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Welcome to the new reality

We all know that digital technology has changed our lives forever. Indeed, the World Economic 

Forum has described the digital age as “The Fourth Industrial Revolution.”

Like every revolution, the digital revolution  
has led to big changes:

•  The taxi industry has been upended by faster, cheaper app-based services 

like Uber and Lyft

•  Taxpayers expect governments to provide license renewals and other 

services online, with no lineups or waiting 

•  Retail businesses are threatened by shoppers who comparison-shop in stores 

and do the actual buying online

•  Bricks-and-mortar travel agencies have closed their doors as consumers 

flock online for the best deals on airfare and hotels

•  The financial service industry has been rocked by technology that all but 

eliminates human advisors, allowing customers to manage their own banking 

and investments

The list of changes is endless, and that is because there is no business, 

organization or government that has escaped the effects of digital disruption. 

Those who expect a return to business as usual are certain to be disappointed.

The demands of the digital revolution are now a permanent 
feature of the Canadian workplace. The purpose of 
this ebook is to help leaders face these demands with 
confidence, and thrive in the midst of them.

“Innovation distinguishes between a leader and a follower.” — Steve Jobs
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Why non-stop change is the new normal

V Volatility

The VUCA world brings us

U Uncertainty

C Complexity

A Ambiguity

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the U.S. Army War College introduced the acronym VUCA 

to describe the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous world that suddenly emerged. As it 

happens, that old acronym applies equally well to a world and a workplace now transformed by 

digital technology.

“ The role of leadership is to transform the complex situation into small 

pieces and prioritize them.” — Carlos Ghosn, CEO, Renault

Constant improvements in technology make it possible for business and 

government to deliver great services and products more quickly and cheaply 

than ever before. And today, the pressure to deliver those innovations is 

relentless. Today, our fiercest competitors aren’t just across the street. They  

are also on the other side of the planet. And new ones are emerging every day. 

Constant change is here to stay. And that means every 
leader needs to be a change leader.
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What does all this mean for  
your career?

Today, every organization, public or private, 

relies heavily on digital technology for even its 

most basic functions. Moreover, any innovation 

we see is almost certain to be digitally run.

To put it another way, every organization today is digitally driven, whether 

its employees understand that or not. And this truth applies as much to 

government as is does to for-profit businesses.

This means that IT leaders have an unprecedented opportunity to be  

a source of overall leadership and innovation in whatever business or 

organization they serve.

But before IT leaders can fully step up to their new roles, there are gaps  

to be filled.

A 2016 IDC Canada study showed that 83% of Canadian enterprises still  

lack the in-house skills needed to do battle in the digital economy. They’re  

still in need of capabilities around big data analytics, mobile, IT security  

and design thinking.

The era of the isolated IT department is over. Today’s IT 
leaders need to be as comfortable in the boardroom as 
they are in the server room.

 “ I learned to always take on things I’d never done before. Growth and 

comfort do not coexist.” — Virginia Rometty, CEO, IBM
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The answer: Become a resilient leader

You might already be a leader, and a very good one. But as we’ve seen throughout the digital revolution, excellent leadership on its own cannot safeguard you or 

your teams from the fallout of constant change.

What you must add to your credentials is a true quality of resilience. Resilience has any number of synonyms.

Flexibility Adaptability Buoyancy Endurance Tolerance  Persistence

In a 2015 U.K. survey, most respondents defined resilience as the ability to recover from setbacks, adapt well to change, 
and keep going in the face of adversity.

Resilient leadership has nothing to do with intelligence or education. It combines the short-term 

ability to recover well from setbacks with the long-term ability to adapt and thrive in a dynamic 

business environment. 

And it is the kind of leadership your teams and your organization need most from you now.

“The key is to embrace disruption and change early. Don’t react to it decades later. 

You can’t fight innovation. ” — Ryan Kavanaugh, CEO, Relativity Media

Tenacity
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“The function of leadership is to produce more leaders, not more followers.” — Ralph Nader

1
Understanding  
the impact of  

change

2
Building Resiliency 

self-awareness

3
Applying KUBA to  

your communication 

4
Recognizing resistance 

and fostering 
acceptance

Recognizing resistance 

5
Helping your  

people process 
change

Becoming a resilient leader involves five key steps:
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Step 1 to becoming a resilient leader: Understanding the impact of change

Change is stressful, even when it’s positive. And in the modern workplace, change seldom  

feels positive. 

