency process" (McLarnon and Rothstein, 2013: 65).
This process is subject to a person’s protective factors at
the affective, cognitive and behavioral levels. If the pro-
cess is successfully completed, it can lead to, depending on
the form of resilience, stronger job performance and other
so-called positive "resilience-related outcomes" (King and
Rothstein, 2010: 374). The framework by Cooper et al.
(2013) comprised a vital basis for the qualitative study of
leaders’ resilience by Foerster and Duchek (2017) and there-
fore represents an important element for the empirical part
of this thesis.

2.3. Leaders’ Resilience
2.3.1. Definitions and Previous Research

In the last decade, numerous researchers have acknowl-
edged that leaders occupy a pivotal position from which they
have an impact on the well-being and resilience of their em-
ployees and thus on overall organizational performance (e.g.,
Avey et al., 2011; Friborg et al., 2005; Gray and Jones, 2016;
Skakon et al., 2010). Jackson and Daly (2011) have men-
tioned, for example, that resilient leaders can not only face
and successfully deal with adversity but also enhance the
will of others to thrive and perform well. Therefore, the
importance of leaders’ general need for resilience in deal-
ing with workplace adversity goes far beyond the individ-
ual scope and concerns the entire organization. Yet, only a
limited number of studies have provided a clear definition
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Figure 2: Characteristics of resilience. Source: own representation, based on the models by Barker Caza and Milton (2011),
Luthans (2002) and Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003).

of leaders’ resilience, and even fewer have provided further
insight into leaders’ resilience itself (Foerster and Duchek,
2018). For example, Luthans (2002) has emphasized that
resilience is particularly important for leaders and has a high
relevance for personal development. Conger and Kanungo
(1987) have mentioned that the ability to overcome hard-
ship enables leaders to sacrifice for their subordinates, which
the researchers perceives as one of the vital elements of lead-
ership. Additionally, Seibert and Kraimer (2001) have fo-
cused on leaders’ mediator function between the interests
of the company and the employees and pointed out that re-
silient leaders represent a key factor for a company’s success.
King and Rothstein (2010) have supported these findings and
mentioned that in the course of their career development,
leaders often face difficult situations and need qualities and
protective mechanisms, such as resilience, to deal with and
emerge stronger from these burdens. McLarnon and Roth-
stein (2013) have also highlighted that improving resilience
research in organizations could make important factors such
as productivity, performance and employee satisfaction eas-
ier to achieve as desirable outcomes. In sum, most scholars
have defined leaders’ resilience as an important feature of
effective leadership rather than as a complex and dynamic
process that can be influenced by various factors (Foerster
and Duchek, 2018). This, however, contradicts contempo-
rary research in developmental psychology that underlines
the importance of the process-oriented view on resilience.

Despite the fact that previous research has extensively
theorized on the link between leadership and resilience and
proven resilience to be a vital component of effective leader-
ship (Harland et al., 2005; Nguyen et al., 2016), existing em-
pirical research providing deep insight into leaders’ resilience
itself is still rare. Most recently, Foerster and Duchek (2017)
developed a model of leaders’ resilience that, based on the
framework by Cooper et al. (2013) and the results of a quali-
tative study involving 27 German leaders, portrays resilience
as a “multifactorial process” (Foerster and Duchek, 2018: 3;
Figure 3). The researchers outlined that leaders’ resilience
entails specific work-environmental, job-related and individ-
ual factors, which facilitate a resilience process that is then
influenced by (1) individual factors (traits and abilities) and
(2) situational factors (private and work-environmental fac-
tors). The interaction of the two groups of factors is reflected
in (3) behavioral factors (personal and interpersonal behav-
ior) that lead to resilience outcomes (e.g., positive end of the
resilience continuum – staying effective in the face of adver-
sity; Foerster and Duchek, 2017). The dynamic and circum-
stantial elements of resilience have also been addressed by

Davydov et al. (2010); Luthar et al. (2000); and Luthar et al.
(2006).

2.3.2. Workplace Adversities, Factors and Outcomes of Lead-
ers’ Resilience

The contemporary working world is characterized by a
growing number of discontinuities, increased technical de-
velopment and high rates of innovation (Gray and Jones,
2016; Maddi and Khoshaba, 2005). These global trends are
compelling leaders and their subordinates to increase their
working hours, develop the ability to react quickly, remain
flexible in different contexts and constantly orient themselves
in varying organizational landscapes (Alimo-Metcalfe and
Alban-Metcalfe, 2005; Cooper, 2014). Moreover, the new
demands leave leaders exposed and vulnerable, whereas
they also have the responsibility to support their teams in
consistently recovering high energy levels (Alimo-Metcalfe
and Alban-Metcalfe, 2005; McCann and Holt, 2010). In ad-
dition to these unfavorable and challenging conditions in
the course of career development, leaders also face diffi-
culties arising from competitive pressure, decision pressure
and constant changes in the corporate environment (King
and Rothstein, 2010; Howard and Irving, 2013). Therefore,
leaders must effectively cope with not only the general adver-
sities that emerge within organizations but also those arise
from global economic trends (Foerster and Duchek, 2018)
and the stress of the specific context of the leadership sit-
uation. (For example, educational leadership contextually
differs from entrepreneurial leadership.) Thus, external and
internal organizational turbulence places greater demands
on leaders’ abilities to remain resilient and maintain high
performance rates.

