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Abstract 

This study explores how individuals cultivate their psychological resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic—an ongoing adversity worthy of exploration. Drawing on 55 semi-

structured interviews, our qualitative research revealed an early pathway towards individual 

resilience, socioecological factors influencing the development of individual resilience, and 

lessons learned across the two observed phases - during and after the first COVID-19 

lockdown (Europe, March–May 2020). The study shows three early, interrelated phases 

towards development of individual resilience - reflecting and making sense of what happened, 

experiencing hope for better life and regaining control in life. It unveils socioecological factors 

influencing the cultivation of individual resilience at micro, meso and macro levels. 

Furthermore, the study shows how life lessons learned could reflect the early development of 

individual resilience. The study contributes to the psychological resilience literature by 

exploring the early development of resilience over time and different contexts, and the role of 

socioecological in harnessing resilience. 

 

1. Introduction 

Humans encounter different challenges throughout their lives. In an increasingly dynamic 

world, the ability to resist, endure, and become even stronger after adversity has become 

fundamental. The research on psychological resilience - a positive adaptation in the face of 

adversity (Luthar et al., 2000) - seeks to understand why and how some individuals react to 

events in their lives. This study explores how individuals adapted psychologically and 

professionally to the COVID-19 adversity, a suitable context to study individual resilience 

(Davydov et al., 2010; Fisher et al., 2019; Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Hartmann et al., 2020). 

Since the COVID-19 outbreak almost all countries around the world have decided to take 

serious measures, such as large-scale quarantines, travel restrictions, and social-distancing 

measures. Resilience has been on the agenda of many international and European 

organizations (e.g., the International Labour Organization [ILO, 2020], the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD, 2020], United Nations [UN, 2020] to help 

societies build back better after COVID-19.  
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The study of resilience has proliferated in a number of disciplines in the last quarter of the 

past decade, including psychology, organizations, resilience engineering, and ecology. 

However, “it still needs much better understanding, and is severely under-researched in 

Organizational Behaviour” (King et al., 2016, p. 782). Acknowledging that resilience is a 

complex construct made of opposing tensions (Giustiniano et al., 2020), we should delve more 

into the essential nature of successful adaptation to stress, how it unfolds over time and across 

contexts (King et al., 2016; Ong et al., 2006). Previous research has demonstrated that people 

experience positive changes and enhanced meaning of life during COVID-19 (Chen et al. 2021, 

Stallard et al. 2021). However, “little research has been conducted to understand the factors 

that may increase resilience among people experiencing pandemics, including COVID-19” 

(Zhang et al., 2022, p. 578). 

In light of the unprecedented global health crisis, the purpose of this study is to explore the 

initial development of individual resilience and factors that may contribute to increase 

individual resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic. The paper aims to answer the following 

research questions: How did individual resilience manifest and develop during and after the first 

COVID-19 lockdown? (Europe, March–May 2020)? What factors contributed to develop individual 

resilience during and after the first COVID-19 lockdown? Giving that COVID-19 has produced 

such an overwhelming impact on various spheres of people’s lives, another question arose out 

of our curiosity: What life lessons did individuals learn after living in such  adversity, and if these 

lessons could be reflective of their individual resilience? 

To answer the above questions, the study applies a qualitative research approach (e.g., Gioia 

et al., 2013) based on 55 semi-structured interviews with individuals having different 

professional background.  

In the next paragraph, we present the theoretical background on psychological resilience and 

the nature of adversity. Then we describe the methodology adopted in this study, followed by 

the presentation of findings. We conclude with a discussion and conclusions. 

 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. 2.1 Psychological resilience 

Resilience derives from resilire, which in Latin means “to bounce” or “to jump back” 

(Williams et al., 2017). It is an interdisciplinary construct (King et al., 2016) that has been 

defined and used in a variety of disciplines, such as psychology, organizations, engineering, 

and ecology at different levels of analysis—individual, organizational, and systems.  

The majority of studies applying an individual level of analysis come from psychology. 

Psychological resilience has been conceptualized as a personality trait, a process, or an 

outcome (King et al., 2016). Resilience as a trait is viewed as an enduring capacity to bounce 

back from adversity. It is considered to be a relatively stable quality that can be developed via 

training. For instance, Bonanno (2004) defined psychological resilience as “the ability of adults 

in otherwise normal circumstances who are exposed to an isolated and potentially highly 

disruptive event…to maintain relatively stable, healthy levels of psychological and physical 

functioning…as well as the capacity for generative experiences and positive emotions” (pp. 

20–21). The author highlighted that resilient individuals are those who report little or no 

psychological symptoms and show the ability to continue to fulfill personal and social 
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responsibilities and embrace new tasks and experiences. Ong et al. (2006) defined 

psychological resilience as a “relatively stable personality trait characterized by the ability to 

overcome, steer through, and bounce back” (p. 731) from daily adversity and challenges. When 

applied to the workplace, resilience has been defined as a “positive psychological capacity to 

rebound, to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, uncertainty, conflict, failure or even positive change, 

progress, and increased responsibility” (Luthans et al., 2005, p. 254). A recent Academy of 

Management Annals paper characterized occupational resilience as the cognitive, emotional, 

and physical hardiness required in particular careers (e.g., artists, doctors, teachers) (Kossek 

& Perrigino, 2016). Kossek and Perrigino (2016) have gone on to argue that the construct 

“reflects the multiple ways in which individuals access resiliency resources to respond to 

negative and positive stress triggers to adapt performance over one’s career” (p. 764).  

