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Abstract 

Project Leaders’ Perspectives on Team Resilience 

Using the viewpoint of project leaders in knowledge-intensive workplaces, this 

dissertation explores the concept of team resilience. To gain insight into the project 

leaders' perceptions and experiences regarding team resilience, in-depth interviews were 

conducted using the critical incident technique. The study reveals that project leaders 

perceive team resilience as an emergent state, characterized by a communal evolution and 

facilitated by high-quality relationships, safe communications, clear purpose, social 

support, high potency, and transformational leadership. In addition, team resilience is 

impacted by contextual factors introduced by individual team members, a team’s 

organization, outside organizations, and the environment. Adding to the literature, this 

study emphasizes the importance of aligning contextual and team factors in order to 

strengthen team resilience. In this paper, practical implications for improving team 

resilience are provided, particularly in knowledge-intensive industries. The study 

acknowledges limitations, such as participant selection and researcher subjectivity. 

Overall, this study contributes valuable theoretical and practical insights into the fabric of 

team resilience, advocating for a holistic approach to understanding and cultivating 

resilience within project teams.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The Case to Explore Team Resilience in Context 

Workplaces have become increasingly reliant on teams since the 1970s. Teams 

rely on an interdependent collection of people (i.e., more than one person) collaborating 

on a shared purpose (Sundstrom et al., 1990; Thompson, 2018). Teams provide benefits 

in disciplines such as engineering (Shenhar & Dvir, 1996), construction (Winch, 1989), 

knowledge-intensive work (Basilioa et al., 2018), and healthcare (Aubry & Lavoie-

Tremblay, 2018). Within those disciplines, teams are essential to produce knowledge, 

complete challenging tasks, and achieve national goals, each exemplified as follows: 

• Production of knowledge: Teams combine varied perspectives and skills, 

which can lead to more creative and innovative solutions. For example, the 

Human Genome Project, a massive international effort to map the human 

genome, was completed by a team of scientists from around the world. 

• Netflix challenge: In 2009, Netflix offered a $1 million prize to the team that 

could improve its recommendation algorithm by 10%. The winning team was 

a group of data scientists across different organizations who worked together 

to develop a new algorithm that could significantly improve the accuracy of 

Netflix’s recommendations (Page, 2019). 

• National governments: Many national governments have recognized the 

importance of teams and have implemented policies to encourage teamwork. 

For example, the United States is setting up digital service teams to respond to 

complex governmental challenges in an agile fashion (Mergel, 2019). 
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The 1986 Space Shuttle Challenger disaster demonstrates how team challenges 

can lead to critical failures. The Challenger mission faced significant adversity, including 

contextual factors such as budget limitations, political pressures, and time constraints, 

compromising critical team processes. During the launch, a failed O-ring seal caused a 

catastrophe leading to the deaths of all seven crew members. After the disaster, the 

Rogers Commission, charged with investigating, attributed the failure to multiple 

breakdowns in communication and serious flaws in decision-making. The Challenger 

disaster remains an unfortunate example of how context can severely impact critical team 

processes, causing them to break down (Boisjoly et al., 1989). 

This study examines the factors that influence the resilience of teams, specifically 

project teams that create, accumulate, or disseminate knowledge (Miles et al., 1995). 

Some examples of knowledge-intensive projects include the following: 

• research and development projects, such as developing new products or services; 

• consulting projects, such as helping clients solve business problems; and 

• information technology projects, such as developing new software or systems. 

Projects such as these are often highly complex, ambiguous, and involve multiple 

stakeholders, requiring strong and effective team processes. Understanding the team and 

contextual factors that bolster team resilience can significantly contribute to the success 

of these critical endeavors. 

Statement of the Problem 

In today’s complex and ever-changing world, project teams face daily challenges 

that can threaten their success. For protection against “process losses” (Hackman et al., 

2009), teams can bolster their resilience. To date, team resilience research has focused 
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mostly on individual and team-level factors, but not extensively on the context in which 

teams operate, which may be limiting our understanding. Context refers to the 

environment in which a team operates, including factors such as individual team 

members’ experiences, the team’s organization, outside organizations, and the 

organization’s environment. By expanding our knowledge of team resilience in context, 

organizations can perhaps become better equipped to develop and support teams that are 

more likely to succeed in today’s tumultuous world. 

Since 2020, organizations (and their teams) have faced adversities such as a 

pandemic, social justice matters, and a financial crisis. At times, these difficult situations 

took organizations by surprise, leaving their teams ill-equipped to deal with adversity. 

Despite the growing need, a problem persists—team resilience research is in its infancy 

stage, and much of the research has focused on individual teams in isolation, not 

including the team’s context. 

Theoretically, scholars recognize team resilience as a unique concept, influenced 

from above (organizational level) and below (individual level). Empirically, however, 

most researchers stop short of the team boundary, not usually including context outside 

the team. Context includes the individual team members’ experiences (e.g., personal 

experiences, professional experiences), the team’s organizational factors (e.g., team 

support, resources, and rewards), outside organizations (e.g., subcontractors, 

partnerships), and environmental factors (e.g., social issues). How context impacts team 

resilience remains unclear. This gap impedes a shared understanding of team resilience. 

The team resilience research on project teams must include context for several 

reasons: 
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• Projects do not exist in isolation, but are instead embedded in a broader historical, 

cultural, and organizational context (Engwall, 2003). 

• Modern project teams comprise individuals who may have varied experience 

working together (if at all), collaborating in the project’s specific context, or being 

a member of multiple teams. 

• Understanding the environment in which the project and the organization operate 

can help project leaders further understand the opportunities and threats they face. 

This study addresses the empirical gap by including context in the research, 

potentially leading to a more holistic picture of team resilience. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

This basic qualitative study explores the impact of team and contextual factors on 

resilience from the vantage point of project leaders. Project team leaders often sit on the 

boundary between a team and its context and can provide an internal and external 

perspective on the topic. The following research question guided this study: How do 

project leaders perceive and understand team resilience? Secondary research questions 

were as follows: What team factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? What contextual 

factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? 

Statement of Significance 

This study’s results provide key insights to benefit practitioner and scholar 

communities in two main ways: (a) practical implications for developing resilient project 

teams; and (b) theoretically, a novel conceptualization of team resilience. 

First, in practical terms, project teams operate within a temporary and time-

limited framework, requiring the development of tactics to effectively function in 
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challenging circumstances. Resilient teams in organizations are better equipped to handle 

stress, overcome obstacles, persevere, and potentially innovate. This research can help 

teams to identify practical ways to connect to additional resources, leading to more 

resilience and improved efficiency, effectiveness, and success. If, for example, resilient 

strategies are not in place, Cocchiara (2009) found that up to 40% of organizations go out 

of business within a few years of major disasters. In addition, poor project performance 

(perhaps due to a lack of resilience) costs organizations billions of dollars each year 

(Project Management Institute, 2021). Finally, resilient teams are more likely to 

experience lower levels of stress and burnout, impacting employee wellbeing and mental 

health (Deneckere et al., 2012; Tannenbaum et al., 2012). 

Theoretically, this study offers a novel conceptualization of resilient teams within 

a work environment. The theory to date has been mostly limited to inside the team 

(Gucciardi et al., 2018; Hartmann et al., 2020b; Stoverink et al., 2020), or if a multilevel 

framework is explored, the scholars are vague on the connections between concepts and 

call for more research to achieve a deeper understanding (Alliger et al., 2015; Bowers et 

al., 2017; Hartwig et al., 2020; Raetze et al., 2021). Other resilience literature streams 

discuss the value of the environment that exists outside the level of analysis of interest. 

For example, community resilience research recognizes the value of social networks 

outside the community (Pfefferbaum et al., 2017; Wilkin et al., 2019). When a natural 

disaster hits, the community turns outward for support. From this study’s point of view, 

team resilience scholars could similarly consider organizational context in their research 

as a valuable resource to better understand team resilience. 
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Conceptual Framework 

By combining my own experience in project teams with a review and critique of 

the literature (showcased in Chapter 2), the conceptual framework of this study started to 

take shape (Figure 1). The framework helped focus and shape the research process by 

informing the methodological design (i.e., basic qualitative) and influencing the data 

collection instruments (i.e., interview questions). As such, this framework specifies an 

organizing structure both for reporting this study’s findings and for the analysis, 

interpretation, and synthesis of these findings. In this way, the conceptual framework is 

essentially a guiding map for the research. 

 

Figure 1 

Project Leaders Offer Internal and External Perspectives on Team Resilience 

 

 

At the intersection of the team and its context sits a project leader who can 

provide an internal and external perspective on team resilience. The conceptual 
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framework supports the study’s research questions: How do project leaders perceive and 

understand team resilience? What team factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? What 

contextual factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? 

Summary of the Methodology 

Since this study was intended to explore the resilience perspectives and 

experiences of team leaders in project-based organizations, I selected a basic qualitative 

research design. Qualitative research was well-suited for this study, aimed to help 

individuals to express their understanding of a complex phenomenon. Specifically, I tried 

to broadly understand the complexities of a project teams’ work during adversity and 

further explain project leaders’ experiences and perspectives on team resilience. As with 

most qualitative research, this study was guided by a social constructivist worldview 

(Crotty, 1998; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Twenty participants were selected using a nonprobability sampling technique 

called purposeful sampling, targeting those participants who could provide insight into 

the complex phenomenon being studied. In other words, I sought participants precisely 

because of their particular experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The project leaders in 

this study provided both an internal team perspective and an external contextual 

perspective. The following selection criteria were used for them: project leader 

experience, experience in project-based organizations executing knowledge-intensive 

work, and the ability to describe a team’s experience of adversity in detail. As opposed to 

a qualitative study through the lens of a realist or one who advocates for a structured data 

collection and coding process, the sampling strategy emphasized a more interpretive and 
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organic approach to coding and theme development (Braun & Clarke, 2021a). See 

Chapter 3 for a detailed description of the methodology. 

In particular, the data collection involved in-depth interviewing of individuals 

(project leaders) guided by the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954). The semi-

structured interviews were used to gather and examine their challenging experiences and 

perceptions of leading teams facing adversity. Interview recordings were transcribed and 

loaded into the qualitative analysis software ATLAS.ti and a Microsoft Excel workbook, 

allowing an iterative analysis process of reading, reflecting, listening, coding, 

categorizing, writing, reviewing, and refining. Data analysis was guided by Braun and 

Clarke’s thematic analysis process and ended in data summary tables (Braun & Clarke, 

2021a). Summaries of key findings and conclusions are included in Chapters 4 and 5 of 

this dissertation. 

Limitations 

Qualitative research methods aim to explain complex social phenomena by 

exploring other people’s experiences and perspectives. Qualitative research has many 

strengths, but it also has limitations, two of which will be discussed. First, the reliance on 

volunteers may skew the sample, failing to encompass a broader range of experiences 

from various industries. Project leaders who volunteer to participate, and meet the 

selection criteria, may differ from those who do not participate. Second, the study 

employs Braun and Clarke’s (2021a) reflexive thematic analysis, inherently subject to 

researcher bias due to the central role of the researcher in data collection and 

interpretation. This approach, focusing on subjective analysis and theme generation, 

diverges from traditional positivist methodologies, which some may see as a limitation. It 
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does not utilize intercoder reliability checks or triangulation with external data, rendering 

traditional reliability and replication measures inapplicable. Consequently, the study does 

not claim objective representation of all team resilience experiences, aligning instead 

with an interpretivist constructivist perspective.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Adverse Event. “An adverse event used in this context refers to “challenging events and 

circumstances [that] place stress on individuals and on team processes” (Alliger et al., 

2015, p. 177). 

Critical Incident Technique. The critical incident technique facilitates the exploration of 

significant events identified by the participant, the management of these events, and their 

perceived effects (Flanagan, 1954). 

Knowledge-Intensive Organization. “A knowledge-intensive organization primarily 

provides services that result in the creation, accumulation, or dissemination of 

knowledge, such as research and development” (Miles et al., 1995, p. 18). 

Project. A project is a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, service, 

or result (Project Management Institute, 2021). 

Project-Based Organization. “A project-based organization is one in which the project is 

the primary unit for performing certain tasks” (Hobday, 2000, p. 874). 

Project Leader. A professional who guides teams and ensures the successful execution of 

a project (Project Management Institute, 2021). 

Project Team. A project team is a complex adaptive system made up of individuals who 

work together to achieve a common goal while interacting within organizational context 
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of people, teams, technologies, and environments (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Ilgen et al., 

2005; Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). 

Team. “A team is defined as (a) two or more individuals who (b) socially interact (face-

to-face or, increasingly, virtually); (c) possess one or more common goals; (d) are 

brought together to perform organizationally relevant tasks; (e) exhibit interdependencies 

with respect to workflow, goals, and outcomes; (f) have different roles and 

responsibilities; and (g) are together embedded in an encompassing organizational 

system, with boundaries and linkages to the broader system context and task 

environment” (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006, p. 79). 

Team Context. Team context includes the individual team members’ experiences (e.g., 

personal experiences, professional experiences), the team’s organizational factors (e.g., 

team support, resources, and rewards), outside organizations (e.g., subcontractors, 

partnerships), and environmental factors (e.g., social issues). 

Team Resilience. Team resilience is defined as “a team’s capacity to withstand or recover 

from adverse events (i.e., events that may lead to losses or breakdown of independent 

team processes), which we conceptualize as an emergent team state that results from 

preparative, adaptive, and reflective team processes and which is demonstrated by a 

persistence, recovery, or growth trajectory of team functioning following exposure to 

adversity” (Hartwig et al., 2020, p. 186). 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

An Inward and Outward Review of Team Resilience Research 

As the world becomes more turbulent, scholars and practitioners have recognized 

the value of learning more about how teams can build resilience. However, team 

resilience is a complex and dynamic construct. To ensure the applicability of the concepts 

examined in this study, this chapter reviews the literature in four main sections: 

• What is a project team? This section will briefly explore ambiguities in the 

definition of a team. 

• What challenges project teams? This section reviews the common challenges 

faced today by teams in knowledge-intensive organizations. 

• What is team resilience? This section will review the common themes across the 

team resilience literature. 

• What internal and external factors impact team resilience? To support this 

study’s argument to include context in team resilience research, factors will be 

divided into internal and external categories. 

This chapter concludes with a summary linking the research with theory to establish this 

study’s conceptual framework. 

The search for terms began in February of 2022. Keywords were selected based 

on previous knowledge and included: resilience, team, project, project-based 

organization, knowledge-intensive, workplace, boundary-spanning, social capital, social 

networks, environment, organization, adversity, and social support. The initial search 

timeframe focused on peer-reviewed articles published between 2012–2022; earlier 

studies referenced therein were accessed as needed. Several databases were searched, 
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including ABI/Inform Complete Plus, Science Direct, EBSCO, Emerald Library, 

Academic Search Premier, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. 

What Is a Team? 

At its core, a team combines individuals to perform tasks toward meeting a 

common goal or objective (Sundstrom et al., 1990). More often, teams are associated 

with formal settings, such as companies or sports, but teams can also exist in informal 

settings, such as in a family or a group of friends. Groups also can act like teams but go 

by different names, such as “organization,” “crew,” “task force,” or “squad” (Arrow et 

al., 2000). Teams are found in various settings, such as the military (e.g., McChrystal et 

al., 2015), sports (e.g., Decroos et al., 2017), construction (e.g., Wang et al., 2022), health 

care (e.g., Hendrikx et al., 2022), academia (e.g., West et al., 2009), research and 

development (e.g., Katz & Tushman, 1983), communities (e.g., Pfefferbaum et al., 2017), 

and even amongst terrorists (e.g., Spitzmuller & Park, 2018). They are the construct of 

choice for developing new products (e.g., Edmondson & Nembhard, 2009), sparking 

innovation (e.g., Oeij et al., 2018), and recovering from disasters (e.g., Panphae & 

Phoewhawm, 2020). Teams are the basic building blocks for getting things done. 

Project Team Defined 

Projects and project management are often treated as a set of “mechanistic” 

processes (Kutsch et al., 2015). In other words, project leadership can be broken down, 

executed, and controlled as a series of interlocking components. This point may be 

further implied by the Project Management Institute’s straightforward definition of a 

project: a “temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, service, or result” 



13 

(2021, p. 4). However, given today’s complex world, project teams usually lack a linear 

path toward their objective. 

Instead, the increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous 

environment forces unpredicted adaptation and course correction (Bennett & Lemoine, 

2014). Teams exhibit more features of complex adaptive systems than of mechanistic 

ones. A project team comprises individuals who interact with each other and their 

environment nonlinearly. Complex adaptive systems are more difficult to understand and 

control, but they are also more adaptable. Taking inspiration from other definitions of 

work teams that reference external context (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Ilgen et al., 2005; 

Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006), this study deploys the following definition of a project team: a 

complex adaptive system made up of individuals collaborating to achieve a common 

purpose in the context of external people, teams, technologies, and environments. This 

chapter next explores common project team challenges today. 

What Challenges Project Teams? 

Project teams face several challenges testing their adaptability, cohesion, and 

effectiveness. Due to tight deadlines, evolving goals, and diverse team compositions, 

project work presents unique obstacles. Technological advancements, demands of global 

collaboration, and the pressure to innovate add layers of complexity to project teams. 

This section of the dissertation explores the complexities of project team challenges, 

specifically how they manifest in various environments and impact project success. 

Project Teams Face Complex Problems.  

The novel challenges confronting teams today include globalization, 

organizational restructuring, and technological advancements. Global systems are 
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becoming more and more interconnected, placing additional, diverse stakeholders at the 

project table. Collaboration across different cultures, languages, locations, and competing 

interests is becoming a common necessity to solve complex problems, supporting 

inclusiveness in consequence. However, bringing together diverse perspectives is 

difficult. A team must first recognize the value of new information, assimilate it, and 

apply it (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). The process takes interpersonal skills, such as active 

listening and communication skills, but mostly time, patience, and probably emotional 

intelligence.  

Project Teams Are Temporary.  

Neither the duration nor the composition of project teams are usually permanent. 

The length of a project’s performance time can vary depending on factors such as size, 

complexity, resource availability, and the industry, but it is usually fixed (Gupta et al., 

2019). The looming end date incentivizes effective information and communication 

systems to monitor project delivery (Turner & Müller, 2003). Having a fixed duration 

adds external time pressure to the team’s ability to achieve its objectives (Almeida & 

Soares, 2014; Bartsch et al., 2013; Sydow & Braun, 2018; Turner & Müller, 2003; 

Wiewiora et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). 

Additionally, project teams have a temporary structure of individuals. The team 

could consist of a mix of temporary and permanent team members, part-time and full-

time employees, and subcontracted individuals working for different organizations 

(Lewis, 2006). Moreover, contemporary teams tend to have members belonging to more 

than one team, so no one project is the priority of each team member, but rather that of 

multiple teams. Over the course of a project, members may join and leave the team for 
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several reasons, including task demands, budget changes, or a hiring cycle. Due to this 

fluid or porous boundary between the team and its external environment, maintaining 

norms, trust, and culture that support project success becomes challenging (Edmondson 

& Nembhard, 2009). 

Teamwork Is Challenging.  

At the outset of any project, among the first unknowns is how this group of 

individuals (i.e., the one that makes up the team) will perform together. Diverse 

perspectives can combine to solve complex problems, but each profession brings its own 

language, built from personal and professional experiences, which can challenge 

communication and coordination. As Salas et al. point out, “No two teams are the same” 

(2018, p. 595). Furthermore, some researchers posit that organizations fall short in 

establishing systems to facilitate team success (Edmondson & Nembhard, 2009; 

Hackman & Hackman, 2002; Wright et al., 2018). Generally, organizations evaluate and 

reward performance individually, possibly lowering incentives to meet team goals. 

Teams are challenged from day one and being able to work together well has been the 

subject of many years of research (Bell et al., 2018; Hackman, 2009; Hackman & 

Hackman, 2002; Kozlowski et al., 2015; Maynard et al., 2018; Salas et al., 2015, 2018). 

Informational Limbo Hurts Teams. 

 Contextual and timely expertise can be both elusive and vital in project-based 

organizations. For example, one phenomenon deemed “informational limbo” by Almeida 

and Soares (2014) is when knowledge is not documented, organized, disseminated, or 

otherwise available to other teams in the same organization. Knowledge remains trapped 

within each team member, serving those project objectives. The information could sit on 
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team members’ hard drives or intangibly in their subjective experiences (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007; Bartsch et al., 2013). There is no substitute for taking time to pause, 

reflect, and capture what was learned; otherwise, other teams may not learn. Outside of a 

given project team, other teams may spend time solving problems that have already been 

solved, and past mistakes may be repeated across a project-based organization (Pemsel & 

Wiewiora, 2013). 

Ways of Working Are Shifting.  

Since 2020, the world has seen a global pandemic, natural disasters, terrorist 

attacks, and war in Ukraine. These external events have negatively impacted many 

organizations, thus affecting the teams serving those organizations. For example, during 

the pandemic, many organizations sent employees to work from home unexpectedly. In-

person teams shifted abruptly to tiny faces on video conference calls, abruptly changing 

team dynamics. For example, in virtual teams it can be difficult to manage conflict and 

emotions due to the difficulty of interpreting cues and nurturing relationships in digital 

communication (Degbey & Einola, 2020). This pandemic-prompted shift in workplace 

culture may have changed team dynamics permanently, blending virtual and collocated 

teams (Kniffin et al., 2021). Further examples of workforce changes include technology 

becoming a team member, thanks to AI, and organizations shifting to four-day working 

weeks (Lewis et al., 2023; Tannenbaum et al., 2012). Research on how teams function 

effectively under these new conditions is limited, which makes navigating new and 

different constructs challenging. 
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What Is Team Resilience? 

As a complex adaptive system, teams evolve, and collective behaviors thus 

emerge. One example of an emergent behavior in teams is resilience. Resilience is the 

ability to recover from adversity. An ecological concept originating from Holling, 

resilience is understood for its complexity and multidimensionality (1973). In addition to 

defining the ability of ecosystems to withstand changes and maintain their existence, 

resilience has since been applied to diverse contexts including energy networks, supply 

chains, and organizational teams. King would argue it is not a matter of whether but when 

we need resilience in the workplace (2016). West et al. (2009), a seminal author of team 

resilience, summarizes team resilience as follows: 

Team resilience may prove to be an important positive team level capacity that 

aids in the repair and rebound of teams when facing potentially stressful 

situations. Teams which display the ability to either thrive under high liability 

situations, improvise and adapt to significant change or stress, or simply recover 

from a negative experience are less likely to experience the potentially damaging 

effects of threatening situations. (p. 254) 

The quote underscores that teams possessing these resilient qualities are less 

likely to be adversely affected by threatening situations. Instead of being debilitated by 

stress or change, resilient teams can maintain or even improve their functioning, marking 

a significant advantage in both stable and volatile environments. This resilience not only 

helps in “repairing” the team post-adversity, but also in “rebounding” to a state of 

normalcy or enhanced functioning.  

The concept of team resilience has gained momentum in recent years. Leading a 

team amidst such novel challenges is not straightforward. Still, team resilience research 

remains in its early stages, with inconsistencies in the literature on how resilience is 

conceptualized at the team level prompting the need further theoretical development, 
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starting with the definition of “team resilience” (Fisher et al., 2019). Yet most scholars 

have agreed upon certain themes central to the concept, summarized in the following 

subsections. 

No Unified Definition.  

Seeking further to refine the definition, researchers have proposed various 

frameworks, including resilience as a capacity (e.g., Alliger et al., 2015; Stoverink et al., 

2020; West et al., 2009), process (e.g., Hartmann et al., 2020b; Morgan et al., 2013), or 

emergent state (e.g., Bowers et al., 2017; Gucciardi et al., 2018; Hartwig et al., 2020), as 

indicated in Table 2. This study follows other contemporary scholars in supporting the 

notion of team resilience as a state emerging from a team’s inputs and processes (Bowers 

et al., 2017; Brykman & King, 2021; Carmeli et al., 2013; Gucciardi et al., 2018; Hartwig 

et al., 2020; Kennedy et al., 2016). This viewpoint emphasizes context, feedback loops, 

and nonlinear relationships in shaping resilience and affirms that a project team is a 

complex adaptive system. 
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Table 1 

Team Resilience Definitions 

Source Team Resilience as a Capacity 

Alliger et al. (2015, p. 177) 

The capacity of a team to withstand and overcome stressors in a manner that 

enables sustained performance; it helps teams handle and bounce back from 

challenges that can endanger their cohesiveness and performance. 

Blatt (2009, p. 1) 
The capacity for a team to rebound from adversity strengthened and more 

resourceful (adopted from Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003, p. 6). 

Brykman and King (2021, 

p. 742) 
Team capacity to bounce back from adversities or setbacks… 

Edson (2011, p. 13) 

The ability of a human system or a complex adaptive social system (team, 

organization) to adapt its structure while maintaining its function, which often 

entail emergence of new processes (behaviors, norms, and hierarchical 

structures). 

Pavez et al. (2021, p. 699) 
The capacity to anticipate, contain, and recover from adversity or failure 

induced by the uncertainty and complexity of a project environment. 

Rodríguez-Sánchez & 

Perea (2015, p. 30) 
A capacity that teams have in order to overcome crisis and difficulties. 

Stoverink et al. (2020, p. 

395) 
A team’s capacity to bounce back from adversity-induced process loss. 

West et al. (2009, p. 253) 
Provides teams with the capacity to bounce back from failure, setbacks, 

conflicts, or any other threat to wellbeing that a team may experience. 

Source Team Resilience as a Process 

Hartmann, et al. (2020b, p. 

918) 

Dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 

significant adversity (adopted from Luthar et al., 2000, p. 543). 

