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CHAPTER ONE - STUDY BACKGROUND
The Problem

What can the NWT Department of Education, Culture & Employment do to help
employees develop personal resiliency in the face of significant structural
change?

In 1995, as a result of reduced transfer payments from the federal government,
the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) was forced to engage in
significant downsizing; whole divisions and one department disappeared while
other departments were amalgamated into a few “super” departments. Until
1995, the concept of lay off was all but unheard of in the GNWT,; the federal
formula used to fund the GNWT protected northerners from the structural
changes which affected the rest of the country in the 1980s. As a resuit, the lay
off announcements in the NWT were received with shock and alarm from all
quarters (Slave River Journal, Dec 1995, p. 1; Slave River Journal, Feb 1996, p.
3).

In the short lead-time available, the GNWT enhanced its Employees’ Assistance
Program to provide employees in all communities personal crisis counselling by
phone and organized some short work search/resume writing workshops. In
addition, all employees on lay off status were given first priority for any other jobs
available within the government (Government of the NWT, no date).

However, as many employees pointed out at public meetings with their Members
of the Legislative Assembly, the response was insufficient for the magnitude of
the change (Slave River Journal, Mar 1996, p.1). There simply was not enough
time. While some employees were able to launch a new endeavour immediately,
many appeared to spend considerable time working through negative emotions
before moving on. Indeed, due to the lack of job opportunities in the NWT, a job



loss could easily mean a move to another community and all that that entails
financially, emotionally, and mentally. In a few cases, it is not clear if the affected
employees recovered at all. It appeared that many employees were not
sufficiently resilient to deal with the changes thrust upon them.

Resiliency is defined by Webster's Dictionary as “an act of springing back... or
withstanding shock without permanent deformation” (Merriam-Webster, 1993, p.
1932). How this notion can be transiated into a personal attribute to deal with
structural change on the job needs to be explored. What are the characteristics
of a resilient employee? Is resiliency constant in a person’s life, or does it ebb
and flow? To what extent can it be developed in adults on the job? How can an

organization assist employees to become more resilient?

The literature tells us that constant, and perhaps disruptive, change will
characterize the future. Jeremy Rifkin (1995) paints a very pessimistic future of
people being replaced by software. William Bridges (1994) and Charles Handy
(1995) both point out that the “job” as a concept, with its attendant notions of
security, stability, and long-term nature, will soon disappear. They contend that
people will return to seeking work, not jobs and will move from short-term
employment in one situation to contractor and perhaps short-term empioyer in
another. Resiliency will be an important personal attribute however we view the

future.

In addition to predictions from economists and futurists over the last several
years, there are unmistakable indicators in the NWT fiscal and political context
which make additional structural change unavoidable. To begin, there is the
accumulated deficit initially anticipated for 2001/02 (Government of the NWT,
2000a). While the government has managed to temporarily delay the impact of
that deficit through reallocation, (Government of the NWT, 2001a), pressing fiscal
issues are in the wings. Unless the funding formula with the federal government

can be renegotiated, or a resource royalty sharing agreement finalized to allow



the NWT to retain more than the present 20% of non-renewable resource
royalties (Government of the NWT, 2000c¢) the GNWT will face some difficult
options, one of which may be further lay off. From a monetary standpoint it is
clear that the NWT is already looking at significant costs in dealing with high
rates of fetal alcohol syndrome, alcohol dependency, and diabetes. The cost of
administering services to 42,000 people over 32 communities is huge. The
delivery of education, heaith and social services account for 45% of the territorial
budget (Government of the NWT, 2001c}), and there is no reason to believe this
will decrease in the near future; 42% of the population is under 25 years of age
whereas the national average is only 33% (Government of the NWT, 2000b). It is
possible that as the southern taxpayer ages, fiscal support for territorial issues
will wane. The Government of the NWT can ill afford to add to this list of costly
problems.

Secondly, of profound significance, are the land claim and self-government talks.
To date all land claims negotiations north of Great Slave Lake have been settled.
The follow up self-government talks are moving apace as are and land claim
negotiations south of the lake. While only one Final Agreement is imminent, there
is no reason to believe the others will be protracted (Antoine, 2001). Indeed,
these negotiations are placing the GNWT on a precipice of foundational change
which will affect the very nature of its role and relationship with residents of the
NWT.