Past research has stressed the importance of resource endowments, such as personality, 

material resources (i.e., income), interpersonal resources (i.e., social support), and work 

resources (i.e., employment) in harnessing individual resilience (Bonanno et al., 2006, 2007; 

Dunn et al., 2008; Grant et al., 2009; Powley, 2009). Some personal traits, also called individual 

protective factors, such as optimism, self-esteem, confidence (Bonanno et al., 2006), or faith 

(Pargament, 1997), may make people more prone to develop resilience than others. Contexts 

characterized by trust and social support will be more resilience-friendly than contexts rife 

with cynicism, distrust, and social toxicity. With regard to the workplace, Waldman et al. 

(2011), by interviewing Israeli victims of the terrorism, have shown the inhibiting effect of 

bureaucracy and the enabling effect of humane and compassionate responses from 

organizations in times of traumatic events. The authors argued that compassionate 

organizational responses can enhance human resilience, whereas “strict adherence to 

bureaucratic controls may make victims less resilient” (p. 947). Powley (2009), by conducting 

an in-depth case study of a shooting in a business school, also showed the importance of social 

mechanisms such as compassionate witnessing (i.e., compassionate actions, interactions, and 

behaviors of individuals and group) and relational redundancy (i.e., the persistence of 

relationships) to enable individual and organizational resilience. Hartmann et al. (2021) 

argued that a team’s emotional culture of joy fosters team resilience through mutuality in 

relationships, namely a caring and supportive environment, and reflexivity, which implies 

situational awareness and overt exploration; in addition, a team’s emotional cultural joy is a 

passageway to other resources. Meneghel et al. (2016) showed how Perceptions of Social 

Context (PoSC), defined as the employees’ positive perceptions of the behaviors performed by 

significant organizational constituents and representative of a supportive workplace, increases 

individual work resilience. In essence, a supportive, compassionate, empathetic, and caring 

work environment enables individual, team, and organizational resilience. Despite the 

growing interest in resilience in the workplace, still limited studies exist on “organizational 

factors that can promote resilience in individuals and its subsequent influence on both 

attitudinal and behavioural work outcomes” (King et al., 2016, p. 783). Recently, several 

scholars (e.g., Zhang et al., 2022) have pointed at the need for more investigation of the factors 

that may increase resilience among people experiencing pandemics and have suggested the 

adoption of an integrative and interdisciplinary framework for cultivating resilience. 

Many scales to measure individual resilience, conceptualized as a capacity, exist such as the 

Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (2003), Wagnild and Young’s (1993) Resilience Scale, Block 

& Kremen’s (1996) Scale. However, several scholars have suggested that resilience is also a 

process that can change over time. Conceptualizing resilience as a process allows for temporal 
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and developmental aspects, different types of contingencies, and domain specificity 

(Hartmann et al., 2020; Moenkemeyer et al., 2012). Luthar et al. (2000, p. 543) referred to 

resilience as a “dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 

significant adversity”. Williams et al. (2017, p. 742) defined resilience as a “process by which 

an actor builds and uses its capability endowments to interact with the environment in a way 

that positively adjusts and maintains functioning prior to, during, and following adversity”. 

Recent research (e.g., Lombardi et al., 2021; Waldman et al., 2011) adopting a processual view, 

has proposed considering resilience as composed of two interrelated dimensions: adaptive 

resilience and reactive resilience. The former requires the capacity to absorb the impact of a 

negative incident, whereas the latter implies the capacity to look at the negative incident as a 

source of learning. In essence, the process perspective offers a holistic and integrative 

approach to studying resilience (Hartmann et al., 2020). However, to solve an issue of 

terminological inconsistency, Luthar et al. (2000) stressed that the term “resiliency” should be 

used when referring to a trait and “resilience” when referring to the process or phenomenon.  

Considering that most definitions of psychological resilience are based on two core 

concepts—adversity and positive adaptation (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Hartman et al., 2020)—

we define resilience as a positive adaptation in the face of significant adversity.  

COVID-19 represents a useful context to investigate how individual resilience evolves over 

time. It is an unprecedented, global, and multifaceted pandemic that has influenced various 

domains of our existence. To comprehend the early manifestation and development of 

individual resilience, including the factors that might influence it, a qualitative approach has 

been implemented in this study. 

 

2.2. Nature of adversity 

The study of psychological resilience seeks to understand why some individuals are able to 

withstand the stress they experience in their lives better than others (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 

2017). However, there are different types of stress and adversity. Boin et al. (2010) asked 

whether resilience is a capacity to deal with rare, devastating events with a much wider range 

of disruptions and disturbances. Williams et al. (2017) have suggested that resilience, 

especially occupational, deals more with ordinary, daily life adversity. For instance, 

Moenkemeyer et al. (2012) considered future innovation project failures in defining the 

construct of innovator resilience potential (IRP) - the potential for future innovative 

functioning and coping with adversity. Other scholars have suggested distinguishing between 

mild and severe adversity (Davydov et al., 2010). 

Whether resilience refers only to either ordinary or severe adversity or both does not preclude 

the fact that the nature and definition of adversity matters. Several scholars have stressed the 

importance of a clear definition of adversity when exploring resilience (Fisher et al., 2019; 

Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Hartmann et al., 2020).  

COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus that originated 

in Wuhan, China in December 2019 and then spread to the entire world. In less than three 

months, it became a global pandemic with health, social, economic, fiscal, and political 

impacts. In particular, COVID-19 has induced wide-ranging impacts on the mental health and 

well-being of high-risk populations. Although the public are at a relatively lower risk of 

infection, widely applied containment measures such as quarantine and social distancing have 
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also significantly affected their mental health (Zhang et al., 2022). More than half of the world’s 

population experienced lockdown and many cultural and economic activities were shut down. 