Morgan et al. (2013, p. 

552) 

A dynamic, psychosocial process which protects a group of individuals from 

the potential negative effect of stressors they collectively encounter. 

Source Team Resilience as an Emergent Outcome 

Carmeli et al. (2013, p. 

149) 

A team’s belief that it can absorb and cope with strain, as well as a team’s 

capacity to cope, recover, and adjust positively to difficulties. 

Kennedy et al. (2016, p. 

468) 

A shared belief held by the team that it can respond to disruptive and 

challenging events, recover from setbacks, and thrive as a team under these 

conditions. 

Hartwig et al. (2020, p. 

186) 

We conceptualize as an emergent team state that results from preparative, 

adaptive, and reflective team processes, and which is demonstrated by 

persistence, recovery, or growth trajectory of team functioning following 

exposure to adversity. 

Gucciardi et al. (2018, p. 

729) 

An emergent outcome characterized by the trajectory of a team’s functioning, 

following adversity exposure, as one that is largely unaffected or returns to 

normal levels after some degree of deterioration in functioning. 

Bowers et al. (2017, p. 8) 
A ‘second-order’ emergent state: that is an emergent state that is actually the 

result of other emergent states in the team. 
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As the variety in Table 1 suggests, different starting points leave scholars with 

multiple conceptualizations, the sign of a young field still in development (Hartwig et al., 

2020). However, having a clear, well-defined and explicit starting point in research lays 

the groundwork for effective and meaningful progress in understanding team resilience.  

This research specifically applies Hartwig et al.’s (2020) holistic definition of team 

resilience to articulate its starting point: 

We conceptualize team resilience as an emergent team state that results from 

preparative, adaptive, and reflective team processes and which is demonstrated by 

a persistence, recovery, or growth trajectory of team functioning following 

exposure to adversity. (p. 186) 

Resilience is viewed as an evolving state, resulting from the team’s preparation, 

adaptation, and reflection processes. The ability of a team to persist, recover, or grow in 

function after experiencing adverse circumstances defines its resilience. In essence, it 

emphasizes resilience as a dynamic quality emerging from the team’s collective response 

to hardship and its trajectory in overcoming it. 

Confronting Adversity.  

Resilience blooms from adversity. Adversity, as defined by Alliger et al. (2015), 

is a set of “challenging events and circumstances [that] place stress on individuals and on 

team processes” (p. 177). Adversity can be external or internal to the team (Chapman et 

al., 2020); chronic or acute (Hartmann et al., 2020b; Raetze et al., 2021); and experienced 

collectively or sparked first individually, then extending into the team (Gucciardi et al., 

2018). Adversity is critical to resilient teams because it triggers the emergence process. 

Said differently, challenges, such as anticipated or unanticipated hardships, stimulate a 

group to deploy resources (i.e., human capital like skills and expertise) and team 

processes to lessen the impact (Pavez et al., 2021). Teams may have a dormant capacity 
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to be resilient, but until faced with adversity, they cannot claim to be resilient (Gucciardi 

et al., 2018). If a team performs but does not experience adversity, then the team 

demonstrates effectiveness, not resilience (Gucciardi et al., 2018; Stoverink et al., 2020). 

Uniqueness.  

Many scholars (see Giannoccaro et al., 2018; Raetze et al., 2021; Stoverink et al., 

2020), including in one recent empirical study (Hendrikx et al., 2022), agree that team 

resilience is a uniquely collective property. As “a team of experts does not necessarily 

make an expert team” (Salas et al., 2018, p. 596), a group of resilient individuals together 

does not necessarily add up to a resilient team. Team resilience requires that a team be 

greater than the sum of its parts. It emerges from the combination of human capital (e.g., 

individual skills, knowledge, and expertise), social capital (e.g., the relationships between 

them and the networks they form), and the set of norms recognized by team members to 

achieve team objectives in a specific team environment (e.g., voice climate, 

psychological safety). In sum, team resilience is a unique concept because it involves 

individual-level characteristics, collective dynamics within the group, and external 

dynamics within the environment, all of which cannot be replicated easily. 

Multilevel Influences.  

Despite being a unique meso-level construct, team resilience is influenced by 

factors both below (individual) and above (organizational). For example, an empirical 

study conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic found that 12.4% of variance in team 

resilience could be attributed to the individuals on the team and 87.6% to other factors 

such as individuals outside of the team or other contextual factors (Hendrikx et al., 2022). 

In a similar study, Vera et al. (2017) examined 194 teams in the service and industry 
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sectors and found that 80% of the variance in team resilience could be explained by team 

characteristics, while 20% could be attributed to organizational characteristics. Although 

little empirical research has been conducted on the factors that span analytical levels 

(e.g., applying to both individual and team or both team and organization), there is some 

evidence that team resilience can be influenced at both the micro and macro levels. 

Consequently, more multilevel research on resilience in organizations is necessary to 

better understand this complex concept (Chapman et al., 2020; King et al., 2016; 

Linnenluecke, 2017; Stoverink et al., 2020). 

Positive Adaptation.  

Resilient teams absorb the shock of potential disruptions and survive, even thrive, 

over time leading to sustained viability (Bowers et al., 2017; Carmeli et al., 2016; 

Chapman et al., 2020; Hartmann et al., 2020b; Hartwig et al., 2020; McEwen & Boyd, 

2018; Meneghel et al., 2016; Morgan et al., 2013; Raetze et al., 2021; Rodríguez-Sánchez 

& Perea, 2015; Stoverink et al., 2020; West et al., 2009). Team resilience’s emphasis on 

adaptation might suggest that it is interchangeable with “team adaptability,” but the two 

concepts are distinct (see Table 2). Team adaptability is an aspect of team resilience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

Table 2 

Team Resilience vs. Team Adaptability 

Team Resilience Team Adaptability 

The ability to bounce back from adversity and 

maintain performance over time. 

The ability to modify behavior as a short-term 

response to a stimulus. 

Focus is on the positively adapting, meaning to 

pause, reflect, address root causes, and consider 

how the team can learn and grow. 

Focus is on finding a way to overcome an obstacle 

with little regard to system issues. 

Example: Teams conducting an after-action review 

to improve future performance. 

Example: Teams using workarounds as a 

temporary solution. 

A necessity in today’s complex world. A necessity in today’s complex world. 

 

Temporally and Contextually Dynamic.  

In project teams, resilience is temporally affected by the composition of the team. 

For example, at the beginning of a project, team members may or may not know or have 

experience with each other on other projects. As the group takes shape and the team 

determines how to work together, there is more than likely a natural need to “form and 

storm” (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). "Form" is the initial stage of team development 

where members meet and establish relationships, while "storm" is the subsequent stage 

characterized by conflicts and power struggles as team members start to express 

individual perspectives and challenge group dynamics. During team members’ time 

performing together, team strength and resilience may increase if the team coheres, 

overcomes adversity, or undergoes training (Alliger et al., 2015; Cooper et al., 2013). 

Conversely, as team members change, team resilience may fluctuate in either direction, 

as norms and trust will have to be reestablished (Hartwig et al., 2020). Finally, adverse 

events also evolve, usually with distinct time-differentiated phases, before, during, and 

after the adverse event (Alliger et al., 2015). 
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In context, a team’s ability to respond to a crisis may depend on the team’s 

circumstances (Christian et al., 2017; Hartmann et al., 2020b). When adversity strikes, 

teams deploy resources, individually or collectively. In particular, human capital 

resources (e.g., knowledge, skills, expertise) are necessary to minimize strain on team 

coordination and goal achievement (Gucciardi et al., 2018; Stoverink et al., 2020). If the 

adversity involves a change in the scope of project work, such as shifting from strategic 

engagement to change management or from software procurement to software 

development, the team’s resilience depends on whether they have the resources to handle 

the change. Although many studies have discussed the importance of context, few have 

addressed it directly (Hartwig et al., 2020). 

Resilient Teams Perform.  

Resilient teams learn, grow, and maintain performance over the long term. Two 

studies have empirically contributed to this theme (Fey & Kock, 2022; Meneghel et al., 

2016). Meneghel et al. (2016) correlated a team’s resilience with its ability to perform. 

Specifically, team resilience is positively influenced by job social resources, such as 

coordination and support, in turn enhancing team performance. Supportive resources at 

work are crucial to build team resilience and bolster subsequent performance. A further 

extension of the work by Oeij et al. (2016) was carried out by Fey and Kock (2022), who 

concluded that innovation resilience behavior positively relates to project success. 

Innovation resilience behavior includes adaptability, problem-solving, persistence, and 

learning from failures, making project success more likely by preparing teams and 

individuals to deal with the uncertainties and complexities inherent to innovation. In 

dynamic and uncertain environments, innovation resilience behavior is crucial to meeting 
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innovation goals through flexibility, creativity, and resilience. Lastly, Gucciardi et al. 

(2018) maintain that team performance is the primary indicator of team resilience after a 

team faces adversity, further connecting the concept of team resilience to performance. 

In conclusion, although organizations and their teams face complex challenges 

and disruptions, team resilience remains a concept in need of further theoretical 

development, necessitated by inconsistencies in the literature. Fortunately, certain themes 

pertaining to team resilience are generally accepted, including its unique and multilevel 

nature, the presence of adversity, the ability to adapt, and the ability to perform. 

What Team and Contextual Factors Impact Team Resilience? 

As defined by Hobfoll (2001), resources are “objects, personal characteristics, 

conditions, or energies that are valued in their own right, or that are valued because they 

act as conduits to the achievement or protection of valued resources” (p. 339). A team’s 

resilience depends on its ability to accumulate and access adequate resources (Sutcliffe & 

Vogus, 2003). Whenever adversity strikes, teams utilize their individual and combined 

resources to perform activities and adapt positively, as appropriate. Examples of 

individual resources include knowledge, skills, expertise, and communication skills. 

Examples of team resources include team leadership, team potency, team norms, and 

team psychological safety. The use of resources by teams depends on their context and 

time, such as before adversity (e.g., preparing, detecting, making sense, and strategizing), 

during adversity (e.g., coordination, monitoring, and backing up), and after adversity 

(e.g., situation analysis, learning, procedural modifications, and spirals of resource gain) 

(Alliger et al., 2015). The next step is to examine specific resources and activities that 

support resilient teams. To frame this study’s emphasis on team context, resources will be 
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divided into those that are internal to the team and those that are external, or contextual 

factors, to the team. 

Internal Team Factors 

Purpose. The relationship between team resilience and purpose is multifaceted. 

Some view team resilience as an input to their purpose. Meaning, resilience is what 

enables a team to act with purpose during adverse events (Alliger et al., 2015; Gucciardi 

et al., 2018). Other viewpoints see purpose as the driver of resilience (Fan et al., 2021; 

Morgan et al., 2019). That is, having a clear sense of direction can foster resilience by 

guiding the team’s efforts (i.e., team protocols). Finally, purpose is used as a measure of 

success. If the team can achieve their purpose in the midst of challenges, they are deemed 

resilient. 

Membership. Team members bring their human capital resources to each project 

they serve to solve complex problems; some may be experts, while others may be novices 

in the context of the project. Due to the broader range of knowledge and experience 

available, diverse perspectives were found to be able to respond to challenges with 

greater resilience during the Gomes et al. (2014) study. Simply put, “more tools imply 

more responses” (Page, 2014, p. 276), which could be vital during difficult times. 

However, creating resilience takes more than a wider range of resources. 

Resilience emerges from interactions and dynamics among team members (Bowers et al., 

2017; Gucciardi et al., 2018). Team members must be engaged in an environment where 

communications can flow, ultimately shaping behaviors that protect the group from 

stressors they encounter as a group (Decroos et al., 2017; Morgan et al., 2019). 
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Yet, the utility of diverse perspectives may have its limits. Giannoccaro et al. 

(2018) conducted a model simulation demonstrating that team size negatively impacts 

resilience. The more opinions present at the table, the longer it takes to reconcile the 

ideas and the less time available to complete the task (Duchek et al., 2020). 

Social Support. As highlighted by Stoverink, Hobfoll asserts that “the impact of 

social support is one of the most robust single markers of resiliency resources” (2020, p. 

407). Empirically, social support positively impacts team resilience (Blatt, 2009; Carmeli 

et al., 2013; Meneghel et al., 2016; Morgan et al., 2013; Stoverink et al., 2020). Those 

who receive social and material support are more likely to develop individual resilience 

and perform well (Meneghel et al., 2016). Finally, Brykman and King (2021), Morgan et 

al. (2013), Carmeli et al. (2013), and Stephens et al. (2013) all note the importance of 

caring, high-quality “other focused” relationships in their contributions to team resilience 

research. 

Leadership. Leaders shape team dynamics and, thus, team resilience (Hartmann 

et al., 2020a; Hartwig et al., 2020). Karlsen and Berg (2020) case study found that a 

project manager’s use of signature strengths (i.e., leadership, open-mindedness, 

persistence, and hope) influences project teams’ resilience. Various studies have focused 

on specific leadership styles, finding shared leadership and transformational leadership to 

positively impact team resilience (Hartwig et al., 2020; Kegelaers et al., 2021; Morgan, 

2016; Morgan et al., 2015; van der Beek & Schraagen, 2015; Vera et al., 2017). 

According to Sir Clive Woodward, Head Coach of the 2003 England Rugby Union 

World Cup-winning team, shared leadership ensures that the aim is “not just to have one 

leader in a team of followers, but to have an exceptional leader in a team of great leaders” 
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(Morgan et al., 2015, p. 95). Transformational leaders utilize an adaptable and versatile 

approach to leadership that motivates individuals to converge and perhaps exceed what 

they expected, transcending their own interests. Empirically, Vera et al (2017) affirmed 

five dimensions of transformational leadership are positively associated with team 

resilience, including setting the vision (e.g., understanding where we are going), 

inspirational communication (e.g., saying positive things about the team), intellectual 

stimulation (e.g., stimulating the team to rethink), supportive leadership (e.g., behaving 

thoughtful of personal needs), and personal recognition (e.g., acknowledging outstanding 

work). Temporally, leaders have more influence on team resilience before adversity 

occurs (Alliger et al., 2015; Weick, 1993). Team leaders can set the stage at the 

beginning for how the team is to function by stimulating or hindering certain resilient 

behaviors (Alliger et al., 2015). As long as the foundational norms emphasize working 

well together as a team, the tendency to continue to do so is more likely to persist during 

adversity. 

Team Environment. A team environment is the physical, social, and 

psychological context within which the team members operate, including the team’s 

culture, dynamics, communication patterns, and norms. Team environments have been 

the subject of research on team effectiveness and performance (Salas et al., 2018) as the 

factors can shape outcomes that need collaboration to succeed. What follows is a review 

of work on team environments from the team resilience (versus effectiveness) vantage 

point. 

Safe Communication. The development of team resilience requires open 

communication (Carmeli et al., 2013; Gomes et al., 2014; Hartmann et al., 2020a; Vera et 
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al., 2017). For example, Brykman and King (2021) explored team resilience in 48 

Canadian tech startups and found the open communication concept voice climate to be a 

critical resource impacting resilience. Voice climate is defined as a shared perception of 

how much team members’ voices are valued and supported (Brykman & King, 2021). 

Team environments fostering a full range of emotions are more resilient (Kuntz, 2021). 

As team members hear from others, they can identify commonalities and differences in 

their views, leading to complex problem-solving. Diverse perspectives and resources on a 

team are helpful (more tools in the toolbox), but only if members feel safe sharing those 

perspectives (Edmondson & Nembhard, 2009). 

Positivity. A resilient team environment is positive (Brykman & King, 2021; Fey 

& Kock, 2022; Hartmann et al., 2021; Morgan et al., 2015; Oeij et al., 2016; Pavez et al., 

2021; Vera et al., 2017; West et al., 2009). The creation of a positive emotional 

environment fosters the development of social and cognitive processes, fostering 

resilience. A two-wave study conducted in 2021 with 91 teams indicated that increases in 

the “emotional culture of joy” helped to enhance team resilience capacity (Hartmann et 

al., 2021). If team activities break tensions and reduce stress, such as joking and joyful 

events, they can be helpful to resilient team processes (Marks et al., 2001). 

Established Norms. In a group, norms determine how individuals behave and 

their expectations. Norms can be pivotal when teams face an adverse situation (Gucciardi 

et al., 2018; Morgan et al., 2013). A norm can be explicit or implicit, and it may originate 

with the team leader or emerge over time as the members of the group interact and 

establish patterns. Examples of group norms include expectations for task accountability, 

communication, and decision-making. 
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Shared Mental Models. Research has shown that shared mental models facilitate 

coordination, communication, and teamwork behaviors, improving team resilience 

(Chapman et al., 2022; Gucciardi et al., 2018; Morgan et al., 2019; Stoverink et al., 

2020). A shared mental model is a collective comprehension of how each member 

perceives their interconnections with others and the team itself (Stoverink et al., 2020): 

The team is on the same page. Shared mental models can be achieved through team 

norms (e.g., action items or due dates) (Blatt, 2009), strategic approaches (e.g., leader 

briefings or small dyadic relations) (Grinde & Fusche Moe, 2022; Marks et al., 2000), or 

they can naturally evolve through shared experiences (Hendrikx et al., 2022; Wei et al., 

2022). The objective is not necessarily to share the same viewpoint but to have multiple 

perspectives on the team’s shared goal (Levesque et al., 2001). This shared understanding 

enables the team to work cohesively and effectively toward common goals (Stoverink et 

al., 2020). 

As an example of a shared mental model of resilient teams, let us consider team 

potency. Team potency refers to the belief among team members that they can 

accomplish their objectives. This widespread confidence is essential for resilience 

(Carmeli et al., 2013; Maynard et al., 2020; Pavez et al., 2021; West et al., 2009). Faced 

with challenges, potent teams persevere. Leaders enhance team potency when they 

establish clear goals, and each team member can link their work goals to their team’s 

goals. Still, too much potency can be problematic (Giustiniano et al., 2018). Well-

calibrated potency balances confidence and caution. With too much potency, a team may 

operate as if invincible, taking risks or pursuing unattainable goals. Ideally, team potency 

should be moderately high, entailing vigilance. 
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Reflexivity and Learning. In their short time together, project teams commit to 

and engage in continuous team development within their performance period and with the 

resources at hand. To learn how to navigate complex challenges, teams must often 

mobilize and remobilize resources. Strategies may be discovered through explicit 

knowledge sharing (captured in knowledge management systems), implicit knowledge 

sharing as a result of social interaction, and reflexivity in community with each other to 

create situational awareness and learn from the experience (Hartmann et al., 2021).  

According to Brykman and King (2021), leaders can positively impact team 

resilience by embracing a Leader Learning Goal orientation. Leader Learning Goals is a 

goal orientation focused on developing new skills and increasing team members’ 

competencies (Brykman & King, 2021). Leaders coach their team members to undertake 

challenging tasks to improve their skills. By engaging their team personally in such a 

manner, they enhance their team’s voice climate and, thus, increase its resilience. Lastly, 

organizations that facilitate learning by mentoring employees or providing them with 

opportunities to manage their emotions, such as mindfulness training, can positively 

impact their teams. McCray et al. (2016) and Oeij et al. (2016) agree on this point. Teams 

that can learn and grow together are more resilient. 

Hartwig et al. (2020) emphasize that psychological safety fosters reflexivity and 

learning from setbacks (Edmondson, 1999; Frazier et al., 2017). With less fear of 

rejection or blame, a team is able to discuss team behaviors honestly and openly, leading 

to more accurate identification, learning, and adapting of their team processes. 

Psychological safety is therefore essential for the reflexivity and learning found in 

resilient teams. 
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External Contextual Factors 

Compared to internal team factors, specific external team factors have not been 

empirically explored as much in the team resilience literature. Conceptually, many 

scholars agree that team resilience is a multilevel phenomenon (Gucciardi et al., 2018; 

Morgan et al., 2019). Yet, if a multilevel framework is considered, the scholars are vague 

about the connections and call for more research (Alliger et al., 2015; Bowers et al., 

2017; Hartwig et al., 2020; Raetze et al., 2021). Nonetheless, some inferences can be 

made from the empirical studies that exist today about contextual factors’ impact on 

teams. 

Human Resource Practices. Firstly, human resource practices can positively 

impact team resilience by supporting the individuals on a team. For example, through a 

series of focus groups with engineers, McCray et al. (2016) have posited that 

organizational support mechanisms, such as mentorship opportunities, tailored 

knowledge-building programs, and mindfulness training, effectively fortify team 

resilience. Moreover, Vera et al. (2017) agree that supporting individuals on teams is 

prudent with concepts like work–life balance, mentorship, wellbeing, equity, and 

communication. Douglas (2020) presented a compelling argument for practices such as 

job design, training and development, and peer support.  

Team Support. Support targeting teams may be outside of human resource 

practices that usually target individual employees and may be outside of the organization 

itself. Numerous examples will follow. First, teams cooperating with other teams, 

including leadership teams, has proven to positively impact team resilience. In the 

engineering industry, van der Beek and Schraagen (2015) surveyed 91 participants and 
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found cooperation with other teams within the organization to positively impact team 

resilience. Second, Gomes et al. (2014) performed a model simulation of nuclear 

emergency response teams and found having representatives from 26 different agencies 

(and their varying perspectives) to be a source of resilience. Similarly, formal 

subcontracting relationships or individuals participating in professional societies could 

also bring different perspectives to a team, or human capital support. From the 

community resilience and knowledge sharing literature, there may be a role for sharing 

lessons learned or the role of the project management office (PMO) for interproject 

knowledge support (Cutter et al., 2008; Patel et al., 2017; Wiewiora et al., 2020). 

Additionally, team-building activities foster a cohesive team environment (Duchek, 2020; 

Kozlowski & Bell, 2012; Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). Finally, during the COVID-19 

pandemic, Hendrikx et al. (2022) found that mobilizing family support for individual 

healthcare practitioners predicted hospital team resilience by enabling them to take on 

more shifts or work additional hours. Although family support does not fall within the 

organization’s sphere of influence, social support is still demonstrated. In sum, resilience 

is strengthened by activities and strategies aiming to improve team cohesion, partnering 

with different perspectives, sharing knowledge, and building strong relationships internal 

and external to the team. 

Organizational Culture. Similar to an open, supportive team environment, an 

organization can support their teams’ resilience by emulating the same open, 

accommodating, and collaborative work environment (Morgan et al., 2019). According to 

West et al. (2009), an environment encouraging learning from failures, open 

communication, and mutual support promotes resilience. Others agree that a supportive 
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and inclusive culture fosters resilience within organizations (Foster et al., 2018; Hartwig 

et al., 2020). 

Moreover, the literature suggests that organizational culture influences team 

resilience through factors such as emotional culture, happiness, reflexivity, and 

psychological resources necessary for team resilience (Fang et al., 2022). The presence of 

positive team cultures and strategies to reduce workplace stressors and strengthen staff 

psychological safety and wellbeing are recommended to cultivate resilience in new and 

experienced staff (Foster et al., 2018). Additionally, the influence of organizational 

culture on organizational performance and effectiveness has been highlighted, indicating 

that a positive organizational culture positively affects organizational performance, in 

turn influencing organizational resilience (Suryaningtyas et al., 2019). 

Overall, the literature consistently emphasizes the significant influence of 

organizational culture on team resilience in the workplace. A supportive, inclusive, and 

positive organizational culture fosters resilience within teams, promotes staff wellbeing, 

and contributes to organizational performance and effectiveness, ultimately enhancing 

team resilience. 

Environmental Factors. Finally, the literature demonstrates how the 

environment can affect groups, as in global health issues. Several recent studies have 

examined how the COVID-19 pandemic affected group dynamics, performance, and 

wellbeing (Ancona et al., 2021; Awada et al., 2021; Hendrikx et al., 2022; Hite & 

McDonald, 2020; Kniffin et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). Enhanced by the pandemic, 

socioecological perspectives are relevant to understanding team resilience.   
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Inferences for Forthcoming Study 

Conceptually, team resilience encompasses individuals, teams, organizations, 

outside organizations, and the environment. However, empirical research has focused 

mostly on level-specific studies, meaning that few studies cross over into the context of 

the team. Team resilience research tends to be insular. For example, as mentioned 

previously, variables from the team explained 80% of the variability in team resilience, 

but the organization explained 20% (Vera et al., 2017). In exploring this 20%, researchers 

may be able to learn new ways to support teams to become resilient. 

Research on team resilience demonstrates that resources are critical to performing 

when adversity occurs, but that resources outside the team may be useful as well. Context 

could serve as a resource, whether it be funding, information, training, or social support 

(e.g., mentorship). Alternatively, organizations may find it difficult to support teams in 

certain circumstances. For example, projects sometimes compete for resources (e.g., time 

with inside experts) and organizational policies (e.g., individual rewards versus team 

rewards) can negatively impact teams. A team’s ability to deal with adversity when faced 

with complex challenges could be influenced positively and potentially negatively by 

their home organization. A holistic, multilevel qualitative study could elaborate project 

team resilience in context, and the present work comprises such a study. 

As a final point, the team performance literature cannot be ignored. We know that 

external team engagement positively affects performance (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; 

Keller, 2001). External activities could influence team resilience similarly. In particular, 

the boundary-spanning literature is relevant here. Boundary spanning includes “actions 

undertaken to establish linkages and manage interactions with parties within the external 
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environment” (Marrone, 2010, p. 914). As a result of these activities (e.g., scouting for 

information), the team’s objectives may be directly or indirectly supported by access to 

resources or a better understanding of the situation. 

