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3 strategies to cultivate sustainable leadership behaviors 

The Executive’s Role in Fostering 
Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

Covid-19 illuminated the fact that the current way we are asking 
our health care leaders to operate is not sustainable. While they 
have demonstrated tremendous resilience in response to the 
pandemic, many are experiencing burnout or leaving health 
care altogether. Moreover, leaders must continue to operate in 
an increasingly uncertain and volatile environment well beyond 
the end of the pandemic. This reality requires adaptive leaders 
who practice and model self-awareness and vulnerability, 
prioritize taking time away to restore themselves, and take risks 
to lead their teams through uncertainty. 

Read on for three strategies executives should take to 
foster an environment that supports and reinforces these 
leadership behaviors. 
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The conventional wisdom

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

Covid-19 placed an extraordinary level of stress on the health care workforce. 
Since the beginning of the pandemic, organizations were rightly concerned about 
the well-being of their staff amid unprecedented trauma. 

Sources: Abelson R, “Doctors Are Calling It Quits Under Stress of the Pandemic,” New York Times, November 15, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/15/health/Covid-doctors-nurses-quitting.html., Gandhi V, “As COVID-19 Continues, 
Employees Are Feeling Less Prepared,” Gallup, July 2, 2020, https://www.gallup.com/workplace/313358/covid-continues-
employees-feeling-less-prepared.aspx., Lagasse J, “Healthcare workers experiencing burnout, stress due to COVID-19 
pandemic, ”Healthcare Finance, December 8, 2020, https://www.healthcarefinancenews.com/news/healthcare-workers-
experiencing-burnout-stress-due-covid-19-pandemic; Advisory Board interviews and analysis. 

Managers and directors bore an additional burden, charged with supporting their 
team’s resilience as well as their own. For example, leaders were expected to 
stay calm under pressure, strive for and inspire high performance, and prioritize 
their team at all times. These leadership behaviors help leaders protect their 
team but ultimately put them at risk for burnout.  

As the pandemic wore on and leaders became increasingly overwhelmed, we 
saw a renewed focus on leadership resilience and how to cultivate it. Many 
organizations looked to additional training to bolster leaders’ personal resilience, 
such as workshops, leadership retreats, mindfulness training, and individual 
coaching sessions.

DATA SPOTLIGHT

of care providers have 
considered retiring, quitting 
their jobs, or changing their 
careers after the pandemic 

48%
of health care workers 
indicated that they did not 
feel they had adequate 
emotional support

39%

Well-being during the pandemic

of health care workers 
reported symptoms of  
exhaustion and burnout

76%
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Our take

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

Individual interventions, such as training and coaching sessions, can be effective 
in cultivating resilient leaders. However, these interventions primarily treat the 
symptom of burnout. That is, they help leaders bounce back from stressful 
situations without addressing the underlying systems that contribute to burnout. 
This places the onus on the individual leader to become more resilient in the 
face of adversity. Instead, these individual interventions must be paired with 
an organizational approach that addresses the environment that leaders 
are operating within. 

The upward trend in burnout certainly didn’t start with Covid-19. Rather, the 
pandemic amplified the conditions of a system that was already untenable and 
unsustainable for leaders. Thus, the ambition at hand is greater than helping 
leaders recover from the stress and trauma of Covid-19. Now is the time for 
executive teams to critically examine the aspects of our current culture that 
continue to undermine leaders’ resilience and ability to adapt. Through research 
interviews with health care leaders from around the world, we identified three 
elements of organizational culture that exacerbated leader burnout during the 
pandemic. These elements are summarized in the table on page 6.

The ultimate pitfall with the way we look at well-being is 
that we only consider the need to boost resilience and not 
the need to fix the system. What we end up signaling to 
staff is that we’re trying to boost your resilience so that we 
can continue to treat you badly. 
HR Director

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.
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The reality is that leaders will need to continue operating in an increasingly 
uncertain and volatile environment well beyond the end of the pandemic. This 
will require adaptive leaders who practice and model self-awareness and 
vulnerability, prioritize taking time away to restore themselves, and take risks to 
lead their teams through uncertainty.1 This report details three organizational 
strategies to cultivate an environment that supports and reinforces these 
leadership behaviors.

