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Leadership Through Adversity

When we consider the leaders who inspire us the most, they are usually the ones who have 
navigated teams, businesses, maybe Governments, through times of adversity.  It’s true, 
‘tough times breed great leaders’.  

We look to leaders who demonstrate a strong sense of purpose regardless of the challenges 
they face.  In diffi cult times a leader must be agile, think outside of the box, mitigate stress 
and most importantly, create stability.

Here’s what we’ll cover:

• Skills and behaviours of a great leader
• How to keep the workforce motivated
• Transparent communications
• Look for opportunities
• Continual learning 
• Be a great role model
• Reaching success



www.p3pm.co.uk 
0161 941 2426
info@p3pm.co.uk

Leadership Through Adversity
Page 3

Skills and behaviours of a great leader

When the boat is rocked at work the leadership 
team comes under scrutiny, they are the people 
the workforce turns to and looks towards to 
control situations and steer the boat back on 
to a path of success.

A recent survey asking employees what 
qualities they expect to see in their leaders 
revealed the following:

• Confi dence
• Honesty
• Integrity
• Positivity
• Open mindedness
• Motivational
• Transparency
• Empathy

How to keep the workforce motivated

It doesn’t matter what caused the adversity, it could be a restructure, fl uctuations in your 
industry or negative external infl uences, employees will quickly become unsettled.

Here are our tips to keep everyone upbeat through unsettling times.

1. Communicate.  This appears as our number one tip for most 
situations -  and rightly so.  Clear communication is king and is a 
key skill all members of the leadership team should possess.  Verbal 
communication should take centre-stage in diffi cult times, don’t 
hide behind a keyboard in times of adversity.

A lack of communication could result in rumours being circulated as employees second 
guess the issues faced by the company which will feed negativity, reduce morale and 
effect productivity.  Open and factual face to face communications will make employees 
feel trusted and valued.

2. Two-way conversations.  It is likely that whatever has unsettled the 
business will affect the lives of the workforce, so it is incredibly 
important to hear what they have to say, listen to their concerns 
and answer truthfully.  

Inviting the workforce to ask questions openly can be daunting so it is crucial for leaders 
to prepare thoroughly by anticipating what will be asked of them.  It goes without 
saying that all leaders must have the same level of understanding to provide consistent 
responses.  Irregularities will be picked up resulting in distrust.

       SUCCESS
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3. Look for solutions.  So, now the workforce is aware of what is going 
on it’s time to get creative and innovative.  Engaging the staff in 
problem-solving and tasking them with fi nding solutions presents 
challenge. (Here’s a little psychology for you: when employees are 
given challenges, this disrupts their state of mind and alleviates 
feelings of stress).  And when you demonstrate that you trust and 
respect your employees and listen to their suggestions, they are 
more likely to want to help instead of ‘leave a sinking ship’.  

4. Reward.  Working through times of adversity is diffi cult and 
keeping productivity levels at a high level is hard.  Never has 
praising employees been so important, and if fi nancial rewards 
aren’t appropriate, there are many creative ways to say thank you.  

Employees can quickly feel that they are being taken for granted 
and start looking for alternative employment elsewhere.  Never 
underestimate the power of a simple ‘thank you’.

5. Take notice.  A situation may arise where heavy workloads are placed 
on individuals.  Even if these periods of hard work are temporary, 
leaders must keep an eye on those who are putting in too many 
hours.  Ensure a balance is met and be fl exible with hours.

A workforce will only take so much before they burn out.

6. Be positive.  As the spotlight is following you around, it’s key to 
keep smiling.  It’s understandable that the leadership team will be 
feeling stressed but now is not the time to show personal concern.  
Remaining positive will infl uence how others around you act.  

LIFE WORK
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Transparent communications

Let’s consider the most effective way to communicate and how best to put together that all 
important, internal communications plan.

First things fi rst, inform the workforce of the facts.  Don’t hide anything – they’ll fi nd out 
if you’ve missed out a crucial bit of information resulting in a lack of trust.  Tell them what 
you don’t know and explain that they will be kept informed as soon as new information 
becomes available.