Before closing this review of the literature, I will raise some skepticism. On the 

one hand, resilience seems to be “good” for projects—teams persevere through hard 

times. Nevertheless, modern projects are limited in duration and budget, and as a result, 

perhaps in the number of times they can fail and try to persevere. Teams today must 

balance exploration and execution. Pushing the boundaries to be innovative and creative 

is a constant challenge because it may be at the expense of simply getting something 

done. The balance between the two depends, in part, on organizational culture. Some 

organizations may be more tolerant of “let us try again” than others. Based on the 

findings of this study, organizations may consider new ways to support teams so that they 

work with them collectively to help teams navigate these decision tradeoffs. 

Conceptual Framework 

Figure 2 illustrates the conceptual framework for this team resilience study. In 

comparison to other team resilience studies, a key difference is the addition of the 

organizational context for consideration in the framework. 
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Figure 2 

Conceptual Framework of Internal and External Influential Factors on Team Resilience 

 

 

A gap is evident in the team resilience literature. This basic qualitative study 

explores how activities outside of the team may impact team resilience for project leaders 

in project-based organizations. The following research questions guide this study: 

• How do project leaders perceive and understand team resilience? 

• What team factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? 

• What contextual factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? 

In summary, team resilience research is underdeveloped. Although some common 

themes were identified, more empirical research is necessary to explore the factors that 

impact team resilience in context. Appendix A displays the empirical and theoretical 

team resilience literature, methods, and key findings analyzed for this study in a 

summative table. In particular, this study takes an internal and external view of the 

emergent phenomenon and calls upon a holistic systems approach to team resilience 

research.   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Approach to Exploring Project Leaders’ Perspectives 

This study deploys a qualitative design to analyze the complex phenomenon of 

team resilience in terms of the meanings project leaders give it. In this chapter, I describe 

the methodological procedures used to answer the main research question, How do 

project leaders perceive and understand team resilience? along with the two secondary 

research questions: What team factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? What 

contextual factors facilitate or hinder team resilience? 

Research Design and Methodology 

The Rationale for Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative research is the methodology of choice when seeking to understand a 

social phenomenon from the perspectives of individuals and groups (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). In this case, team resilience is the phenomenon, and project leaders are the 

individuals. There are four main characteristics of qualitative research to consider here: 

1. Qualitative questions: Qualitative designs are primarily interested in “what,” 

“how,” and “why” questions, seeking a deep understanding of the context of 

others’ experiences (not only the researcher’s). 

2. Researchers as primary data collection instrument: Humans can be agile 

during data collection, shifting in a direction driven by the participant to explore 

the complex phenomenon and practicing empathy by placing themselves in the 

participant’s shoes to uncover their experience. Even cautious humans are biased, 

however. Researchers must not be naive about how their subjectivity may shape 

data collection and analysis, planning accordingly. 
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3. Inductive process: When there is no existing theory to explain the phenomenon, 

qualitative researchers gather data and information from various methods, such as 

interviews, to generate ideas. In many cases, qualitative research collects data to 

build a theory. 

4. Detailed descriptions: One goal of qualitative research is to generate vivid, 

contextualized reports that can better explain the world. Hence, qualitative 

research considers narrative data obtained from field interviews, notes, or 

documents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Basic Interpretive Design 

This study followed a basic qualitative design. Qualitative researchers using a 

basic qualitative method follow three avenues of inquiry: “how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 5). With this design, context is essential. Data 

collection seeks to understand the meaning behind the experience—both the expected 

and unanticipated activities—through the eyes of the participant. The researcher 

inductively analyzes the data for patterns and themes. Recent team resilience research 

applauds this approach because it enables “rich descriptions of system inputs, contextual 

factors, temporal processes, and outcomes” (Gucciardi et al., 2018, p. 756). 

Participant Selection 

Purposeful Sampling 

The study employed purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling targets those 

participants who can provide insight into the complex phenomenon under study. In other 

words, researchers seek participants precisely because of their particular experiences 
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(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For this study, I sought out project leaders. Leaders who 

manage projects have an internal and external vantage point—both the internal team 

perspective and the external context perspective needed for this study. 

Participant Selection Criterion 

The first step in this purposive sampling technique was to determine the selection 

criteria (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). What unique experiences or attributes are essential 

for the study? Participants were selected to reveal and illuminate important contextual 

patterns for the study. This study applied the following inclusion criteria for participants: 

• A project leader with at least five years of experience leading projects (does not 

have to be consecutive years). 

• A project leader who has led projects in knowledge-intensive, project-based 

organizations. Knowledge-intensive organizations primarily provide services 

resulting in the creation, accumulation, or dissemination of knowledge, such as 

research and development (Miles et al., 1995). A project-based organization is 

one in which the project is the primary unit for the performance of certain tasks 

(Hobday, 2000). In part, this selection criteria is intended to exclude leaders in 

professional sports, construction projects, and military combat and focus on less 

researched areas, the traditional workplace. 

• A project leader who can articulate a team’s challenge or experience with 

adversity. Adversity is defined as a “challenging event and circumstance [that] 

places stress on individuals and on team processes” (Alliger et al., 2015, p. 177). 

For project teams, this could have meant difficult assignments, time pressure, 

insufficient resources, interpersonal conflict, challenging work conditions, “crisis” 
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events, unclear team roles, changes team membership, ambiguity in direction or 

goals, upset customers, constant pressure to perform, and so forth (Alliger et al., 

2015). 

Sample Size 

This study included 20 participants. These participants were the first 20 to 

volunteer. Since each volunteer met the selection criteria, each interview contributed 

individually and collectively to the rich coding and theme development that helped 

answer the research questions.  

My recruitment methods did not aim for statistical power. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) assert that the sample size required for qualitative research depends on “the 

question being asked, the data being collected, the analysis in progress, and the resources 

available” (p. 100). Scholars commonly recommend researching until the point of 

saturation, or when no new or relevant information is identified in the data (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Guided by Braun and Clarke (2021b), I reflected on the information 

richness in the data throughout the study in relation to the study’s aims. As opposed to a 

qualitative study through the lens of a realist or one who advocates for a structured data 

collection and coding process, Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis emphasizes a more 

interpretive and organic approach to coding and theme development (2021a). 

Participant Recruitment 

My goal was to seek a diverse pool of project leaders who have served in 

knowledge-intensive, project-based organizations. As a starting point, I emailed the 

listserv of George Washington University’s Executive Leadership Program, a doctorate 

program attracting professional students from various industries (Appendix B). For those 
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who responded in the affirmative, I sent the informed consent form (Appendix C) and 

offered to meet on the phone to answer any further questions. In conjunction, I posted the 

opportunity on my social media (LinkedIn) page (Appendix D) and tapped into my own 

professional network. 

Data Collection 

Participant Interviews 

This study collected qualitative data through interviews guided by the critical 

incident technique (Flanagan, 1954). The critical incident technique facilitates the 

exploration of significant events identified by the participant, the management of these 

events, and their perceived effects. I conducted 60-minute, semi-structured interviews 

guided by open-ended questions to elicit perspectives from the interviewees (Appendix 

E). The interviews were pilot-tested with two non-study participants who met the 

participant criteria. The pilot was designed to enable the researcher to gain familiarity 

with the types of answers elicited by the questions and comfort with the protocol itself 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Lastly, the pilot helped to identify any necessary revisions to 

fill gaps or reduce confusion about the questions. 

Data Management 

All efforts were made to protect participants’ identities. I conducted and recorded 

the interviews via Zoom on my password-protected laptop. The recording was transcribed 

by a professional transcriptionist following these guidelines: pledge of secrecy, signed 

statement prohibiting publication or third-party sharing, obligation to delete files, and 

secure connection. Participants were reminded to avoid personally identifiable 

information during the interview, and if such references were made, I removed them from 
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the transcript. As soon as feasible after the interview, I listened to the recording and read 

through the transcript. During this step, I corrected any transcript errors, removed 

identifiable information, and added further context, such as nonverbal cues (e.g., pauses, 

laughter, and interruptions). Then, I sent a PDF copy to the participant via email and 

loaded the transcript into the qualitative analysis software ATLAS.ti for analysis. Finally, 

a master copy of all transcripts and audio files was stored on a password-protected 

external hard drive that did not leave my residence, to safeguard the data and honor the 

confidentiality of participants. 

Data Analysis 

To make sense of the interview data, I applied Braun and Clarke (2021a) reflexive 

thematic analysis (TA) process. As defined by Braun and Clarke, reflexive researchers are 

those who are subjectively situated, aware, and questioning their work. In my case, I 

critically examined what I did, how I did it, and why, as well as the impact and influence 

it had on my research. At the end of the process, the researcher becomes a storyteller of a 

“rich tapestry of understanding” (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. 120). The purpose is to gain 

a rich, in-depth understanding of the meaning described by this sample of participants. 

This methodology assumes there is no singular universal truth to be “discovered” or that 

“emerges” from the data. Instead, to consider my case, the generated themes are at the 

intersection of my subjectivity, my skills as a researcher, the context of the research, and 

the participant data. The interpretation of the data is my “analytic story” of how project 

leaders perceive team resilience in knowledge-intensive environments. 

The ten core assumptions of reflexive TA include the following: 
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1. Researcher subjectivity is the primary “tool” in reflexive TA; subjectivity is not a 

problem to be handled or controlled, but a resource. The notion of “researcher 

bias” implies the possibility of unbiased or objective knowledge generation, 

which is incompatible with reflexive TA, since knowledge generation is 

inherently subjective and situated. 

2. Data analysis and interpretation cannot be accurate or objective, but can be 

weaker (e.g., underdeveloped, unconvincing, thin, superficial, shallow) or 

stronger (e.g., compelling, insightful, thoughtful, rich, complex, deep, nuanced). 

3. The development of good coding and themes requires both immersion and 

distancing, allowing for reflection and inspiration to develop. 

4. In reflexive TA, one coder or analyst is common; coding quality is not dependent 

on multiple coders. As long as coding (and theme development) enhances 

reflexivity and interpretative depth rather than consensus between coders, it can 

be achieved individually or through collaboration. 

5. Themes are analytic outputs, not inputs, developed after coding and from codes 

(which are also analytic outputs). 

6. Themes are not summaries of meaning-related to a topic, but patterns of meaning. 

7. Themes do not appear in the data when the researcher “discovers” them; they are 

conceptualized as produced by the researcher through systematic analytic 

engagement with the dataset, as well as all the personal perspectives and 

metatheoretical perspectives they bring to the data. 

8. There are always theoretical assumptions underpinning data analysis, and these 

assumptions need to be acknowledged and reflected upon. 
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9. Researchers must strive for a clear understanding of their generative role in 

research. 

10. Data analysis is viewed as an art rather than a science; creativity is integral to the 

process within a framework of rigor (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 8). 

The analysis was inductive, incorporating the perspectives of participants and 

contexts from the bottom up. What follows is a description of the six stages of Braun and 

Clarke’s thematic analysis. Although the phases will be described sequentially, the 

process is not a prescriptive recipe. Instead, the process is more iterative: “We imagine 

qualitative analysis as an adventure, and one that is typically messy and organic, complex 

and contested” (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. xxvi). The experiences shared by the 

participants have been socially and culturally produced. I do not seek to portray these 

narratives as factual representations of that reality. I am, however, concerned with how 

aspects of resilient teams played out in their experiences. 

Phase 1: Familiarization With the Dataset 

Being the only data collector meant I was immersed in the content throughout, 

starting with developing the interview protocol and coordinating, conducting, and 

transcribing 20 interviews with project or team leaders. Interview durations ranged from 

33–60 min with a median time of 51:10. Very quickly, I found myself in a process of 

questioning, reading, listening, rereading, clarifying, and confirming each participant’s 

story, and back again. I listened back to the audio recordings 24–48 hours after the 

interview to confirm the transcript, jotted down notes, and wrote memos about each 

participant’s interview and the entire dataset as it was being built, one interview at a time. 

According to Quinn (2002), transcribing interviews marks the transition between data 
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collection and analysis. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) describe this first step as getting a 

feel for the storyline. The primary question asked during this step include, “What is this 

about?” 

One interesting process step I took in this phase was creating an artistic doodle 

per participant and an overarching one as well. In general, I find my reflexivity enhanced 

when combining visuals with written and audio texts. As Braun and Clarke emphasize, 

“familiarization notes don’t have to be just textual. Visual notes might also facilitate 

getting a grasp on the data” (p. 46). Although I would not identify as an artist, I would 

resonate with being a visual learner and professional “doodler.” As I listened to the 

participants words, I doodled images to reflect my sense of their experience. Upon review 

of these doodles, early themes were generated. 

Phase 2: Coding 

The coding process was iterative. Initially, I systematically conducted a line-by-

line review in ATLAS.ti, identified data segments of interest, and coded a meaningful 

phrase that addressed my research questions. During a second pass, I began to coalesce 

codes into certain code groups, including contextual factors, team challenges, lessons 

learned, advice, team factors, and quotes of interest. In addition, I grouped individual 

codes of similar meaning. At times, I sent clarifying or probing questions to the 

participants, too. At this stage, most of the codes were semantic in nature—more 

superficial and closely aligned with the participants’ understanding of their own 

experience. Finally, at times, I used ATLAS.ti analysis tools such as word clouds to help 

me make sense of the rich data. 
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After a couple of passes, I soon shifted my coding activity from ATLAS.ti to an 

Excel workbook to enable sorting capabilities across three additional coding passes. 

Worksheet 1 consolidated and organized by participant all codes, quotes, and memo 

notes. This tool enabled sorting, and Worksheet 2 was focused on aggregating team and 

contextual factors across participants. Finally, Worksheet 3 was an initial set of themes 

(see Phase 3). Throughout the progression across the coding sources, more and more 

latent coding was applied, looking at the meaning underlying the data. Due to the 

quantity of data (20 transcripts totaling 235 pages), this phase was slow (approximately 4 

to 6 weeks). Sometimes, I went back to revisit the doodles created in Phase 1, taking 

breaks and reflecting by reading or listening to leadership podcasts, and sometimes going 

back to the raw interview data. By taking breaks and giving the analysis some distance at 

times, I could reset, sort ideas, and reenergize for another pass through the rich dataset.  

Phase 3: Generating Initial Themes 

During their interview, each participant told of a different critical incident their 

team experienced; however, similar characteristics developed into patterns and drove the 

generation of initial themes. Collating codes into initial themes was an equally iterative 

process involving reflexive memorization and review of earlier phases, journaling, and 

raw interview data. A theme in reflexive TA is a “pattern of shared meaning organized 

around a central concept” (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. 11). Braun and Clarke emphasize 

that a theme is unlike a “topic summary.” In a topic summary, one “report[s] all the 

different responses or meanings around a topic in the dataset.” For example, in this study, 

a topic summary could have regarded team factors, environmental factors, or contextual 

factors. The theme is the pattern of shared meanings around those topics. The analysis 
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shifts from “smaller meaning units – codes – to larger meaning patterns – themes” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2021a, p. 79). At this stage, I utilized thematic maps, which can help clarify 

themes and their relations. 

Phase 4: Developing and Reviewing Themes 

I would describe theme development as a process of marination. One must sit 

with the themes, or in this qualitative study’s case, the thematic maps, to assess their fit. 

This process cannot be rushed. In addition, the importance of a theme is not determined 

by the frequency of mentions in the dataset. The number of themes is flexible. The 

researcher should be able to identify the boundaries of the team (what does it include and 

what does it exclude?). Questions asked during this phase can include, 

Is this pattern a viable theme? Can I identify the boundaries of this theme? Are 

there enough (meaningful) data to evidence this theme? Are the data contained 

within each theme too diverse and wide-ranging? Does this theme convey 

something important? (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, pp. 98-99) 

It is uncommon for initial themes to be effective right away. Any shifts in the 

draft maps indicated a misfit with the participants’ responses and overall dataset. During 

this process, themes expanded and condensed; and some were let go.  

Phase 5: Refining, Defining, and Naming Themes 

Eventually, I reached the convincing point that the themes reflected a shared 

meaning across all in relation to my research questions. The themes began to create a 

story of community. Themes were assigned a name and given a description of their 

boundaries and how they contributed to the overall analysis. Where appropriate, 

participants’ quotes were used, indicating a close relationship between the theme and the 

data itself. 
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Phase 6: Writing Up 

The assumption may be that the analysis is complete when entering this phase. 

Instead, writing advances the analysis process. Writing started in the early phases with 

reflexive journaling, as these are the seeds of more formal writing. Yet, there was an 

artistic element that colored this phase, as the researcher incorporated vivid data extracts 

into the analytic narrative. 

In sum, a depiction of the data analysis road map is in Figure 3. Also, a report of 

the findings is presented in Chapter 4. Included in Chapter 4 are numerous quotations to 

provide context that only the participants in this study could provide by sharing their 

experiences. In Chapter 5, the findings are discussed, interpreted, and synthesized into 

this study’s conclusions, as well as implications for theory and practice. 
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Figure 3  

Data Analysis Road Map 

 

 

Researcher Reflexivity 

Subjectivity as a Resource 

In line with reflexive TA, when conducting interviews and analyzing data, I used 

my subjectivity as a resource (Braun & Clarke, 2021a). My subjectivity gave me the 

experience to respond thoughtfully and with empathy to the research participants during 

the interviews. In addition, I sought to step into the participants’ shoes during the analysis 

and interpret their stories. Only then could I reconstruct their stories within the 
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framework formed as part of this analysis and based on my own subjective experience. 

My personal experiences and assumptions are therefore useful to consider. 

Personal Reflexivity 

A constructivist paradigm guided me and this study (Crotty, 1998; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Ontologically, I believe the meaning of reality is shaped within each of us 

by our own experiences, leading to a spectrum of meanings for the same experience. 

Epistemologically, constructivists believe we come to know something through social 

experiences and then when reflecting on those experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

As a constructivist researcher, I constructed meaning with my participants in the research. 

My goal was to understand the rich physical, emotional, cultural, familial, and spiritual 

interconnectedness within a participant’s particular context. 

To add more complexity, I believe what we come to know as truth from our 

experiences is dynamic and fluid. What works today may not work tomorrow, and 

conclusions are rarely perfect, specific, or absolute, including within this study: “Any 

reflexive analysis can only ever be a partial, tentative, provisional account” (Finlay, 2002, 

pp. 542-543). When our habits stop working, we look to our past experiences and our 

social networks to help inform a new practice, but the context will never fully be the 

same. Instead, we must experimentally inquire, filtering the unique experience through an 

updated version of our relationships. 

I subscribe to cultures with a high sense of collectivity. The focus is the 

community (versus the individual), and everything is part of the group. However, 

relationality is not limited to the present. Relationships extend beyond the community to 
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those from the past and those that will follow. We are just one tiny dot on this land, and 

we need to acknowledge that presence as a gift.  

Maybe this recognized piece of myself comes from my roots. I was born in the 

outback of Australia and spent five years of my life living on sacred land. I was 

consumed by the Aboriginal culture’s paintings and Dreamtime stories as I took my first 

steps in this world. Upon reflection, the conversations around me as a child had an 

overarching theme of striving to be whole. There was a certain unexplained flow between 

the Indigenous people and their surroundings. They listened, reacted, connected, and 

adapted to the rhythm of the world. 

Creating a sense of community has always been present in my career. In my early 

days, I gravitated toward the nursing community as a young professional. I worked in 

teams of healthcare professionals that listened, reacted, connected, and adapted, but 

almost flowed, in the chaos of a hospital. Today, I strive to create a community when 

leading teams of people toward an objective as part of a large consulting organization. 

Although the risks are less personal, the comradery is still the same. I seek to be a 

trusting, dependable team member that shows up to cheerlead and support a goal bigger 

than myself. 

I believe we cannot separate the individual within our families and community 

from the individual who shows up to work. Likewise, we cannot separate organizations 

from the complex environments in which they reside. Instead, what remains is a nest of 

social networks that house current relationships, past relationships, and future 

relationships swimming in a sea of subjective norms and values. There is too much 

ambiguity and dynamism at play to claim a firm understanding of what is happening 
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within the network at any given moment, however, if we value different perspective 

sharing in a safe environment, perhaps in a team, we can be more successful together. 

Axiologically, I pledge to uphold the cultural values described by Diane Ruwhiu 

and Virginia Cathro: 

• Enable respect and empowerment for people within the research process. 

• Illustrate your commitment by showing up and being a face that is seen and 

known to those who are participating in research. 

• Look, listen, and then, later, speak. Researchers need to take time to 

understand people’s day-to-day realities, priorities, and aspirations. 

• Being open to sharing, hosting and being generous with time, expertise, 

relationships, etc. 

• Being cautious through ensuring culturally safe practices. 

• Do not trample on the dignity of people.  

• Being humble. Researchers should find ways of sharing their knowledge 

while remaining humble. (Ruwhiu & Cathro, 2014, pp. 5-6) 

As a new researcher, I understand and appreciate that I will never find the answer. 

I will never be done trying to understand myself, my research participants, or the context 

in which we live. When needed, we can come together in community to tackle collective 

challenges for the greater good. What I value is the in-betweenness, the glue that exists 

between individuals within communities. The more we empathize and exist as one 

diverse (not homogenized) community, the easier it is to come together for action when 

needed. Communities, or any collective group, need each of the people to proactively be 

engaged, and the community needs to affirm and appreciate the value of its people. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness is a key component of qualitative research. However, traditional 

positivist measures, like saturation and member checking, were not implemented. Instead, 

guided by Braun and Clarke (2021b), this study advocated for a thoughtful, reflexive 

engagement with the data and research process as previously described. I used the memo-
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type document as part of ATLAS.ti software to keep track of decisions, reflexive notes, 

and connections to the literature. I paused and reflected often about the participants, the 

data, and the participants’ context. This approach underlines the importance of the 

researcher’s self-awareness and the deliberate, context-sensitive interpretation of data, 

however, challenges conventional notions of objectivity. 

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

As a social science researcher, one has a responsibility to inform and protect 

respondents (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 222). Before recruitment and data collection, 

this study received approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of George 

Washington University (IRB #: NCR234997). All participants were notified that their 

privacy was protected, meaning that results could not be traced back to a single 

individual. The participants were warned that reflection could result in emotional distress, 

since this study would discuss adversity. Therefore, they could end the interview at any 

time. Taking part in this basic qualitative research posed minimal risks to participants, 

and their identity and employer (if shared) remained strictly confidential and was 

removed from the transcripts. To prevent participants from using personally identifying 

information, including their employer’s name, during the interview, I reminded them 

before recording the interview. Interviews were intended to examine team resilience and 

the evaluative nature of the project. As a safeguard against the data and to maintain 

participant confidentiality, a master copy of the data was stored at the researcher’s 

residence. The informed consent section of Appendix D provides additional information. 

In sum, to explore the perspectives of project leaders regarding team resilience in 

times of adversity, semi-structured interviews with project leaders were conducted and 
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analyzed using ATLAS.ti software and manual coding. The analysis involved an 

inductive, iterative, and integrative approach using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis 

process (2021).  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Exploring the Project Leader’s Perspective on Team Resilience 

To explore how project leaders perceive and understand team resilience, guided 

by the critical incident technique, I interviewed 20 project leaders. Project leaders 

provided the unique vantage point needed for this study—both the internal team 

perspective and an external contextual perspective. Through a semi-structured interview 

format, I explored project leaders' perceptions and understandings of team resilience. 

Each interview focused on a specific team challenge or experience with adversity (i.e., 

critical incident) that provided insight into specific events or situations that had 

significant implications within a specific context. 

This chapter first introduces the participants and their teams’ critical incidents that 

challenged their team processes, as shared during the interviews. I next describe the 

study’s themes. Since participant voices are amplified in areas previously less explored 

qualitatively, researchers and practitioners can learn more about the nature of team 

resilience from the voices of experience described in these findings.  

Study Participants 

Table 3 summarizes participant information, including individual information and 

information about the critical incident discussed during the interview. In the left column 

of the table, participants were given pseudonyms, and their experience was reflected by 

the number of years they had spent leading teams. Twenty seasoned team leaders 

participated in this study (12 male, eight female) with a range of leadership experience 

from 10–40 years. The right side of the table, under “critical incident information,” 

describes the critical incident shared during the interview, including the industry, team 
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size, and type of incident. The participants included six cases from the government or 

government contracting, five from the tech industry, five from higher education, two 

from nonprofit community organizations, and two from professional consulting. Due to 

the contemporary complexity of teams, which often varies over time, the question, “Who 

is on your team?” team size was sometimes presented as a range. For example, some 

team leaders incorporated dependencies into their answers, while others merely counted 

the team's core members. For others, team membership waxed and waned over the period 

of performance. The final column provides the type of incident discussed during the 

interviews. 

 

Table 3 

Participant and Critical Incident Information 

Participant Information Critical Incident Information 

Participant 
Experience 

(Years) 
Industry Team Size Type of Incident 

1 – Emily 22 Tech Industry 10–12 Team performance 

2 – Tyler 26 Tech Industry 150–5000 Change management 

3 – Owen 15 Tech Industry 14–54 Technical challenge 

4 – Ben 10 Professional Consulting 5 Compliance management 

5 – Chris 51 Professional Consulting 27 Negotiation need 

6 – Dan 10 Federal Contracting 15–20 Schedule / Pandemic 

7 – Grace 30+ Global Pharmaceutical ~25 Compliance management 

8 – Doris 18 Federal Contracting 12 Delays strategy changes 

9 – Steve 45 Higher Education 7 Communication challenge 

10 – Luis 13 Higher Education 28 Workload / Pandemic 

11 – Cathy 40+ Higher Ed. Tech 63 Toxic customer 

12 – Sydney 20 Higher Education 12–15 Serious team illness 

13 – Olivia 25 Global Tech 6–10 Compliance management 

14 – James 30+ Federal Government 20–25 Schedule / Budget 

15 – Pam 10 Federal Government 12 Compliance management 

16 – Leo 25 Nonprofit Community 22 Mismanagement issue 

17 – Joe 15 Higher Education 6 Workload / Pandemic 

18 – Alex 20 Nonprofit Community 2–8 Workload / Epidemic 

19 – Sam 30 Federal Contracting ~200 Workload / Culture 

20 – Lily 18 Local Government 6 Workload / Pandemic 
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While each participant exhibited distinct characteristics and recounted diverse 

narratives detailing their team’s resilience in the face of challenges, common patterns 

were identified and analyzed across the sample. Themes were generated from the 

participant data gathered during the semi-structured interviews. 