Self-government is not a simple download of programs and services from federal
and territorial governments to aboriginal groups. It is “a regulation by an
Aboriginal people of its own affairs through an Aboriginal government”
(Government of the NWT, 1999a, p.16). The GNWT's legisliative function, fiscal
responsibility, and the manner in which it defines accountability will undergo
fundamental change. So significant is the anticipated change that a Special
Committee has recently been formed to consider the impact of self-government
generally and recommend specifically how the GNWT can “amend legislation



...to reflect the concurrency of jurisdiction between Aboriginal and partner
governments and the Government of the NWT" (Government of the NWT,
2001d).

The stature of the GNWT has already changed noticeably. Aboriginai groups are
forming partnerships with business and industry in light of the oil and gas and
diamond developments and are becoming much less dependent on either the
federal or territorial governments. In fact, in seeking the royalty resource sharing
agreement mentioned above, it was clear to the GNWT that it must bring the
support of the aboriginal groups to the federal table (Government of the NWT,
2000c, p. ).

The implications of these changes for GNWT staff will be significant. Groups of
jobs or perhaps complete occupational areas could be transferred to the claimant
groups who may choose not to accept present government employees in the
transfer. The remaining jobs and workplace could be very different from they are
today.

Thirdly, from a cultural standpoint, NWT leaders often point to the importance of
ensuring the GNWT reflects aboriginal traditions of which caring and looking out
for one’s neighbour is core. Enhancing personal resiliency is highly consistent
with traditional values and would be an appropriate way for the GNWT to reflect
those values. Fourthly, from an organizational standpoint, one need only look at
the vision and mission statements of all government departments to find
references to respect for staff and concern for individua! potential. It would seem
that assisting staff to develop sufficient resiliency to weather structural change, is

a wise fiscal move and a vehicle to express traditional and organizational values.



The Organization

Today there are about 4,000 working for the GNWT (Government of the NWT,
2000e). Until 1989 most employees were hired directly from the South and
remained in the NWT for a very short period of time. But as a result of the
Affirmative Action Policy, with its priority on aboriginal and long term northerners
and its requirement to recruit in the NWT first, the GNWT bureaucracy is far more
home grown. Today about 40% of the GNWT public service is made up of
aboriginal and long term northerners as compared to 34% 1991 (Government of
the NWT, in process). In short, most GNWT employees no longer call another
province “home”. In the face of significant change, they will not return to another
jurisdiction. Rather their inability to deal with change will be experienced in the
NWT.

The GNWT, not unlike most bureaucracies, nurtured a relationship with staff
based on an exchange of staff loyaity for job security. In the new work dynamic
where change is constant, this relationship serves neither party. The emerging
work values, while not totally clear, suggest short-term agreements of
employment with uncertain working conditions and benefits (Bridges, 1994,
Moses, 1997). Until the new work dynamic is clear to everyone. we live in that
discomfort of the transition, the unknown, where personal resiliency can be

tested.

In the mid 1990’s the signs of coming change were clearly visible through some
government newsletters, radio interviews with Ministers, and newspaper sources.
However, collectively NWT residents seemed to be lulled by a lack of belief
(Slave River Journal, July 1996, p. 3). They appeared not to see their connection
to the larger global community or have the prior experience for processing the
imminent changes. The GNWT was the largest employer after the mining
industry; it was a stalwart of the community in possession of both the right
questions and the right answers.



Senge’s laws and systems thinking offer a useful lens for understanding some of
the issues at play within the GNWT (Senge, 1990). For example, after the bulk of
lay offs occurred, the government hastily announced its “no lay off policy” in order
to bring calm. That policy was embraced as the solution, even though it was
clearly a temporary measure “for the life of this government” (Slave River
Journal, March 1998, p. 1) which ended in December 1999. This is an excellent
example that “today's problems come from yesterday's solutions” (Senge, 1990,
p. 57) and “the easy way out leads back in" (Senge, 1990, p. 60). By focusing on
the narrow politics of the immediate, we take time and energy away from
considering a iong-term approach to preparing staff for significant change. While
it is possible to identify many of Senge's learning disabilities within the GNWT,
the “| am my position” disability is particularly interesting. In a small population
where anonymity and often confidentiality are rare, a person is his/her position at
all times in the community. It is not simply that one chooses to define oneself as
a particular position; the rest of the community does as well. The feedback loop

on this can be very powerful.

This paper will consider aspects of personal resiliency from a variety of sources
and will explore potential leadership approaches which could be adopted by the
Department. In addition, it will outline the methodology used for and ideas
obtained from interviews with six staff members on each person’s perception and
experience of personal resiliency. To begin, we will turn to a review of

organizational documents and supporting literature.
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CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW

Review of Organization Documents

This project is concerned with how the NWT Department of Education, Culture
and Employment can assist employees develop personal resiliency in the face of
significant structural change. While the phrase “personal resiliency” is not used
within the organization, there is every reason to believe this project will be

consistent with organizational priorities.