Seeking to further elucidate how leaders encounter and
manage the adversities mentioned above, scholars have in-
vestigated various factors that impact leaders’ resilience. In
general, such factors can be divided into three categories: (1)
individual factors, (2) situational factors and (3) behavioral
factors (Foerster and Duchek, 2018). Until now, the majority
of researchers have paid a significant amount of attention to
individual factors (e.g., Ledesma, 2014; Youssef and Luthans,
2007) and suggested that person-related factors play a piv-
otal role in leader’s resilience (Cooper et al., 2013). For ex-
ample, Christman and McClellan (2008) and Caltabiano and
Caltabiano (2006) have demonstrated that the level of lead-
ers’ resilience is positively correlated with self-confidence and
self-awareness. Williams et al. (2017) have identified capa-
bilities that enable leaders and employees to face adversi-
ties. These include the ability to learn quickly and apply the
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Figure 3: A framework of leaders’ resilience. Source: adapted from Foerster and Duchek (2017).

information in practice, show tolerance and cooperate with
others, manage one’s emotions and build social networks.
Additionally, Youssef and Luthans (2007) have reported that
optimism, along with self-efficacy and hope, is strongly cor-
related with resilience and linked to positive organizational
outcomes, including a high level of performance and commit-
ment. For example, Gray and Jones (2016) have mentioned
that reflective abilities support leaders in identifying prob-
lems and developing inventive strategies to solve them. The
scholars have also stressed the importance of self-confidence
and suggested it to be a vital trait of successful leaders. Con-
trary to the individual resilience factors, the situational and
behavioral factors that facilitate leaders’ resilience still re-
main barely explored, which indicates that researchers have
only recently begun to contemplate both categories in the
context of resilient leadership (Foerster and Duchek, 2017;
Foerster and Duchek, 2018). Garcia-Dia et al. (2013), for
instance, have acknowledged that leaders’ resilience is cul-

tivated through not only internal but also external factors.
Bernard and Barbosa (2016) have supported these findings
and claimed that resilience is a process that occurs in individ-
uals and unfolds over time. Luthar et al. (2000) and Williams
and Huggins (2013) have stated that support from family
and friends is one of the most vital resilience-promoting sit-
uational factors. This resonates with the work of Bossmann
et al. (2016), Sarkar and Fletcher (2014) and Foerster and
Duchek (2017), who have underlined the importance of ex-
changing ideas with kindred spirits. Furthermore, De Vries
and Shields (2006) have referred to the importance of life ex-
periences that lead to increased flexibility, perseverance and
optimism and postulated that resilience should be treated as
a multidimensional complex. In terms of resilience as a pro-
cess, Yonezawa et al. (2011) and Luthar et al. (2000) have
focused on the behavioral resilience factors that help indi-
viduals to adapt and emerge stronger from adversities. The
scholars have argued that resilience is not a static state and
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proposed a number of interventions to promote resilience on
the behavioral level, namely mentoring, coaching, network-
ing and business education. Newman (2005) and Bonanno
(2004) have also mentioned that resilience-enhancing behav-
ioral patterns can be learned and that strategies to build re-
silience differ from one individual to another. The empiri-
cal study by Foerster and Duchek (2017) saw behavioral re-
silience factors as products of the interaction of individual
and situational factors.

In terms of outcomes of leaders’ resilience, researchers
generally refer to two groups, namely (1) outcomes related
to leaders themselves and (2) outcomes related to their sub-
ordinates (Foerster and Duchek, 2018). According to Garcia-
Dia et al. (2013) and Bonanno (2004), leaders dealing with
adversity are more likely to achieve growth and greater
strength. Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) have also
mentioned that resilience is a key step within the forma-
tion of strong leaders. Furthermore, a number of scholars
have reported that since leaders have the potential to posi-
tively or negatively affect the environment at work, they can
also influence the resilience and well-being of their followers
(Gray and Jones, 2018; Skakon et al., 2010). Gray and Jones
(2018) revealed in their study of public sector leaders (Gray
and Jones, 2018) that leaders who prioritize their resilience
contribute to a positive psychological workplace climate.

2.3.3. (Leaders’) Resilience in the International Context
The impact of leaders’ resilience in the international con-

text has also been largely neglected by contemporary re-
searchers and has hardly received any appropriate theoretical
and empirical attention. For example, few scholars have re-
viewed the international literature to attain a comprehensive
picture of different perceptions of successful resilient lead-
ership; the few existing works have mostly focused on the
educational sector (Chapman et al., 2015; Day et al., 2016).
Others have outlined a theoretical framework on resilience in
the ecological context (Comfort et al., 2010: 220) and high-
lighted the importance of international (leaders’) coopera-
tion as a source of resilience during ecological disasters. Un-
gar (2005) conducted a multiyear cross-national study called
the International Resilience Project (IRP) to explore interven-
tions to promote resilience among 1,451 youngsters from 14
communities in 10 countries (Canada, USA, Colombia, Israel,
China, Russia, India, Gambia, Tanzania and South Africa).
The study had three aims, namely (1) to resolve tension re-
garding the research methods being used across cultures and
contexts, (2) to ensure the construct validity of resilience in
the international context and (3) to adapt practicalities of
promoting resilience according to a cross-national approach
(Ungar et al., 2005). The key findings demonstrate that re-
silience is a context-dependent construct and that to derive
any resilience-promoting measures, researchers must first ob-
tain insight into the “cultural nuances of those being stud-
ied” (Ungar, 2005: 212). The importance of the contextu-
alization of resilience has also been supported by Fletcher
and Sarkar (2013), who have mentioned that the resilience
process reflects the interaction between the individual and

