
 
 

 

How can we be resilient in the face of 
change and challenge? 
  

By Helen Frewin, Business Psychologist, Totem Consulting 
 

Pretending we can plaster a smile on our faces and think positive when life is tough 

is not particularly helpful. 
 
What can we do then?  

 
The question is better asked, what can we think? As this emphasises the point that 

resilience is more about the way we think than a list of actions we add to the to-do 
list. 
 

The first thing to acknowledge is that we're not in control.  Sad news for all those 
control freaks out there (that would be most of us!), or perhaps helpful news... This 

is why life can be frustrating: The very things we want to control or even influence, 
we can often do nothing about. 
 

Steven Covey talked about this decades ago in his book the 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People and the idea is still very relevant today.  The more we moan about 

what we can't control, the more frustrated and annoyed we get.  The more we 
accept what we can't control and focus on what we can do. Respond with the best 
actions in a bad situation, consider how we react in a less emotional way, look at 

how we can influence things, if at all possible etc, the more powerful, in control and 
effective we'll be. 
  

 
 
Covey talked about three circles around us: our locus of control.  In the first, inner 

circle we have everything we’re in control of.  What we think, feel, say and do.  Not 
a lot really that we’re in control of, just ourselves.  Then we have the things we can 

influence: other people, our environment, our work (sometimes).  And finally we 
have everything else in the Universe – all the other stuff going on that we can’t 

really do anything about: The weather, a decision taken by someone far away we 
can’t influence, global poverty, climate change, war.  Did you find yourself thinking 
some of those things could be influenced by you?   
  



 
 

That’s the point of all this.  It’s helpful to stop and think: Am I worrying about and 

getting annoyed by things I can do nothing about?  Then stop wasting your 
energy.  Am I worried about and getting annoyed by things I could influence, even 
in a small way?  Then stop moaning and do something.  That’s what highly 

resilient, successful people do: They start with what they can control – their own 
actions, choosing to do something where they can. 
  
So what do we do then when we cannot influence something at all, yet we’re 
responsible for implementing it?  I may not agree with austerity, but it’s here and 

I’m expected to lead on making cuts.  I may not agree with ways of working, 
systems and process agreed by decision-makers I cannot influence, but I’m 

expected to implement those methods.  These are items that sit in the outer circle 
– I cannot control or influence them.  So what can I do?  I can choose my reaction. 
  
I can choose to call a meeting with my team where we share our frustrations, 
explore what we could possibly do to influence the situation, and – after only a 

short time of this venting, perhaps 5-10 minutes, we stop.  We agree what we can 
control and what we can’t.  And we move on. 
  
Imagine a meeting where we all write up what things are on our plates, worry lists 
and frustrations, and we put them in the three circles.  By acknowledging what we 

can’t control, we can move on and say, “what can we do?”  “How do we make the 
best of a bad or challenging situation?” 
  
Give it a try and by getting a team around you involved too, you can put a stop to 
circular moaning and get onto action that makes the best of the situation, which 

will help your resilience and feeling of being in control.  It may not be the control 
you’d like – to affect that overall decision in the first place – but it’s the control you 

have, to choose your reaction. 
 

 Helen was talking at CIPFA’s Central Government Finance Conference in 

London on 13 October in London. 
 

 As Helen highlighted in her talk, an incredibly powerful tool for resilience is 
the development of mindfulness.  If you would like to understand more about 
mindfulness, check out Totem’s video and look into the brilliant Headspace.  

http://www.totem-consulting.com/mindfulness-connect/
•%09https:/www.headspace.com/