The Legislative Assembly is seeking through its vision “a strong, unified and self -
reliant Northwest Territories that can take its rightful place in the federation and
the international community” (Government of the NWT, 2000d). Flowing from that
is the mission of the Department of Education, Culture and Employment which
seeks a “community where people value learning...where people accept
personal responsibility for their learning...work together to develop their own
vision for learning in the community and continually nurture it" (Government of
the NWT, 1999b, p. 4). Further, the mission of the department is to “invest
in...the people of the Northwest Territories...enabling them to reach their full
potential...and to support individuals to be self-sufficient and make productive
choices” (Government of the NWT. 1998b, p. 4).

Of further interest is the recently developed career development policy, “Career
Development Across the Life Span” (Government of the NWT, 2001b), which
outlines the department’'s commitment to the delivery of career services to its
many client groups. It speaks of “providing people with the tools and strategies
required to move toward their dreams” and “helping people better fulfill their
values, beliefs and interests with every decision they make”. Within the policy’s
learning framework there are many K-12 level competencies that are of interest

such as:



11

Knows and demonstrates skills needed to prepare for and cope with
change and transition (moving to a new community; preparing to exit
school; and demonstrates a capacity to be self-reliant.

(Government of the NWT, 2001b, p. 10)

Certainly the goals of self-reliance, personal responsibility, full potential, and self-
sufficiency resonate with “personal resiliency”, however it may be defined.
However, all of the documents mentioned above focus on the government's
commitments to its publics. There is no mention of staff, but, by the same token,
there is no suggestion that staff should be excluded from these ideas.

One point where this project and departmental goals differ, apart from the
former’s focus on staff and the department'’s focus on the public, is the
department’s use of defined programs and services as a vehicle for implementing
its goals. What is sought in this project is not a program, but an approach to
working with staff on an everyday basis. It seeks understanding of the kind of

leadership and organization that is required to enhance personal resiliency.

Where this project and departmental goals intersect is in their concern about how
people can meet with change, yet hold strong to what is essential about
themselves and move on in a way that is meaningful and productive in their own

terms.

This project does not replicate or run parallel to any existing plan. Rather, it will
add a new dimension to the search in which the department is already engaged.
It is hoped that this project will bring another perspective to the difficult world of
structural change by focusing on the development of a resilient workforce in an
organization that seeks understanding of that process. This paper will now turn to

a review of literature related to resiliency and its development within employees.
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Review of Supporting Literature

How can the Department Education, Culture and Employment assist employees

to develop personal resiliency in the face significant structural change?

This section will review literature which speaks directly to the issue of personal
resiliency as well as that literature which uses other frameworks or language to
discuss very synonymous ideas. Secondly, it will review the notion of social
capital and how it provides an environment for the development of resiliency.
Lastly, it will consider advice from theorists on the role of leadership in

developing and preserving resiliency within organizations.

Resiliency

Resiliency is defined by Webster's Dictionary as “an act of springing back... or
withstanding shock without permanent deformation” (Merriam-Webster, 1893, p.
1932). While an excellent starting point, this definition does not inform us
specifically about what we should be assisting employees to develop or what we
could expect from someone we consider resilient.

Konrad and Bronson (1997) suggest that resiliency is the capacity to “successfully
adapt in the face of adversity and develop social competence despite exposure to
severe stress” (p. 188). They refer to resiliency as an “antibody that enables warding
off attacks” (p. 190) and say resilient people use “adaptive distancing — the ability to
separate themselves from their dysfunctional environment” (p. 190). Konrad and
Bronson (1997) analyzed the findings of four authors on the issue of resiliency among
students. Of the 28 characteristics identified, only 9 were supported by all four
theorists. These characteristics are: sense of personal worthiness, a social orientation,
a support network, ability to delay gratification, internal locus of control, problem
solving ability, critical thinking ability, and sense of humour. Konrad and Bronson
(1997) believe that developing resilient people “is a long-term developmental process

that involves systemic changes - the fundamental altering of our human systems,
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including the family, the school, the neighborhood, community-based organizations,
and the workplace” (p. 194).

While expanding our notion of resiliency with a physiological analogy and some
concrete characteristics, Konrad and Bronson's (1997} view that developing
resiliency is a long-term paradigm shift is not helpful in the immediate term.
Further, one could argue that many of the nine characteristics identified are in
fact skills which can be learned without the extended time commitment. As we
expand our understanding of personal resilience, it will be important that our

remedies remain manageable without sacrificing our depth of understanding.