The ILO (2021) reported global employment losses in 2020 of 114 million jobs, relative to 2019, 

as a consequence of COVID-19. Despite the aforementioned negative impacts of COVID-19 on 

people’s health and everyday lives, societies around the world have initiated prosocial and 

collaborative efforts. With its overwhelming impact on people’s lives, COVID-19 represents a 

suitable context to explore the individual resilience. 

 

3. Methods 

The study adopts a qualitative research approach for several reasons: (1) nature of adversity: 

COVID-19 constitutes a severe adversity that never happened before; (2) nature of the research 

question; (3) application of a process view of resilience. In order to study the process that can 

foster the demonstration of resilience over time, scholars (e.g., Hartmann et al., 2020) suggest 

using the qualitative research approach as it allows for the investigation of complex, 

processual dynamics and human interaction. 

 

3.1. Data collection 

Interview transcripts served as primary data for our analysis. Qualitative data provide 

evidence on people’s lived experience, going beyond snapshots of what and how many to 

grasp why and how things happen (Huberman & Miles, 1994). 

The researchers conducted 55 semi-structured interviews with individuals of different 

professional backgrounds. The data collection process began with the first lockdown in Italy 

in March 2020. Italy was the first European country highly impacted by COVID-19 to take 

drastic measures, such as home confinement and other containment measures. The two waves 

of interviews—phase I from 26 March, 2020 to 12 May, 2020 (i.e., phase I) and from 19 May 

2020 to 30 July 2020 (i.e., phase II) - were performed with the same informants to comprehend 

the change in their personal and professional lives and what they learned from such an 

experience. The timeline of the interviews was adjusted for the lockdown period of different 

countries.  

We decided to adopt an individual level of analysis because an increasing number of people 

work outside traditional organizational boundaries (Ashford et al., 2018). We used 

convenience sampling, interviewing individuals immediately available to conduct an 

interview. The convenience sample was chosen in order not to lose time with the preparation 

phase of the research and to try to capture the psychological state of individuals during and 

after the first COVID-19 lockdown, bearing in mind that resilience is apparent relatively early 

in the first few months after exposure (Bonanno, 2004). The only selection criterion applied 

was that individuals had to be professionally employed. The interview questions were asked 

around the following topics: (1) general opinion about the pandemic; (2) feelings and well-

being, (3) relationships and social support, (4) routines, (5) personal strengths, (6) 

reorganization of work, (7) coordination with colleagues, (8) potential benefits and damage to 

informants’ businesses/workplaces, and (9) lessons learned during and after the COVID-19 

lockdown, (10) supportive resources, (11) plans for the next future. As soon as the home 

confinement was terminated, corresponding to the second phase of lockdown (e.g., in Italy on 
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18 May, 2020), follow-up interviews were conducted. Only one informant out of 28 could not 

be reached for a follow-up interview. The interviews were conducted via Skype, Zoom, or 

WhatsApp. They were all recorded and supported by writing notes. Table 1 reports the 

interview data, maintaining the anonymity of informants. 

 

Table 1. Data table 

 

Informant Gender Age Industry Title Date and 

length of 

interview  

Location 

of the 

informant 

1  Male 30–35 Export 

Credit 

Agency 

Debt 

Restructuring 

Analyst 

26/03/2020 41’ 

19/05/2020 31’ 

Italy 

2  Male 35–40 Virtual 

Reality 

Start-Up 

Founder, CEO 26/03/2020 39’ 

19/05/2020 31’ 

Belgium 

3  Female 25–30 Tech Start-

Up 

Business 

Developer 

27/03/2020 23’ 

22/05/2020 21’ 

Italy 

4  Male 25–30 Film  Film 

Producer, 

Film Director 

27/03/2020 51’ 

23/05/2020 43’ 

Italy 

5  Male 30–35 Film & 

Theater 

Actor  27/03/2020 31’ 

19/05/2020 26’ 

Italy 

6  Female 25–30 Insurance  Project 

manager 

27/03/2020 37’ 

22/05/2020 22’ 

Germany 

7  Female 25–30 Insurance  Manager 28/03/2020 14’ 

22/05/2020 38’ 

Austria 

8  Male 25–30 Law 

Company 

Layer 28/03/2020 23’ 

25/05/2020 21’ 

Italy 

9  Male 40–45 Various Consultant 28/03/2020 30’ 

28/05/2020 23’ 

US 

10  Female 25–30 Health 

Care 

Nurse 31/03/2020 54’ 

22/07/2020 27’ 

Moldavia 

11  Male 35–30 Health 

Care 

Psychotherapi

st 

01/04/2020 30’ 

03/06/2020 17’ 

Italy 

12  Female 30–35 Insurance Senior 

Consultant 

07/04/2020 21’ 

27/05/2020 22’ 

Germany 

13  Male 25–30 Film 

&Video 

Program 

Manager  

07/04/2020 30’ 

27/05/2020 22’ 

Germany 

14  Male 30–35 Consultanc

y 

Consultant 07/04/2020 36’ 

21/05/2020 15’ 

Germany 

15  Male 45–50 Film Executive 

Producer 

08/04/2020 44’ 

21/05/2020 43’ 

Italy 

16  Female 45–50 Journalism Writer 09/04/2020 28’ 

30/07/2020 56’ 

Spain 
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17  Female 45–50 Fashion Creator, 

Fashion 

Designer 

10/04/2020 36’ 

08/072020 77’ 

Italy 

18  Male 45–50 Electricity Manager  11/04/2020 25’ 

09/07/2020 23’ 