Thematic Analysis 

To provide the respective boundaries of each theme and subtheme, Table 4 

provides brief descriptions, alongside illustrative quotations from participant interviews. 

Informing the practice and research of team resilience, each theme highlights key aspects 

of project leaders’ perspectives on their team’s resilience and the factors influencing it. 

Theme 1 (Engaging in Relational Processes) is first, since it was emphasized more in the 

interviews than Theme 2 (Focusing on the Collective Purpose) or Theme 3 (Empowering 

Minds). All three themes were interwoven with Theme 4 (Molding Team Resilience With 

Context). 
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Table 4 

Themes, Subthemes, and Sample Quotations from Participants  

Theme and 

Description 
Subtheme and Description Sample Quotations 

1. Engaging in 

Relational Processes. 

Participants emphasized 

the importance of 

human connections for 

maintaining a cohesive 

and high-performance 

work team that can face 

adversity. 

 

1.1. Nurturing a Positive Safe 

Space to Communicate. 

Participants described 

psychologically safe working 

environments including trust, 

positivity, fun, and vulnerability. 

 

“I think maintaining a really cohesive and supportive environment…” (Lily) 

“How well people articulate either what’s working or what’s not [is important]” (Emily) 

“Be very open and honest with your team, even when delivering bad news.” (Doris) 

“You can tell when the environment is psychologically safe when there’s, like, 

playfulness.” (Pam) 

 

1.2. Valuing Unique Perspectives. 

Participants celebrated the diverse 

perspectives of their teammates, 

talking less about what their 

colleagues did and more about who 

they are as people. 

 

“Get to know everyone and everyone’s limitations.” (Dan) 

“I really learned the value of diversity.” (Grace) 

" We select these people because they look at the world through a different lens.” (Chris) 

“When I think of the keys to resilience, deep appreciation of the work that each of us did.” 

(Joe) 

“Let’s figure this out together” (Ben). 

 

1.3. Caring for Others. 

Participants described caring for 

members as people with emotions 

and feelings and prioritized their 

human needs. 

 

“I also kind of learned to take care of the team.” (Cathy) 

“Did you actually care about helping me? Were you kind? Were you a decent human 

being?” (Tyler) 

“At the end of it, we had a lot of affection and empathy for everyone on the team.” (Dan) 

“So I think treating people like people like humans I think is really important. (Sydney) 

“I mean, we were friends.” (Joe) 

 

1.4. Thriving in Unity. 

Participants frequently expressed 

pride in being part of a cohesive, 

unique unit. 

“Everyone is ‘all in’” (Steve) 

“We fall in behind each other” (Chris) 

“Anytime you go through something traumatic with someone else, you have a connection 

that can never be dissolved.” (Dan) 

“They had a bond around [breaking the rules].” (James) 

 

(continued)  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Themes, Subthemes, and Example Data Extracts 

2. Focusing on the 

Collective Purpose. 

Participants described 

adversity as a facilitator, 

sharpening the team’s focus 

on its core purpose, aligning 

actions, enhancing 

connections, and, if needed, 

fostering accountability. 

2.1. Reevaluating Purpose. 

Adversity jolted teams to prioritize 

tasks and align team members to the 

greater mission. 

“It really helps to drive people if they understand the mission.” (Sydney) 

“[The team was] more sensitive about with what we need to get done.” (Alex) 

“We triaged what had to be fixed, this is critical, and this is important, and then this 

needs to happen, and then nice to have underneath.” (Grace) 

“Adversity serves as a catalyst, sharpening the team’s focus on its core purpose, 

aligning actions, enhancing connection.” (Emily) 

“So support, shield, and cheerlead, why, and remind people why we’re doing it. (Lily) 

2.2. Increasing Attention on 

Accountability. 

For many participants, reflecting on 

the team’s mission introduced the 

need for accountability. 

“Adversity… fosters accountability to the overarching mission.” (Emily) 

“Trust but verify.” (Steve) 

“Nothing [is] more powerful than people knowing that there’s daily updates going out 

about something.” (Pam) 

“And so that’s kind of like the Hawthorne effect. Once you start looking, well then 

people stop charging [the project].” (James) 

“We got to stay a lot more vigilant.” (Leo) 

3. Empowering Minds. 

Participants showed that 

cognitive constructs, such as 

optimism and a growth 

mindset, shaped how teams 

interpreted challenging 

experiences, thereby 

impacting their actions and 

responses to adversity. 

3.1. Believing in a Positive 

Outcome. 

For participants, optimism and 

determination permeated the teams’ 

ethos, serving as a powerful 

motivational force. 

“If you don’t believe you can get through it no matter what, then you’re self-fulfilling 

a prophecy.” (Sydney) 

“The big lesson learned was, yeah, that we can do pretty much anything.” (Doris) 

“We learned we could do an amazing amount. I mean… it was amazing.” (Joe) 

“When the culture is just right, it doesn’t matter if team members have 20 years of 

experience or 1 year. It’s the mindset that will make them more resilient.” (Emily) 

3.2. Feeding a Growth Mindset. 

Findings indicated more participants 

are inclined to believe in their 

ability to developmentally grow, 

view challenges and obstacles as 

opportunities for learning, and 

drove teams to experiment to move 

past insurmountable barriers. 

“Never underestimate a person’s capacity…” (Chris) 

“…if I see them transform, then the team can do transformative things.” (Doris) 

“We’d reframe [a challenge] as a learning opportunity…Because most people, 

especially if they’re well educated and care about what they’re doing…will more than 

rise to the occasion.” (Grace) 

“Things are gonna go wrong…and kinda having that healthy attitude towards it. (Pam) 

“So very, very kind of, you know, fail forward. Okay, what can we learn from this?” 

(Leo) 

(continued) 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Themes, Subthemes, and Example Data Extracts 

4. Molding with 

Context. 

Participants shared 

contextual factors that 

influenced team 

resilience across 

numerous layers of 

analysis, including 

individual, 

organizational, outside 

organizational, and the 

environment. 

4.1. Influencing Personal and 

Professional Experiences 

(Individual Level). 

Most participants shared personal 

and professional experiences that 

happened outside of the team itself 

but influenced their current team’s 

ability to navigate adversity. 

“I have had positive experience[s] with agile methodology.” (Emily) 

“Mistakes are magic. Because it gives you the opportunity to learn. And failure is just a 

‘not-yet,’ which just means you failed… And maybe next time you may be successful.” 

(Sydney) 

“People with the real deep… system implementation experience. They’re like, oh yeah, 

this is how it always goes. It’s always a disaster.” (Pam) 

“It’s just kind of like a seamless transition from the sports world to working.” (Ben) 

4.2. Organizational Scaffolding 

(Organizational Level). 

Contextual factors at the 

organizational level were a strong 

influence on teams and were mostly 

interpersonal in nature. 

“But we’re kind of all in this together, even the corporation. So I think that helped a little 

bit in making everyone feel like we’re here together.” (Dan) 

“Having a network of folks that are my counterparts in the other schools and meeting 

regularly helped a lot.” (Luis) 

“The team had to be resilient, and the organization didn’t fully appreciate it.” (Joe) 

“Very strong, we know better than them corporate culture and a sort of unwillingness or at 

least projected unwillingness to actively learn from others.” (Sam) 

4.3. Building External 

Relationships (Outside 

Organizational Level). 

The participants’ relationships 

(formal or informal) seemed to play a 

pivotal role in their team 

experiences, either as a support 

resource or as a complication. 

“The relationship with the local entities was huge.” (Sydney) 

“If I had… eight people, let’s say across three companies that [needed to connect], getting 

them all around the table was very difficult or Zoom or anything else.” (Sam) 

“I just really felt like [the subcontractor) not only didn’t know what to do, they weren’t 

forthright in the situations.” (James) 

“And we know people, we can pick up the telephone and call people and something that 

would ordinarily say, take a year or 18 months within… we can short circuit that down to 

two weeks or three weeks.” (Chris) 

4.4. Duality of Environmental 

Effects (Environmental Level). 

Participants shared many unexpected 

challenges stemming from the 

environment. In contrast, sometimes 

the environment was a support 

resource. 

“One of the things that’s inspiring, of course, in government projects is knowing your 

products is going to the soldier or the war fighter.” (P14) 

“A lot of people” [were upset that the United States was] “following France and England.” 

(Tyler) 

“It’s literally a regulatory block and we can’t do anything about it. Either the software 

changes or we don’t go live.” (Pam) 

"No, if you get everyone sick, we’re out of business for a couple weeks." (Dan) 
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Theme 1: Engaging in Relational Processes 

This first theme describes the value of engaging relationally with fellow team 

members. Engaging relationally meant creating a safe space for open dialogue and trust. 

It also meant understanding each other’s strengths and weaknesses and being willing to 

compromise and collaborate to achieve a common goal. Finally, it meant showing respect 

and appreciation for each other’s unique perspectives and ideas. While the participants’ 

teams faced adverse circumstances, team leaders were not overly focused on sharing the 

“what,” “where,” or “when” of their actions. Moreover, there were few stories about 

project management tools, practices, trainings, or apps. Instead, most of the focus was on 

relational processes within the team, “the who” and “the how.” By communicating 

openly with each other, their teams evolved into a distinct identity and rhythm. 

Respondents seemed to recognize the need for human connections to maintain a 

cohesive, high-performing team despite the odds. 

Subtheme 1.1: Nurturing a Positive, Safe Space to Communicate. Many of the 

participants talked about a psychologically safe space to communicate. For example, 

participants witnessed team members listening to each other, disagreeing with each other, 

and experiencing the same level of trust and respect between team members during and 

after confrontation. By establishing a safe space, communications flowed with some level 

of authenticity, vulnerability, and sometimes fun, perhaps the key to teamwork during 

challenging times. 

In more detail, interestingly, the path to success for many teams was not always 

straightforward for all team members. Instead, some teams adjusted and flexibly 

redistributed resources during challenging times. This was described by one participant as 
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a choreographed dance between team members moving to the foreground, while others 

remained in the background, with members switching and substituting depending on the 

teams’ situation. The comment below illustrates: 

And if they were really getting too burned out, we tried to create enough safe 

space that they could say, “Hey, I’m just burning out on this. Is there anything else 

I could do for a little while?” And maybe they would just go do a detail for three 

weeks on another project and come back. And that they did that kind of thing too, 

but we needed to be able to create breaks because otherwise it was 80 miles an 

hour, 24/7, and we had to create some gaps for them along the way. (Grace) 

Grace demonstrates empathy and genuine interest in their team members’ wellbeing by 

creating “enough safe space” for open dialogue and respect for differing needs. Since 

Grace was not asking for constant peak performance from their team members, they 

created “breaks” for them, moving people in and out of the foreground. In this rhythmic, 

relational norm, a team can refresh itself by leaning on different team members at 

different times. In sum, enabling team members to raise their hand and verbalize a need 

for a break to refresh promotes resilience and adaptability in the face of uncertainty. 

By comparison, Joe found resilience leaning heavily towards fixed versus flexible 

roles. There was an equal understanding of their team members and their roles and 

responsibilities. 

We had extremely good clarity on who did what with our organization… And so 

our resilience… was a very, solid understanding of our processes, of our protocols 

that we could, that became in a time of amazing change, actually became even 

more concrete… So instead of greater flexibility to be resilient, we found that the 

survival that we had was actually… a more and more solid system. Greater and 

greater predictability of process. (Joe) 

According to this respondent, a clear understanding of team roles and responsibilities is 

essential. In using the phrase “extremely good clarity,” they emphasized an 

understanding of the team’s protocols and processes. This clarity serves as a “solid 

understanding” for resilience during a time of major change. Instead of team members 
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floating in and out of the foreground, the team found its survival and adaptability rooted 

in a well-established and predictable system. The team’s processes became increasingly 

robust and reliable due to change, enabling them to navigate challenges more predictably, 

despite change. 

Grace and Joe took two different project management approaches to deal with 

their team’s adversity, one flexible and one fixed. Each strategy led to resilience. The 

common underlying resilient team factor was instead relational—clear and open 

communication. Each team was aware of their role, expectations, and team norms. Teams 

seem to work more efficiently and collaboratively with others as a result of engaging in 

this relational process, communicating clearly in a safe environment. 

According to one participant’s professional experience, team playfulness indicates 

a psychologically safe place (Pam). This fun finding was demonstrated by some other 

resilient participants who described how they “built socialization opportunities” (Grace), 

joked often (Doris), and even surprised themselves by “having a good time, [despite] how 

exhausted” they were (Joe). Playfulness was common among these resilient teams, and 

for one participant, it was the signal that it was safe to engage in authentic, and perhaps 

vulnerable, conversations, such as asking for help or telling others when burnt out. 

In teams in trouble, vulnerable conversations seemed to be important. For 

instance, one participant expressed a conversation with their product lead that was, 

“Well, why didn’t you bring this up earlier, we could have solved it sooner” (Emily). The 

same way, Steve told their team, “If you share the bad news, the team owns it… and the 

team will work together to solve the problem.” In essence, these reports suggest resilient 
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teams encourage their members to bring forward problems sooner so that a collective 

approach can be taken to problem-solving or to mitigating risks. 

Nevertheless, vulnerable topics require high trust. When Emily asked their team 

member, “Why did you not bring this up earlier?” they replied, “I used to get in trouble 

for bringing things up before.” This phrase implies that the team member suffered 

repercussions or was admonished for discussing certain topics in the past, in an 

environment where raising issues was not supported. Unlike blind trust, this scenario 

calls for believing in the character and intentions of others in addition to trusting them to 

carry out their responsibilities. For teams in trouble, interpersonal, vulnerable 

communication is key to building and maintaining stronger relationships. In turn, maybe 

a positive, safe space allows teams to solve problems more effectively and develop 

creative solutions. 

Subtheme 1.2: Valuing Unique Perspectives. There was genuine interest among 

participants in the perspectives and abilities of their teammates. Consequently, teams 

seemed to establish a norm, allowing everyone to get to know one another (Sydney). 

During the conversations, team members gained a “deep understanding” (Joe) and got to 

know “everyone’s limitations” (Tyler). 

This relational activity helped leaders and their teams understand what strengths 

and skills each team member could contribute, how they could do so most effectively for 

the project, and where they may have needed help. One participant displayed how they 

pieced the diverse set of teammates as fitting together like a puzzle: 

I look at the qualities, characteristics, capabilities a person brings to the table. And 

then I look also at the… harmony between the pieces, if you will, from one person 

to another. What I’m looking for is people who I can grow. And so people who 

have all the right stuff, if you will. And it’s just a matter of putting the blocks in 
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the right order or showing up some area where they’re a little bit weaker in order 

to see them transform. Because if I can see them transform, then the team can do 

transformative things. (Grace) 

Grace here emphasizes the importance of assessing an individual’s qualities, 

characteristics, and capabilities when forming a team. An individual’s characteristics are 

not only identified; they are also evaluated in terms of how they complement and 

harmonize with each other. The metaphor of putting blocks in the right order suggests an 

alignment of strengths and weaknesses. Grace explains that they want to work with 

people who possess “all the right stuff,” hoping for a transformative outcome achievable 

if individuals transform. This perspective emphasizes that team leaders, by engaging and 

fostering individual and collective growth, can support their teams in overcoming 

adversity. 

A person’s worth to a team, however, transcends their knowledge, skills, and 

abilities—their human capital contributions. There is more value beyond their tasking 

capabilities. What is at their core? What do they value? How do they see the world? For 

example, Dan expressed, “you can bring your whole self to work…and I think that helps 

grow our relationship.” It appears important to recognize and value a person’s unique 

perspectives, experiences, and beliefs, beyond their project contributions. These aspects 

of a person’s identity are just as valuable as their human capital and should be given 

equal recognition. This may draw out the best in a person, foster a sense of self-worth, 

and positively influence their contribution to the project team, fostering team resilience. 

Subtheme 1.3: Caring for Others. Do you care about your team members? 

Several participants facing adversity seemed to be answering this question affirmatively. 

Faced with adversity, the team leaders described becoming more sensitive to their 

teammates and their needs as people. The importance of work–life balance and mental 
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health were emphasized. Team members helped one another not because of an obligation, 

but because they genuinely cared about the individual. According to Dan, “At the end of 

it, we had a lot of affection and empathy for everyone on the team… we had grown to 

really trust each other and would do anything for one another.” Participants seemed 

engaged in a deeper, more authentic collective experience when describing caring 

moments such as doing “anything for one another” (Dan). 

Furthermore, many participants spoke of the much-needed comfort they received 

from these strong, high-quality relationships. Demonstrating humanity toward each other 

seemed to feature in the participants’ teams’ ability to face adversity. As an example, 

Sydney’s team had other resources (e.g., funding, reputation, networks, leadership), but 

credits the people on the team as the major factor for their resilience: “There was a deep 

respect between each other as colleagues and researchers, but also as people… I think 

that really was the foundation to get us through all of the difficulties.” By the end of the 

project in this example, “deep respect” and a sense of togetherness had developed among 

team members, transcending team and organizational boundaries (Sydney). Many 

participants displayed easy language switches by using the word “friend” to describe their 

colleagues: “You believe that these people are your colleagues, but they’re also your 

friends and you’re going to let people down if you don’t do your part” (Sydney). Team 

leaders described members who felt valued, understood, and supported, and in turn, team 

members also felt more committed and engaged, as evidenced by Sydney’s emphasis on 

not letting people down. The findings indicate that when teams prioritize human needs, it 

can be a source of resilience for the team to continue, despite the challenges before them. 
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Subtheme 1.4: Thriving in Unity. Some participants attributed a deep 

connection to each other to “sweat equity” (Sydney), “collective trauma” (Cathy), or 

“embracing the suck together” (Dan). They felt that their relationship was strengthened 

by this shared suffering. Furthermore, after the mission was complete, participants 

bonded and continued to rely on one another for support outside of work, as Dan 

reported: 

At least twice a month have breakfast with some of those folks… just to kind of 

stay connected… I think that COVID as a whole also contributed to why the team 

became so trustworthy of each other, ’cause anytime you go through something 

traumatic with someone else, you have a connection that can never be dissolved.  

This quote above illustrates how a team connection formed through adversity can last 

beyond the period of performance or organizational boundaries. Resilient teams 

encounter adversity and challenges, yet they persevere and find positive (relational) 

opportunities amidst difficulties. 

Many participants felt that their teammates supported them and would strive to 

ensure their success. They were committed to each other as a team: “Everyone’s all in” 

(Steve); “Let’s figure this out together” (Ben); “We fall behind each other” (Chris); “We 

were work bonded” (Joe); and “They had a bond [around breaking the rules together]” 

(James). As demonstrated by their commitment to the team and willingness to break rules 

together, these phrases convey a strong sense of unity, loyalty, and pride. The teams 

seemed to evolve into their own identities as they worked together relationally, guided by 

their team norms. After facing adversity together, they created a bond that exceeded their 

work commitments. 

In sum, participants developed genuine curiosity and concern about their 

colleagues as people, including learning about their expertise, challenges, emotions, and 
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contributions to the team, or being “other-focused” (Grace). Resilient teams created the 

space for these communication topics to be on the table and encouraged vulnerable 

articulation of these topics, with an emphasis on what was needed and desired for the 

project. With these qualities, individual egos were transcended, and a sense of 

community was formed. Resilient teams demonstrated more humaneness and 

interconnection during and beyond the period of project performance. 

Theme 2: Focusing on the Collective Purpose 

The second theme illustrates how adversity provides a jolt to team processes. In 

other words, when teams are stressed, they reevaluate their approach, seek to identify 

their weaknesses and strengths, and, more importantly, think critically and creatively 

about their path forward. In project management, the critical path refers to the sequence 

of stages determining the minimum time necessary for an entire project to be completed 

(Vazquez et al., 2023). Project leaders often focus their attention on tasks within the 

critical path to ensure the project stays on schedule. Understanding and managing the 

critical path is crucial for effective project planning and execution. During adversity, 

teams can sometimes become hypervigilant about their purpose and the critical path to 

success. Concurrently, there is increased attention to team members’ accountability and 

tasking. 

Subtheme 2.1: Reevaluating Purpose. In many cases, the participants’ teams 

facing adversity reassessed their purpose and, in some cases, revised their team 

structures, processes, and plans for success (i.e., critical path). This practice of 

reassessment allowed the teams to adjust, or affirm, their strategies to better suit the 

current environment. They could thereby stay agile and adapt quickly to changing 
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conditions. Additionally, it led to creative solutions that may not have been considered 

before. As Emily shared, 

Teams will find out what’s broken faster the more stress you put on it which 

obviously makes sense but sometimes teams can be highly inefficient and think 

everything is fine until something… Until they get too much and then all of a 

sudden it’s that too much that pushes them to essentially fix things. So I think if 

you have a team that doesn’t have any stress to add to them, that a lot of problems 

may go undetected. 

As they articulate, stress can quickly uncover weaknesses within a project team’s 

processes. In contrast, teams operating in stress-free conditions may falsely perceive 

everything as functioning smoothly, leading to inefficiencies. Teams commonly 

recognize issues only when placed under stress, prompting team members to critically 

assess existing processes and tackle underlying problems that may have otherwise gone 

unnoticed (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). 

A starting activity when teams are stressed is to “set out the vision” (Owen). This 

initial activity served as a rallying cry for the team. For example, Dan’s team “was driven 

to get [the mission] done for the government.” Grace stated their team wanted to “make 

the world a better place” and the “ultimate stakeholder” was patients in healthcare. 

Sydney and their team were driven to “give access to healthcare, to underserved 

populations.” Alex reminded their team that “the real enemy [was the HIV/AIDS virus].” 

James knew their team was inspired by “knowing your products [are going] to the soldier 

or the war fighter.” Sam reflected that their multiorganizational team was “contributing to 

a client that we all cared about.” Lily reminded their team of the “important role that 

[their team was] playing in keeping people safe and healthy [during the pandemic].” Each 

underscores the unifying and galvanizing nature of having a collective purpose in 

challenging circumstances. Such a shared purpose can unify a team, motivating them to 
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converge to overcome challenges. It can also guide team members to remain focused on a 

common goal. For many participants, the border between the team’s mission and the 

broader industry’s mission was blurred (further discussed in Theme 4: Molding Team 

Resilience With Context). 

Reaffirming the collective purpose also aligned individuals and their tasks with 

the mission, according to some team leaders. For Tyler, “the individual’s understanding 

of the team’s mission largely determines whether the individual will seek to sustain group 

team survival.” Tyler believes a team’s ability to survive and thrive depends on how well 

it comprehends and internalizes its mission. Clearly understanding and articulating the 

team’s mission motivates individuals to engage and invest in actions contributing to its 

sustainability. Tyler’s assertion emphasizes the importance of effective communication 

and comprehension, including the direct relationship between individual commitment and 

the clarity of the team’s mission. During their interview, Sydney elaborated on this 

finding: 

It really helps to drive people if they understand the mission, if they see the 

mission and they see how their work is actually contributing to that mission. For a 

lot of people, that makes it more meaningful to them and more commitment. If 

you feel like what you’re doing is important and actually going to make valuable 

contribution to achieving an important mission that you believe in, then it kind of, 

I think, naturally creates commitment to the work that you’re doing. 

As they point out, aligning individual roles and tasks with a shared mission is crucial, as 

it leads to a greater sense of purpose individually and a deeper commitment to the group. 

People can feel less important or committed when they lack this purposeful link (Morgan 

et al., 2019). Considering the first theme in this analysis (Engaging in Relational 

Processes), team members are more motivated when they feel they are seen and 

understood, and the data in this study indicate that one of the best ways to accomplish 
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this is through purpose, by connecting team members individually to the collective goal. 

A clear understanding of the mission and how you, as an individual, are contributing has 

a strong motivational effect on teams facing adversity. 

Those participants whose individual team-member activities were linked to a 

greater purpose found their teams moving forward with greater passion. They noted that 

clarity in mission invigorated their teams. For example, Luis reported, “It was kind of 

like they were listening to the national anthem and saluting the flag because they had a 

renewed or invigorated vision, because the branding and marketing was a lot more 

aspirational.” Luis uses a metaphorical expression to enhance the feeling, likening the 

team’s response to the branding and marketing efforts to individuals listening to the 

national anthem. This metaphor implies that the team members had an emotionally 

charged and profound experience. In describing the vision as “renewed or invigorated,” 

the participant implies that the marketing and branding initiatives reshaped the team’s 

vision. Using the word “aspirational” suggests that the new branding conveyed a sense of 

higher goals. Overall, refurbishing the vision instilled pride, purpose, and motivation 

during tough times. 

As part of the process of facilitating their purpose, participants discussed the 

essence of “critical path” activities to help teams achieve their goals. For example, Grace 

explained, “We triaged what had to be fixed, this is critical, and this is important, and 

then this needs to happen, and then nice to have underneath.” By prioritizing, 

nonessential tasks were moved to the bottom of the task list, whereas critical tasks were 

dealt with first. Consequently, Grace’s team focuses on what is needed and what is not 

needed. The most important issues are addressed first when facing adversity. To 
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accomplish their mission, they systematically organized their responsibilities along the 

critical path. For some, participants’ knowledge of their priority activities to achieve their 

purpose, despite adversity, led to a discussion of accountability. 