Patterson (1997), in contrast, offers some very practical views on resiliency. He
speaks of “personal energy accounts” (p. 6), which contain energy in the form of
time, thoughts, and efforts to spend on daily living and the assimilation of change
required both in and outside of work. He sees resiliency as a highly situational
state of affairs depending upon the rate at which, or whether, one’s account
becomes depleted. Clearly he does not see resilience as a set of characteristics
which must be developed over a considerable period of time. For Patterson
(1997), resiliency ebbs and flows as one “invests” and “spends”. To expand his
discussion of the invest-spend dichotomy, Paterson (1997) uses four different
scales. For example, investing or buying-in behaviour is more likely to occur
when organizational change originates “from within, rather than the outside”
when employees are required to “refine, rather than reframe” an activity and
where their invoivement is that of “initiation, rather than responding”. In contrast,
spending behaviour accurs in the reverse situations. While seemingly simplistic.
Patterson’s banking analogy and four scales can form a useful lens for
understanding the extent to which employee resiliency can be depleted in a given

situation.

However, to make Patterson's (1997) view of resiliency more appropriate to NWT
situations, it would be useful to add three scales. One scale would address the
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time frame for completion of the change with “immediate” and “long term” as the
variables; another would address prior knowledge with “surprise” and “substantial
lead time" as the variables; the third scale would address the degree of change
on one's personal life with “move to another community” and “no change” as the
variables. That is, those changes which must be completed immediately, are
received as a surprise, and/or require a move to another community are likely to
cause significant expenditure from the personal energy account. Those variables
at the other end of these three scales — long-term change, substantial lead-time
on announcement of the change, and/or no change in community - will account

for a smaller or perhaps no expenditure.

One drawback to Patterson’s (1997) work is that his advice to leaders who want
to increase resiliency in staff focuses on the time period of organizational
restructuring. He is not looking at how resiliency can be nurtured in advance of a
restructuring exercise. Further, his advice is quite specific: “help staff understand
the potential...” or “assist staff come to terms with...” Because these remedies
are leader focused, they do not inform as to what we might see in the employees.
As a result they run the risk of cultivating dependency rather than resiliency in the
staff.

In sum, Patterson (1997) provides an interesting lens for analyzing the ebb and
flow of individual resiliency during stressful times. However, he does not assist us
to understand how resiliency can be developed in preparation for change, and
his suggestions are more focused on what leaders should do, as opposed to

what staff, themselves, can become.

Collard (1996) speaks of “career resiliency” which she defines as “the ability to
adapt to changing circumstances even when the circumstances are discouraging
or disruptive” (p.33). She elaborates her definition with six key concepts: self-
awareness, values driven, dedication to continuous learning, future focus,

connectedness, and flexibility. Where Collard’s (1996) work departs or moves on
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from that of Konrad and Bronson (1997) or Patterson (1997} is her view that
personal resiliency affects and is affected by the system in which it is developed.
Career resilience “requires both independence (self-direction) and
interdependence (interconnectedness)” (Collard, 1996, p. 38). Itis a “do it
yourself operation that you can't do alone” (p. 30). Collard (1996) offers nine
strategies that career development professionals and clients can work toward
together, the most important she maintains is “to reframe career development
around learning” (p. 43).

Collard (1996) does not provide specific suggestions for the implementation of
her nine strategies. Rather she calls for the development of tools and activities.
As a result we are left without tangible starting points. Further, she uses phrases
such as “self-directed” without providing definitions. This is unfortunate because
“self-directedness”, often uncritically embraced as a positive state of affairs, has
been used to describe approaches to learning, an attitude, and even
personalities. However, despite the drawbacks, Collard’'s (1996) work raises the
discussion of resiliency to a new level of thinking and forces us to a broader

vantage point.

Conner (1992) who speaks specifically of resilient employees, managers and
organizations, defines “resilience” as “the capacity to absorb high levels of
change while displaying minimal dysfunctional behavior” (p. 6). Resilient people
are positive, focused, flexible, organized, and proactive (p. 238) although they
cannot be defined in dichotomous terms as either resilient or not resilient. Rather
Conner developed a resilience continuum with Type D, danger oriented
characteristics, at one end and Type O, opportunity oriented characteristics, at
the other. Conner (1992) believes that people come into the world with a baseline
of resilience. Because resilience breeds resilience, those with a higher base line
are able to increase their capacity for resilience significantly more than those who

start with a lower base line. However, even those lacking in a predisposition for
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resilience can increase their baseline by “replicating what resilient people do”
(Conner, 1992, p. 247).