If organizations fail to address these environmental factors, we risk further 
disengaging or burning out our leaders, and/or losing them to other organizations 
and industries. This will undoubtedly have ripple effects across the entire 
workforce, as we can’t expect disengaged or burned out leaders to effectively 
support their teams.

OUR TAKE

Sources: Heifetz R, et al., The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and 
Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World, Boston: Harvard 
Business Press, 2009; Advisory Board interviews and analysis. 

1. Adaptive leadership, as defined by Heifetz et al., is “the practice of 
mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive.” 

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders
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Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

Current culture Current norms and 
behaviors

Aspirational norms 
and behaviors

Organizational 
strategy

What's true about our 
current culture that 
undermines leaders’ 
resilience and 
adaptability?

How do leaders 
behave in this 
environment that no 
longer serves them?

How do we need 
leaders to 
behave/lead to 
navigate what's 
ahead?

What can 
organizations do 
differently to get 
leaders there?

Leaders are asked to 
put their team's 
engagement first

Leaders put on a 
“brave” face in front of 
their teams and 
colleagues

Leaders practice 
and model self-
awareness and 
vulnerability

Center leaders’ 
emotional well-being 
so they have capacity 
to support their 
teams

Leaders' set point is at 
maximum capacity

Leaders focus on 
increasing productivity, 
doing more to keep up

Leaders prioritize 
taking time to restore 
themselves

Protect time away 
from day-to-day 
operations for leaders 
to regain perspective

Leaders are given 
prescribed objectives 
from the top
to execute against

Leaders defer to place 
in hierarchy and 
exercise control over 
their defined sphere

Leaders take risks, 
color outside the 
lines, guide toward 
the reinvention

Make it safe for 
leaders to lead 
through uncertainty
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Three strategies to cultivate sustainable 
leadership behaviors 

To cultivate an environment that supports and reinforces the aspirational 
leadership behaviors summarized on page 6, executives should pursue three 
strategies listed below. Within each strategy, we offer examples of organizations 
that are making progress in these areas. 

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

01 STRATEGY

Center leaders’ emotional well-being so they 
have capacity to support their teams

02 STRATEGY

Protect time away from day-to-day operations 
for leaders to regain perspective 

03 STRATEGY

Make it safe for leaders to lead through 
uncertainty

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.
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Center leaders’ emotional 
well-being so they have capacity 
to support their teams01

Organizations often put staff resilience, well-being, and engagement before that 
of leaders, both in and outside of moments of crisis. For example, most 
engagement and retention action plans focus on support for frontline staff, 
leaving leaders out. Many leaders believe that they must put on a “brave” face in 
front of their teams and colleagues, as showing vulnerability is sign of weakness 
that undermines their very identity as a leader. However, suppressing emotions 
is not good for a person’s health, and organizations can’t expect disengaged or 
burned out leaders to effectively engage their teams. 

A powerful way to improve emotional well-being is for a person to develop self-
awareness by naming the emotions they are experiencing and asking for help 
when needed. These behaviors are core tenets of emotional intelligence, which 
offers many benefits to individuals and teams. 

Sources: Boamah SA, et al., “Factors influencing new graduate nurse burnout development, job satisfaction and patient care quality: a 
time-lagged study,” May 2017, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27878844/; Brown, B, Dare to Lead, New York: Random House, 2018; 
Gilar-Corbi, R et al.,“Can emotional intelligence be improved? A randomized experimental study of a business-oriented EI training 
program for senior managers,” PloS, October 2019, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6808549/; Hendel, Hilary, “Ignoring 
Your Emotions is Bad for Your Health. Here’s What to Do About It,” TIME, February 2018, https://time.com/5163576/ignoring-your-
emotions-bad-for-your-health/; “Taking Action Against Clinician Burnout: A Systems Approach to Professional Well-Being,” National 
Academies Press (US), October 2019, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK552609/; Advisory Board interviews and analysis. 