Subtheme 2.2: Increasing Attention to Accountability. It was natural for study 

participants to discuss accountability and purpose-rebooting together. In their opinion, 

accountability ensured that the team was on track and that its members were working 

together as one. In one participant’s words, it was described as the gaze: “G-A-Z-E… like 

if people can see what you’re doing, you’re like, ‘Oh, I better be doing it and I better be 

on top of it’” (Pam). As the team leader here asserts, if others can observe what someone 

is doing, they will feel accountable, which will lead them to perform better. In Pam’s 

opinion, there is “nothing more powerful” to keep team members on track to completing 

their tasks than knowing there are “daily updates” going out to a leadership group about 

one’s activity. James echoed this point during their interview by stating that external 

observations seem to have a Hawthorne effect on behavior and performance in teams. 

The Hawthorne effect has become a widely recognized phenomenon in social science 

research, highlighting the impact of awareness and attention on individuals’ performance 

and attitudes (Sedgwick & Greenwood, 2015). In sum, James and Pam both emphasize 

how regular visibility and accountability mechanisms contribute to maintaining a sense of 

urgency and productivity within the team. 

Yet at least one participant seemed to struggle with the paradox of trusting and 

verifying at the same time. At its crux, participants shared the difficulty of knowing that 

humans can be unreliable. Trusting too much can result in abuse, while verifying too little 
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can lead to veering off the critical path. In the end, finding a balance between trust and 

verification is key: 

I also learned that we got to stay… a lot more vigilant. I hate, I hate, hate, hate 

anything that resembles micromanagement over the shoulder. So I want to find a 

way to get real clear information about how this is processing in the future. But I 

don’t know that we need micromanagement. And I’m thinking about things like 

assigning somebody to go in and check this stuff that’s not on the team, right? 

Like a third party, internal third party. (Leo) 

Despite the interviewee’s reluctance to micromanage, they want to maintain vigilance 

and get clear information about the team’s processes. To evaluate and check processes, 

their solution strategically involves a third party. Overall, the participant is looking to 

balance staying informed and avoiding an overbearing leadership style. This pursuit 

indicates a desire for oversight without being the one overseeing. 

In summary, a second theme of the study regarded the impact of focusing on the 

collective purpose, revealing that challenging situations encourage teams to reevaluate 

and improve their structures, improving collaboration and performance. Throughout 

participant narratives, it becomes evident that stress can be deemed positive by revealing 

weaknesses within teams and prompting necessary revisions to team processes. “Setting 

out the vision,” or reminding the team about the collective purpose, are common initial 

responses to stress, serving both as a rallying cry for the team and a method of aligning 

individual efforts. As shared purpose aligns with individual team members’ tasks, it 

boosts motivation and commitment, also producing a sense of personal purpose. As 

highlighted above, aligning individuals with the team’s mission can powerfully motivate 

them in tough times. During adversity, resilient teams identify the “critical path,” 

prioritize tasks systematically, and value accountability. Purpose is a resilience factor for 

project teams, both individually and collectively. 
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Theme 3: Empowering Minds 

The third theme highlights the strength that comes from empowering the team’ 

mind. Succinctly summed up by one participant, “It doesn’t matter if team members have 

20 years of experience or 1 year. It’s the mindset that will make them more resilient” 

(Emily). Two mindset factors many participants utilized during adversity were a positive 

attitude and a growth mindset. 

Subtheme 3.1: Believing in a Positive Outcome. Several participants voiced 

their belief that the team would persevere and that a positive outcome was possible. 

Optimism and determination led the teams to overcome challenges and achieve goals that 

might have seemed impossible at the beginning. The discussion topics ranged from 

specific abilities (collective efficacy) to general abilities (team potency). Pam illustrated: 

I feel like we learned a lot about how much we can overcome in terms of complex 

barriers. There was definitely a point in time where I think a lot of people thought 

these problems are unresolvable, we’re never going to get past it. It’s just a 

fundamental gap and that’s it. It’s not going to work. And like, lo and behold, we 

solved every single one. So, it turns out you can solve a lot. (Pam) 

She seems so proud of the team that they seem to have gained a newfound respect and 

understanding for their ability to overcome obstacles. Although initially the team is 

skeptical or unsure, an attitude shift occurs over time. Despite initial perceptions, Pam’s 

team could resolve all issues cooperatively, demonstrating their resilience and problem-

solving skills. 

Another interviewee offered that with a strong team, “you’ll be able to figure it 

out” (Sydney). Instead of relying solely on the team members’ human capital skills as 

listed on their resume, they instead express faith and optimism that this team of people 

will be able to “figure it out.” They emphasize the importance of having a strong 

foundation of trust and understanding, enabling their team to solve problems and 
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collaborate more effectively, despite that the path to success may be different than 

originally planned: 

[This belief] creates a very strong and powerful force to move forward… ’Cause 

if there’s a belief that as a team we are smart enough, we have the skills, we have 

the competencies, we have the ability to figure it out, then I think you can 

probably weather most things, but that takes like a lot of nurturing and cultivation 

to get to that point, right? If you don’t believe you can get through it no matter 

what, then you’re self-fulfilling a prophecy. (Sydney) 

Sydney illustrates transformative, collective belief within a team, stressing how powerful 

a shared belief is in the intelligence, skills, and competencies of the team. They frame it 

as a powerful force that advances them. However, cultivating and nurturing this belief 

requires time, intentional effort, and constant reinforcement. A team can weather most 

challenges with resilience and cohesion when it has a positive outlook. 

Pam also conceded, though, that teams cannot be positive all the time: 

There’s always gonna be things that come up… I think it doesn’t behoove 

anybody to only think that everything’s gonna be positive all the time. And so 

having… What is it? Hope for the best and… And plan for the worst. [laughter] 

Have your bases covered. But I think being conscientious of possibilities that are 

not positive I think is important and being realistic about it. (Pam) 

Pam thus underscores the inevitability of encountering challenges within a project. The 

quote suggests a pragmatic approach to anticipatory thinking, advocating for a balanced 

perspective that acknowledges both favorable and adverse outcomes. In the adage “hope 

for the best and plan for the worst,” Pam encapsulates the essence of strategic foresight, 

emphasizing the importance of maintaining optimism while concurrently preparing for 

potential adversities. Pam seems to be promoting a mindset attuned to the potential 

complexities inherent in any endeavor, perhaps one that embraces the idea that challenges 

are opportunities to learn and grow. 

Subtheme 3.2: Feeding a Growth Mindset. Numerous participants revealed 

that, when confronted with challenges, their team and its members could develop during 
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adversity. Obstacles and challenges were viewed as opportunities to learn and improve. 

Human capital skills seemed less relevant than was a growth mindset. Many teams were 

comfortable with experimentation, and they believed their teams could collaborate as 

individuals and as a team. After experiencing a challenging software implementation at 

work, Pam reflected on their attitude toward a similar, upcoming project during their 

interview: 

I would say probably the healthiest change we could make would be having this 

sense of the fact that things are probably going to go wrong. And so let’s 

anticipate that and address it… ’Cause we knew that there was going to be 

problems and… Having that healthy attitude towards it…but I know that this next 

time there’s going be new problems and new different things that we didn’t 

anticipate because it’s different stuff. 

Pam affirms that in their next project the team will take a proactive, anticipatory 

approach. By acknowledging that things are bound to go wrong, their team can mentally 

prepare themselves for unpredictable problems. Project management then becomes more 

a matter of resilience than risk, preparing teams to anticipate things going wrong and 

knowing that not all risks will be mitigated, but that with the right mindset, they will find 

a solution. 

Several participants demonstrated a growth mindset through experimental 

practice. One representative said that their team “does things differently” (James). 

Another participant described their leadership style: “If I know it won’t cause any 

significant harm, let them try it out and maybe it will work” (Luis). A project leader’s 

responsibility is to “get out of the way” (Grace, Luis, and Sydney), according to three 

participants. These quotes demonstrate that departing from conventional approaches was 

encouraged, and believing in the team’s abilities was celebrated. A level of trial and error 

can provide valuable insights and successes that support a team’s resilience when 
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navigating a challenge. Participants demonstrated an open, supportive leadership 

approach that proactively facilitated their team’s growth mindset. 

Team environments can empower members to step up unexpectedly and in 

unplanned ways during adversity. They can come from the ranks of longstanding 

employees or new hires to the company. Interviewees, like Sam, deemed it important to 

recognize a team member’s potential and to foster a conducive environment in which 

they can grow: 

Leaders will show who they are, no matter what their position is, whether they 

have positional authority or not, the leaders will bubble to the top and in a larger 

team, if you pay attention to those things like compassion, caring, accountability. 

Sam here suggests that true leadership qualities become evident regardless of one’s 

formal position or authority within a team. Genuine leaders emerge naturally, and their 

qualities are noticeable, particularly within larger teams. Among the key individual 

attributes he and others noted were compassion, caring, and accountability. It is important 

to pay attention to these qualities, since they indicate authentic leadership regardless of an 

individual’s official position or hierarchy. 

As team leaders, many participants actively contributed to their team members’ 

growth, opened learning opportunities, or simply recognized their team members’ ability 

to step up when the team needed them. For the team to succeed amidst adversity, the 

participants provided the necessary resources and support. Tyler shared details on an 

impromptu, but necessary, training session: 

Hey, we’re going to go through a training exercise of, and I called it, fear-based 

training. I literally called it that because… we’re going to talk about some things, 

and I’m going to lean on you a little bit so you can feel what I think sometimes 

people feel when you’re giving this information. 
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It appears that Tyler is preparing their team for a training session involving vulnerable 

discussions. “Fear-based training” suggests that it may explore issues eliciting emotional 

discomfort. To help the team members empathize with their customers, the project leader 

intends to “lean on” them and create an immersive experience for them. Tyler’s team 

became more sensitive to their customer’s needs through this training, which led to better 

teammates and possibly better humans. As shared previously in Subtheme 1.1, 

communication is key for teams facing adversity and requires a safe space. As people and 

teammates, talking about vulnerable topics can also stimulate personal and collective 

growth and positively support team resilience. 

In sum, the three team factors facilitating team resilience, ordered by level of 

emphasis in participants response, are (a) Engaging in Relational Processes, (b) Focusing 

on the Collective Purpose, and (c) Empowering Minds. Hence, an essential factor for 

teams to become resilient involves the creation of a sense of belonging and 

connectedness, as well as fostering trust and respect among team members. Focusing on 

the collective purpose, the close-second theme, provides direction for the team. 

Empowering minds, the third theme, helps to provide team members with the mindset for 

success. 

Theme 4: Molding Team Resilience With Context 

Interweaving through the three themes identified above is the fourth theme, 

Molding Team Resilience With Context. Participants explained diverse contextual 

elements that influenced their teams in the face of adversity. Contextual elements also 

varied in their impact, with some being emphasized more than others.  
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Subtheme 4.1: Influencing Personal and Professional Experiences (Individual 

Level). Individuals bring a wide variety of personal and professional experiences to any 

team they join. As a result of their personal history, educational background, and 

previous professional endeavors, individuals develop cognitive and emotional repertoires 

that influence problem-solving, communication, and teamwork. By providing a rich 

tapestry of perspectives, a team with a diverse set of experiences enhances creativity and 

innovation. Nevertheless, there are potential challenges related to differing expectations, 

communication norms, and decision-making strategies. Teams are challenged, in the best 

of circumstances, to cultivate a harmonious and effective collaborative environment in 

academic and professional contexts. 

For example, Emily’s team faced a challenge due to one of its member’s previous 

experiences at another employer: 

When people come from outside into the company, they may have come from tech 

companies who say they’re doing agile but they’re not actually doing agile. It’s 

more of a “Yeah, yeah, we’re doing agile ceremony here and there.” But their 

agile isn’t so much about the ceremonies, it’s about the mindset… Then it also 

impacts that team’s ability because… you’re almost like fighting cultures. 

As Emily explains, when individuals join a company from external environments, in this 

case the tech industry, they may not have a shared understanding of how to truly embody 

their company’s agile mindset. The reference to “doing agile ceremony here and there” 

implies a superficial or token adherence to agile practices without a deeper understanding 

of the underlying principles (Emily). It seems when different perspectives join a team, 

there can be a clash of values and practices, hindering the team’s ability to be effective 

until the team’s mindset and practices are aligned to “This is how we work” (Emily). In 

this case, Emily explained that once the team member was aligned, “they doubled their 

output and in three months, they tripled it.” This transformation suggests that overcoming 
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initial differences and achieving a cohesive approach significantly enhances a team’s 

performance, emphasizing the impact of alignment of team norms to avoid team 

challenges. 

Yet, previous professional experiences can also positively influence teams. For 

example, Pam and their team found it helpful to listen to more experienced team 

members concerning their organization’s new software implementation: 

People with the real deep… system implementation experience. They’re like, oh 

yeah, this is how it always goes. It’s always a disaster. Oh, well, [laughter], that 

was always very comforting to me to hear. I was like, really? Oh, okay. And then 

just everything was fine. [laughter] 

In the above quote, Pam and their team described their reassurance and comfort from the 

shared experiences of those with extensive system implementation backgrounds. The 

acknowledgement that sometimes things go wrong in such endeavors is met with 

laughter, demonstrating a sense of camaraderie and understanding among those who have 

gone through similar struggles. The humor in the phrase “Oh, well” implies a degree of 

acceptance and resilience in dealing with the expected difficulties, resulting in a positive 

outcome. As Pam noted, “Everything was fine.” Teams that align their mindset with 

those with more experience can help provide perspective and support during challenging 

projects. 

The team environment is a unique place for individuals to bring their whole 

selves, not just their professional experiences. The individual context is inclusive of 

personal experiences. For example, one participant mentioned that their experience as a 

baseball player influenced them and their team’s professional perspective: 

So I played sports, one of the owners played sports, and another one of my 

coworkers played sports. So I think that whole idea of being a part of a team on 

the sports level, for us has really translated well just because…there’s only so 

much you can do as being one person on a nine-person team…I’m not an owner 



82 

of the company, but I still view it as like my company… it’s just kind of like a 

seamless transition from sports world to working. (Ben) 

Ben emphasized the importance of collaboration and a team mentality, associating it with 

their background with teamwork in sports. In their view, their role within the company is 

a collaborative effort that helps the team and the organization succeed. Their perspective 

emphasizes the importance of teamwork and purpose. 

In a team, diversity enhances creativity and innovation, but it also presents 

challenges due to differing expectations, communication norms, and decision-making 

methods (Page, 2019). In the narrative, Emily’s team faces cultural clashes, and Pam 

finds comfort in shared experiences during software implementation, illustrating the 

importance of aligning mindsets to overcome initial differences. Ben’s sports analogy 

illustrates that the team environment encompasses not only professional but also personal 

experiences. In summary, the narratives emphasize the intricate and multifaceted nature 

of individual experiences and team dynamics. 

Subtheme 4.2: Organizational Scaffolding (Organizational Level). The 

second, contextual level describes the organizational support structures, systems, and 

processes that facilitate the success, functioning, and growth of employees and their 

teams. The term “organizational scaffolding” draws an analogy from construction 

scaffolding, emphasizing the temporary yet essential support that these structures provide 

in project-based organizations. Leadership, communication norms, policies, human 

resource practices, employee expectations, and rewards were some of the topics 

discussed by participants. For instance, Sydney offered the following statement from the 

perspective of a team leader: “I can say as a manager [of teams], I value you, but if the 

person feels that the organization they work for doesn’t value them, that only goes so 
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far.” Although team leaders understand how important it is to express their value to their 

team members, this value has limits. The larger organization needs to align with the 

leader. Otherwise, employees can feel unhappy about the weak recognition. 

Organizational Culture. In the study, many participants expressed a desire for 

organizational support for their teams, such as coaching, appreciation, kindness, empathy, 

or policies and practices that reflected the organization's values. One participant asked 

rhetorically, “Does my company treat me like the real person I am?” (Sam). Many team 

leaders questioned whether their organization appreciated and recognized their 

individuality, values, and humanity. The saying “Treat me like the real person I am” 

implies a desire for more authentic connection with the organization, beyond just being 

an employee or worker (Sam). For many, the conversation led to and revolved around 

organizational culture. 

For example, Sam described how their colleagues would “[look] over the wall” of 

the team and say, “Well, we [another group in the same company] could have done that 

better.” Sam described their organization as having an “expert culture,” so these 

behaviors were not uncommon. Telling (versus listening) was the norm, causing 

disruptions to their team. Furthermore, members of their own organization questioned the 

external qualifications of some contributors, which slowed progress and created 

negativity. “You ended up with these kinds of intramural firefights” (Sam). According to 

the term “intramural firefights,” internal conflicts were perhaps common within this 

organization, perhaps due to a culture in which individuals tend to assert their knowledge 

rather than listen to others. Team achievement can be enhanced or hindered if 

organizations encourage, or do not discourage, certain behaviors. 
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For an additional example of culture, Pam and their team experienced decreasing 

circles of safety as their project’s visibility increased. As their team’s scope grew to 

include “different leadership teams,” they realized, “there was no safety whatsoever 

because you had to always look good and not make mistakes, and [cover your 

ass].” Because “scope needs to be perfect,” they and other project leaders were limited in 

their ability to experiment. Their team witnessed and felt much stress as a result of 

“anything going wrong.” 

This important finding suggests an inverse relationship between project visibility 

and the team’s sense of security. In Pam’s interview, they discuss the pressure associated 

with expanding their team’s scope, particularly the conflict they faced with their 

organization’s leadership style and culture. Pam’s team preferred launching a solution 

early, then learning, adapting, and iterating on the solution instead of attempting to 

produce a perfectly scoped. During Pam’s scenario, their team must “look good and make 

no mistakes,” limiting an experimental approach. Fear of making mistakes is a palpable 

source of stress and anxiety and demonstrates how the organizational culture affects the 

team’s ability to innovate and evolve. 

Organizational culture can also impact team resilience by impeding one’s ability 

to learn, as if a virus spreading throughout the entire organization. One participant 

explained: 

It was also corporate culture. Very strong, we-know-better-than-them corporate 

culture and a sort of unwillingness or at least projected unwillingness to actively 

learn from others and I will say that that extended not only to the professionals on 

the staff, but also the administration of the staff, like contracts administration and 

managing the financial administration of this very large project. Other companies 

did things slightly differently. And there were times when my own company could 

have learned from that and didn’t and ended up causing an awful lot of 

administrative headaches for the other companies. (Sam) 
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For Sam, culture impacted their large, cross-organizational project. They stressed that the 

organization’s strong sense of superiority prevented them from rethinking their practices. 

In their statement that their company “could have learned” there was some frustration. 

They go on to explain that when organizations are not willing to embrace alternative 

perspectives, they can push administrative challenges onto their teams. Teams are thus 

negatively affected by an organizational culture that does not accept external learning. 

In contrast, another participant’s organization demonstrated listening and learning 

from their team. The organization had a “policy that consultants wouldn’t be paid for 90 

days.” Although their team needed outside assistance, their organization’s policies 

restricted their subcontractors. Essentially, they had been “working for three months” and 

“hadn’t seen a single paycheck.” This team leader was put in the middle, advocating for 

the subcontractor with their management team: 

I would go to accounting or management say, “This is a problem. They can’t keep 

doing this.” And I think they, at some point, because someone was complaining, 

they had reduced it from 90 days to 30 days which was a big help. But I don’t 

think the organization, too, was used to having that many consultants. (Alex) 

The participant expressed frustration with the organization and its policies. 

However, this example highlights an organization willing to learn. Their management 

team listened to them, reevaluated their policy, and “reduced it from 90 days to 30 days 

which was a big help.” By their organization improving relations with the subcontractor, 

their team’s resilience was fostered.  

Lastly, Steve talked about leading teams in a for-profit environment as an 

example of an obvious influence. A “quarterly for-profit pressure” prompted fellow 

leaders to “hack their metric[s].” The organization put “pressure to grow” on senior 

management. In return, team leaders developed short-term fixes. The word “hack” here 
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implies teams were using unconventional, sometimes questionable, methods to achieve a 

goal. Instead, Steve advises organizations to support systemic, long-term strategies rather 

than inspiring short-term “hacks.” 

Leadership Style. Many team leaders in this study were seeking support from 

their organizations’ extended leadership team. Simply put, the participants wanted a 

coach versus a critic. To illustrate, Cathy underscores the impact that a leader possessing 

coaching skills can wield upon a team. 

Cathy’s point of contact at the customer site was becoming the “bearer of bad 

news” to their team’s extended leadership team. Cathy shared, “It was almost as if [the 

customer] enjoyed disaster.” They described a hostile environment to their extended 

leadership team: “We have a bully on our hands, and I think we need to report this to the 

university.” Cathy’s extended leader (above their position hierarchically) became 

avoidant of the situation, asking them and their team to stand down and avoid “rocking 

the boat.” Additionally, the team’s general manager would call “fire drills” where the 

team would “have to immediately respond” to “a crisis” that needed to be resolved “right 

now,” and they found themselves “on the phone until midnight trying to figure this out.” 

The team reflected on how increased levels of anxiety and stress led them to wonder 

whether they would be able to succeed. 

Yet, soon, their extended leader was replaced by somebody new, who was more 

supportive. Here is Cathy’s reaction to a supportive leadership style: 

What resonated was the role, the [new] person above me took in terms of just 

reassuring that, yeah, there’s work to be done and we can do it and you’re going to 

solve this and I have confidence in you, and this is not the end of the world. And 

so I have tried to carry that forward when we run into problems like that. 
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The new leadership experience, with its more supportive style, profoundly influenced 

Cathy, and hence, their team. They recall the reassurance and encouragement given by 

the leader. By acknowledging challenges, instilling confidence, and maintaining a 

positive attitude, it emphasizes the supportive, coaching role of the new leader. In 

problem-solving, the phrase “this isn’t the end of the world” implies optimism and 

constructive thinking. The significance of the new leader is a resilient and motivated 

team. Cathy was so inspired that they strive to emulate the leadership style and “carry 

that [impact] forward,” resulting in a future positive ripple effect over time for the 

organization. Supportive cultures, especially those around the team, can profoundly 

impact current team members and future collaborations. 

Several participants described scenarios in which the formal leadership structure 

and support staff came to the rescue of their team in trouble. One participant (Leo) shared 

that “in addition to the formal people that jumped in…you had other people saying, ‘Hey 

what’s going on? Is there anything I can do to help?’” Another participant emphasized 

that their leadership chain would not only say, “Hey, if you need help, let me know,” but 

also demonstrate that attitude (Ben). Lastly, a third participant validated this last point 

about putting words into action. Their team’s leadership chain was based in Germany, 

and they flew to the United States to join the team in person. They said, “It transformed 

the relationship” and “made it more familial” (Grace). 

When teams in trouble are rallied by their organizational leaders, they see others 

engaging with them, and open-ended questions such as “Can I help?” are welcome. By 

asking, or more importantly, demonstrating actions, they signal to teams, “we are in it 

together” as an organization, perhaps flattening any preexisting hierarchies. It seems that 
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actions foster a sense of camaraderie and perhaps belonging by describing how they 

“changed the tone of the relationship” and “made it more familial.” Verbal and tangible 

support from organizations encourages teams to cohere, improving productivity and 

collaboration. Organizations then benefit from increased employee engagement, higher 

morale, and a more successful team culture. 

A Leadership Tale of Two Teams. Although it may be well understood, many 

organizations depend on their teams to succeed. Teams and their members are 

responsible for driving the organization’s success. One participant shared the “heroic” 

reputation of the “retail team” in their organization: “They have saved us for 

25 years…and will always be there to produce revenue” (Leo). The use of the word 

“heroic” suggests a strong positive sentiment, emphasizing the team’s consistent and 

significant contributions over a long period. The notion that the team has “saved” the 

organization further underscores their crucial role. This characterization reflects a deep 

appreciation and respect for the team’s historical and ongoing impact on the 

organization’s success. 

Another participant, Joe, led a team with similar “heroic” efforts that “carried the 

firm” during the pandemic. In contrast, however, the organization failed to recognize this 

contribution. They reflected, 

The team had to be resilient and the organization didn’t fully notice or appreciate 

it… my team was having to be resilient from a work capacity way, very different 

than the rest of them… [Senior leaders] did not get it… And so I had to go there 

and be like, You must see the hours, we track hours… I think everyone else got it 

more than they did. I had, numerous people in the organization… come up to me 

not really during that moment, really a little more after that moment when they 

started seeing the annual report numbers and everything. Would come up and be 

like, “wow, like y’all carried the firm.” [laughter] … But leadership never said 

that. (Joe) 
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Clearly, Joe feels themselves and their team unappreciated, with accompanying 

frustration. Despite facing significant challenges and demonstrating resilience, especially 

during a national crisis, senior leadership within the organization neither recognized nor 

acknowledged the team’s achievements. In addition to emphasizing their team’s 

contributions, they also stressed the challenges they faced when it came to work capacity. 

The contrast between the acknowledgement received from colleagues and the lack of 

recognition received from leadership is evident, as Leo emphasizes the need to 

demonstrate the team’s impact through concrete metrics such as tracked hours. As Joe’s 

closing laughter indicates, senior leaders’ acknowledgement of the team differs from its 

perceived value. 

They later conceded, though, that “the organization simply wasn’t set up to 

deliver what I was looking for” (Joe). In their words, “The firm… Just lacked creativity 

in how it managed people” (Joe). This reflection seems to imply they had a certain 

expectation, but the organization’s existing structure or capabilities were not aligned to 

meet those expectations. The phrase “simply wasn’t set up to deliver” depicts an 

acceptance of their limitations, or perhaps their unwillingness to seek deeper, more 

intimate relationships with their teams. They “really just wanted people to deliver the 

work” (Joe). Unfortunately, this approach can last for only so long. Teams and their 

members can be left feeling dissatisfied by this approach if they are instead seeking a 

more engaging workplace. 