Employees will be keen to fi nd out how the situation affects them.  Be clear about this and 
offer any choices available to them.  Now is not the time to sugarcoat messages, no matter 
how hard they are to deliver.  Honest communications are what your workforce deserve – 
nothing less.

Communicate frequently to prevent rumours spreading during periods of non-
communication.  If possible, provide all employees with key dates and let them know when 
the next update will be.  The content of every communication must aim to add clarity to a 
situation and eliminate fear.

Decide which communication vehicle is best suited every time you share information.  
While face to face communication should be used for the more demanding and possibly 
complex messages, it’s okay to send updates via another medium.  

+ CLARITY -  FEAR
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Look for opportunities

In addition to managing an unsettled workforce, it’s time to step up and 
explore all potential opportunities.  The role of a leader is to continually 
adapt not just their own roles, but that of others.  

Exploring possibilities that didn’t exist before can help businesses thrive 
in the face of adversity.  

• Upskill.  This may not seem obvious, but staff progression 
should be a priority.  Training fuels motivation and there 
won’t be any fi nancial outlay if this is done in-house through 
coaching or mentoring.  Consider progression and the change 
in direction of the company.  Will there be any skill gaps?  If so, 
act fast and set your workforce up for success.

• Up the level of customer service.  Ask employees to enhance 
their customer service in situations where businesses can’t 
afford to lose contracts.  Again, consider additional training. 

• Work habits.  Encourage employees to analyse their way of 
working.  Is there an opportunity to streamline processes, do 
new and improved procedures need putting into place?  This 
exercise naturally includes every one of the workforce and 
instils a feeling of trust and that their ideas are valued. 

• Realign company goals.  Employees feel settled and motivated when 
they can clearly see how their roles fi t in with the company goals.  If the 
direction of the business is changing, now is the time to create new and 
relevant goals and communicate what they are.

OPPORTUNITIES
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Continual learning 

Adversity is never pleasant, but it cannot be ignored as it is something all leaders will face 
in their career – and probably more than once.  

• Experience.  Refl ect on past successes and 
analyse whether those learnings can be 
used for the situation you fi nd yourself in 
now.   

• Learn, process and move on.  See 
setbacks and adversity as part of your 
growth and development and embrace the 
opportunities they deliver and recognise 
how they alter your mindset.

• Be prepared.  Fail to prepare and you 
prepare to fail.  Yes, we know this is a cliché, 
but ensuring you have skills and knowledge 
to tackle obstacles will also make you 
stronger.  Before adversity strikes ask to 
be mentored by an experienced leader – 
don’t just ask about the success stories, 
ask about failures and how resilience 
triumphed.  Find out about any training 
which will enhance your leadership skills.

REFLECTIONREFLECTION
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Be a great role model

If ever there was a time to shine, it’s now.  Leading is not easy 
and during times of adversity it’s even tougher.  As all eyes are 
on you, you will unknowingly be inspiring the bright stars of 
tomorrow – the future leaders.  Without you realising it, your 
workforce will be learning from you as you lead by example.

• Never stop learning
• Forge great working relationships
• Remain resilient
• Be self-aware and practice self-refl ection
• Show empathy
• Be honest and sincere
• Care
• Encourage problem-solving
• Be mentally agile
• See opportunities in every change

With the support and backing of your employees you should 
be able to face any battle head on and create a stronger, more 
resilient organisation.
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Reaching success

Celebrate your success.  No doubt, every member of your workforce has had to step up in 
one way or another. Once the clouds start to lift you need to reward the staff.  This unity 
will strengthen working relationships and reinforce that you are one team working towards 
one goal.

Recognise those who upskilled or took on new responsibilities.  Are there opportunities for 
promotions?

Finally, learn from the experience.  Leaders must refl ect and take action.  

• Could the situation have been prevented?  
• How can you prevent it happening again? 
• What could the company have done better?  
• What did the company do that was successful?
• Is extra training and development needed?

Successes and failures in business will always occur, but it’s how the bad times are managed 
that will determine the future growth and strength of a business.  There is no reason why 
you can’t come out of adversity stronger than before.
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Contact us

If you would like our advice and support through times of adversity do not hesitate to get 
in touch with our team of HR professionals.

Call or email us on:

0161 941 2426

charlotte@p3pm.co.uk