the environment. Another study by Roberto and Moleiro
(2016) focused on resilience processes in migrants in Portu-
gal from Portuguese-speaking countries (Guinea, Cape Verde,
Brazil, Angola and Mozambique) to explore various adver-
sities and resources during cultural adjustment. Similar to
Ungar (2005), the scholars have shown that the process of
resilience is influenced not only by individual factors but also
by the structure of the society and its capacity to deliver re-
sources.

On the whole, research on (leaders’) resilience in the in-
ternational context is still in its infancy. The literature reveals
a need to intensify theoretical and empirical investigation in
this area to shed light on the complex relationship between
international leadership and resilience. This thesis aims to
bridge this research gap by providing empirical evidence for
factors that influence leaders’ resilience in the international
context. Based on an extensive analysis of the literature, the
following working definition of leaders’ resilience has been
formulated:

Leaders’ resilience in the international context de-
scribes the ability of a leader (manager) to ef-
fectively adapt to performing in diverse interna-
tional environments, bounce back from setbacks
and emerge stronger from crises within these con-
texts.

3. Methodology

3.1. Study Design
The study methodology was quantitative in nature and

included a web-based questionnaire for data collection.
Compared to other methods, the online survey offers an
inexpensive mechanism to gain access to large-scale data
and a cross-national study population without complica-
tions and in a short period of time (Watt et al., 2002; Yun
and Trumbo, 2000). Additionally, an online survey ensures
the anonymity and confidentiality of the respondents and
therefore increases candidates’ willingness to participate and
provides the researchers with authentic answers (Hug and
Poscheschnik, 2012). A cross-sectional approach to data col-
lection was applied to obtain data at one particular moment
in time (Watt et al., 2002). The survey was conducted with
the help of the web-based software LimeSurvey.

For this study, the online questionnaire3 was developed
and provided by Charlotte Foerster, Research Associate at
Junior Professorship in Strategic Management. The sur-
vey emerged as a result of a qualitative study (Foerster and
Duchek, 2017), initially based on the workplace resilience
framework (Figure 2) by Cooper et al. (2013), in which
77 relevant resilience factors are identified at the following
levels: (1) individual level (traits and abilities), (2) situ-
ational level and (3) behavioral level. These factors were
then divided into 10 categories, as demonstrated in Figure

3For the full version of the questionnaire, see Appendix A.
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3 (Foerster and Duchek, 2017: 295). The questionnaire was
divided into four thematic sections and one section gathering
socio-demographic data and took approximately 15 minutes
to complete.

Resilience Score. Section 1 utilized the Resilience in Mid-
Life Scale (RIM Scale), initially developed by Ryan and
Caltabiano (2009), to measure the resilience of individuals
in mid-life (35–60 years). The scale comprises 25 items and
incorporates five interrelated characteristics associated with
resilience (self-efficacy, internal locus of control, persever-
ance, coping/adaptation, and family/social support). Each
question (item) is self-rated on a 5-point categorical Likert
scale, ranging from total rejection (0) to total compliance
(4). To prevent straight-line answering and reduce acqui-
escence bias, reversed items were constructed; in this case,
the weighting was reversed as well (Ryan and Caltabiano,
2009). The individual scores could span the full 100-point
range, with higher scores demonstrating greater resilience.

Individual Factors. Section 2 proceeded with individual
factors split into traits (23 items) and abilities (19 items).
Whereas traits represent the fundamental characteristics of
an individual, abilities demonstrate skills that have been de-
veloped over time.

Situational Factors. Section 3 dealt with situational fac-
tors that have an impact on an individual, but that cannot be
influenced by him or her directly. This section was divided
into two blocks – situational factors that help in dealing with
a crisis (16 items) and those that necessitate resilience in the
first place (i.e., risk factors; 19 items).

Behavioral Factors. Section 4 presented behavioral factors
related to a specific reoccurring behavioral pattern regarding
a reaction within a crisis. The scale consisted of 19 items.

The items in sections 2, 3 and 4 were also coded on a
5-point categorical Likert scale, ranging from total rejection
(0 = strongly disagree) to total compliance (4 = strongly
agree). In case a participant did not possess a factor, he or
she could choose the option “5 – I do not have it.”

The socio-demographic data were collected in the last
part of the survey to provide the researcher with a better
understanding of the background characteristics of the au-
dience and ensure participants met the requirements of the
target group.

To minimize bias (e.g., subjective evaluations of the evi-
dence), the researcher relied on a number of measures. First,
the anonymity of the participants was maintained during the
whole data collection process to avoid social desirability bias
(exaggeration or understatement in the responses). Second,
response set bias was minimized by the inclusion of negative
coded questions (Field, 2013).

