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RESILENCE AS A CORE PROJECT MANAGEMENT 
CAPABILITY1 

 

Harold Kerzner, Ph.D. and Al Zeitoun, Ph.D. 
 

INTRODUCTION _______________________________________________________ 
 
During the past decade, one of the most important words in the project manager’s 
vocabulary has been “resilience.” Resilience is the ability to adapt, recover, and maintain 
stability when faced with unexpected changes that can occur, perhaps on a regular basis, 
and can impact on the objectives, deadlines, and how people perform their work. If 
resilience is not managed effectively and people are removed from their comfort zones 
and sense of equilibrium, negative consequences can result.  
 
Years ago, resilience was discussed primarily as part of enterprise risk management 
studies as to how well traditional organizational management reacted to a loss of 
important business, the growth in new business, the addition of new functional units or 
the removal of functional units. Today, resilience application studies have been published 
for many disciplines and industries. All organizations and disciplines can be impacted by 
changes requiring the implementation of resilience practices.   
 
Another dimension that brought resilience to the forefront is the ongoing and nonstop 
transformation that organizations and leaders are having to go through. A thread that is 
starting to develop in transformations that show success signs has been pointing to the 
criticality of resilience as a capability, the associated level of adaptability that is exhibited 
within the organizational culture, and the degree of openness and willingness to learn, 
and see opportunities in these times of increasing uncertainty. 
 
 
GROWTH OF RESILIENCE IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT ______________________ 
 
In traditional enterprise management systems, the need for resilience management 
practices is often easier to identify and perform because the expected changes are mostly 
predictable and the impacts are often known. Because projects are temporary and must 
come to an end at a predetermined time, there is often a greater level of uncertainty, and 
the outcomes may be unpredictable.   
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In projects, the variations and challenges that can occur significantly increase the possible 
negative effects, as well as the need for immediate project resilience practices. However, 
the growth in challenges and the need for project resilience may come to an end when 
the project is completed. In organizational management systems, resilience usually 
impacts on an entire business unit whereas in projects, the impact can be at an individual 
level or project team level but may grow and can eventually affect an entire organizational 
unit and various stakeholder levels. 
 
In enterprise management systems, functional organizations generally struggled with 
changes needed and did not handle resilience well. There existed a heavy reliance on 
bureaucracy to solve problems. Many organizations established resilience projects that 
focused almost exclusively on enterprise resilience efforts. In traditional project 
management, project managers historically were often not responsible for managing 
resilience. Whenever problems, challenges or disruptions occurred, project managers 
would bring the issues to the project sponsors who then managed resilience using formal 
authority. Resilience management on traditional projects was considered as a temporary 
solution because projects would eventually come to an end and workers could then forget 
about the disturbances and continue as they had before.  
 
All of this has now changed. Companies are now working on more projects that require 
innovation and creativity and are expected to last much longer than traditional projects. 
Project management has been converted from technical to a business discipline. Project 
managers are now expected to make business-related decisions as well as technical 
decisions. Companies believe they are now managing their entire business by projects 
and project management is one of the four or five most important career paths needed 
for business growth and survival.  
 
Risk management has always been one of the most important skills for project managers. 
Historically, project managers adopted a reactive risk management approach by waiting 
for the risk to appear before taking action. Today, project managers are proactive and are 
expected to anticipate the risks that might appear and plan for their resolution. The 
challenges faced with many of the newer projects and the growth of the VUCA 
environment (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) have made it apparent that 
project managers cannot always manage the expected risks simply by estimating the 
probability of occurrence and expected outcomes. Many of the risks are unknown 
unknowns rather than known unknowns. Proactive resilience is now a major contributor 
to how project managers address risks and crises.  
 
The importance of project management to organizations has made it clear that project 
managers can no longer rely upon bureaucratic oversight for managing critical issues and 
must take the lead in addressing resilience management efforts. Project managers now 
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have responsibility for leadership that includes resilience management. The newly 
released 8th edition of the PMBOK® Guide briefly discusses the importance of resilience 
but does not provide any specific instructions on how to perform resilience management. 
There are published papers and papers presented at conferences that are now 
increasingly addressing the topic. 
 
RESILIENCE CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS ______________________________  
 
Project managers understand the need to be able to respond quickly and adapt to 
problems, challenges, disruptions and other serious issues that can prevent a successful 
project outcome. Effective project management leadership must include a project or 
business resilience framework that helps the project team bounce back from 
uncertainties which will most certainly occur with many of the new types of projects. 
 
Resilience requires understanding how people are impacted by changes and creates a 
framework for resilience management, as highlighted in Figure 1. Resilience practices 
are today part of effective project management leadership and include: 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1 – Framework for Resilience Management  
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• Proactive Leadership: Project managers must provide proactive rather than 
reactive leadership by waiting for risks or disruptions to occur. 