Italy 

19  Male 45–50 Agriculture Ex-Pilot, Wine 

and Food 

Producer 

15/04/2020 24’ 

28/05/2020 24’ 

Italy 

20  Male 35–40 Film Film Director, 

Cameraman 

23/04/2020 48’ Italy 

21  Female 50–55 Export 

Credit 

Agency 

Debt 

Restructuring 

Analyst 

24/04/2020 16’ 

11/06/2020 17’ 

Italy 

22  Male 40–45 Fashion Designer, 

Owner of a 

Brand 

24/04/2020 37’ 

03/06/2020 24’ 

Italy 

23  Male 30–35 Higher 

Education 

Researcher 26/04/2020 35’ 

11/06/2020 35’ 

India 

24  Male 40–45 Consultanc

y 

Consultant 29/04/2020 44’ 

03/06/2020 36’ 

Italy 

25  Male 40–45 Film Specialist in 

Special Effects  

01/05/2020 75’ 

25/06/2020 33’ 

Italy 

26  Female 30–35 Export 

Credit 

Agency 

Project 

manager 

04/05/2020 35’ 

11/06/2020 21’ 

Italy 

27  Male 30–35 Film & 

Theater 

Teacher, 

Sound 

Technician 

12/05/2020 32’ 

10/06/2020 28’ 

Italy 

28  Male 30–35 Film  Film 

Producer, 

Film Director 

01/04/2020 34’ 

26/05/2020 25’ 

Italy 

 

3.2. Data analysis 

Data analysis followed prescriptions for grounded-theory building (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), 

elaborating the theory (Fisher & Aguinis, 2017) through a continuous interplay between data 

analysis and data collection.  

Three types of codes were identified: open, axial, and selective (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In 

the open coding phase meaningful holes were identified and given conceptual labels. In 

particular, in coding 55 interviews, 381 open codes and subcodes were developed, covering 

themes such as: opinion about COVID-19, feelings, daily routine, national situation, 

interpersonal relationships, professional challenges, work reorganization practices, 

supportive organizational factors, personal factors , life lessons, etc. We then refined the open 

codes into theoretical codes. 

In axial coding, categories were related to their subcategories. 15 axial codes emerged from 

coding 55 interviews. Figure 1 shows the NVivo coding uncovering the subcodes of the most 

important axial codes for the purpose of this research (Bruscaglioni, 2016). 
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Figure 1: NVivo coding scheme 
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In selective coding, we unified several categories around some "core" categories. To identify 

core categories, we asked ourselves: What is the main analytic idea presented in this research? 

Thus, for the purpose of this paper we decided to focus on three core categories, namely 

pathway towards individual resilience, socioecological factors influencing individual 

resilience, and life lessons as reflection of individual resilience . A three-stage process of 

theoretically informed coding is shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Coding structure 
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4. Findings 

Three core findings have emerged in this study: (1) pathway towards individual resilience, 

(2) socioecological factors influencing individual resilience, (3) life lessons as reflection of 

individual resilience. First, we uncover three early stages towards individual resilience, 

namely reflecting and making sense of what happened, experiencing hope for better life and 

regaining control in life. Although the three phases are discussed in sequential and consecutive 

order, they are interconnected and can take place simultaneously. The second finding concerns 

the socioecological factors at micro, meso and macro levels that can influence the cultivation 

of individual resilience. Finally, we present different life lessons that informants learned 

during and after the first COVID-19 lockdown. Surprisingly, these lessons reflect the early 

development of individual resilience, being based on personal narratives, results of sense 

making and reflection processes. 

 

4.1. Pathway towards individual resilience 

4.1.1. Reflecting and making sense of what happened 

When COVID-19 began, many informants were trying to comprehend the situation and gain 

awareness of the circumstances they were living in.  
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How do I feel? I don’t know. Definitely impressed. I never thought I'd live in times like these. 

I am in a period of reflection. I am rethinking some things about myself. (Informant 8, phase 

I) 

 

I am gradually becoming aware of what this thing means. (Informant 16, phase I) 

 

Analogies were used to compare the COVID-19 pandemic to a war, plague, revolution.  

 

The analogy with war is the right one. However, the last world war of our grandparents was 

different form this one, they suffered a real hunger and death. Today, we see the death, but we 

are getting fat. (Informant 4, phase I) 

 

Individuals reflected on the impact of COVID-19 at the levels of society, industry, business, 

and individuals.  

 

I think about the social effect, people start supporting each other. At the beginning everybody 

was on his own, running to the supermarket; but now I can see more and more how people are 

becoming more human. (Informant 6, phase I) 

 

Fashion companies are experiencing a drama and they are thinking about revolutionizing the 

business model. (Informant 24, phase I) 

 

It has affected my approach to work. It has affected my expectations. (Informant 9, phase I) 

 

Several informants announced how unstable western democracies were and how 

populations took an inadequate behaviour to avoid risks.  

 

I think the conclusion is mostly political: how unstable western democratic countries 

are…(Informant 9, phase II) 

 

What happens gives you the creeps in what society we live in. You think if it makes sense to 

have a family, children in this world. (Informant 13, phase II) 

 

Informants were also observing and meditating upon what was happening. 

 

I was shaken by nature and how much it can flourish without out intrusion. In the first week 

of lockdown, I noticed that birds were flying at a lower level… All this made me emerge in a 

meditation mode. (Informant 4, phase I) 

 

4.1.2. Experiencing hope for a better life 

While reflecting and making sense of what was happening, many informants were hopeful 

that the life would get better in the near future, and they would learn some lessons from the 

adversity.  

