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Ethics in pursuit of Resilience
If you’re seeing the word “resilience” 
more often today, it’s because we 
(people) feel ourselves increasingly 
threatened and vulnerable.  
This sense of foreboding is not exclusively Coronavirus-
related. Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, 
“resilience” had become a vogue term for academics 
and management consultants alike; environmentalists 
use it when they explain how human recklessness is 
exceeding the planet’s ability to adapt; psychiatrists 
describe it as a vital attribute for nurses constantly faced 
with grating life-and-death realities; and management 
consultants warn of its importance for businesses and 
public utilities in an age of technological disruption and 
black swans.

Insurance as resilience

Of course, feelings of vulnerability and threat amplify 
the desire for security and insurance. Insurance is 
a resilience mechanism. If resilience is the ability to 
“bounce back” from distress and misfortune, it follows 
that insurance would assist in this process. Insurers take 
a pro-active stance against hazardous (im)probability. 

They do this in two ways: 

 – First, by strengthening specific forms of resilience  
among their customers. Some health insurers, 

for instance, reward healthy (read: more resilient) 
living; and even non-life insurers nudge  
customers towards burglar bars, trackers and 
sensors on geysers.

 – But when insurers cannot proactively minimise 
the risk (of crises, distress or sudden shocks) 
to their customers, a second strategy is 
employed. In these cases insurance forms part 
of the protective arsenal that allows a person 
or business to return to a state of wellbeing or 
functioning after disruption.

Resilience in insurance 

There are several aspects to the science of resilience. 
For my part, I would emphasise the role of ethics in the 
pursuit of resilience. 

The Covid-19 pandemic provides some anecdotal 
evidence for the role that ethics plays in resilience. 
Those who direct their attention to the needs of others 
seem less likely to be overwhelmed by panic and 
fear – the volunteers who distribute food parcels; the 
orchestras who manage to perform symphonies from 
seclusion and over zoom, to bring joy to others; the 
children who have adopted isolated retirees in old-age 
homes, and visit them online on a weekly basis.

While perhaps anecdotal, these examples find support 
in studies that associate resilience with prosocial 
behaviour (altruism) and a moral compass1. In other 
words, “helping others” (or what’s called “altruism born 
from suffering”) has been found to promote growth, 

resilience, and recovery from trauma. Moreover, among 
resilient individuals, researchers commonly find an 
“internal belief system guiding values and ethics”2.  
This internal ethical system, or “moral compass” 
provides purpose that predicts resilience. 

Corporate resilience

The ethics-related contributors to individual resilience 
also apply to organisational or corporate resilience. The 
company that has an established and embedded set of 
values, and that focuses on helping clients, employees, 
suppliers and society, may prove more resilient.

This idea is supported by research. In a study of the 
social and financial performance of listed companies 
in Spain, researchers concluded that “the social is 
profitable and that the profitable is social, thereby 
originating a positive feedback virtuous circle”3.  
Another study found that a company’s social 
performance is negatively correlated to systemic risk4  
– prosocial companies therefore lower their risk.

1  Wu, G., Feder, A., Cohen, H., Kim, J.J, Calderon, S., Charney, D.S., & 
    A.A. Mathé. 2013. “Understanding Resilience” in Frontiers in Behavioral 
    Neuroscience 7(10). Available online: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 
    pmc/articles/PMC3573269/ [Accessed 30 June 2020]

2  ibid

3  Rodriguez-Fernandez, M. 2016. “Social responsibility and financial 
    performance: The role of good corporate governance” in Business 
    Research Quarterly 19(2), pp. 137 – 151

4  Kim, J.W. 2010. “Assessing the long-term financial performance  
    of ethical companies” in Journal of Targeting Measurement  
    and Analysis for Marketing 18(3-4):199-208
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There can be many reasons for these findings. When 
the purpose and values of a company resonate with 
employees, they are more committed and productive, 
even in times of crisis. A company that takes an interest 
in the wellbeing of those it impacts, is also more likely to 
earn the loyalty of its customers and suppliers.  
Put differently, when the relationship between a 
company and its people is meaningful rather than 
contractual, challenges can cause a company to fortify 
rather than flake.

Conclusion: Are there moral 
responsibilities in a crisis?

One would expect in times of crisis that all bets are 
off, morally speaking. When survival is threatened, it’s 
everyone for themselves. 
A better understanding of resilience suggests the 
opposite, however, and demonstrates how strong values 
combined with an outward focus are better predictors of 
survival than ruthless self-regard.
Of course waiting for a crisis to start working on ethics 
won’t do. It is better to think of resilience as a property 
of systems or communities, rather than individuals. 
Resilience is relational. What makes a company resilient 
are the “good” relationships that constitute it at the time 
misfortune strikes. These relationships are the product 
of ethical interactions over time. 
In short, if you value resilience, start building strong 
ethical relationships now, and maintain them in crisis. 

“
“

No one escapes pain, fear, and suffering.  
Yet from pain can come wisdom,  

from fear can come courage,  
from suffering can come strength -  
if we have the virtue of resilience.

- Eric Greitens, Resilience
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