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Abstract
The United Nations Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific defined “governance” as: the 
process of decision-making and the process by which 
decisions are implemented (or not implemented)1. The 
decisions that need to be implemented at a strategic level 
to build resilient social work organisations are identified. 
The author advocates the adoption of a strategic 
management framework to mature the processes by 
which decisions are implemented.
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Article
Strategic management isn’t a switch that you can simply 
turn on and off. Think of your organisation as a Formula 
one car on the starting line at a Grand prix. Everything 
seems to be there, the driver is sitting in the cockpit 
waiting on the lights to change, easing off on the clutch, 
clicking the gears into place, and preparing to accelerate. 
But unless you strategically manage your organisation, 
it’s like you have built the car but forgot to include the 
engine.

Despite what people might tell you, managing resilience 
at an organisational level doesn’t have to be expensive 
or a gamble. While it is true that there is nothing certain 
about the results you will achieve, there are specific 
actions CEOs and senior management can take that will 
dramatically increase the likelihood that organisations not 
only survive, but also to thrive in the face of adversity.

Social workers deal with crisis in people’s lives every day 
-it’s what you are trained to do but at an organisational 
level it isn’t just about getting through crises; a 
truly resilient organisation has two other important 
capabilities-the foresight and situational awareness to 
prevent potential crises emerging; and an ability to turn 
crises into a source of strategic opportunity.

International research2 has identified three main themes 
with thirteen associated indicators to look for to assess 
the resilience of an organisation. 

Leadership: There is an ancient Chinese proverb that 
says “the best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. 
The second best time is now.” The best time to plan 
for a crisis is before the crisis happens but strong crisis 
leadership is essential to provide good management 
and decision making during times of crisis, as well 

1 UNESCAP “What is good governance”  
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/good-governance.pdf accessed (11/7/2015)

2 Resilient Organisations Research Programme, (2012) 
University of Canterbury, & University of Auckland

as continuous evaluation of strategies and work 
programmes against organisational goals.

Situation Awareness: Sir Isaac Newton once said : “What 
we know is a drop, what we don’t know is an ocean.” 
One of the things that keep CEOs and organisation 
leaders awake at night are the unknown unknowns. A 
key characteristic of resilient organisations is where staff 
are encouraged to be vigilant about the organisation, 
its performance and potential problems. Organisations 
can de-risk the potential that fragmented information 
presents, and turn it into a key organisational strength. 
Staff are rewarded for sharing good and bad news about 
the organisation including early warning signals and these 
are quickly reported to organisational leaders.

Leveraging Knowledge: Allied to situational awareness 
is the ability to leverage the knowledge that is present. 
Resilient organisations have a mature capability to access 
critical information and expert opinions when required. 
Typically roles are shared and staff are trained to avoid 
key person dependency.

Decision Making: A key indicator of organisational 
resilience is one where staff have the appropriate 
authority to make decisions related to their work and 
authority is clearly delegated to enable a crisis response. 
Highly skilled staff are involved, or are able to make, 
decisions where their specific knowledge adds significant 
value, or where their involvement will aid implementation. 
Unfortunately some organisations are complacent in this 
regard, failing to focus on clarity of role, clarity of purpose 
and clarity of authority to make decisions. 

Staff Engagement: The engagement and involvement of 
staff who understand the link between their own work, 
the organisation’s resilience, and its long term success is 
a crucial aspect of resilient organisations. Engagement 
happens when staff are empowered and use their skills 
to solve problems. The 2014 Kings fund report3 of the 
Review of Staff Engagement and Empowerment in the 
NHS found that high staff engagement scores in the 
NHS staff survey was reflected in better care and better 
outcomes for patients .

3 King’s Fund (2014) “Improving NHS Care by Engaging Staff and Devolving Decision-
Making Report of the Review of Staff Engagement and Empowerment in the NHS”; p7
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Innovation and Creativity: Innovation is not something 
that can simply be switched on and off, like a light switch. 
Global high performing organisations embed a process of 
innovation management in their organisational DNA. Staff 
are encouraged and rewarded for using their knowledge 
in novel ways to solve new and existing problems, 
and for utilising innovative and creative approaches to 
developing solutions.

Effective Partnerships: Resilient organisations can 
point to having effective partnerships in place with 
other organisations that they trust, partners who 
have compatible communication styles with your 
organisation and compliment your work. Strategically 
this creates an understanding of the relationships and 
resources the organisation might need to access from 
other organisations during a crisis, and planning and 
management to ensure this access.

Breaking Silos: Silos within organisations can create 
divisive social, cultural and behavioural barriers, which 
often manifest themselves as communication barriers 
creating disjointed, disconnected and detrimental ways 
of working.

Internal Resources: The management and mobilisation 
of the organisation›s resources to ensure its ability to 
operate during business as usual, as well as being able to 
provide the extra capacity required during a crisis.

Unity of Purpose: Strategic management can only work 
if there is unity of purpose throughout the organisation, 
which sets the tone and awareness of what the 
organisation’s priorities would be following a crisis. This 
needs to be clearly defined at the organisation level, and 
senior management need to have an understanding of 
the organisation’s minimum operating requirements.

Proactive Posture: A strategic and behavioural readiness 
to respond to early warning signals of change in the 
organisation’s internal and external environment before 
they escalate into crisis.

Planning Strategies: The development and evaluation of 
plans and strategies to manage vulnerabilities in relation 
to the organisation’s environment and its stakeholders.

Stress Testing Plans: The participation of staff in 
simulations or scenarios designed to practice response 
arrangements and validate plans.

Strategic management can be defined as “the art and 
science of formulating, implementing and evaluating 
cross-functional decisions that enable an organisation to 
achieve its objectives4.”

Though we live in challenging times, those organisations 
who invest in strategic management and build a culture 
of resilience, will be better poised to survive and thrive.

4 David, F.R. (2009). Strat.Mgmt.: Concepts and Cases. 
12th ed. FT Prentice Hall, p. 36-37, 40, 48
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