 

Even if we don’t work for a while, I'm sure we will resume. (Informant 10, phase I) 
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I am always full of hope...I always think - ah no, things can change, and we can learn 

something from it. (Informant 16, phase I) 

 

Several individuals lived home confinement as a moment of creative inspiration and new 

opportunities. 

 

I am considering this period as full of opportunities, a period when you can get in touch with 

people you love… (Informant 7, phase II) 

 

I am full of ideas and good vibes. (Informant 3, phase II) 

 

I am in a period of exploration and change. (Informant 5, phase II)  

 

Some informants reported to feel curious, energized and enriched. 

 

I personally feel enriched. (Informant 1, phase II) 

 

Negative feelings were also present among informants during the COVID-19 lockdown, such 

as feeling annoyed, concerned, impressed, frozen, scared, worried, lost, lonely, stressed, 

displaced, and uncertain.  

 

I feel very concerned and a bit lost. I still feel like I'm at the initial stage of adapting to the 

situation. (Informant 3, phase I) 

 

It is stressful, but you get used to it. To be honest, in the first days I had problems focusing on 

work. (Informant 2, phase I) 

 

After the COVID-19 lockdown, negative feelings were also mentioned but to a lesser extent 

compared to phase I. Some informants said that they felt annoyed because of the impossibility 

of planning the near future and were confused about what happened, feeling insecure, 

uncertain, and unsatisfied with new rhythm. 

 

I don’t feel satisfied with the reopening because the quarantine rhythms were more akin to my 

nature. (Informant 11, phase II) 

 

I feel more scared, less free, less spontaneous. (Informant 16, phase II) 

 

Despite some negative feelings being reported, overall, the feelings and wellbeing of 

informants became more positive after they lived through the adversity. 

 

4.1.3. Regaining control in life 

After an initial stage of reflection and hope, informants started adapting to their new 

situation.  
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It's a world situation and you adapt. (Informant 17, phase II) 

 

Many informants felt stronger and more resilient after having lived through the first COVID-

19 lockdown. 

 

Definitely stronger on a personal level because you realize that you can live in these 

circumstances, and this boosts your confidence. (Informant 7, phase II)  

 

I think I have built my resilience during these months. (Informant 3, phase II) 

 

Informants were more focused, disciplined, determined, and in control of their lives after the 

lockdown. 

 

I feel more determined, focused, which gives me a sense of control and probably 

strength. (Informant 2, phase II) 

 

I feel energized, determined... I am getting out of it better than before. (Informant 4, 

phase II) 

 

Mental and spiritual benefits were reported by some informants. 

 

There are mental, spiritual, social benefits. (Informant 5, phase II) 

 

New ideas, plans and projects for the near future were discussed. Among the plans for near 

future, informants mentioned the opportunity of finally going to social places such as 

restaurants, museums, cinemas, cultural events, going on holidays, but also the desire to 

change their jobs and do something meaningful.  

 

I start thinking about the winter collection of my brand. (Informant 12, phase II) 

 

I try to find a different job opportunity. I went to see some public competitions. I 

would like to invest some money, change the house, buy and cultivate land. I don't 

see anything concrete in what I do…(Informant 24, phase II) 

 

I want to switch to part-time and start a new hobby. I bought some fabrics. I cannot 

wait to go to museums, exhibitions. (Informant 3, phase II) 

 

The work plans have become more concrete after the lockdown. Individuals became more 

focused on their ideas, coming up with new plans and putting them into practice. For instance, 

one informant managed to close his film production company and was about to open a new 

one. After the lockdown, he announced his concrete decisions regarding the new company’s 

location (in Ireland) and the format and content to be produced. 

 

4.2. Socioecological factors influencing individual resilience 
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Inspired by a socioecological model of resilience (Zhang et al., 2022), this paragraph identifies 

the sociological factors at different levels that can influence the cultivation of individual 

resilience. 

4.2.1. Micro-level psychological processes 

Informants claimed that several micro-level factors helped them live through the adversity, 

among which the most recurrent were: optimism, positivity, curiosity, goal orientation, hope, 

faith and inner balance.  

 

I'm a person who doesn’t gets easily upset. I have a firm belief that everything will turn out 

for the better and that this event could indeed bring positive results. (Informant 11, phase I) 

 

I am an optimist, a dreamer. I know that when this crisis ends, everything will be much more 

beautiful. (Informant 28, phase I) 

 

Regarding curiosity, informant 6 (phase I) claimed: “I am curious about many things. My 

brain is constantly busy. I just need to make sure that my curiosity does not go in the direction 

of learning more about negative events.” 

Being unconcerned and untouched by the news and media was considered by some 

informants as a supportive factor. 

 

One of the strongest parts is that I am resilient to accepting, sheltering all the info I receive 

from media. I do not believe it and it is not influencing me. (Informant 12, phase I) 

 

Other less recurrent, yet, helpful factors at micro level were the capacity to adapt, to reinvent 

oneself, determinism, introversion, creativity, flexibility, problem-solving, self-awareness, 

self-discipline, stress resistance, and concreteness.  

 

My expertise is in dealing with crisis situations. So whenever there are stressful situations I 

feel very calm, very relaxed, it feeds my ego, my intellect. So, my strong points are basically 

stress resistance, adaptability and problem solving. (Informant 9, phase I) 

 

Creativity and imagination; Being confined to a space, you must be a bit creative to motivate 

yourself and to avoid getting bored… (Informant 23, phase I) 

 

Informants stressed how past experiences gave them strength to face other adversity in their 

lives.  