Critical to building strong, 
trusting relationships with 
teams and peers

Positive impact on stress 
management, motivation,
and productivity of team

Improves leaders’ own 
emotional well-being and 
protects against burnout
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To cultivate resilient, adaptive leaders, organizations must normalize and 
encourage leaders to put on their own oxygen mask first. This shift runs 
counterintuitive to some deeply held beliefs about what leadership entails; thus, 
it’s unrealistic to rely on leaders to alter their own behavior. Rather, organizations 
must take steps to signal the criticality of emotional well-being, shifting it from a 
private, personal endeavor to one that is integrated into the day-to-day work and 
interactions between leaders. Below are some starting considerations from 
organizations that are doing this well.  

• This work begins with executive role modeling. Executives have an 
outsized impact when it comes to normalizing behaviors that contribute to 
mental and emotional well-being. For example, Children’s Mercy Kansas 
City features quotes from senior leaders on their internal webpage describing 
what they are doing to care for their personal well-being. This visibility gives 
leaders and staff permission to take steps to prioritize their own well-being. 

1. CENTER LEADERS’ EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING SO THEY HAVE CAPACITY TO SUPPORT THEIR TEAMS (CONT.)

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

This is not going to be about the person who is in their 
first-time leadership position. It's the people where 
everyone knows their name, but might not know them, 
who have the opportunity to show themselves. It's got to 
be at the top. You can't expect those who are most 
vulnerable in the system to show the most vulnerability.
Dr. Jennifer Bickel, Medical Director, Center for Professional Well-being 
Children’s Mercy Kansas City
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• Hold space for leaders to connect with their peers. Leadership meetings 
often focus on operational challenges and updates, leaving little to no space 
for leaders to discuss the adaptive challenges they are navigating and the 
impact it has on their well-being. To address this gap, Parkview Health shifted 
the focus of their weekly nurse leadership meeting during Covid-19 to give 
leaders a space to process their emotions with a trusted group of peers. 
Instead of focusing on operational updates, they repurposed the hour to give 
leaders an opportunity to connect with one another on their current stressors, 
both work and non-work related.

• Assess emotional intelligence as a core leadership competency. This 
promotes a focus on developing one’s emotional intelligence and signals the 
importance of this competency to a leader’s ability to care for themselves and 
their teams. For example, WellSpan Health assesses leader’s emotional 
intelligence during hiring, onboarding, and promotion decisions to ensure they 
have leaders who are equipped to lead their teams. They also encourage 
leaders to discuss the results of these assessments during team building 
meetings and individual check-ins.

1. CENTER LEADERS’ EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING SO THEY HAVE CAPACITY TO SUPPORT THEIR TEAMS (CONT.)

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders
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Protect time away from 
day-to-day operations for 
leaders to regain perspective02

Rest and recovery are powerful ways to deal with stress. Even a 10-15-minute 
break carries restorative benefits. However, today’s health care environment 
offers little space for leaders to fully disconnect and recharge. Moreover, many of 
the leadership roles we’ve designed require leaders to operate at maximum 
capacity even under non-crisis times. 

If we expect leaders to lead with creativity and compassion, organizations must 
intentionally carve out time for them to step away from day-to-day operations 
and regain perspective. This work must begin with an executive commitment to 
free up leaders’ capacity so they have time and space for strategic thinking and 
recovery. For best practices on rescoping the leader role to increase capacity, 
see practices 1-4 in our report Drive Organizational Change—Without 
Overloading Managers.

This strategy requires executives to take a hard look at leader workload and 
capacity, which may have cost implications for the organization and be next to 
impossible during crisis times. To begin, executives should reflect on:

1. What did we take off leaders’ plates amid Covid-19 that we can leave off?

2. What can we automate or make more efficient to allow leaders to focus more 
of their time on strategic thinking (as opposed to day-to-day operations)? 

3. How can we be more judicious in terms of what we are asking of our leaders 
each week (such as holding fewer meetings or shortening them)?

Sources: Pink, Daniel H, When: The Scientific Secrets of Perfect Timing, 
New York: Riverhead Books, 2018; Advisory Board interviews and analysis. 
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Progressive organizations protect time for leaders away from day-to-day 
operations, both during and outside of the workday. Note that the success of 
both strategies depend on the level of executive buy-in and role modeling. 