For Conner (1992) the heatrt of resiliency is an understanding of the change
process itself which must be seen as an on going, understandable process with
phases that can be anticipated and managed. If the change process occurs
faster than our own “individual speed of change” or if the change is unexpected,
that is, “we are surprised that we are surprised”, we can severely test our
resiliency. Interestingly, like Patterson (1997), Conner (1992) uses a “personal
assimilation budget” to represent a person's or an organization's ability to
assimilate change. But rather than using a set of scales as Patterson (1997) did,
Conner (1992) suggests that we have a fixed number of points to be expended
across several areas of life including work, family, and personal health. Resilient
people, he says, “have more available points and use fewer of them, thereby

conserving their assimilation resources for future changes” (Conner, 1992, p. 84).

In reviewing the details of Conner’s (1992) work, one senses a somewhat linear
presentation of change processes and a focus on singular change efforts. in
reality many organizations experience several change efforts of differing
magnitude at the same time. Some changes are just being introduced; others are
almost integrated; some are well received within the culture; and others never
seem to find a happy home. Nonetheless, Conner's (1992) overriding message
that all aspects of change can be understood, anticipated, and managed is well
taken. As he points out, resilient people or organizations are no less challenged
by or susceptible to the stresses of change than are others. Rather they have

insight into the changes occurring around them and a faster rate of recovery.

Other Frameworks

Other theorists offer frameworks and ideas that resonate with “personal
resiliency”, but use very different language and labels. This paper will now

consider five examples.
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Martin Seligman (1998) speaks of “learned optimism” which he sees as a
particular way of viewing and responding to the world. Optimists, he says, “see
bad things in their least threatening light” (p. 4). They view defeat as “a
temporary set back... (with )...causes confined to the case at hand...(p. 4).
Further, optimists feel “defeat is not their fault, but due to circumstances...bad
luck...other people” (p. 4). Pessimists on the other hand see defeat as long
lasting and almost always their own fault.

There is a complexity around cause and effect that Seligman (1998) does not
deal with. That is, the pessimist who blames himself may be showing great
insight, and the optimist who sees no fault may be misguided. Seligman'’s (1998)
point that the use of optimistic or pessimistic lens is a learned choice is well
taken although what Seligman (1998) is offering is a constructivist approach
applied in one small dimension. Perhaps the important point is not so much how
to adopt the optimistic mantle, but how to develop a facility in the

“pessimist/optimist” continuum and know when to use which lens.

Moses (1997) also strikes a "personal resiliency” chord when she refers to
“career intelligence” which, she says, includes understanding the new work
realities, the external economic and social realities of one's life, as well as one's
marketability. In addition career intelligence is
being attuned to your internal, personal world...(so0) you will be able to
rise above the frenetic busyness of working life...developing a broader
vision of yourself in the world...it's about being an intelligent actor in your
own life. (Moses' italics) (Moses, 1997, p. xv)

The connection throughout Moses' (1997) work to Collard’s (1996) skills of
independence and interdependence as well as to priorities of the department are
unmistakable. Further, Moses (1997) provides several concrete activities for

managers and organizations which include the usual career related ideas: foster
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marketability, provide career-nurturing support, promote self-knowledge, and
restore belief in personal competence. In addition, she calls for “life-friendly”
culture, an end to “the politics of overwork” (Moses, 1997, p. 209), support for the
work/life balance, and a rethink of the distribution of work. For Moses, career
intelligence or “becoming a career activist” is a personal responsibility. However,
like Collard (1996), she is clear that it cannot be done in isolation of the

organizational culture in which the employees function.

Senge's (1990) choice of “personal mastery” bears a striking similarity to the
fundamental ideas of the authors above, and not surprisingly, his discussion is
framed within the systems of the organization. Personal mastery goes beyond
competence, skills or spiritual unfolding, but is grounded in all three. It is “living
one's life from a creative as opposed to reactive viewpoint” (p. 141). It is working
from a deep inner vision and sense of purpose where we identify and challenge
“the structures embedded both in our ways of thinking and in the interpersonal
and social milieus in which we live" (p. 171). People with personal mastery are
constantly clarifying what is important to them and learning how to see current
reality more clearly (p. 141). They demonstrate a commitment to the “truth” by
“root(ing) out the ways we limit or deceive ourselves from seeing what is and by
challenging our theories of why things are the way they are” (p. 159). In short, in
seeking the truth, people with personal mastery are continually deepening their
understanding of the structures underlying current events. Further, they have a
sense of connectedness and see themselves as part of a greater whole. As a
result, thei