 

I spent a year in seclusion. Now I hear many people who can't make it, who suffer a lot. But 

for me it was a gym. (Informant 16, phase I) 

 

On a personal level, I have already been through many heavy things. It is as if I had already 

acquired the tools over the years to react to complex moments. (Informant 24, phase II) 

 

Having a routine was very helpful for several informants.  
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I tried to keep my typical day not because I am a person who likes the routine, but I found it a 

smart compromise. (Informant 25, phase I) 

 

Some informants mentioned that the acceptance of change and loss was important in difficult 

circumstances. For instance, the Informant 15 (phase I) stated:  

 

One day you are fine, one day you are not, one day you are rich, one day you are poor, one day 

you are happy, one day you are sad... I am never afraid of losing anything. I am very happy that 

I had this kind of education. 

 

Interpersonal relationships were among the most reported factors helping the informants 

face the COVID-19 adversity.  

 

My husband is my strong point. Luckily, I get along with him…My husband gives me so 

much strength. (Informant 17, phase I) 

 

A crisis time is always an interesting time. Usually, it is a time to reconnect with people: 

everybody is open to connect, to share moments, we are all going through a trauma. (Informant 

2, phase I) 

 

4.2.2. Meso-level factors 

Three meso-level factors influenced informants’ individual resilience, namely (1) 

organizational support strategies, (2) community building with colleagues, (3) material 

resources.  

Before discussing organizational support strategies, it is important to mention that the 

informants were employed/self-employed in different industries, and COVID-19 produced a 

different impact on different industries, causing both damages and benefits to companies. 

Industries requiring human contact (e.g., creative industries) were badly hit, whereas 

industries using digital technologies and online interaction and/or entertainment (e.g., tech 

industry, software industry) were better off. In terms of damages, some informants saw a 

reduction in their business operations, had problems with fundraising, and difficulties at 

strategic and operational levels. In terms of benefits, some informants expected an increase in 

productivity in the medium-long run, and some were considering new business opportunities.  

Informants mentioned the following organizational support strategies that helped them 

cultivate their individual resilience: effective communication to employees, including clear 

guidelines, increased motivation through leadership, flexible work, smart-work, online 

trainings, intensified usage of digital technologies, temporary suspension of business trips.  

Informants valued a transparent and clear communication from their organizations giving 

precise instructions and guidelines, given new circumstances. 

 

We have a very efficient internal communication team that keeps us up to date. Then 

there is a task force dedicated to the coronavirus that has defined the ways in which 

we can return to the office. (Informant 26, phase II) 

 



 

 pIJ/Volume 10 – Issue 2   ISSN: 2499-1333 

 
183 

Submitted 24/01/2023 – Accepted 06/03/2024 

Informants claimed that keeping the motivation high by showing a good example could act 

as an efficient organizational strategy to cultivate individual resilience. 

 

I think we both (the CEO and I) believe in leading by example so I am more talking to 

people to ask how they feel. X, the CEO, is leading by example. He gets things done 

and this inspires everyone. (Informant 2, phase I) 

 

Remote work and flexible work were among the most common but also the most helpful 

organizational practices supporting individual resilience in times of adversity.  

 

We are quite lucky, as we can all work from home, engineers included, without 

impacting too much the ability to work. (Informant 2, phase I) 

 

We are working very well remotely, and we see that efficiency is even higher than 

when we are in the office. (Informant 7, phase II) 

 

With regard to the community building, informants claimed that their teams’ dedication and 

the coordination with colleagues affected their individual resilience.  

 

We are a small team, everybody is dedicated for the moment. We decided to have 

more meeting that usual… two Skype calls per week with a camera to see each other’s 

face and we start by asking how everybody is doing…(Informant 2, phase I) 

 

What we also have is these daily calls introduced at the beginning of March. Every 

single day heads of HR of every X entity discuss the global guidelines, what we should 

implement as a global company for every employee and the things that stay local 

because of different regulations and laws. (Informant 6, phase I) 

 

However, not for everyone the coordination with colleagues got better during the COVID-19 

lockdown. Several informants were missing the physical interaction.  

 

Coordination is not easy because I am part of the organization with a high human 

capital. (Informant 1, phase I) 

 

Material recourses were another meso-level factor contributing to individual resilience.  

 

It is a fairly large house with a nice terrace, and it helps a lot. (Informant 25, phase I). 

 

Honestly, I am lucky enough to live in a beautiful place with a green space. In this 

space I have my entertainment, skate. I can surf in front of the house. (Informant 22, 

phase II) 

 

4.2.3. Macro level environment 

The macro-level factors that impacted informants’ individual resilience were the national 

context, the media and the solidarity among people. National context affected individual 
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resilience by introducing different rules and guidelines on how to behave during and 

immediately after the COVID-19 lockdown.  

 

Germany is in the last phase because we are opening the restaurants, and it is getting 

much more relaxed; but we did not have really strict restrictions. (Informant 6, phase 

II) 

 

The impact of news was also considered as a macro-level factor influencing individual 

resilience, and often described as “overwhelming” by informants.  

 

I stopped watching television. I could no longer bear to listen to negative news that 

caused tremendous anxiety in me. (Informant 18, phase I) 

 

At the same time I try to avoid reading the daily reports about numbers of death...I 

don’t really think I need to know that. I know in general the dynamics but I try to 

avoid reading daily news about this. (Informant 7, phase I) 

 

Some interviewees mentioned the grown social solidarity during and after the first COVID-

19 lockdown that contributed to their wellbeing. 