Reorganizations and new technologies often result in job losses, with increased responsibilities for those left behind. Moreover, many organizations have seen 

wave after wave of change. When change fatigue sets in, the challenges of providing leadership become that much greater.

As a leader, your stress is effectively doubled. In addition to feeling the same uncertainty as your staff, you are also responsible for keeping them motivated, focused 

and productive. Remember that the acceptance of change is not automatic. There are typically four phases to an employee’s response to change (and to yours as well). 

PHASE 1 PHASE 2 PHASE 3 PHASE 4

Before the change is announced As the change is announced After the change is announced Announced change becomes  
the status quo

Here, your people are unaware of  

the impending changes. They are  

comfortable in familiar roles, and 

confident in their ability to continue  

with the status quo.

People are now aware of the 

 planned change, but have little  

concrete information about it.  

They are evaluating the change  

with fear and pessimism.

Now fully informed about the  

change, people feel worried, confused 

and mistrustful. They will resist the 

change, and may go as far as feeling 

victimized by management.

People have accepted the change  

as the new status quo. They are 

confident in their ability to adapt to  

their changed circumstances. 
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It’s important that you acknowledge which phase you are in and respond appropriately. Being able to work through the phases quickly and smoothly is a 

cornerstone of resilient leadership.

You can assist your teams through the most stressful phases of change through “Adapting Behaviours.” These are discussed on page 12 of this ebook.
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Step 2 to becoming a resilient leader: Building resiliency self-awareness

Change in the workplace will affect you every bit as much as it affects your teams. Be aware, 

though, that the quality of your leadership will influence how quickly a comfortable status quo 

returns to your workplace. Remember that your teams will look to you for cues that inform  

their own behaviour and responses. 

There are 7 skills you need to grow your resilience as a leader. As you review these skills, consider 

which ones might need more of your time and attention to develop. Reflect on these skills often 

and refocus your attention as needed. Building your self-awareness related to the following skills 

is essential for resilient leadership.

7 SKILLS NEEDED FOR RESILIENT LEADERSHIP

1.  Accepting change (and helping others do the same). Get comfortable with 

change. Change is constant and inevitable, and you will be more successful if 

you embrace change rather than resist it. View the leading of others through 

change as the most important part of your job.  

2.  Becoming a continuous learner. Learn new skills and approaches, and 

apply them during times of change. Resist defaulting to old behaviours and 

attitudes, especially if they haven’t yielded success. See every change as a 

learning opportunity.

3.  Being in charge of change, both personally and professionally. Focus on 

what you can influence and control. Don’t procrastinate. Move it forward. 

Solve problems calmly and confidently. Encourage others to do the same. 

4.  Identifying a sense of purpose that is not dependent on immediate 

success. Develop a “personal why” that gives your work meaning or helps  

you put challenges into a larger context. That sense of meaning needs to 

remain relevant and motivating even in the face of failure.

5.  Staying positive and optimistic. Are you a glass half-full or half-empty 

person? You might need to change your attitude. It’s important to see the 

potential good in every change and to be optimistic about the outcome. 

Don’t overreact to setbacks.

6.  Increasing self-awareness. Examine your behaviours and reactions and the 

impact you have on others. Ask for feedback. Change behaviours that aren’t 

moving you or your people forward. Make the most of your strengths.  

7.  Cultivating relationships. Develop and nurture a broad network of personal 

and professional relationships. Relationships create a strong base of support 

— a critical element in overcoming obstacles and achieving goals.  

“ Leadership is an intense journey into yourself…It’s about being self-aware. 

Every morning I look in the mirror and say, “I could have done three things 

better yesterday.” — Jeffery R. Immelt, Chairman and CEO, General Electric
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Step 3 to becoming a resilient leader: Communicating with KUBA

Anxiety is a natural response to changes in the workplace. Simply announcing all the changes without follow-up will worsen that anxiety, prolonging the length 

of time your people will need to process and accept their new circumstances. Good leaders proceed with an awareness of KUBA, the four-step process people 

must go through to accept accommodate and buy-in to change:

K
Know. For people to change, they need to know what is expected of them. This is only the first step in the process, and knowledge alone will not 

change behaviour. Leaders who want to bring about change must communicate their expectations early and often. 