• Dedicated space during the workday for strategic thinking. If we want 
leaders to have time for non-operational responsibilities, then executives 
must schedule and champion protected time during regular working hours for 
leaders to dedicate to strategic thinking. This can be as simple as giving 
leaders permission to decline meetings on their calendar that aren’t mission 
critical, to implementing dedicated blocks of time for leaders to step away 
from their operational work. For example, Texas Health Presbyterian 
Hospital Dallas implemented monthly “reflection days” for nursing leaders to 
take dedicated time away from work to devote to leadership activities, such 
as strategic planning, peer networking, and professional development. During 
these reflection days, units are covered by supervisors, peer nurse 
managers, or directors to ensure leaders’ time is protected.  

• Protected time away from work to recharge. Given the 24/7 demands of 
health care, this ambition requires advanced planning—looking ahead on a 
quarterly basis, finding the time to take away, and appointing a second in 
command (or multiple) who are familiar with the leader’s responsibilities. 
Alternative work arrangements, such as flexible scheduling and remote work, 
offer additional ways to give leaders time to recharge away from work. 

2. PROTECT TIME AWAY FROM DAY-TO-DAY OPERATIONS FOR LEADERS TO REGAIN PERSPECTIVE (CONT.)

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders
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Make it safe for leaders to lead 
through uncertainty03

Covid-19 presented natural opportunities for creativity and innovation. In 
response to dire resource constraints, leaders rallied their teams around a 
shared purpose to create innovative ways of delivering care. Now is the time to 
take stock of this shift in organizational attitudes toward risk and uncertainty, and 
to assess what elements we can intentionally carry forward beyond crisis times. 
This will become increasingly important, given that today’s health care 
challenges demand leaders who can lead through tractable problems while 
simultaneously navigating intractable problems involving risk and uncertainty.

To help leaders navigate these challenges, organizations must foster a 
psychologically safe work environment—an environment characterized by a 
shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking. In a 
psychologically safe environment, leaders feel comfortable voicing their opinions 
and taking risks. This enables leaders to truly lead—to make decisions, prioritize 
resources, and take calculated risk in service to system goals.  

Sources: Edmondson AC, The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety 
in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth, Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons Inc., 2018; Edmondson AC and Lei Z, “Psychological Safety: The 
History, Renaissance, and Future of an Interpersonal Construct,” Annual Review of 
Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, March 2014, 
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091305; 
Advisory Board interviews and analysis. 

What is psychological safety?

Psychological safety—a term popularized in recent years by Harvard Business School 
professor of leadership and management Amy Edmondson—describes an individual’s 
perception of the consequences of taking interpersonal risks. It reflects the degree to 
which it is permissible to make mistakes.
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Progressive organizations are taking steps to foster a psychologically safe 
environment that encourages leaders to truly lead instead of waiting on 
commands from above.

• Orient toward purpose. Executives must clearly articulate the why behind 
what they ask of leaders. This enables leaders to make decisions 
independently, assess what’s working and what’s not working, and 
recalibrate accordingly. 

• Create opportunities for innovation. Executives must communicate when 
they need leaders to follow the prescribed way of doing things versus when 
there is space for innovating. When the latter is true, consider shifting how we 
convene leaders to encourage open conversation and joint problem solving as 
opposed to top-down updates.1 In particular, create opportunities to actively 
encourage innovation among emerging leaders. To learn how one organization 
encouraged innovation among emerging leaders, see our case study on 
Western Health’s “Shark Tank.”

• Discuss failure openly and regularly. Reserve time for leaders to reflect on 
lessons learned and normalize talking about failures. For example, make it 
routine to conduct a post-mortem reflection as a leadership team following the 
launch of new project or process. In addition, hold executives accountable to 
sharing stories of “failing forward” with the organization at large during Town 
Halls or leadership meetings. AdventHealth even built case studies of 
leadership and organizational failures to teach in their leadership 
development program. 

• Update performance management systems to incentivize risk-taking. 
Assess whether your current performance criteria rewards experimentation or 
whether it encourages leaders to play it safe. To further improve transparency 
and incentivize innovation, update annual goal systems to focus on quarterly 
or even monthly progress. 