3.2. Statistical Population
The selection of participants deliberately targeted a vari-

ety of international leaders whose areas of performance were
diverse in terms of geography, industry and company size.
Participants qualified for this study if they had (1) at least
one year of managerial experience (2) leading at least one

other individual and (3) operated at the international level.
The German leaders who participated in this study had either
worked on a worldwide basis or acquired German citizenship
in the course of their life. To increase the participation rate,
every prospective respondent could complete the question-
naire at his or her own convenience and was given an option
of receiving his or her personal resilience score and the re-
sults of the research at the end of the study.

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis
To explore the research question (Which factors have the

largest impact on leaders’ resilience at the individual, situa-
tional and behavioral levels in the international context?) and
survey an adequate number or participants, the researcher
contacted 350 international leaders from her personal net-
work via LinkedIn and asked them to complete the survey
from February 2019 to June 2019.4 Additionally, 200 inter-
national leaders were personally approached during the fol-
lowing conferences: Horasis. Catalyzing the Benefits of Glob-
alization in Cascais, Portugal (April 6–9, 2019); the BCI Sum-
mit in New York, USA (May 10–12, 2019); Utility Week Live
2019 in Birmingham, United Kingdom (May 21–22, 2019);
and the Malta AI & Blockchain Conference in Msida, Malta
(May 23–24, 2019). These potential participants received a
business card with an embedded near-field communication
(NFC)5 chip programmed to trigger a digital action (opening
the website of the survey) when tapped to the back of any
compatible smartphone device. The Junior Professorship in
Strategic Management provided an additional number of 28
individuals willing to take part in the survey. In sum, 578 in-
ternational leaders were invited to complete the online ques-
tionnaire. The link was clicked 239 times. A total of 139 sur-
veys were conducted, of which 117 were complete, resulting
in an overall response rate of 25%.

The collected data were imported into IBM Statistical
Product and Service Solution (SPSS) version 25.0. To pre-
pare the data set for the analysis, the researcher used data
cleansing to detect inaccurate records and remove irrelevant
cases. In the first step, all respondents who entered "0" for
the item "professional experience as a leader" were deleted
from the record. Subsequently, all participants who indicated
“0” for the item "Number of employees you are responsible
for" were also removed from the sample. In case of inconsis-
tencies caused by user entry errors (e.g., the number of em-
ployees the leader claimed to be responsible for exceeded the
total number of employees in the company), the data were
omitted to avoid misinterpretations (Field, 2013). Missing
values were also left blank to prevent false conclusions (Field,
2013). After the data cleansing, a total of 105 cases were el-
igible for the analysis.

Reversed coding was applied in Section 1 (resilience
score) for the following items: 6 – “easily discouraged by

4For the informational text sent to prospective respondents, see Appendix
B.

5The NFC chip was provided by MOO Print Limited. https://www.mo
o.com/de/business-cards/nfc [accessed May 1, 2019]

https://www.moo.com/de/business-cards/nfc
https://www.moo.com/de/business-cards/nfc
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failure,” 10 – “do not cope well with stress,” 12 – “inability to
deal with death,” 13 – “give up when things look hopeless,”
17 – “not equipped to handle changing work conditions,”
19 – “do not follow through with plans,” 20 – “I have little
influence over what happens to me” and 23 – “difficulty with
loved ones leaving home.” Thereafter, the resilience score
variable was calculated by adding together the values of 25
items. For Sections 2 (individual factors), 3 (situational fac-
tors) and 4 (behavioral factors), items scored “I do not have
it” were treated as missing values in the analysis.

Descriptive statistics were applied to convert and con-
dense the socio-demographic data into an organized repre-
sentation (Chapter 4.1). Subsequently, two approaches were
utilized to examine factors that influence the resilience of in-
ternational leaders at the individual, situational and behav-
ioral levels. In the first approach, multiple linear regression
(MLR) was used to model the linear causal relationship be-
tween the dependent variable resilience score and the inde-
pendent variables: (1) individual factors – traits, (2) individ-
ual factors – abilities, (3) positive situational factors, (4) nega-
tive situational factors and (5) behavioral factors. Thereafter,
Spearman’s correlation coefficient was used to test the mag-
nitude, direction and the strength of the relationship between
the response variable resilience score and the five explanatory
variables mentioned above (Chapter 4.2).

4. Results

4.1. Sample Description
The analysis of the socio-demographic information re-

vealed that the leaders represented 27 countries, with the
majority coming from the USA (18.1%), Ukraine (16.2%)
and the United Kingdom (8.6%). Furthermore, the partici-
pants had an average age of 39.6 years (M = 39.62; SD =
11.33); ages ranged from 23 to 71 years. Additionally, 62.9%
were identified as male. The educational level of the par-
ticipants was as follows: 8.6% some college, 42.9% bach-
elor’s degree, 36.2% master’s degree and 8.6% doctoral de-
gree. The leaders reported an average of 10 years (M = 9.77;
SD = 8.152) of leadership experience, and the average num-
ber of subordinates totaled 41 employees (M = 41.19), with
the range from 1 to 1,200 people. The surveyed leaders were
employed in 33 organizational sectors, mainly information
technology (14.3%), the semiconductor industry (12.4%), fi-
nance (7.6%), technology (5.7%), renewable energy (4.8%),
engineering (4.8%), academia (3.8%), consulting (2.9%),
healthcare (2.9%), public safety (2.9%) and other. The anal-
ysis also demonstrated that 23.8% of the leaders belonged
to the lower level of leadership, 35.2% represented the mid-
dle level of leadership and 41% indicated the upper level of
leadership.