Consider: What is the message you want to convey about the change? What are the facts? What should others know about it?

U
Understand. People must understand the value of the change and why it is happening. This understanding is critical for accepting that change is 

needed. But even with complete understanding, people won’t necessarily cooperate with the change. 

Convey: What is the rationale for the change? Why are we changing? What must others understand about the change? How are the goals of the 

change connected to the organization’s strategy?

B
Believe. People need to internalize what they know and understand to the point where they actually believe it. They need to see the benefits for 

themselves and for the organization, and to agree that the change will ultimately make things better. 

Include: What should others know about the change? What is the benefits to the organization if the change is realized? What are the benefits to  

them of accepting the change?

A
Act. Finally, it is only when people know, understand and believe in the change that they will act by supporting the change, building new skills  

and adopting new behaviours.

Express: What actions would you like to see others take as a result of the change? What processes, tools, training and resources will enable  

people to act? How do you want them to behave during the change?

Be aware that there are no shortcuts in this process. Traditionally, leaders have 

expected their teams to go directly from know to act, but people act only 

when they understand the change and believe in it. Use KUBA to convey your 

change message in email, voicemail, in person or within a presentation. It is a 

powerful tool for engendering acceptance and resilience in your people.

“ The task of the leader is to get his people from where they are to 

where they have not been.” — Henry Kissinger, 56th Secretary of State
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Step 4 to becoming a resilient leader:  
Recognizing and managing resistance

Resistance is a common reaction to change. It gives employees a sense of control over the  

pace of change, and it typically reflects their fears that they will not be able to live up to the  

new set of expectations. 

Resistance may be active and open or it may be passive and hidden. The main key to managing resistance effectively is getting it out in the open. Doing so 

requires understanding what it is and how it shows up in the workplace.

Active Resistance Passive Resistance

• Refusing direction

• Conflicts with colleagues or supervisors

• Work slowdowns, reduced initiative

• Lateness, absenteeism

• Increased errors, rework or waste

• Gossip and deceptions

Rather than ignoring resistance or taking it personally, skilled leaders treat resistance, as an important source of information. Acknowledging resistance and 

inviting discussion lets people know their concerns will be listened to and addressed if possible. Engage with your people. Ask questions, and listen to the 

answers. Provide as much information as you can, and clearly state your expectations going forward. Once respect is shown for their concerns, employees 

affected by the change are more likely to find ways to make it work.

“ Obstacles are the things a person sees when he takes his eyes off his goal.”  

— E. Joseph Cossman, Entrepreneur
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Step 5 to becoming a resilient leader:  
Helping your people process change

When team members show resistance or anxiety 

around change, successful leaders help through 

any or all of the following Adapting Behaviours. 

These behaviours include offering:

• Reassurance, support and encouragement

• Information, advice and counsel

• Retraining, development and coaching

• Direction, assistance and feedback for improvement 

You may be surprised to see that some team members willingly accept the 

announced changes, and even embrace them. They may be vocal about their 

approval, or just quietly agreeable. Either way, you can enlist the support of 

these advocates to carry out the changes and to help their colleagues adjust  

to the new circumstances.

USE “5 WHYS” TO GET TO THE ROOT OF RESISTANCE 

Often, employee resistance is a smokescreen for an underlying concern. To get 

to the root cause of resistance, try using the 5 Whys approach. This simple idea 

originated at Toyota, and was based on the belief that corporate problems are 

never the fault of people, but of processes. An example:

Problem: The car won’t start.

Why?: The battery is dead. (First why)

Why?: The alternator isn’t working. (Second why)

Why?: The alternator belt is broken. (Third why)

Why?:  The belt was past its useful service life, and was not replaced. 

(Fourth why)

Why?:  The car’s recommended maintenance schedule was not followed. 

(Fifth why and root cause)
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Final thoughts

Flexibility and adaptability have always been assets in the workplace. But for leaders in the digital 

age, these qualities have gone from being simply desirable to being basic job requirements. The 

resilience you show in the face of constant change will determine your success, certainly. But it will 

also determine the success of your team and, by extension, your entire organization.  

In an age where upheaval is the status quo, success belongs to those who embrace the challenge.

“Each of us has the opportunity to change and grow until our very last breath. 

Happy creating.” — M.F. Ryan, O Magazine
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For more information

www.globalknowledge.ca/leadership