• Understand The Challenges: Project managers must understand both the 
business and technical issues requiring resilience. Sometimes, project managers 
accept what appears to be a simple or unrealistic solution to a problem and makes 
the situation worse. The project team must understand the impact that the 
disturbance has on the total project rather than just a component of the project. 
Also, whatever solution is attempted should be designed to resolve the entire 
problem or disturbance rather than just part of it. 

• Prioritize The Issues: Not all of the issues or disturbances carry the same weight 
or urgency. Prioritization of both the issues and resilience responses may be 
necessary. 

• Make Adjustments: Project managers must be willing to make adjustments or 
changes to the original project plan and resilience practices, when necessary. New 
tools, such as the Agile methodology can ease the pain of resilience management. 

• Engaging Team Members: Project managers must engage team members using 
effective collaboration and communication practices throughout the life cycle of the 
project. Team members often have personal feelings that must be addressed using 
psychological resilience practices rather than enterprise resilience. Team 
members may worry more about how changes impact their career opportunities 
than the impact on the project. 

• Follow Up: A resilience plan is not a one-time event. There must be follow-up 
activities to ensure that the correct changes are taking place. 

• Build Trust: Effective engagement and follow up practices will help to build trust 
and worker willingness to participate in resilience efforts. 

• Managing Personal Stress: When project managers effectively manage their 
own personal stress and issues effectively, it serves as a guide for others and 
helps gain team member support. 

• Maintain A Positive Mindset: Changes and disruptions will occur. Project 
Managers must maintain a positive mindset and possibly view some of the 
challenges and disruptions as opportunities that can come from resilience. 

• Engaging Stakeholders and Diverse Teams: Stakeholders and diverse project 
team members may have different types of expectations and issues. In some 
global environments, resilience management may require a political, cultural or 
religious perspective included.  

 
Organizations today are realizing that the resolution to many of the enterprise and project 
issues requires modifications to the existing corporate culture. As mentioned in section 9-
2, Zeitoun, A. (2025).  Creating Experience-Driven Organizational Culture, a hypothesis 
behind resilience in leadership was used, stated: “Sustainable value creation is a mindset 
shift.” The question that was used to test this hypothesis was: “What contributes the most 
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to sustaining value creation across the organization?” Insights from this testing are shown 
in Figure 2 below. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 – Sustainable Value Creation 
 
 
The movie Tommy Boy was used in this section of the book to show how Tommy 
exemplified resilience in how he handled the continually changing obstacles, especially 
across the internal cultures of that manufacturing organization highlighted in the movie. 
Project managers understand the benefits of a good corporate and project team culture 
that is adaptable, flexible, and able to guide their teams through complex situations, 
ensuring the project's success despite obstacles. Good cultures allow team members to 
state their opinions without fear of reprimand and support a project team’s resilience 
efforts to overcome challenges, setbacks, or crises. Good cultures support staying 
productive and moving forward despite adversity resulting from technical issues, risks, or 
interpersonal problems. 
 
FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES ________________________________________________  
 
Resilience practices, when necessary, must be followed up and reviewed continuously to 
ensure their effectiveness and that the desired results are happening. There are several 
reasons for follow-up. You must determine if the resistance that required a resilience plan 
is sustainable or has changed. New team members may be brought into the project and 
have issues requiring changes to the resilience plan. Companies are now establishing 
resilience metrics to measure and track the effectiveness of resilience practices on a 

Based on Open LinkedIn Polling. 
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project. Many of the resilience metrics are modifications to existing metrics such as the 
impact of resilience efforts on time, cost, scope and quality. 
 
 
LOOKING AHEAD ______________________________________________________ 
 
With the anticipated complexities and challenges expected in future projects, the 
importance and use of resilience will most certainly increase. There are two critical 
concerns senior managers are considering. First, how can a company identify as early as 
possible which projects could possibly require resilience practices? If the identification 
can be made prior to project approval, project teams can be staffed with personnel that 
understand and will support resilience efforts. 
 
Several changes are slowly taking place in many industries to help organizations 
anticipate and plan for expected resilience efforts. In one company, project managers 
accompany sales personnel during initial contact with clients to identify as early as 
possible requirements that could disrupt project execution and remove workers from 
comfort zones. In another company, project managers are allowed to interview workers 
prior to the workers being officially assigned to the project to identify any psychological 
issues they may have that could impact their performance. Workers may be given the 
right to refuse an assignment to certain projects based upon psychological issues. 
 
The second senior management concern involved identifying the impact and 
modifications that may be necessary to standard project management practices resulting 
from the use of resilience. Concerns that need to be addressed include: 
 

• The impact on selecting a project management methodology 

• The impact on selecting tools and templates 

• Assigning responsibility for capturing resilience best practices 

• Defining new or additional roles for PMOs and Centers of Excellence 

• The impact on selecting the best leadership style 

• The impact resulting from turnovers in project team members 

• The impact on project sponsorship 

• The impact on relationships with stakeholders 

• Evaluation of the effectiveness of cultures that support resilience 
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