Resilience scores in the sample ranged from 37 (mini-
mum) to 94 (maximum) points, with a mean score of 75
points (M = 75.3524) and a standard deviation of 9.47261.
The analysis demonstrated that the majority of the partici-
pants (78.1%) received more than 70% of the possible re-
silience points and thus could be classified as highly resilient.

4.2. Regression Analysis
4.2.1. Individual Resilience Factors

Individual resilience factors were distinguished into traits
(23 items) and abilities (19 items). The MLR and Spearman’s
correlation were calculated separately for both groups. Re-
silience score was the dependent variable and (1) individual
factors – traits (2) individual factors – abilities were the inde-
pendent variables. The requirements for the MLR were met.6

Traits. The statistical characteristics of the MLR can be
found in Appendix C. The coefficient of determination (R2 =
.578) explained 57.8% of the variance. However, the signif-
icance level of all predictors except for optimistic (β = .429,
t = 2.274, p = .029, C I[95%] : .636; 11.045) exceeded the
level of 0.05, and therefore the calculated values were not
statistically representative of the sample (Cohen, 1988).

Apart from the correlation involving optimistic, no other
statistically significant relationships between individual re-
silience factors – traits and resilience score were found when
using MLR. Hence, to investigate this connection further,
Spearman’s correlation coefficients were calculated. The
correlation matrix is displayed in Table 1 (1). The bivariate
correlations indicate that optimistic (.432**), self-confident
(.407**) and adaptive (.372**) correlated most closely with
resilience score. The coefficients indicated moderate correla-
tions (Cohen, 1988).

Abilities. The statistical characteristics of the MLR can
be found in Appendix D. The coefficient of determination
(R2 = .439) explained 43.9% of the variance. However,
the significance level of all predictors except for ability to
learn from experiences (β = .430, t = 3.486, p = .001,
C I[95%] : 3.848; 14.182) exceeded the level of 0.05, and
therefore the calculated values were not statistically repre-
sentative of the sample (Cohen, 1988).

Apart from ability to learn from experiences, no other
statistically significant relationships between individual re-
silience factors – abilities and resilience score were found when
using MLR. To investigate this connection further, Spear-
man’s correlation coefficients were calculated. The corre-
lation matrix is displayed in Table 1 (2). Ability to learn
from experiences (.381**), communication skills (.339**) and
ability to trust oneself (.319**) were correlate most closely
with resilience score. The coefficients demonstrated moderate
correlations (Cohen, 1988).

4.2.2. Situational Resilience Factors
Situational resilience factors were distinguished into pos-

itive factors (16 items) and negative factors (19 items). The
MLR and Spearman’s correlation were calculated separately
for both groups. Resilience score was the dependent variable
and (1) positive situational factors and (2) negative situational
factors represented the independent variables. The require-
ments for the MLR were met.7

6Linear relationship between the variables, multivariate normality, ab-
sence of multicollinearity and homoscedasticity (Cohen, 1988).

7Linear relationship between the variables, multivariate normality, ab-
sence of multicollinearity and homoscedasticity (Cohen, 1988).
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Table 1: Individual resilience factors.

(1) Individual Factors - Traits Correlation with Resilience Score

Serene .202
Rational .246*
Analytical .159
Optimistic .432**
Structured .257**
Ambitious .263**
Self-Confident .407**
Decisive .332**
Intuitive .231*
Reflective .233*
Intelligent .114
Creative .149
Robust .306**
Flexible .246*
Open .213*
Communicative .290**
Distanced -.173
Emphatic .144
Quick-witted .262**
Adaptive .372**
Authentic .306**
Extroverted .047
Motivating .149
(2) Individual Factors - Abilities Correlation with Resilience Score
Ability to learn from experiences .381**
Ability to relax .171
Ability to release .172
Ability to think optimistically .303**
Ability to trust oneself .319**
Ability to delegate responsibilities/tasks .150
Ability to act rationally .252**
Ability to structure .233*
Ability to analyze .196*
Ability to reflect .208*

(2) Individual Factors - Abilities Correlation with Resilience Score

Ability to balance intuition and rationality 178
Professional skills .182
Methodological skills .019
Communication skills .339**
Social skills .218*
Ability to empathize .154
Ability to open oneself to others .019
Ability to mobilize support .313**
Ability to network .222*

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).
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Positive Situational Factors. The statistical characteristics
of the MLR can be found in Appendix E. The coefficient of
determination (R2 = .317) explained 31.7% of the variance.
However, the significance level of all predictors exceeded the
level of 0.05, and therefore the calculated values were not
statistically representative of the sample (Cohen, 1988).

Since no statistically significant relationships between
positive situational factors and resilience score were found
when using MLR, to investigate this connection further,
the researcher calculated the Spearman’s correlation coef-
ficients. The correlation matrix is displayed in Table 2 (3).
Only opportunity to exchange with kindred spirits (.225*), sin-
cere feedback (.221*) and support with the fulfillment of tasks
(.210*) were correlated with resilience score. The coefficients
demonstrated weak correlations (Cohen, 1988).