3. MAKE IT SAFE FOR LEADERS TO LEAD THROUGH UNCERTAINTY (CONT.)

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.
1. For best practices on involving leaders in the decision-making process, see Practice 5 

in our report Drive Organizational Change—Without Overloading Managers.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders
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Parting thoughts

Changing leadership norms and behaviors will take more than just tactics and 
strategies. These strategies must be paired with ongoing conversations between 
the entire executive team that address the environment that leaders are 
operating within. To get the conversation started, we’ve provided several 
discussion prompts below to bring back to your executive team.

Source: Advisory Board interviews and analysis.

The Executive’s Role in Fostering Resilient, Adaptive Leaders

The good news is that these aspirational leadership norms and behaviors most 
likely already exist in areas of your organization. Start by reflecting on the 
aspirational leadership norms and behaviors on page 6. 

1. Where have you seen these aspirational norms and behaviors in practice?

2. What impact did it have? 

Then, reflect on how your organization can start moving toward these 
aspirational leadership norms and behaviors. Consider: 

1. If these aspirational behaviors were to become the norm, what then would be 
possible in our organization?

2. What is hardest about moving toward these aspirations?

3. What is the next right thing for you to do to help your organization move 
toward these aspirations?

For additional support facilitating this conversation with your executive team, 
please email hrac@advisory.com.
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LEGAL CAVEAT

Advisory Board has made efforts to verify the accuracy of the information it provides to members. This report relies on data obtained from many 
sources, however, and Advisory Board cannot guarantee the accuracy of the information provided or any analysis based thereon. In addition, 
Advisory Board is not in the business of giving legal, medical, accounting, or other professional advice, and its reports should not be construed as 
professional advice. In particular, members should not rely on any legal commentary in this report as a basis for action, or assume that any tactics 
described herein would be permitted by applicable law or appropriate for a given member’s situation. Members are advised to consult with 
appropriate professionals concerning legal, medical, tax, or accounting issues, before implementing any of these tactics. Neither Advisory Board 
nor its officers, directors, trustees, employees, and agents shall be liable for any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating to (a) any errors or 
omissions in this report, whether caused by Advisory Board or any of its employees or agents, or sources or other third parties, (b) any 
recommendation or graded ranking by Advisory Board, or (c) failure of member and its employees and agents to abide by the terms set forth herein.

Advisory Board and the “A” logo are registered trademarks of The Advisory Board Company in the United States and other countries. Members are 
not permitted to use these trademarks, or any other trademark, product name, service name, trade name, and logo of Advisory Board without prior 
written consent of Advisory Board. All other trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos used within these pages are the 
property of their respective holders. Use of other company trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos or images of the 
same does not necessarily constitute (a) an endorsement by such company of Advisory Board and its products and services, or (b) an 
endorsement of the company or its products or services by Advisory Board. Advisory Board is not affiliated with any such company.

IMPORTANT: Please read the following.

Advisory Board has prepared this report for the exclusive use of its members. Each member acknowledges and agrees that this report and
the information contained herein (collectively, the “Report”) are confidential and proprietary to Advisory Board. By accepting delivery of this Report, 
each member agrees to abide by the terms as stated herein, including the following:

1. Advisory Board owns all right, title, and interest in and to this Report. Except as stated herein, no right, license, permission, or interest of any 
kind in this Report is intended to be given, transferred to, or acquired by a member. Each member is authorized to use this Report only to the 
extent expressly authorized herein.

2. Each member shall not sell, license, republish, or post online or otherwise this Report, in part or in whole. Each member shall not disseminate 
or permit the use of, and shall take reasonable precautions to prevent such dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) any of its employees and 
agents (except as stated below), or (b) any third party.

3. Each member may make this Report available solely to those of its employees and agents who (a) are registered for the workshop or 
membership program of which this Report is a part, (b) require access to this Report in order to learn from the information described herein, 
and (c) agree not to disclose this Report to other employees or agents or any third party. Each member shall use, and shall ensure that its 
employees and agents use, this Report for its internal use only. Each member may make a limited number of copies, solely as adequate for 
use by its employees and agents in accordance with the terms herein.

4. Each member shall not remove from this Report any confidential markings, copyright notices, and/or other similar indicia herein.

5. Each member is responsible for any breach of its obligations as stated herein by any of its employees or agents.

6. If a member is unwilling to abide by any of the foregoing obligations, then such member shall promptly return this Report and all copies thereof 
to Advisory Board.
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