 

4.3. Life lessons as reflection of individual resilience 

COVID-19 suspended people’s lives for several months, giving them time to reflect on many 

topics. Three big categories of life lessons could be identified: (1) reflecting upon various 

domains of life, (2) passive appreciation, and (3) re-envisioning the future. These life lessons 

reflect the early development of individual resilience. 

 

4.3.1. Reflecting upon various domains of life  

When asked what they learned during and after the first COVID lockdown, many informants 

reflected on the fragility of human life, acknowledging that no one was protected from the 

adversity, and it was important to be ready for the unpredictable. 

 

First of all, I feel how fragile we are. (Informant 3, phase I) 

 

The biggest lesson for me is how vulnerable and unprepared we are, how a very mild disease 

can destroy lives. (Informant 9, phase I) 

 

However, right after the first COVID-19 lockdown, several informants learned that no crisis 

could affect them unless they allowed it to and that there was no problem without a solution. 

 

I learned that whatever happens in life, it is okay, and I can rely on myself and my friends, and 

no crisis can really affect you unless you allow it to. So I think I built my resilience during 

these months. (Informant 3, phase II) 
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The corollary of this: you must prepare yourself for tomorrow and think that there are no 

problems without a solution. (Informant 5, phase II) 

 

Other recurrent lesson within this category concerned the acknowledgment of advantages of 

part-time work and smart work. 

 

Another discovery is that I was more productive working from home than in the office. 

(Informant 12, phase I) 

 

Life lessons about the macro impact of individual actions and attention to sustainability 

issues were reported. 

 

We realized that the action of a single individual can have repercussions on the whole 

community. (Informant 1, phase II) 

 

It has given us an opportunity to have more sensibility on eco-sustainable issues and the 

impact that a man has on earth. (Informant 1, phase II) 

 

4.3.2. Passive appreciation 

The most recurrent life lessons in this category relate to the following: (1) the importance of 

time, of following one’s own biological rhythms, of slowing down; (2) the importance of 

relationships, (3) the appreciation of life, little, and essential things, (4) the importance of 

valuing oneself.   

Life lessons about the concept of time were the most frequent. Many informants announced 

the desire to make a better use of their time in the future, without being in a rush. 

 

I should learn to make better use of my time… that's enough. (Informant 5, phase I) 

 

Informants realized the importance of relationships - family, friends, and colleagues – and 

which relationships were valuable for them.  

 

People and human relationships are important. (Informant 20, phase I) 

 

It’s a confirmation of what real relationships are. There are friends and there are acquaintances, 

there are deep relationships and superficial ones. (Informant 24, phase II) 

 

Many informants started appreciating their lives more. They rediscovered small pleasures in 

life, such as a good coffee, a kind word, a phone call.   

 

Life is one, and we must always face it with a smile, understanding that it is fortunate to be 

here… (Informant 6, phase I)  

 

Another lesson, you start appreciating small things.(Informant 12, phase II) 

 

Several informants realized what was essential in their lives. 
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There is something about this crisis that makes you think about what is essential in your life 

and what is not. Suddenly, we are living with much less excitement, interactions, traveling 

than before, so it puts everything in perspective…(Informant 2, phase II) 

 

COVID-19 provided people with an opportunity to reflect on their own lives. Several 

informants stated that they learned to appreciate themselves more and their work. They 

realized the importance of not running after something or someone.  

 

You begin to value yourself more. A beautiful phrase of Giacomo Casanova, in a book of 1712, 

was "in life always be the flame, never the moth". The moth is a butterfly. So you must always 

attract and not be attracted. (Informant 28, phase II) 

 

4.3.3. Re-envisioning the future 

This category of life lessons is more proactive and action-oriented. Life lessons belonging to 

this category relate to (1) the importance of being spontaneous and not planning too much; (2) 

the increased civic sense, the importance of being sensitive to sustainability topics and the 

importance of doing something meaning; (3) the importance of being patient following your 

instinct, and taking more risks; (4) the importance of living life to the fullest; (5) the importance 

of using time better. 

  

One recurrent life lesson was about the importance of being spontaneous. 

 

What we will try to get from this is to slow down and keep at least one day per week without 

any plans that we can be spontaneous. (Informant 7, phase II) 

 

Several informants realized the importance of doing something meaningful and caring more 

about social and environmental issues.  

 

We don’t live only for ourselves. We also should do things for society. (Informant 6, phase I) 

 

The recent crisis put every human activity in perspective. When you are developing a very 

cool project, well seen by society, this gives you a good sense of accomplishment. (Informant 

2, phase II) 

 

Some individuals learned to follow their instinct and take more risks.  

 

Trying to be fair and trying to do things in a way ... to follow your instinct…so that you have 

no regrets. (Informant 22, phase II) 

 

You must be willing to risk everything, always. (Informant 4, phase II) 

 

Some interviewees learned about the importance of living life to the fullest. 
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You need to seize opportunities, travel, be hungry for life. This is the lesson. (Informant 8, 

phase I) 

 

The most recurrent life lesson mentioned by informants relates not only to a stronger 

appreciation of time but also to its better usage. 

 

Life is short, so do something you like. Do not waste time with meaningless meetings-

(Informant 23, phase I) 

 

The aforementioned life lessons provided a subtle indication of the psychological resilience 

building after living amidst the adversity.  

 

5. Discussion 

This paper reveals three important findings, namely the early pathway towards individual 

resilience, the socioecological factors influencing individual resilience and life lessons learned 

as reflection of an early development of individual resilience. Figure 3 illustrates the findings. 

 

Figure 3: Early development of individual resilience, socioecological factors influencing its cultivation and life 

lessons as reflection of its development.  