Negative Situational Factors. The statistical characteristics
of the MLR can be found in Appendix F. The coefficient of
determination (R2 = .588) explained 58.8% of the variance.
However, the significance level of all predictors except for
bureaucracy (β = .356, t = 2.253, p = .031, C I[95%] :
.313;6.286) exceeded the level of 0.05. Due to the positive
β coefficient, bureaucracy was also discarded, and therefore
none of the calculated values were statistically representative
of the sample (Cohen, 1988).

Since no statistically significant relationships between
negative situational factors and resilience score were found
when using MLR, to investigate this connection further, the
researcher calculated the Spearman’s correlation coefficients.
The correlation matrix is demonstrated Table 2 (3). Competi-
tive pressure (-.424**), pressure to perform (-.373**) and dig-
italization (-.353**) correlated most strongly with resilience
score. The coefficients demonstrated moderate correlations
(Cohen, 1988).

4.2.3. Behavioral Resilience Factors
The MLR and Spearman’s correlation were calculated for

19 items. Resilience score was the dependent variable and be-
havioral factors the independent variable. The requirements
for the MLR were met.8

The statistical characteristics of the MLR can be found in
Appendix G. The coefficient of determination (R2 = .323)
explained 32.3% of the variance. However, the significance
level of all predictors except for objective approach (β = .358,
t = 2.599, p = .012, C I[95%] : 1.143; 8.719) exceeded the
level of 0.05, and therefore the calculated values were not
statistically representative of the sample (Cohen, 1988).

Apart from objective approach, no other behavioral re-
silience factors had a statistically significant relationship
with resilience score when using MLR. Hence, to investigate
this connection further, the researcher computed the Spear-
man’s correlation coefficients. The correlation matrix is in
Table 3 (5). Only objective approach (.241*), mobilizing sup-
port (.221*) and structuring (.218*) were correlated with

8Linear relationship between the variables, multivariate normality, ab-
sence of multicollinearity and homoscedasticity (Cohen, 1988).

resilience score. The coefficients demonstrated weak correla-
tions (Cohen, 1988).

4.3. Summary of the Results
Since the first inspection of the relationship between the

predictors and the response variable resilience score with the
help of MLR delivered very few statistically significant re-
sults, the Spearman’s correlation coefficients form the em-
pirical basis for the discussion in Chapter 5. To make the
results more comprehensible, Table 4 contains a summary of
the relevant variables employed in the study.9

5. Discussion

This thesis has aimed to evaluate the impact of various
factors on the resilience of international leaders at the in-
dividual, situational and behavioral levels. As mentioned
above, the majority of the surveyed leaders (78.1%) demon-
strated a high level of resilience. This outcome is in line
with previous findings by Mourlane (2013), whose statisti-
cal analysis proved that leaders show a significantly higher
level of resilience than employees without leadership respon-
sibilities. Judge et al. (2002) have revealed that managers
are more emotionally stable and possess a higher resilience
quotient than employees without a management role. Addi-
tionally, the study has also identified the factors relevant for
leaders’ resilience, which are outlined below.

Individual Resilience Factors. The first main category of re-
silience factors can be divided into two groups, namely traits
and abilities. Regarding traits, the correlation analysis re-
vealed that optimism (.432**) had the strongest correlation
with leaders’ resilience. This result is consistent with the
conclusion of positive psychology scholars such as Cooper
et al. (2013), Hewitt and Flett (1996), Sutcliffe and Vogus
(2003) and Youssef and Luthans (2007), who have empha-
sized that one crucial characteristic of resilient leaders is
maintenance of a positive attitude and adjustment. Adap-
tivity (.372**) represents another factor with a major impact
on leaders’ resilience. Sarkar and Fletcher (2014) and Ortiz-
De-Mandojana and Bansal (2016) have demonstrated that
adaptivity enables leaders to overcome obstacles and emerge
stronger from crises. Additionally, self-confidence (.407**)
was identified as another vital resilience factor at the individ-
ual level. This factor is also supported by a great number of
researchers, for example, Caltabiano and Caltabiano (2006),
Masten and Reed (2005) and Bullough and Renko (2013),
who have reported that leaders’ belief in their own abilities
increases the probability of a positive outcome when facing
adversity. Within the abilities category, significant factors re-
lated to leaders’ resilience were the ability to learn from ex-
periences (.381**) and the ability to trust oneself (.319**).
Similarly, Sarkar and Fletcher (2014), Foerster and Duchek
(2017), Tugade and Fredrickson (2004) and Williams et al.

9For the full MLR analysis, see Appendices C–G. For the full Spearman’s
correlation analysis, see Tables 1–3.
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Table 2: Situational resilience factors.