Intraorganizational Support Networks. Further, two participants described how 

informal networks within the organization assisted their teams. First, one team leader was 

experiencing a lack of empathy from their director: “Our director was a very strong 
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woman and a strong leader, but not a lot of empathy, and she was extremely, as their role 

demanded, a workaholic and expected everyone to maintain that standard” (Lily). 

Although Lily and their team struggled with their leadership chain, another colleague in 

the same organization had a “calming effect” on Lily. They “grew to value him so much 

because their style and leadership style was very unruffled, like calm” (Lily). The 

colleague’s rock-like demeanor was extremely helpful and supportive at a time when… 

“people were going crazy.” Lily’s use of the term “rock” implies a stable and reliable 

support system, emphasizing how significant it can be for a team leader to be able to find 

understanding and composure from even one other colleague in their network, possibly 

strengthening their team’s resilience. 

Luis, additionally, described how a social support network in higher education 

“organically” formed during the pandemic and influenced them and their team: 

One of the counterparts at the law school suggested we set up regular meetings 

because we’re going through so many similar challenges as leaders and how we 

might be able to share ideas and also create a safe space for us to kind of talk 

about the issues we’re facing… And for me… having a network of folks that are 

my counterparts in the other schools and meeting regularly helped a lot, ’cause 

you either learn that we’re all facing the same challenges or they have certain 

solutions to those problems that I wouldn’t have thought of. 

In so saying, Luis highlights the positive impact of establishing informal networks in an 

organization that proactively share experiences in a safe space to discuss common issues. 

This participant emphasizes the value of having a network of peers, noting that it 

provided insights they may not have otherwise considered. In sum, cross-organization 

networks exchanging ideas can be a source of support to navigate challenges effectively. 

Sometimes support can come from unexpected sources within an organization. 

Human Resource Practices. More specifically, hiring and firing practices can 

also influence team resilience. For example, two different companies may value different 
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priorities: hiring people with certain skills (or experience) or hiring people who fit the 

culture of the organization. According to one participant, Chris, their organization 

prioritized hiring people with diverse skill sets. During their interview, they explained 

that they were looking for people who were “sufficiently familiar with the environment… 

sufficiently familiar with the culture.” They were looking for people who “look at the 

world in a different way.” Hiring diversity was not only a company value, but it was also 

good for business: 

We claim to be culturally sensitive, and culturally aware, and culturally tolerant, 

we claim that. We have to be it, within the team, not just external to the team. And 

that’s why we get along well so well, because if there is a disagreement, 

everybody knows it came from a good place. (Chris) 

The bottom line for Chris is that the organization hires employees who embody the 

company’s values. Team success in this organization stems from the company’s value of 

hiring people with differing opinions and cultivating a collaborative environment. 

Cultural sensitivity is not just a stated value, but is actively practiced in human resource 

teams, which helps the team. 

On the flipside, companies must also fire those who do not uphold those company 

values, or there are team consequences. This demand proved more challenging for some 

participants. For example, Sam shared their experience with a previous firm’s reluctance 

to fire anyone, regardless of how little they had contributed over any number of years. 

The team leader felt the impact in the short term (their project), and also saw a long-term 

consequence. In the short term, they felt forced to have underperforming individuals on 

the team “no matter how little they had been contributing” (Sam). As a long-term result, 

they observed “young and sometimes middle-level talent” being blocked by poor 

performers who maintained status in their quest to advance their careers (Sam). As a 
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result of an organization’s reluctance to address underperforming individuals, employees 

perceive the company will support underperformers without consequence, causing 

internal conflict. In addition, it led to decreased morale and productivity among team 

members. A firing activity shows the rest of the workforce that the company takes its 

values seriously and that we value the current employees because they embody those 

values. The employer and employees can also benefit by creating a sense of trust and 

respect. 

Hierarchical Power Dynamics. In today’s workplace, employees are usually 

evaluated individually (versus at the team level). One participant pointed out that power 

dynamics, due to performance evaluations, can impact teams: 

So let’s say that I’m on a team and the team commits to a certain thing but 

somebody off the team has asked me off the side of my desk, “Hey, I’m working 

on this really high profile project,” and that person might be a couple levels above 

you and they want you to get this stuff done. If you do that work, all of a sudden 

you as an individual contributor are working on your team but now you can say 

you’ve done A, B and C and these other people are all sitting in your 

[performance] calibrations and they can contribute. So as a result, the team 

doesn’t really come first. (Emily) 

Emily underlines conflicting priorities that can arise among individual contributors to a 

team. In this scenario, the individual received a request from a supervisor a couple levels 

higher in the organization. Further, the requester was part of their “yearly performance 

calibrations.” The individual felt pressured by someone with power over their career path 

to work on a “high profile project.” To satisfy the leader’s need and affect their 

performance evaluation, the individual may take on additional nonteam work. 

Consequently, the individual is not only taking on extra work, but the team as a whole 

may suffer. An individual who accepts the “ask” from a high-profile leader enhances their 

personal goals, but their team commitments may thereby suffer. In large corporations, one 
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could consider that the requester might be trying to answer their own “ask” from a leader 

above, causing a ripple effect of power dynamics up and down the hierarchical chain. 

Every individual is really thinking about what they can do versus what the team can do. 

As a result, the team does not come first. In fact, this scenario demonstrates how 

organizational hierarchies and power dynamics can have a compounding effect on layers 

below, undermining a team’s collective effort. 

Subtheme 4.3: Building External Relationships (Outside Organizational 

Level). A third set of contextual factors influencing teams focused on relationships 

outside the organization, in direct support (formal or informal) of the project. This section 

emphasizes how formal and informal engagements influence team resilience. Some 

organizations can provide their teams with advice or support in their tasking when facing 

challenges, but at times, outside organizations are a source of support. 

Teams benefit from hiring external experts (i.e., subcontractors) or partnering 

outside the organization. It introduces a higher level of proficiency and progress in their 

respective disciplines to be “further along in the evolutionary scale of deliverables” 

(Sam) or access to needed resources, such as an off-the-beaten-path facility during a 

pandemic (James) or a needed specialty expertise (Tyler). Specialized knowledge and 

problem-solving skills can be gained from outside organizations. Descriptors such as 

“biggest experts” (Pam) and “especially thorny” (Grace) areas were used by participants. 

Despite varying opinions on external expertise, with one interviewee calling it “not 

necessary,” external expertise may be a viable resource for teams in trouble (Owen). 
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In addition to formal contractual partnerships, it is just as valuable to build 

informal relationships. Sydney explained the pivotal value they place on the social 

networks of teams: 

I really believe that most things are done through partnership, whether it’s formal 

or informal. So it’s very hard to go in alone… almost impossible. So even if 

everything is functioning well on your team, in general… you’re going to have to 

interact with other groups or other teams. And so the value and the strength of 

those relationships can impact how successful you are over the long term… If 

everybody, and everybody outside of your team dislikes your team, it makes it 

very challenging for you to be able to make a lot of progress, because 

people…they’re not going to help you. They’ll be indifferent. If they really dislike 

you, they may hinder you or sabotage you. So that’s also negative. So… building 

good relationships with partners or other groups that you need to interact with on 

a normal basis to get the work done ultimately, is important. 

Sydney emphasizes the inherent difficulty of working alone on an island and stresses the 

importance of collaborating with other teams or groups. Sometimes, the strength and 

value of relationships with external entities can significantly impact a team’s long-term 

success. 

For example, Chris’ team missions required outside resources to speed up the 

timeline and overcome adversity. He reflected on that process: 

We know people, we can pick up the telephone and call people and something that 

would ordinarily say, take a year or 18 months within, an extent the R&D 

protocol, we can short circuit that down to two weeks or three weeks or some such 

thing. Simply because the person that we’ve called on the other end of the phone, 

knows who we are… We sent someone to Reykjavik to negotiate the deal… we 

moved very very quickly. (Chris) 

In this instance, Chris mentions short-circuiting an 18-month R&D protocol down to two 

or three weeks as an example of how personal connections can expedite team processes. 

By leveraging connections, teams can find solutions to complex business problems. By 

leveraging networks, teams can access more resources and come up with creative 

solutions faster. This activity can help teams stay ahead of challenges and competition. 
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However, assimilating communications and understandings between different 

organizations can also be challenging. A lack of shared understanding can complicate 

subcontracting relationships between two organizations, just as it can do when an 

individual enters a new organization (as shared in Subtheme 4.1: Influencing Personal 

and Professional Experiences). James and Pam discussed how communication and trust 

were challenged by contractual relationships to support two different federal agencies. 

James recalled: 

So there was a situation here where it was pretty clear that the prime contractor… 

had demonstrated a lack of trustworthiness… through numerous conversations 

with their leadership. I just really felt like they not only didn’t know what to do, 

they weren’t forthright in the situations. (James) 

Meanwhile, Pam found that their subcontractor did not fully comprehend the constraints 

their agency faced: 

Fundamentally the system wouldn’t work for us… our consultants weren’t 

hearing us. ’Cause they’re like, well, you’ll just have to adapt ’cause this is a SaaS 

[software as a service] system. And we’re like, no, we’re the federal government. 

We follow OPM. We can’t, it’s literally a regulatory block and we can’t do 

anything about it. Either the software changes or we don’t go live. (Pam) 

In summary, both Pam and James’ cases involved a breakdown of trust and 

understanding between their subcontractors and their teams. 

James noted a lack of not only their ability to navigate the challenges, but also 

their transparency during discussions. The lack of trustworthiness appears to come from a 

lack of competence (“they didn’t know what to do”) and a lack of honesty (“they weren’t 

forthright”) (James). For Pam, in the second quote, they express frustration that the 

subcontractor is misaligned in their understanding how government software 

implementations work. Ultimately, their misalignment created a fundamental conflict 

about how to proceed. 
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In addition to misunderstandings, sometimes the contract itself can get in the way 

of the mission. Sam was leading a large project with 200+ members, one-third from their 

home organization, and two-thirds from multiple subcontractors. As a result, there were 

numerous subcontracting agreements and cultures, and it was necessary to bring everyone 

together into a cohesive team for the mission:  

In terms of facilitation, the individual… team leaders of the companies, they were 

definitely on board, they put it at the top of their list, they always answered my 

calls. They never refused a meeting. They met after hours, they were 100%. (Sam) 

Sam continued, 

[Unfortunately, the] flip side [was] getting individual team members on their 

teams… to meet with this cross-cutting, multidisciplinary group. If I had… eight 

people, let’s say across three companies that [needed to connect], getting them all 

around the table was very difficult or Zoom or anything else. 

The quote emphasizes the importance of integrating multidisciplinary teams 

interorganizationally. By putting their team at the top of their list and being extremely 

responsive, they note that they obtained support from the leaders of these companies. It is 

difficult, however, to coordinate and consolidate team members from different companies 

with so many team members on multiple teams. Building a “shadow culture” helped 

(Sam). At times, they successfully “fenced off” the team from competing demands and 

their home organization’s culture and observed a team that was “accepting across 

organizations and seeing each other as another human being contributing to a client we 

all care about” (Sam). Sam seemed to wonder whether adversity could have been reduced 

more quickly if they had their multiorganizational team at the same table from day one.  

Subtheme 4.4: Duality of Environmental Effects (Environmental Level). A 

final contextual source comes from the environment. Participants demonstrated that the 

environment can help teams reach their goals or can represent an unexpected plot twist 
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that derails their progress. Teams must be aware that the environment is both a friend and 

a foe, and they must be able to adapt to changing environmental dynamics. 

Industry’s Mission. Firstly, it seems beneficial for team leaders to look beyond 

the team to an inspiring purpose offered by an entire industry. One participant’s team 

believed that their tasks were more important than COVID-19’s challenges, saying that 

“the mission was more important than the virus” (James). In addition, team leaders 

discussed their sense of purpose (e.g., “keeping people safe and healthy”). All of them 

desired to positively impact society. Last but not least, a team’s mission does not 

necessarily have to be limited to its members. The larger industry mission can inspire, 

motivate, and support teams in their efforts to be more resilient. 

Regulatory Compliance. However, the environment can also introduce the 

unexpected to teams, as is well exemplified by Doris’ case. For their team, compliance 

requirements negatively impacted their team’s solidarity. They were responsible for 

convening a national expert panel. The experts would “oversee the project and provide 

recommendations.” However, each expert had to pass ethics reviews and sign disclosures, 

which took a significant amount of time and delayed the panel from joining the team. 

Team solidarity was thereby delayed. 

In saying, “The [expert panel] had to go through ethics and disclosures,” Doris 

expresses an obligation. Since it is crucial to comply with regulations, not all the team 

members could join the team at its inception. This mandatory regulatory action means 

that team members were wholly absent, creating a gap in expertise. 
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A second example of regulatory compliance was provided by Dan, a team leader 

who was attempting to procure hardware for their “rapid [unmanned aerial vehicle] 

effort” in the midst of a COVID-19 pandemic that disrupted the supply chain: 

And we got nowhere with working with our corporate legal team to help, maybe, 

jump through some hoops and get rid of some of this red tape in an effort to get 

this project done. So some of our lead times were significantly more than what we 

were anticipating… we’re being kind of shot in the foot by corporate legal and 

their interpretation of the [Federal Acquisition Regulation, or FAR] document. 

And that had real impacts on getting hardware in to support our assembly. (Dan) 

Dan signifies the challenges of navigating bureaucratic obstacles and streamlining 

procedures for expeditious project completion. The reference to “jumping through hoops” 

conveys the complexity and hindrances posed by procedural intricacies. It suggests a 

different interpretation of the FAR document may have been possible. The contention 

revealed an impact on a team’s timeline. Team execution and operational efficiency can 

be affected by legal and regulatory dynamics. 

A third participant, Pam, faced a complicated issue with their government 

agency’s regulations. The new SaaS system their team was implementing did not meet all 

federal regulations without complications. Their mission to “go live” was in jeopardy:  

Fundamentally the system wouldn’t work for us… it’s literally a regulatory block 

and we can’t do anything about it. Either the software changes or we don’t go 

live… All of these requirements since we have things that we need to send to 

OPM [Office of Personnel Management] and just a lot of ways that things need to 

be with the feds because of federal regulations or because of OPM-specific 

guidance, even down to just needing a certain button. (Pam) 

Pam’s assertion that “the system wouldn’t work for us” underscores the critical challenge 

of a SaaS system supporting government regulations easily. “Either we change the 

software or we don’t go live” encapsulates the binary nature of the situation (Pam). There 

were many details to consider, down to a certain button, putting the focus on adhering to 
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federal guidance and regulations. In sum, team leaders should plan for known and 

unknown modifications necessary to operate within regulatory frameworks. 

Likewise, another participant, Ben, and their team worked in engineering 

consulting. Ben used the standards from the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating 

and Air-Conditioning Engineers (ASHRAE) as a way to bridge the conversation about 

the preferred design choice when clients wanted to pursue an idea that was against 

industry standards. They explained, “There are some situations where there are external 

forces that kind of help us get through these situations” (Ben). External regulations 

helped Ben navigate difficulties successfully. 

Olivia’s unique team experience with regulations was discovered after the project 

was complete. After being handsomely rewarded for their hard work (e.g., monetary, 

vacation), they were terminated without warning. They learned (many years later) that 

they were the “scapegoat” due to a Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

investigation into unethical and illegal practices (Olivia). They were shocked. Their 

experience left their feeling disillusioned. Some evidence suggests resilience, or lack 

thereof, changes over time and as more context is added to a story, as this unusual case 

illustrates. To avoid unfair and unethical treatment, teams should emphasize the 

importance of transparency and questioning practices. 

Community Culture. Alex was a young professional working to educate 

communities about HIV/AIDS. They found the purpose rewarding but challenging when 

trying to impact Asian communities. “Asian people didn’t want to talk about 

[HIV/AIDS],” they reported. Their team developed an effective outreach strategy to 

reach these groups and provided culturally appropriate resources and support. However, 
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the community culture was challenging their team’s resilience in another way, by 

reducing the number of possible resources to join the team. 

I was looking for a worker to replace someone, and it was hard finding someone 

because, some of them didn’t wanna be associated with the organization. So for 

example, we had really wonderful, brilliant, straight students who interviewed for 

the job, and they were just really wonderful and then we’d even offer them the 

job. But I guess upon reflection, they had to really think. “Well, am I going to, 

would I be perceived as gay?” “Would I be perceived as a person with HIV?” And 

some of them would not take the job for that reason so it was… It could be 

difficult, like very, very like that… I mean, it took a particular kind of person to 

work in AIDS and HIV at that time. (Alex) 

Alex emphasizes the challenges their team faced recruiting for a role associated with 

cultural stigma. Due to a lack of confidence in being associated with the organization, it 

was difficult to find a replacement worker. Despite interviewing brilliant candidates, 

including straight students who initially expressed interest, their fear of being perceived 

as gay or as living with HIV influenced their decision not to take the job. The hesitation 

reflects how societal stigma can affect a team. 

National Culture. In Tyler’s case, their team was implementing new credit card 

technology into hotels at the intersection of country culture and global issues. In spite of 

the fact that they did not know it, “a lot of people” were upset that we (United States) 

were “following France and England” (Tyler). This experience caught them off guard as 

the team leader. Other people working in this same technological environment were 

having strong “internal challenges at times” and they had to “talk through that… It was a 

strange conversation for me” (Tyler). In such a case, some teams may navigate through 

peculiar discussions arising from contextual dynamics, underscoring the complex 

interrelationship between national cultural sentiments and the global landscape of teams. 

Industry Culture. Surprisingly, some whole industries can put up roadblocks to 

teamwork. Said differently, a team may face unique, and potentially many more, 
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challenges if it deviates from a social convention. For instance, especially if it is pushing 

the industry into new, innovative fields. Tyler’s team was tasked with installing Europay, 

MasterCard® and Visa® (EMV) readers in hotels. At the beginning of the project, success 

was outlined by their customer as a deployment-driven effort. Meaning, if the product 

was installed, then the team achieved their purpose. However, the deployment of the new 

technology was competing against industry culture at the time: 

I put on several, demonstrations and I had, one of the executive’s family members 

who happened to be there. I asked them to be my guinea pig and I had them take a 

dummy [credit card] [with] the chip on it. And I [asked their], What would you 

like to buy? And this was in front of a whole lot of people. And she said, “A 

purse…” So she gives me this fake card and I’m pretending to be the cashier. And 

the box was sitting there. And I said, Okay. And she’s tried to hand me the card 

and I said, thank you, but please push it in there… And it… It caught their off 

guard. So this example was a great example because it changed the behaviors of 

someone who could afford to go buy a 5-, 6-, $700,000 purse. (Tyler) 

The hospitality industry’s culture at the time was taking care of people, and customers 

usually handed their cards to someone rather than pushing them into a slot. Tyler’s team 

was disrupting the way business was conducted by deviating from a particular norm of 

care. This example illustrates how an industry’s culture can shift a team’s objective, 

technology deployment, to a change management project. Consequently, teams must 

understand the broader context within which they are implementing a project. 

Similarly, Steve encountered resistance when introducing non–in-person delivery 

methods (before the advent of online education) in higher education: 

Before this, [we had] faculty sit in their classroom, in their university, and using a 

satellite feed and a television camera, they would beam it up to a satellite and then 

down to a classroom… It was a live feed distance, but you could see that face-to-

face. And we changed that to a recorded version of that. And when we did it, we 

took the faculty’s face out. That was a mistake. [laughter] But there was no online 

higher education at the time … The problem solving around that was, in each of 

the courses, we had a five-minute introduction face-to-face like this, so you could 

see the professor introduce and quickly go over the syllabus for the course. And 

now, it was an instructor-led course rather than computer-based training. (Steve) 
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In this excerpt, they highlight how not seeing a live version of a teacher’s face diminished 

the student’s experience. This account illustrates a transformative shift in delivery 

methods of instruction within an academic institution. Depending on the context, some 

teams need to regroup and come up with a strategy. The objective of this innovative 

approach was to recreate the instructor-led ambiance within the recorded context and 

distinguish this pedagogical approach from conventional computer-based training. 

Findings indicate that a team’s ability to believe in success can be influenced by 

industry culture. Teams may face contextual resistance. An entire industry can be pushing 

back on innovative teams that are pushing the envelope and trying new things. 

Global Issue. Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic is the most recent surprise 

disruption to teams and their missions in recent years. When the pandemic began, two of 

the interviewees, Dan and James, were leading teams for the Department of Defense; 

both were “hands-on” and in-person operations, but “now all of a sudden” they had “to 

get people in a building” and enforce restrictions such as masking and spacing (James). 

During their interview, Dan reflected: 

We had to space people out. I constantly had to send people home if they weren’t 

actively participating or if they didn’t feel good… So if they have a runny nose, 

they’re just going to probably cover it up and come to work because that matters. 

But kind of sharing some reality with them and being like, “No, if you get 

everyone sick, we’re out of business for a couple weeks.” So that was one element 

that kind of hindered, was just the health and safety restrictions. (Dan) 

Since the teams were operating in a new environment with new team processes, the team 

leaders struggled to create a sense of solidarity with the new restrictions. Dan continued, 

“It was a challenge giving [team members] a role where they could actively participate 

(without actually being as active)… and at the same time, making us all feel like one 

team and trust each other.” During a period of change, such as a global pandemic, teams 
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face complexities in establishing a cohesive team environment in the face of new 

restrictions.  

James found that team solidarity from a shared “breaking of the [COVID] rules” 

when working together at a particular shared “sub-location.” This sublocation seemed to 

become a safe space where team members could relax and support each other during 

difficult times. It was a place where they could come together and bond as a unified team, 

despite the challenges of the situation. This shared experience strengthened the team's 

sense of solidarity and helped them to stay connected.  

COVID-19 also impacted other nongovernmental teams such as Luis and Lily’s 

teams. Luis’ team’s mission was to deliver higher education during the pandemic. Their 

team was charged with keeping the facility functional and operational. They rhetorically 

asked in their interview, “How do you dance through Zoom?” and “How do you work 

with clay on Zoom?” The pressure to navigate a complex and challenging time was 

evident as they shared their experience. Lily, as a public health communications 

specialist, was impacted greatly by the “rapid change [in] information,” and 

“contradictory messaging.” Their team had to quickly adapt and adjust to the changing 

landscape to fulfill their purpose as a public health specialist. 

Finally, Alex managed teams of five to six full-time staff members and numerous 

consultants in the nonprofit sector, specifically focusing on education and healthcare. 

One major challenge their team faced during the HIV/AIDS epidemic involved staff 

members dying and taking time off for their health. As a result, meeting objectives and 

managing workloads became difficult. When asked to reflect on their team’s mission, 

they shared, 
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But when it came to the challenges… I think the organization was fairly young. 

So it was new to us to how to deal with someone who was dying, how to deal with 

someone who was going through [HIV/AIDS], who was experiencing it. And that 

as an organization, we just did not have the capacity to deal with the emotional 

need to do this kind of job. And that’s why burnout, well, the nonprofit burnout is 

particularly present… They wouldn’t want to continue because it was very, very 

hard work. And so trying to keep them challenged and motivated to want to keep 

doing this work was really, really hard. It was really, really hard. I mean, we had a 

mission… we tried our best to live by that. But I will say that, just at the time, 

doing AIDS work was hard… they really believe in hard work, they certainly 

knew… They knew how to work, but it was taxing, emotionally for our team 

members to have to endure. (Alex) 

As Alex described, leading a team on a mission is challenging, but concurrently 

providing support to those battling HIV/AIDS in a nascent organization is particularly 

challenging. Due to the organization’s youth, Alex argues that it had limitations in its 

emotional capacity to support the team. Consequently, the manifestation of burnout 

among nonprofit personnel is acknowledged, emphasizing the formidable emotional toll 

associated with the nature of their work. Despite a steadfast commitment to the team’s 

mission, the speaker underscores the inherent difficulty of the AIDS-related work 

undertaken during the organization’s formative years, particularly in sustaining team 

motivation amid the emotionally taxing nature of the responsibilities. 

Summary of Findings 

In summary, the participants shared deep, rich descriptions of their teams 

navigating a critical incident. Theme 1 (Engaging in Relational Processes) included many 

interpersonal accounts from the participants about their teams. Theme 2 (Focusing on the 

Collective Purpose) described how they reevaluated tasking and found meaning. Theme 3 

(Empowering Minds) explained how mindsets played a role in their teams’ resilience. 

Finally, Theme 4 (Molding Team Resilience With Context) discussed context stemming 
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from various levels of analysis, including the individual, organizational, outside 

organizational, and environment.  

Analysis of the study's results has been divided into distinct categories. The 

intersections and interrelationships between these diverse levels will now need to be 

considered to determine the broader implications. The following section discusses 

conclusions based on these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

Final Reflection on Team Resilience 

Amidst challenges like pandemics, social justice imbalances, and financial crises, 

teams often find themselves unprepared for adversity, highlighting the necessity of 

resilience. Nevertheless, existing research on team resilience is nascent and lacks a 

holistic approach that includes context, instead focusing on isolated teams. This study has 

aimed to explore project leaders’ perceptions of team resilience in knowledge-intensive, 

project-based organizations. I emphasized the importance of considering both internal 

team factors and external contextual factors in understanding team resilience. Using a 

basic qualitative research approach, informed by a constructivist worldview, the study 

involved in-depth semi-structured interviews of 20 project leaders overseeing teams 

confronting challenges in knowledge-intensive contexts (e.g., software implementation, 

research) and gathering their insights and experiences (20 transcripts totaling 235 pages). 