(3) Positive Situational Factors Correlation with Resilience Score

Family .072
Friends -.049
Opportunity to relax .180
Stable private relationships .086
Health .157
Volunteer work -.099
Positive work climate .176
Opportunity to exchange with kindred spirits .225*
Support with the fulfillment of tasks .210*
Trust .098
Reference person within the firm .008
Sincere feedback .221*
Appreciation .063
Positive financial situation .104
Natural light .026
Time available .064
(4) Negative Situational Factors Correlation with Resilience Score
Private stress -.256*
Illness -.130
Negative work climate -.172
Interpersonal conflicts -.237*
Heteronomy -.195

(4) Negative Situational Factors Correlation with Resilience Score

Digitalization -.353*
Focus on results -.217*
Fast pace -.268*
Bureaucracy -.049
Globalization -.212*
Competitive pressure -.424**
Pressure to perform -.373**
Effort intensification -.233*
Time pressure -.347**
Other people’s expectations -.163
Variety of tasks -.248*
Missing routine -.327**
Unrealizable demands -.188
Inappropriate filling of leadership positions -.240

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

(2017) have mentioned that experience helps leaders to re-
duce the impact of adversity by applying already acquired
knowledge and anticipating difficulties (Ortiz-De-Mandojana
and Bansal, 2016). Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier (2012) have
stressed that the ability to trust oneself and perceive experi-
ences as a possibility to learn allow leaders to embrace riskier
strategies and to constantly increase their level of resilience.
Cooper et al. (2013) have highlighted that both abilities al-
low leaders to tackle tough challenges and “achieve success
in whatever is taken on” (2013: 37). Furthermore, the cor-

relation analysis also pointed to the importance of commu-
nication skills (.339**) for leaders’ resilience. These findings
are consistent with Baron and Markman (2000), who have
claimed that interpersonal skills such as communication and
social skills allow leaders to shape long-lasting relationships
and influence business success, especially when difficulties
arise.

Situational Resilience Factors. The factors within this cate-
gory were distinguished into two groups: positive situational
factors that help one to face adversity and negative situa-
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Table 3: Behavioral resilience factors.

(5) Behavioral Factors Correlation with Resilience Score

Open and sincere communication .178
Trustful exchange* .157
Collaborative solutions and/or aims .088
Mobilizing support .221*
Reflective acting* .130
Gathering of information .160
Analytical considering .142
Structuring .218*
Keeping calm .187
Combining analytical thinking and intuition .093
Focusing on the problem .076
Taking one step back .139
Objective approach .241*
Following set rules of conduct and procedures -.113
Intuitive acting .115
Investigation of causes .077
Solving a problem alone -.052
Prioritizing .166
Accepting own mistakes .187

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

tional factors that impede leaders facing a critical situation.
In the subcategory of positive situational resilience factors,
opportunity to exchange with kindred spirits (.225*) was the
most significant one. This result supports the findings of Fo-
erster and Duchek (2017) and Sarkar and Fletcher (2014),
who have also stated that similar to friends and family, this
factor enables leaders to mobilize moral support within their
own performance domain and diminish feelings of loneliness
and isolation. Additionally, the importance of social support
has been stressed in the study of Pierce et al. (1996), who
have mentioned that leaders often find themselves working
alone and that a supportive peer community could help them
increase their confidence and facilitate an innovative spirit
when exchanging ideas with others. In addition, sincere
feedback (.221*) and support with the fulfillment of tasks
(.210*) give leaders an opportunity to be socially integrated
in the work context, stay in touch with colleagues and re-
ceive support (Gray and Jones, 2016). Certain negative sit-
uational resilience factors, namely digitalization (-.353**),
pressure to perform (-.373**) and competitive pressure (-
.424**), have also been stressed by Maddi (2013) and Gray
and Jones (2016) as three megatrends of current workplace
development and the new century of change and uncertainty.
In Foerster and Duchek (2017) study, 56% of the participants
perceived digitalization as among the most important factors
that necessitate leaders’ resilience.

Behavioral Resilience Factors. Within this category, the
correlation analysis showed that an objective approach

(.241*), mobilizing support (.221*) and structuring (.218*)
play a pivotal role in leaders’ resilience. Despite the fact
that empirical research on behavioral factors is still scarce,
some similarities to the underlying research can be found.
For example, Greef et al. (2008) and Bossmann et al. (2016)
have also mentioned the importance of a source of emotional
support and support from a wider community or allies. Fur-
thermore, Foerster and Duchek (2017) have also reported
behavioral factors to emerge from the interaction of individ-
ual and situational factors. Thus, an objective approach and
structuring can be related to adaptivity and learning from
experiences. Mobilizing support can be linked to communi-
cation skills and sincere feedback. In sum, the importance
of secure interpersonal relationships, an objective approach
and an adaptive attitude toward adversity, and the structured
fulfillment of tasks becomes evident in the context of leaders’
resilience.

6. Conclusion, Limitations and Implications

This study’s exploration of cross-national leaders’ re-
silience has highlighted its complex and multidimensional
nature and has underlined once again that more research
embracing a broader investigation of this phenomenon in
the international context is required. As confirmed by stud-
ies on positive psychology as well as this thesis, resilience can
be developed or formed since the majority of resilience fac-
tors can be influenced by leaders (e.g., Foerster and Duchek,
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Table 4: Resilience factors of international leaders.

(1) Individual Factors - Traits Correlation with Resilience Score

Optimistic .432**
Self-Confident .407**
Adaptive .372**

(2) Individual Factors - Abilities Resilience Score

Ability to learn from experiences .381**
Communication skills .339**
Ability to trust oneself .319**

(3) Positive Situational Factors Resilience Score

Opportunity to exchange with kindred spirits .225*
Sincere feedback .221*
Support with the fulfillment of tasks .210*

(4) Negative Situational Factors Resilience Score

Competitive pressure -.424**
Pressure to perform -.373**
Digitalization -.353**

(5) Behavioral Factors Resilience Score

Objective approach .241*
Mobilizing support .221*
Structuring .218*

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

2017; Gray and Jones, 2016; Gunasekaran et al., 2011;
Masten and Reed, 2005). In alignment with Foerster and
Duchek (2017), this thesis has proven that leaders’ resilience
is underpinned by not only individual but also situational
and behavioral factors. Beyond these primary findings, the
thesis has also revealed that leaders in managerial positions
generally demonstrate a high level of resilience.

As with any empirical investigation, this thesis is also
subject to limitations, which could serve as a starting point
for future research. Since the survey for this quantitative
study emerged from interviews with German leaders (Fo-
erster and Duchek, 2017), it remains unclear whether the
identified information is comprehensive in reflecting all po-
tentially relevant resilience factors for international leaders.
Developing a stronger basis by employing a qualitative data
collection method for international leaders prior to design-
ing a survey could be a possible solution. The data could
be collected in two stages, with semi-structured interviews
allowing researchers to discover naturally emerging themes
in more depth (Robson, 2002). Additionally, another limi-
tation of the thesis relates to the fact that given the poten-
tial participation by 578 leaders who were recruited person-
ally, only a small-scale study involving 105 participants was
possible due to the low response rate. Thus, the final sam-
ple was not large enough to support generalizations of the
findings. The small sample size led to the MLR failing to

produce any statistically significant results. The approach
could be improved by increasing the collection of participants
since validation with a larger and more diverse sample could
yield more insight. As stated in Chapter 2 both resilience
and leadership are context dependent constructs, hence di-
viding participants into contextually relevant groups might
deliver interesting results in terms of mutual characteristics
or tendencies. Furthermore, the RIM Scale, utilized to mea-
sure leaders’ resilience in the study, was initially developed
for people aged 35–60 years. However, the age distribution
of the participants was wider, from 23 to 71 years. There-
fore, it remains questionable whether the calculated scores
objectively reflect the resilience levels of some leaders. Since
no direct communication or interaction with prospective re-
spondents took place during the online survey and the study
was restricted to predetermined questions, there was no pos-
sibility to explore the answers in more depth or shape a con-
versation to obtain a more holistic view of the investigated
topic. This limitation could be partly overcome by includ-
ing open questions in the questionnaire. To investigate the
relationship between resilience and leadership in the inter-
national context, future research could also extend and en-
hance the theoretical framework with more empirical data.
Further studies might investigate in greater detail how lead-
ers’ resilience is influenced in various international environ-
ments and collect data specifically for each geographical re-
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gion from an adequate number of participants per country.
The socio-demographic part of the questionnaire could also
be enriched with data on leaders’ global activities. For exam-
ple, more detailed information about countries and cultures
that a leader encounters could be used to link leaders’ level
of resilience to their level of global exposure. Future research
might also apply a longitudinal approach to assess the devel-
opment of leaders’ resilience within a specific timeframe and
avoid the retrospective memory-bound aspects of the study,
such as potential memory recall errors. Despite being more
expensive and more complex, longitudinal research offers vi-
tal insight into social change (Jacob et al., 2013). Addition-
ally, it is advisable to design surveys in different languages
to avoid misunderstandings and therefore reduce biases that
might appear due to misinterpretations of translations. Some
participants emphasized that researchers could improve the
survey by including an automatic calculation of the resilience
score, providing a more detailed explanation of the results
and mentioning implications that could contribute to the de-
velopment of resilience at the end of the survey. Finally, an-
other limitation is that since resilience was only self-reported
by leaders, the results could have been skewed by the lead-
ers’ wish to portray their resilience in the most positive light
possible to respond in a socially desirable way. That situation
could result in ceiling effects constraining the magnitude of
the predictor correlations and the results of the analysis hav-
ing reduced credibility. Future studies could potentially avoid
this issue by collecting information about leaders’ resilience
from other sources (e.g., colleagues).

The results of the thesis have several implications. As
mentioned above, similar to previous research, the thesis
demonstrates that (leaders’) resilience incorporates both
internal and external factors (Foerster and Duchek, 2017;
Luthar et al., 2000, Richardson, 2002). Hence, even static
individual factors (traits) can be counterbalanced by a wide
range of learned skills, abilities or behavioral patterns. How-
ever, it is important to develop instruments to identify weak
areas in leaders’ resilience before designing measures for
training interventions. It is important to take into consid-
eration the fact that individuals may be resilient in some
areas of functioning but not others. Hence analyzing one’s
resilience in various context might provide deeper insights.
Additionally, resilience can be nurtured through a variety of
coaching programs that support leaders in developing new
skills, allowing them to acquire more experience and become
more confident, thereby enriching their set of coping mecha-
nisms for dealing with unexpected situations and recovering
their positive energy. Additionally, training measures to keep
leaders up to date with technological advances could de-
crease the digitalization issue, mentioned by the majority
of participants. In sum, future research should pay more
attention to enhancing leaders’ resilience in ways that go
beyond individual traits. Leaders’ resilience warrants further
investigation regarding deriving practical interventions that
help create a resilience-promoting environment. Cultivat-
ing leaders’ resilience would help organizations to develop a
collective capacity for organizational resilience and to cap-

italize on circumstances that represent a potential threat
(Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011).
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