First, I will interpret the findings and address the research questions, then I will consider 

the study’s limitations and recommendations for practice and research.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

The following section will address each of the research questions. In sum, this 

study emphasizes a holistic perspective, observing that team and contextual factors 

together significantly impact team resilience. Moreover, this study offers a new 

perspective on their relationship—the degree of team resilience is contingent upon the 

alignment, or misalignment, of various contextual factors. Said differently, team 

resilience is augmented when contextual factors (e.g., organizational culture, extended 

leadership support) align with resilient team factors (i.e., high-quality relationships; safe 
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communication; clear purpose; social support; high team potency; and transformational 

leadership). Within the field of team resilience, contextual alignment is notably absent in 

the literature. While scholars in the field of team resilience robustly explore the multi-

level nature of this phenomenon (e.g., Chapman, 2020; Gucciardi, 2018; Hendrickx, 

2022; Vera, 2017), there is a predominant focus on distinct resources inherent to each of 

these levels. A lack of comprehensive understanding of the interconnectedness, 

interaction, and relationship dynamics among these resources exists (Bowers et al., 2017; 

Hartmann et al., 2020b; Hartwig et al., 2020; Naderpajouh et al., 2020). This study posits 

that the variability in a team's resilience is markedly affected by the presence or absence 

of alignment among contextual factors to team factors. Consequently, this discussion 

delineates the contextual factors in relation to their impact on the team factors, 

emphasizing their interconnectedness and influence. 

How Do Project Leaders Perceive and Understand Team Resilience? 

Project leaders perceive team resilience as an emergent state, characterized by a 

communal evolution. Put another way, project leaders perceive a resilient team as one 

more representative of a group of individuals turning into a community built upon caring 

relationships, showing support, checking in on each other, having fun, and helping each 

other out as needed. This communal evolution serves the team as a supportive resource 

during challenging times. Members of the team grow more and more committed to each 

other, not just as teammates but as friends as well. Positive and safe interpersonal 

interactions facilitate a trajectory of persistence, recovery, or growth in team functioning 

after experiencing adversity. By investing in people and relationships, teams develop the 

social support resources needed to perform positively in the face of adversity.  
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This qualitative study corroborates the assertions of previous scholars who 

contend that team resilience is an emergent state of a team’s inputs and processes 

(Bowers et al., 2017; Brykman & King, 2021; Carmeli et al., 2013; Gucciardi et al., 2018; 

Hartwig et al., 2020; Kennedy et al., 2016). As the team works together (e.g., 

communicates, collaborates, solves problems, responds to challenges), their processes 

and activities shape their ability to positively adapt. The emergence viewpoint recognizes 

the importance of context across multiple levels and dimensions in shaping resilience, 

significantly represented in this study’s findings.  

Though, to extend the emergence viewpoint, this study asserts resilient teams not 

only emerge, but morph into strong, flexible, close-knit communities (versus a work 

team). It reminds me of Blatt's seminal article in which she asserted communal schemas 

play an important role in cultivating resilience by making people feel belonging and 

enabling them to weather the good with the bad (2009). For project teams, this means 

emphasizing group norms versus individual skills; imposing a relational rather than a 

mechanistic approach to project management; and introducing conversations about 

resilience versus only risk. As a result, community emerges as a resource that strengthens 

the group of individuals beyond what they could accomplish alone, or in just a work team 

(Carmeli et al., 2015). In today's turbulent world, companies need to build community to 

be able to withstand crises (Mokline, 2022).  

What Team Factors Facilitate or Hinder Team Resilience?  

Through my exploration, I conclude six pivotal factors impact team resilience: 

relationships, communication, purpose, support, potency, and leadership. This section 
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explores each of these factors to provide a comprehensive understanding of the elements 

that facilitate or hinder resilience within project team settings.  

Relationships.  This study demonstrates that a large part of the resilience 

conditions can be facilitated by high-quality relationships, similar to those found within a 

community or amongst friends. High-quality relationships showcase open 

communication, constructive conflict, appreciating diverse viewpoints, and caring 

behaviors that prioritize team members’ needs. In order to build good relationships, you 

need to be a kind, decent person who is concerned with the wellbeing of others. Such 

connections significantly influence the way individuals or teams navigate and manage 

stress, underscoring the beneficial impact of these deep relational ties on stress mitigation 

and cultivating a cohesive, unique unit. Evidence shows these relationships can extend 

past the team of origin into personal lives and other teaming experiences. The importance 

of having strong relationships during stressful times is well-supported by numerous 

studies (Blatt, 2009; Carmeli et al., 2013; Hartmann et al., 2021; Meneghel et al., 2016; 

Stephens et al., 2013).  

Communication.  According to the study, communication is an essential 

component to teaming activities during adversity. More specifically, communicating 

about personal growth opportunities (e.g., learning a new skill), vulnerable conversations 

(e.g., expressing a need for assistance or a break), caring interactions (e.g., checking on 

wellbeing or providing assistance), and engaging in humor and fun (e.g., taking breaks 

from the stress). For communication to be resilient, teams must cultivate a 

psychologically safe environment, engage in active listening, and openly express 

disagreements while maintaining a consistent level of trust and respect. Resilient teams 
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are more open to hearing other opinions, different from their own, possibly leading to 

learning more innovative solutions. Additionally, resilient teams can voice the need to 

take a break. Resilience is not necessarily about relentless forward progress or working 

harder but involves judiciously halting or even regressing temporarily to safely 

communicate and strengthen relational ties so as to move forward more robustly together.  

These results corroborate the findings of a great deal of the previous research on 

psychological safety (e.g., Edmondson, 1999, 2009), voice climate (Brykman & King, 

2021; Carmeli et al., 2013; Gomes et al., 2014; Hartmann et al., 2021; Vera et al., 2017), 

and the concept of “relational pauses,” as defined by Brykman and King (2021). Taking 

time to reflect honestly about interpersonal dynamics fosters resilience through the ability 

to adapt and change team processes (Edmondson, 1999). Notably, psychological safety 

was critical to team dynamics in Google's Project Aristotle (Duhigg, 2016). Conversely, 

if team members are reluctant to express an unfavorable view or ask for help, they might 

not explore and experiment as much as they might need in order to become more resilient 

in the future. 

Purpose.  This study finds adversity is a catalyst to motivate teams to re-articulate 

their purpose. These results further support the few scholars who have addressed purpose 

and team resilience. Morgan et al. (2019) found that teams can enhance their resilience by 

linking individuals and teams with a defined purpose, resulting in greater loyalty and 

dedication. If a team’s goal lacks clarity or if individual roles in achieving that goal are 

not well understood, performance during adversity may be compromised (Gucciardi et 

al., 2018; Morgan et al., 2019).  
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Additionally, resilient project teams engage in triaging activities to distinguish 

between what is critical, important, and merely desirable, increase a sense of 

accountability and monitor how these activities align with the overall project timeline. In 

other words, resilient teams identify the path of least resistance, or their critical path. As 

delineated by Vazquez et al. (2023), the critical path in project management constitutes a 

series of tasks that must be completed on time to ensure a project’s completion. Notably, 

the critical path concept is not described in the literature on team resilience. Instead, team 

resilience researchers tend to emphasize adaptability, interpersonal dynamics, and overall 

team performance in the face of challenges rather than the task-oriented, timeline-focused 

approach typical of critical path planning. This discrepancy could be attributed to the fact 

that most research on team resilience has been conducted in contexts like high-level 

sports, emergency healthcare, and military settings rather than traditional workplace 

environments. Perhaps there is a clearer and consistent path to purpose in those types of 

settings, negating the need for a critical path, versus knowledge-intensive types of 

projects which tend to be more ambiguous. 

Support. This study shows that social support contributes positively to the 

resilience of teams. Social support is the functional aspect of a relationship in which 

social or material assistance is provided (Fey & Kock, 2022). Social support can be 

provided in high-quality relationships and non-high-quality relationships. By 

demonstrating social support to others, trust, understanding, and respect are developed. A 

strong network of colleagues within a team promotes the opportunity for social support, 

enhancing team resilience (Carmeli, 2013). As stated by others (Stoverink, et al., p. 407), 

social support serves as the “lubricant for team processes.” In emphasis, in his book 
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chapter, Hobfoll (2010) asserts that “social support is one of the strongest single 

indicators of resilience resources (p. 131); as does Meneghel et al. (2016), who found that 

job social resources, especially social support, and effective team coordination, are 

directly linked to team resilience. 

Potency.  This study emphasizes the importance of team potency. Team potency 

is defined as the collective belief in a team's ability to perform effectively and achieve 

desired outcomes. The concept encompasses positive psychological capacities, such as 

optimism and a growth mindset. Teams with a strong sense of potency possess the 

motivational fuel to persevere through challenges and learn from setbacks. Team potency 

fosters resilience, in part, by positively, but practically, promoting a desire to master new 

challenges. Resilient teams believe there is a path forward. They embrace 

experimentation and positivity as a strategy. More attention is paid to reframing problems 

as opportunities and with a growth mindset. Adversity is described by one scholar as an 

“iterative learning cycle of preparing for, managing, and learning from adverse events 

(Hartwig et al., 2020, p. 23). Results support this perspective and others that emphasize 

the collective belief of the group and the development of new skills and competencies 

among team members (Brykman & King, 2021; Hartmann et al., 2021; Meneghel et al., 

2016; Pavez, 2021; West, 2009).  

Leadership. According to the study, resilient teams are underpinned by a 

transformational leadership style. The role of a transformational leader is not to be the 

sole source of resilience for the team, but rather to foster individual and collective 

growth. Specifically, the transformational leader of resilient teams will set the vision, 

communicate positively that inspires and motivates others, foster an environment 
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conducive to innovative thinking and change, considers personal needs, and advocate for 

the personal and professional development of their team members. These results are 

consistent with Vera et al. (2017), who articulate transformational leadership enhances 

team resilience. In times of adversity, this type of leadership inspires people to surpass 

expectations and transcend personal interests, enabling the team to be resilient, versus 

perhaps a transactional style, for example, that relies mostly on rewards and punishments.  

What Contextual Factors Facilitate or Hinder Team Resilience? 

The findings displayed in Chapter 4 showcased contextual factors at various 

different levels of analysis—individual, organizational, outside organizational, and 

environmental. However, the subsections that follow explore the contextual factors in 

light of the team resilience factors just reviewed. Meaning, in conclusion, this research 

indicates that team resilience can vary depending on whether contextual factors align 

with the team factors. In more detail, what contextual factors facilitate or hinder high-

quality relationships? What contextual factors facilitate or hinder safe communication? 

What contextual factors facilitate or hinder a team’s clear purpose? What contextual 

factors facilitate or hinder social support? What contextual factors facilitate or hinder 

high team potency? Finally, what contextual factors facilitate or hinder transformational 

leadership? The intention is to emphasize the close connection and impact of contextual 

alignment on teams. In sum, teams and organizations must take into consideration both 

their team and contextual factors when endeavoring to build resilience in order to be 

successful.  

High-Quality Relationships  As a result of engaging in high-quality relationships 

outside of the team, resilience is increased contextually. With members of the parent 
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organization's leadership team or others outside the organization, this study demonstrates 

impactful deep connections lead to a sense of shared responsibility and mutual 

understanding; and can have a positive impact on how individuals or teams deal with 

stress. In contrast, when organizations, in particular, do not have an authentic relationship 

with their teams, the teams can lose a sense of belonging (see the Leadership Tale of Two 

Teams in Chapter 4). The social glue between teams in trouble and their associated 

organization can be found in high-quality relationships. These findings are backed by 

empirical studies, including those by Meng (2019) and Wang (2018), which corroborate 

the notion that positive workplace relationships are predictive of resilience. Tasic (2020) 

argues that social relationships play a key role in building unconventional bridges 

between organizations, supplementing formal connections, and fostering the resilience of 

communities. To sum it up, high-quality relationships are essential for team resilience 

and should be cultivated and nurtured. 

Safe Communication.  According to the study, each team member’s personal and 

professional backgrounds and experiences introduces potential impact to team 

communication patterns and the collective teaming experience. For example, while some 

new team members may bring valuable contextual experience to a team (e.g., successful 

software implementation), others may bring “behavior baggage” (e.g., different 

approaches to Agile methodology). Here, behavior baggage is defined as a norm 

established by a previous employer or teaming experience, potentially causing a cultural 

communication clash with a current team. Considering team members can come and go, 

be part-time or full time, or come from outside organizations (i.e., subcontractor), 

resilient communication patterns are usually in flux. Prior studies have noted resilience is 
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a collective property, socially constructed, and not an additive property (Chapman, 2020). 

Therefore, as team members are being added and subtracted, team communication norms 

and expectations must be constantly constructed to limit negative impacts on resilience 

from a preset style developed during other experiences and brought to the team. 

In addition, the study's findings emphasize that visibility and safety in 

communication may be in conflict. Meaning, as team visibility increases to higher levels 

of leadership, psychological safety in communication decreases. As an indicator, this 

study’s participants found humor and fun to be the gauge of safe communication, 

supporting Hartmann et al.’s study finding the emotional culture of joy to have a positive 

impact on team resilience (2020). However, an organization culture of joy and fun at 

work can elicit ambivalent responses, be difficult to implement, and take time according 

to researchers (Owler et al, 2015). For greater resilience, Williams et al. (2017) 

recommend strategies that include open communication and discussion of emotions in 

order to cultivate emotional capital. Additionally, Ren (2018) finds that strengthening the 

core organizational culture can significantly influence project subcultures, suggesting 

ripple effects from the organization's epicenter to its various operational fronts. 

Collectively, this work highlights the multifaceted role organizational culture plays in 

shaping team dynamics, learning environments, and overall team and organizational 

resilience. 

Clear Purpose. Contextually, this study finds a team’s purpose is impacted by the 

nebulous and ambiguous work found in knowledge-intensive organizations. For example, 

if a customer hires an organization (and their team), but the contractual agreement is 

broad in nature and not specific in details, the sensemaking work transfers to the team to 
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identify a clear purpose. If the team cannot gain clarity on the purpose, this makes it 

difficult to create well-defined roles for each of the team members, assign tasks, and 

measure progress. Consequently, an unclear purpose has a ripple negative effect on team 

resilience. In contrast, teams that can clearly articulate their purpose facilitate their team’s 

resilience, and this resilience can be augmented further if each team member understands 

how their role supports that purpose. Furthermore, team members can become even more 

inspired, motivated, and able to navigate adversity if they see their purpose aligned with 

the organization, an industry, society, or global purpose. 

Yet, a team’s purpose can be disrupted by power dynamics within organizations. 

For example, situations where team members, influenced by requests from higher-level 

supervisors involved in their performance evaluations, prioritize individual tasks over 

their team’s purpose. Consequently, the team's collective purpose and performance can 

be undermined as individual members redirect their focus towards tasks that may benefit 

their personal evaluations within the organization but do not align with their team role. 

Hierarchical power dynamics and the focus on individual achievements can inadvertently 

weaken team resilience.  

Environmentally, the study finds multiple factors impact a team’s purpose. 

Cultural clashes (i.e., subcontractors, community, industry, national) cause cognitive 

dissonance, regulations put up roadblocks, and global issues (i.e., pandemics) introduce 

complexity. These factors can lead to confusion among team members about their roles 

and purpose, both individually and collectively as a team. Teams must consider broader 

contextual factors and take steps to bring them in alignment with their own team and its 

members.  
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Social Support.  As a result of the study, team support should not be restricted to 

high-quality relationships within a team. Instead, a team's resilience increases if support 

extends beyond the team borders and encompasses the organization (i.e., social networks, 

extended leadership support, shared experiences) or outside organizations (i.e., 

subcontractors). The study finds that developing resilience and sustainability requires a 

robust support network rooted in the interdependence within their ecosystems. Teams can 

handle unfamiliar situations and challenges thanks to the complex web of support within 

and beyond the team. These teams are stronger and longer lasting when they effectively 

communicate and tap into signals robust networks outside their team’s boundaries. 

Organizational support and strategic subcontracting relationships have transformative 

power. These findings support studies by Newman et al. (2018) that demonstrate that 

business and social networks support entrepreneurs and communities. Moreover, Alliger 

(2015) and Chapman (2020) indicate resilience is multi-level, emphasizing interaction 

between individuals, teams, and organizations, as well as social support networks. 

Researchers have found that social support not only boosts resilience but also has a 

cascading effect on teams and their members. The findings align with those that suggest 

supportive environments are important (Carmeli et al., 2013; Tasic, 2019). 

Subsequently, the study further adds to the importance of organizational culture, 

highlighting the desire for a culture that underscores supportive communications. Such a 

culture demonstrates employee or team coaching, mentoring, appreciation, and empathy. 

Organizations who adopt a proactive approach to team support, recognizing team needs 

and cultivating social support networks within the organization, increase their teams’ 
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resilience. In contrast, organizations who tout an expert culture promote assertion over 

listening and connecting, which can disrupt team support and hinder resilience.  

Lastly, the findings indicate that support transcends mere emotional care. 

Facilitating external skill development, subcontracting with outside organizations, or 

reducing bureaucratic obstacles can also be instrumental in bolstering team support. 

Bureaucratic hurdles in navigating procurement processes impact a team’s purpose. 

“Jumping through hoops” aptly encapsulates the challenges to procuring products and 

services more easily that could expedite efficiencies and project execution. In this vein, 

the research of Dieterle and Duchek (2023) becomes relevant. According to their analysis 

of contracting processes between established companies and startups during 

collaborations, these processes need to be simplified in order to align with startups' 

agility and rapid life cycles. For those teams who have extended leadership or 

organizational support to help teams navigate contracting processes, their resilience is 

increased.  

High Team Potency. The study highlights how previous personal and 

professional experiences can positively influence team dynamics. This influence becomes 

particularly important regarding team potency. For example, when seasoned team 

members can share their previous lessons learned and in turn, provide reassurance and 

perspective during challenging projects, a positive team potency is fostered. Teams can 

see a path forward based on their team member’s experience and develop the mindset 

appropriate for adaptation, addressing new and unforeseen situations effectively. 

Contextually, outside team learning opportunities, such as mentoring and 

emotional management training like mindfulness, were identified in the findings and 
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agreed upon by scholars (Douglas, 2020; McCray et al., 2016; Oeij et al., 2016; West, 

2009). Training equips team members with confidence in their skills to manage stress and 

changes, vital for building team potency, and thus, team resilience. When individual team 

members advance their emotional intelligence and overall personal and professional 

development, they can contribute to the resilience of the team as a whole. However, if a 

team is a member of an organizational culture that does not value learning a new 

(possibly better) way, then this potentially stagnates a resilient mindset and, in turn, the 

team’s potency and ability to perform during adversity. 

Finally, the study connects context to team potency through hiring and 

accountability (i.e., firing) practices. The study participants advocate that resilient 

teaming begins with the recruitment of diverse thinkers with a growth and positive 

mindset. Contextually, the human resources department plays a crucial role in identifying 

and selecting individuals who are prone to resilience, such as adaptability, emotional 

intelligence, and problem-solving abilities, which are essential for enhancing team 

resilience. In contrast, the research indicates that a team's collective mindset can be 

negatively affected when team members observe their peers' lack of accountability 

towards the team's or the organization's overarching goals. As a result of failing to 

enforce accountability standards within an organization or team context, members of a 

team or organization tend to feel less accountable and committed. A culture like this can 

lead to disengagement from team goals and organizational goals, thereby eroding the 

cohesiveness and collaboration necessary for resilience. Thus, the study emphasizes the 

importance of maintaining accountability as a key factor in cultivating a positive and 

productive team mindset that leads to resilience.  
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Transformational Leadership. The responsibility for managing adversity 

extends beyond the purview of team leaders by themselves. Teams are frequently integral 

components of broader entities such as program management offices, divisions, or 

simply, an extended leadership team, within an organizational structure. This concept, as 

expounded by General McChrystal (2015), suggests that teams often operate within a 

larger "team of teams" framework. When leaders receive support from a well-established 

organizational infrastructure, team resilience is augmented. The manifestation of 

resilience behaviors can exert a domino effect across teams, influencing both leaders and 

individual team members. Such an environment is crucial for the promotion of resilience.  

A case in point is Tony Hsieh of Zappos, whose metaphor of a company as a 

greenhouse is emblematic of a leadership ethos centered on nurturing, growth, 

adaptability, diversity, and long-term sustainability (Hsieh et al., 2017). This metaphor 

highlights the importance of leaders creating an environment that nurtures employees’ 

and teams' growth and success, analogous to the cultivation of plants in a greenhouse. 

According to contemporary discourse, workplaces are becoming more reliant on 

socialization than traditional performance strategies. As a result of this transition, 

organizational cultures need to reassess their leadership skills and human connection 

skills, or relational skills. According to this perspective, professional development should 

supplement disciplinary expertise with developing interpersonal skills and human 

qualities to improve employees' and teams’ experiences. As one participant reported: 

I think the absolute measure of the quality of a company is the corporate culture 

and how much they invest in their people. And I don't mean invest necessarily in 

their discipline… I mean making them better humans. People like to come to 

work with better humans…people who listen, people that take direction willingly, 

that share their opinion without looking down on someone else people that don't 

really pay any attention to someone's positional title. In case no one's paying 
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attention to the millennials and the Gen Zs, they don't give two shits about 

positional titles. They care about their work mattering and does my company treat 

me like the real person I am, with having a family or whatever their situation is. 

This [type of] corporate culture starts and ends at the top. If the corporate execs 

don't live it, across the board, then you will always find experts to work for your 

company, for any company. Experts are a dime a dozen… [however,] good 

people experts are expensive, and they deserve to be. (Sam) 

According to the argument, younger employees, particularly millennials and Generation 

Z, prioritize meaningful work and authentic recognition over traditional markers of 

hierarchy and power, such as job titles. Instead, leadership must cultivate a supportive 

and humane corporate culture. If corporate executives fail to exemplify these values, 

organizations may settle for mere technical expertise instead of attracting and retaining 

skilled and commendable employees. In such a culture, positive and productive work 

environments, along with talent, are nurtured, underscoring the principle that expertise is 

common, but individuals who excel professionally and personally are rare. A paradigm 

shift in valuing moral considerations is expected to lead to resilience. 

Summary Table and Revised Conceptual Framework 

Table 5 summarizes the team and contextual factors that facilitate and hinder team 

resilience. Key team facilitators that bolster resilience include high-quality relationships, 

safe communications, a clear purpose, social support, high potency, and a 

transformational leadership style. In comparison, hindrances include low quality 

relationships, unsafe communications, unclear purpose, low social support, low potency 

and a transactional leadership style. Some key contextual factors that can facilitate or 

hinder a team’s resilience experience include culture, personal experiences, relational 

skills, social networks, extended leadership style, training, and hiring practices. By 

aligning these factors to team resilience factors, organizations and teams can more 

successfully foster resilience in the workplace.  
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Table 5 

Team and Contextual Factors that Facilitate and Hinder Team Resilience 

 Factor Facilitators Hindrances 

Team 

factors:  

Relationships High-quality Low-quality 

Communications Safe Unsafe 

Purpose Clear Unclear 

Support Social Low 

Potency High Low 

Leadership Transformational Transactional 

Contextual 

factors:  

High-quality 

relationships 

Ext. leadership relationships 

(O) 

Sense of belonging (O) 

Shared experiences (I, O, OO) 

Lack of ext. leadership 

relationships (O) 

Lack of sense of belonging 

(O) 

Safe 

communications 

Psychological safety (O) 

Humor and fun (O) 

Ext. leadership behaviors (O) 

 

“Behavior baggage” (I) 

Unsafe culture (O) 

Power dynamics (O) 

Cultural clashes (OO) 

Clear purpose Ext. leadership behaviors (O) 

Clear organization mission (O) 

Clear industry mission (E) 

Power dynamics (O) 

Shifting purpose (OO) 

Cultural clashes (OO, E) 

Regulations (E) 

Global issues (E) 

Social support Supportive culture (O) 

Social networks (O, OO) 

Ext. leadership behaviors (O) 

Subcontracting (OO) 

Ext. leadership detachment 

(O) 

Procurement processes (O) 

Lack of social networks (O, 

OO) 

High potency Positive experiences (I) 

Training or mentoring (O) 

Hiring practices (O) 

Social networks (O) 

Lack of learning culture (O) 

Lack of accountability (O) 

Lack of positive 

experiences (I) 

Transformational 

leadership 

“Team of teams” mindset (O) 

Learning culture (O) 

Relational skills (O) 

Civic responsibility (O) 

Relational approach (O) 

Lack of ext. leadership 

support (O) 

Hierarchies (O) 

Mechanistic approach (O) 

 

Note. The levels of analysis are included in the parentheses ( ). I = Individual, O = Organization, OO = 

Outside Organization, and E = Environment. Ext. stands for extended.  
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Figure 4 updates the conceptual framework based on this study’s findings. The 

previous conceptual framework in Chapter 2 provided a general understanding of team 

resilience factors. However, Figure 4 updates this framework by incorporating the 

specific findings of this study, six key team resilience factors—high-quality relationships, 

safe communications, clear purpose, social support, high potency, and transformational 

leadership—and adding the importance of contextual alignment in enhancing team 

resilience. When there is a strong fit between the team and its external environment, this 

study asserts that teams are better able to navigate challenges and adapt to changes, 

ultimately fostering greater resilience.  

 

Figure 4  

Updated Conceptual Framework 

 

 

Limitations 

Even though this qualitative study of team resilience provides valuable insights, 

two main limitations should be acknowledged before interpretations are made. Firstly, 
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participants in the sample are mostly from the not-for-profit sector. Through LinkedIn 

and other recruitment efforts, I leveraged my professional network to recruit project 

leaders for this study. Since those who volunteered to participate may not have had 

characteristics that were reflective of those who did not, this approach may have resulted 

in an unrepresentative cross-section of the broader population. Additionally, it may not 

have captured the diverse experiences of individuals from other industries or sectors. 

Secondly, the study adopts Braun and Clarke's (2021a) reflexive thematic 

analysis, which acknowledges researcher subjectivity. With the researcher as the primary 

instrument for data collection and interpretation, there is an inherent bias. This risk is a 

common challenge in all forms of research, but it is important to recognize. Themes are 

not meant to be objectively discovered. Instead, I immersed myself with the data, 

reflected, analyzed and generated themes at the intersection of my subjectivity, my skills 

as a researcher, and the context of the research. Also, this study relies completely on 

interviews, which means that the findings heavily depend on participants’ articulateness 

and self-awareness as well as my interpretation. Considering that the study embraces 

subjective interpretation, traditional, more positivist assessments of reliability and 

replication measures (i.e., intercoder reliability checks, triangulation with external data) 

are inappropriate. Thus, the study does not claim to be objective or representative of all 

team resilience experiences as this does not align with my interpretivist constructivist 

stance. 

Study Recommendations 

It is the intention of these recommendations to support a workforce that can 

develop resilience to adversity more effectively. 
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Theoretical Implications 

Using key elements such as communication, leadership, and shared purpose, the 

study enriches the theoretical landscape of team resilience. This study advocates for an 

integrated approach between team and contextual factors. Researchers such as Raetze et 

al. (2022) highlight the scarcity of cross-level relationship studies in this field, advocating 

multilevel and interdisciplinary research to prevent resilience from becoming an overly 

simplified concept. Mostly, team resilience research may benefit from putting 

conservation-of-resources theory to the side and trying other theoretical lenses, such as 

multisystemic resilience, which argues that resilience emerges as a result of the 

interaction of multiple systems, such as biological, psychological, social, and ecological 

ones. Masten and Ungar have made significant contributions to this field, emphasizing 

the importance of contextual factors and their influence on resilience (Masten et al., 

2021; Masten & Narayan, 2012; Ungar, 2018, 2021). This aligns well with viewing 

project teams through the lens of a complex adaptive system to better understand and 

facilitate the processes that enable systems to navigate challenges and evolve over time.  

Recommendations for Future Research. Particular areas of interest introduced 

by this study include the relational evolution that occurs between team members and the 

consideration for the alignment or misalignment between team and contextual factors. A 

relational evolution implies developmental stages of personal and collective growth. 

Therefore, a more comprehensive understanding of these dynamics could be achieved 

through a longitudinal study using mixed methods, and an integrative framework to see 

how those stages evolve over time. Interesting focus points could be on the alignment 

between the team’s mission and the industry the team serves; how the team member’s 
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social networks influence the team’s ability to navigate adversity; the tradeoffs between 

remote, hybrid, or in person team settings; or the implications of AI as a team member on 

resilience.  

Practical Implications 

 Teams can be trained to become more resilient (Alliger, 2015; Robertson, 2015). 

Training programs, such as communication, conflict resolution, mindfulness, and 

reflexivity practices, can enhance team resilience, and, in turn, collective problem-solving 

skills during adversity. However, this study recommends leadership and team 

development programs should be considered a part of daily operational work versus 

separate traditional training programs in order to have an impact on resilience. Leading 

resilient teams requires daily time and attention aimed at creating supportive and 

inclusive team environments. To emphasize, a once-a-year training will not suffice. We 

are in a state of shifting work environments, including hybrid workforces, use of AI as a 

team member, and virtual teams. Research on how these new types of teams function 

effectively is limited, which makes practical navigation challenging. In addition, many of 

these new working strategies perhaps challenge previous conventional mindsets and 

disrupt the idea of how to be an effective leader of teams, especially when facing 

adversity. Teams and their supporting organizations may need concerted time and effort 

to make sense of a new way of doing and thinking about teamwork. Organizations could 

consider such strategies as separating project leadership from those of some project 

management duties (i.e., report and budget requirements), freeing up some additional 

time needed for individual and team training needs.  



127 

In the domain of human resources development and management, it is imperative 

to place a premium on resilience during the recruitment and selection phases, especially 

for positions that necessitate elevated levels of teamwork and adaptability. The 

performance management framework should integrate resilience as a key performance 

indicator, ensuring its congruence with the overarching objectives of the organization and 

demonstrating to employees its importance. During onboarding, it is crucial to identify 

and emphasize the organizational norms that should be ingrained from the inception of 

employment and supports resilient teams, such as high-quality relationships, safe 

communications, clear purpose, social support, high potency, and transformational 

leadership.  

Finally, the undervalued aspect of relational work within organizational contexts, 

despite its pivotal role in fostering team cohesion and resilience, requires a reevaluation 

of leadership and organizational practices. In organizations that recognize and incorporate 

relational skills into performance evaluations, promotions, and reward systems, protective 

factors that underpin team resilience will be enhanced. A leader must not only embody 

but also advocate for these competencies, setting a standard for organizational culture 

(Fletcher, 2001). As a result of this approach, relational skills are emphasized as an 

important component of organizational cohesion through the strategic integration of 

relational capacities across organizational silos. In addition, project leaders and program 

management offices play an integral role in weaving this social fabric, emphasizing the 

importance of relational considerations in team composition and leadership strategies. 

Leaders' influence on team resilience is particularly noticeable during the preemptive 

phase before adversity occurs (Alliger et al., 2015; Weick, 1993), suggesting the 
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relationship dynamics established from the beginning have enduring impacts on the 

functioning of teams and the organizational infrastructure. Organizations can benefit from 

a more integrated and relationally informed approach to leadership and team 

development based on this perspective. 

Final Thoughts 

Key findings reveal that project leaders view team resilience as an emergent state, 

shaped by communication, purpose, support, mindset, and leadership. These components 

are pivotal in either bolstering or hindering team resilience, contingent on their presence 

or lack thereof within the team's milieu. The research underscores the significance of 

creating an environment that is both safe and supportive, in addition to aligning team 

dynamics with broader contextual factors, as a means of cultivating resilience. This 

perspective is in harmony with extant literature on team resilience and contributes to the 

expansion of current theoretical frameworks, particularly in the realms of relational 

dynamics and multisystemic resilience. In summation, this study furnishes valuable 

insights into the complexities surrounding team resilience. It provides implications that 

are theoretical and practical in nature, thereby contributing to the enhancement of 

resilience within dynamic organizational contexts. 

In Gratitude 

This study yielded numerous significant insights, attributable to the invaluable 

input of the participants. Their readiness to openly share their experiences and provide 

intricate, nuanced accounts significantly enriched the data collection process. Engaging 

with their narratives, expressed with remarkable vividness and clarity, was not only a 

privilege but also an illuminating journey. This engagement facilitated a profound 
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augmentation of understanding and personal growth. I extend my deepest gratitude to the 

participants for their magnanimity and trust, which were instrumental in the success of 

this research endeavor.  
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APPENDIX A: Team Resilience Research 

Source 

Empirical 

or 

Theoretical 

Internal or 

External 

Team Focus 

Summary 

Alliger et al. (2015) 

Theoretical 
Mostly 

Internal 

Summary: Highlights the significance of team resilience in high-pressure and complex environments through a 

practical lens. Some of the key concepts reviewed include clear and shared sense of purpose, strong relationships, 

adaptive mindset, and effective leadership. Articulates 40 behaviors to build team resilience over a framework of 

minimize (before the adverse event), manage (during the adverse event), and mend (after the adverse event). The 

connections between the different levels (e.g., individual, team, and organization) and how they are impacting the 

team’s resilience remain vague. External team activities represent 2 out of the 40 behaviors (i.e., reaching outside 

the team for expertise and thanking people outside the team).  

Capacity view 

Amaral et al. (2015) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 115 team members. Method: Survey. Results: Promotion of collaboration among team members 

positively impacts team resilience. Information technology  

Blatt (2009) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 122 teams. Method: Survey. Summary: Seminal piece. Communal schemas and contracting 

practices (e.g., role clarity and accountability) have a positive impact on team resilience. 

Entrepreneurial teams 

Brykman and King (2021) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 48 teams, ranging from 20–350 team members. Method: Survey. Summary: Voice climate and 

leader learning goal orientation (LGO) have a positive impact on team resilience. 
Canadian tech start-up  

Chapman et al. (2022) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 32 individuals in newly formed military teams. Methods: Longitudinal qualitative study (4–5 

months and 7 group interviews across 2 time points. Summary: Broad support for Gucciardi et al. (2018) 

conceptualization of team resilience. Military 

Cheng et al. (2023) 

Empirical Internal 
Participants: 149 individuals representing 149 teams. Method: Survey. Summary: Affective, cognitive, and 

behavioral coordination have a positive impact on team resilience. 
Information system 

development project 

teams 

Degbey and Einola (2020) 

Empirical Internal 
Participants: 46 virtual teams. Methods: Experimental multimethod qualitative design. Summary: Sensemaking 

as an individual and, when shared, as a collective resource have a positive impact on team resilience 
Virtual project teams 
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Fey and Kock (2022) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 87 teams. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Innovation resilience behavior: (1) preoccupation 

with failure, (2) reluctance to simplify, (3) sensitivity to operations, (4) commitment to resilience, and (5) 

deference to expertise positively impacts team resilience. Logistics service provider 

Giannoccaro et al. (2018) 

Empirical Internal 
Participants: N/A. Method: Model simulation. Summary: Team size negatively impacts. Density of social 

interactions within the team (i.e., magnitude and frequency) have a positive impact on team resilience. Complex and turbulent 

environments 

Grinde and Fusche Moe 

(2022) Empirical Internal 
Participants: 14 players. Methods: Interviews, 10 coaching staff meetings (observations), and researcher diary. 

Summary: Small team units organized as dyadic relations have a positive impact on team resilience. 
Professional sports 

Gucciardi et al. (2018) 

Theoretical Internal 

Summary: The authors highlight 9 key propositions: (1) an optimal mix of members in terms of human capital 

resources sets the stage for team resilience; (2) adversity sets in motion team resilience emergence because (3) 

such situations require that teams access and deploy salient human capital resources to minimize the potentially 

deleterious effects of the contextual demands; (4) the deployment of complementary combinations of human 

capital resources catalyzes behavioral, affective, and cognitive coordination efforts among team members; (5) the 

effects of human capital resources on coordinated efforts are transmitted via group norms; (6) leaders determine 

the content and salience of group norms that in turn maximize team coordination; (7) the influence of group norms 

on coordination efforts is altered by identification with the team; (8) the effects of human capital resources on 

team coordination are moderated by mental models; and (9) as dynamic entities, teams who accumulate collective 

experiences in dealing with adversity develop a shared perception of their team regarding their capability to resist, 

bounce back, or recover from adverse events. 

Emergent view 

Hartmann et al. (2020b) 

Theoretical Internal 

Summary: Hartmann and colleagues took a process approach to develop a conceptual framework of team 

resilience, focusing on the collective dynamics and articulating team resilience as a social process. Framework is 

limited to the team level of analysis and fails to address the social variables introduced at the individual or 

organizational level. 
Process view 

Hartmann et al. (2021) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 91 teams (comprising 711 individuals). Method: Survey-based. Summary: Emotional culture of 

joy have a positive impact on team resilience. Childcare teams 

Karlsen and Berg (2020) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 3 teams (comprising of 17 participants). Method: Mixed-methods. Summary: Project managers' 

use of signature strengths—specifically leadership, open-mindedness, persistence, and hope—significantly 

influences the resilience of project teams. Project teams 

Kegelaers et al. (2021) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 3 participants. Method: Interpretive phenomenological analysis. Summary: Collective resilient 

attitude and strong and shared leadership, whilst avoiding breakdowns in communications, failing leadership, and 

the inability to adapt flexibly. Professional sports 
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Massari et al. (2021) 

Empirical Internal 
Participants: N/A. Method: Model simulation. Summary: Pattern of social interactions affects team resilience 

(i.e., random outperforms scale-free-like pattern). Complex and turbulent 

environments 

Meneghel et al. (2016) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 1,633 employees in 275 teams from 52 companies. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Job social 

resources (i.e., social support climate and team coordination) positively related with team resilience. Team 

resilience is positively related to team performance. 
Small and medium 

enterprises 

Morgan et al. (2013) 
Empirical Internal 

Participant: 31 participants from their respective teams. Method: Focus groups. Summary: Concluded a seminal 

definition of team resilience rooted in relationships. Professional sports 

Morgan et al. (2015) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: Rugby team. Method: Narrative inquiry. Summary: Processes that impact resilience: 

transformational leadership, shared team leadership, team learning, social identity, and positive emotions. Professional sports 

Oeij et al. (2016) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 18 teams. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Mindful infrastructure (i.e., psychological safety, 

team learning, complexity leadership, and team voice) enables team innovation resilience behavior. Innovation teams 

Pavez et al. (2021) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 214 individuals from 50 teams. Method: Survey. Summary: Results support the idea that 

interpersonal trust and group potency are team-based resources that increase project team resilience. Construction 

Sharma and Sharma 

(2016) Empirical Internal Participants: 152 executives. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Team resilience scale development. 

Information technology 

Stoverink et al. (2020) 

Theoretical Internal 

Summary: Stoverink and colleagues developed a theoretical model of work team resilience based on conservation 

of resources theory integrated with resilience and team effectiveness. Future research is needed to test the model, 

but it currently appears to be too simple of a representation for the complex processes involved in work team 

resilience. Although they emphasize team processes, those processes between a team and their environment are 

not included. 

Capacity view 

Talat and Riaz (2020) 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 213 team members. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Team sensemaking is important for 

fostering resilience, mediated by team bricolage. Information technology 

Wei et al. (2022) 

Empirical Internal 

Participants: 256 responses. Method: Survey. Summary: Value proximity, social proximity, knowledge sharing, 

and team cohesion positively influence project team resilience, and knowledge sharing and team cohesion mediate 

the relationships between nonspatial proximity and project team resilience. Construction 
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West et al. (2009) 

Students 
Empirical Internal 

Participants: 308 individuals in 101 teams. Method: Survey. Summary: Seminal piece. Team optimism is an 

important predictor of team outcomes when teams are newly formed, whereas team resilience and team efficacy 

show greater relation after several team interactions. 

Bowers et al. (2017) 

Theoretical 
Internal / 

External 

Summary: Presents multiple levels of influence—individual, team, and organizational—on team resilience and 

proposes that team resilience may be a “second order” emergent state; that is, an emergent state that is the result of 

other emergent states in the team. Although multilevel in nature, the framework is unclear how the various levels 

interact and calls for direct research on the effect of organizational-level inputs on team resilience. 
Emergent view 

Edson (2012) 

Students 
Empirical 

Internal / 

External 

Participants: Student teams. Method: Case study and ground theory. 30 interviews. Summary: Adaptive 

capacity is built from both the top down and the bottom up. In organizations looking to improve leadership and 

organizational resilience, project managers are one of the best possible leverage points. Leadership coaching can 

be very beneficial for project managers. 

Gomes et al. (2014) 

Empirical 
Internal / 

External 

Participants: 26 agencies on one team. Method: Model simulation. Summary: The presence of representatives 

from 26 different agencies might be a source of resilience. In addition, sources of resilience and brittleness were 

found in team coordination, simulation dynamics, and crisis response activities. 
Nuclear emergency 

response 

Hartwig et al. (2020) 

Theoretical 
Internal / 

External 

Summary: Hartwig and colleagues reviewed 35 recent studies (15 quantitative and 9 qualitative) and developed 

an integrative multilevel model of team resilience depicting important attributes within the workplace that impact 

team resilience. Hartwig dives deeply into the relationship between individual and team resilience, but admits only 

a few studies addressed contextual factors and calls out the need for future research to specifically address the role 

of contextual factors (e.g., organizational practices).  

Emergent view 

Hendrikx et al. (2022) 

Empirical 
Internal / 

External 

Participants: 129 team members. Method: Survey-based. Summary: Team familiarity and family support (of 

individuals on the team) positively impact. Healthcare 

McCray et al. (2016) 

Empirical 
Internal / 

External 

Participants: 40 participants. Method: Focus groups. Summary: Team learning for resilience may be a critical 

factor, such as mentorship or individual development of knowledge and management of emotion such as in 

mindfulness training. Healthcare 

Raetze et al. (2021) Theoretical 
Internal / 

External 

Summary: Raetze et al. reviewed about 2000 articles and proposes this framework for understanding resilience in 

organizations. The authors conclude that understanding resilience at each of these levels is important for 

developing a comprehensive understanding of resilience in organizations. In part, the authors suggest that future 

research should focus on developing measures of resilience at each level (tools are less developed at the collective 

levels) as well as exploring the interactions between levels to gain a more holistic understanding of resilience that 

incorporates existing conceptualizations.  
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van der Beek and 

Schraagen (2015) Empirical 
Internal / 

External 

Participants: 91 individuals. Method: Survey. Summary: Resilience is multidimensional and important 

variables included team responding, shared transformational leadership, cooperation with other teams, proactive 

awareness of envisioned unexpected situations, and heedful interrelating amongst team members during adversity.  
Engineering 

Vera et al. (2017) 

Empirical 
Internal / 

External 

Participants: 1,167 employees in 194 work teams from 38 organizations. Methods: Multilevel regression 

modeling. Summary: Team resilience is related to team resources (e.g., collective efficacy, transformational 

leadership, and teamwork) and organizational resources (such as positive organizational practices).  
Service sector and 

industry sector  
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APPENDIX B: Participant Recruitment Email 

Title of Study: Project Leaders’ Perspectives on Team Resilience 

IRB #: NCR234997 

Principal Investigator Name: Renee Rookwood 

Version Date: July 7, 2023 

 

Dear GWU Executive Leadership Program Alum, 

 

My name is Renee Rookwood, and I am a member of Cohort 32 in the Human and 

Organizational Learning program at GWU. I am reaching out to this esteemed group to 

invite you to participate in my doctoral research study exploring how companies, or 

sources outside of companies, support or hinder project teams facing challenges.  

 

CRITERIA TO QUALIFY: 

• Project leaders with at least 5 years’ experience leading projects.  

• Project leaders who have led projects in organizations such as research and 

development, consulting, or technology companies.  

• Project leaders who can describe a team’s experience with a significant 

challenge. The challenge should be one that places stress on the individuals and 

the team, potentially compromising the team’s objective. 

 

WHAT IS ASKED OF YOU: 

• Schedule and engage in a one-hour, virtual interview with me to share 

more about your challenging experience.  

 

If you are interested, please contact me at reneerookwood@gwu.edu or at 703-585-7385. 

If you are unable to participate, please consider sharing this email with colleagues who 

may meet the criteria.  

 

Thank you for your time and consideration for participation in this study. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Renee L. Rookwood 

Doctoral Candidate 

Human and Organizational Learning 

The George Washington University 
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent 

Title of Study: Project Leaders’ Perspectives on Team Resilience 

IRB #: NCR234997 

Principal Investigator Name: Renee Rookwood 

Version Date: July 7, 2023 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Russell Korte 

of the Department of Human and Organizational Learning, George Washington 

University (GWU). Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. Further information 

regarding this study may be obtained by contacting Renee L. Rookwood (student 

researcher), at telephone number [XXX-XXX-XXXX]. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore how companies, or sources outside of companies, 

support or hinder project teams facing challenges.  

 

What are the reasons you might choose to volunteer for this study? As a participant, you 

may: 

• Gain a better understanding of how project leaders make sense of team resilience, 

which could be helpful information in your professional life.  

• Add to the scholarly conversation about team resilience. 

• Add to your practical toolbox on how to lead a resilient team. 

 

What are the reasons you might not choose to volunteer for this study? Although the risks 

are minimal, should you choose to participate, reflecting on challenging or adverse 

experiences may evoke uncomfortable memories. Every effort will be made to minimize 

any risks to you as a participant in this research effort and to ensure that all information 

provided by you will be kept private. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to have a one-hour interview 

with the student researcher (Renee Rookwood) to share your experience as the project 

leader of a team. Your participation is completely voluntary. The personally identifiable 

information collected will be coded using a unique ID number. The coded lists are only 

accessible to the research team. The information that contains your personally identifiable 

information will be kept separately from the rest of your data. The only time identifiable 

information (email address) will be directly linked to your responses is when the research 

team emails you a copy of the de-identified transcript for review of its accuracy.  

 

Possible risks you could experience during this study include the following:  

• Your privacy is protected, which means that results cannot be traced back to you. 

• You might experience some discomfort from reflecting on difficult work 

experiences. 

 

The benefits to our understanding and practices that might result from this study are 

these:  
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• Increasing our knowledge and practices of project leadership to foster greater 

team resilience.  

 

Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential; however, this cannot be 

guaranteed. Your name will not be used at any time, and your individual participation and 

responses to this interview will be kept strictly confidential. No one other than the 

research team will know that you are part of this study. Your research records may be 

provided to authorized representatives of the George Washington University Office of 

Human Research and/or the Committee on Human Research. You will not be identified 

by name in any reports or publications of this study. After two years from the conclusion 

of this study, the audio tapes will be destroyed. If the results of this research study are 

reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the people who participated in this study 

will not be named or identified.  

 

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, telephone number 

(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 

participant.  

 

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not required. Your willingness to participate in this 

research study is implied if you proceed.  

 

Please keep a copy of this document for your records. 
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APPENDIX D: Social Media Post 

Title of Study: Project Leaders’ Perspectives on Team Resilience 

IRB #: NCR234997 

Principal Investigator Name: Renee Rookwood 

Version Date: July 5, 2023 

 

I am excited to share this opportunity to participate in a research study! If you are a 

project leader and are willing to share your team’s experience facing a significant 

challenge, I want to learn more. #teamleadership #teamresilience  
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APPENDIX E: Interview Guide 

The purpose of this study is to explore how companies, or sources outside of companies, 

support or hinder project teams facing challenges. An interview of about 45 to 60 minutes 

will be conducted to gain a deeper understanding of project team resilience in context. A 

semi-structured format will be used in the interview. The questions may not follow 

exactly as described below due to the semi-structured nature of the interview. Ideally, I 

will aim to facilitate a conversation, and I may need to adapt the questions accordingly as 

the conversation unfolds. The questions will be pilot tested with two participants who 

meet the participant criteria and possibly adjusted for clarity. 

Date: Time: Location: 

Interviewer: Renee Rookwood Interviewee: 

 

Welcome and 

Introductions 

 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. My 

name is Renee Rookwood and I’m a researcher at The George 

Washington University. 

 

Interviewer explains the study, uses of the findings, purpose of 

the interview, participant selection process, and interview 

format. 

Consent and 

Questions 

Interviewer confirms signed consent form and reviews with 

participant, including assurance of privacy, anonymity, data 

management, and answers any questions from the interviewee. 

Recording  

 

I would like to record our conversation to make sure we 

capture everything you say correctly but can be attentive to our 

discussion. Only I will have access to the recordings and will 

review any details that may have been missed in our notes. 

What you say will not be used for any purposes beyond 

informing the study. We won’t identify you by name in any 

reports we produce. Do I have your permission to record? 

Interviewer obtains permission for recording. Recording 

device(s) turned on. This is Renee Rookwood conducting 

interview with [participant number or pseudonym]. 

Opening Sequence 

 

1. Please tell me about your project leading experience. 
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(Establishing rapport 

and project 

leadership 

experience) 

Probes: Types of projects and for what industries. Number of 

years of experience. Most recent experience.  

Content Sequence  

 

(Establishing the 

adversity faced) 

2. Can you describe a time when your team experienced a 

problem or some kind of incident occurred that threatened 

the team’s objective? Can you walk me through the 

incident? 

 

Probes (Team): Size of the team. Project’s objective.  

 

Probes (Adversity): Type of challenge. Circumstances. 

Time/Place. Outcome. 

 

Incident retelling: “I want to be sure we have the same 

understanding of the incident…” 

Content Sequence  

 

(Establishing team 

factors) 

3. How (if at all) did team factors impact your ability to 

respond to the challenge?  

 

Probes: Team’s reaction, activities. Individual reactions, 

activities. Tell me more. Please explain. 

Content Sequence 

 

(Establishing 

organizational 

factors) 

4. How did the company support or hinder your team’s 

ability to respond to the challenge (e.g., policies, resources, 

knowledge management systems, programs, mentoring, 

etc.)? 

 

Probes: Tell me more. What were you seeing, hearing, feeling, 

or experiencing from the organization? Please explain.  

Content Sequence 

 

(Establishing outside 

organizational 

factors) 

5. Did anything outside the company support or hinder 

your team’s ability to respond to the challenge (e.g., 

regulatory policies, labor market, professional 

engagements, social network, family support, etc.)? 

 

Probes: Tell me more. Please explain. 

Content Sequence 

 

(Lessons learned) 

6. What did you and your team learn from this 

experience? 

 

7. Anything you might do differently next time? 

 

Probes: Consider hypothetical experiences and how that might 

have made a difference. Tell me more about the team factors. 

Tell me more about the factors outside of the team. 

Concluding 

Sequence 

8. We are approaching the end of our discussion. Is there 

anything else you would like to add that we didn’t cover?  
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Probes: Advice to offer project leaders facing a challenge. 

References to the team’s work. 

Thank You The information you shared has been a great asset to the 

research. We hope you have found this discussion interesting. 

Thank you for taking the time to talk to me today. Would it be 

okay if I contacted you in the future if we need to get 

clarification on something we talked about today? Thank you 

for participating.  

Turn off audio recorder(s). 

 