 

 
 

In particular, this paper reveals three early steps manifesting the initial development of 

individual resilience: (1) reflecting and making sense of what happened; (2) experiencing hope 

for better life; (3) regaining control in life. These steps are not sequential, but are interrelated 

and can take place simultaneously. Many individuals were feeling unfocused and lost during 

the COVID-19 lockdown. However, shortly, they emerged in a reflexive state of mind, making 

sense of what was happening, hoping that the circumstances would get better, and quickly 

adapting to the adversity. Work plans became more concrete after the COVID-19 lockdown, 

independently of the industry in which individuals were working. Those that were working 

in industries less hit by COVID-19 (e.g., IT) reported more clarity in their responsibilities and 
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in the delineation of a better vision for their companies. Those operating in industries badly 

hit by COVID-19 (e.g., creative industries) reported creative solutions and new plans for their 

future after the lockdown. In accordance with Hartmann et al. (2021), our study shows the 

importance of “reflexivity that helps create situational awareness and develop adequate 

actions” (p. 324). In addition, we could say that the observed individuals became engaged in 

improvisation, using the available resources at hand rather than planned ones.  

Our finding of three-stage pathway towards individual resilience is in line with the process 

perspective of resilience (e.g., Hartmann et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2017) and the recent 

theorizing (e.g., Giustiniano et al., 2020; Lombardi et al., 2021) suggesting that resilience has a 

paradoxical nature and implies two interrelated dimensions –adaptive and reactive resilience 

(e.g., adapting to new environment versus learning and searching for new opportunities). The 

pathway towards individual resilience confirms these interrelated dimensions, going more 

into specifics of the early development of individual resilience. If during the lockdown most 

informants were living in a reflective mode, trying to adapt to new circumstances, later they 

came up with more concrete plans, new ideas, and projects.  

Despite the gravity of the situation, the study showed that the feelings and wellbeing of 

individuals became more positive after having lived through the adversity. If in the first phase 

many negative feelings were reported, such as fear, concern, and worry, in the second phase 

informants were happier, more focused and in control of their lives, showing clear signs of 

psychological resilience. These findings resonate with the existing research demonstrating that 

people experience positive changes and enhanced meaning of life during COVID-19 (Chen et 

al. 2021, Stallard et al. 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). However, these findings should be considered 

carefully in light of some boundary conditions. None of the interviewees were frontline health 

professionals, thus they did not experience the same stress and anxiety as healthcare workers 

(Ghahramani et al. 2021), and yet some researchers document a positive adaptation of frontline 

health care professionals during COVID-19 (e.g., Brown et al., 2021).  

Our second finding reveals the socioecological factors influencing individual resilience at 

three different levels: micro, meso and macro. In doing so, our study resonates with the recent 

research advocating the importance of applying and implementing the socioecological model 

for a deeper understanding of resilience (Golden & Earp, 2012, Reupert, 2017, Zhang et al., 

2022). Previous literature has highlighted the importance of resource endowments for 

resilience, such as personality (Dunn et al., 2008), social support (Brennan, 2008), and 

employment (Bonanno et al., 2007; Grant et al. 2009). This study introduces a comprehensive 

socioecological model comprising various factors that can affect individual resilience. It 

confirms the importance of micro-level psychological processes, such as stress resistance, 

optimism, positivity, curiosity, goal-orientation, faith and inner balance. Past experiences and 

routine were also stated as important supportive factors. Relational and affective support, such 

as having a partner, revealed itself to be another important resource. Many individuals who 

were able to continue their work declared that they felt lucky. Organizational support 

strategies (e.g., effective communication, leadership by example, smart work, training online), 

community building and material resources such as good living conditions, are among meso-

level factors contributing to individual resilience. These findings echo the research on 

resilience in the workplace which suggests that a positive, compassionate, supportive 

workplace enhances individual, team, and organizational resilience (Hartmann et al., 2021; 

King et al., 2016; Meneghel et al., 2016).  
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Considering that COVID-19 constitutes a historical moment, we explored the life lessons that 

people learned during and after the COVID-19 lockdown. Three big categories of life lessons 

were identified: (1) reflecting upon various domains of life, (2) passive appreciation, and (3) 

re-envisioning the future. Studying two points in time - during and after the COVID-19 

lockdown - allowed us to observe some changes in people’s life lessons learned. While during 

the lockdown individuals were reflecting upon their lives, learning to appreciate their time, 

relationships, work and environment, after the lockdown they reported more action-driven 

lessons such as the importance of taking risks and not postponing any plans for the future. 

These life lessons reflect the pathway towards individual resilience, made of three interrelated 

phases: reflecting and making sense of what happened, experiencing hope for better life, and 

regaining control in life. 

This study offers several contributions to the literature on psychological (Fletcher & Sarkar, 

2013; Williams et al., 2017) resilience. First, we contribute to resilience research by adopting a 

holistic view of resilience. In particular, by applying the cross-sectional analysis of two phases, 

we support the view of looking at resilience not only as a capacity but also as a process that 

can evolve over time, encompassing the actual experience of adversity, the resources 

individuals draw on to deal with adversity, and the manifestation of positive outcomes 

(Hartmann et al., 2020; Moenkemeyer et al., 2012). Our second contribution consists in 

showing the individual ability to access socioecological factors to respond to negative stress 

triggers (e.g., Hartmann et al., 2021; King et al., 2016). In addition, we show that psychological 

resilience could be reflected in informants’ narration about their life lessons learned. 

This study responds to the call of Williams et al. (2017) to produce more research on 

mindfulness and adversity by showing how people facing the COVID-19 adversity 

experienced first a meditative, reflective state of mind, studying the situation around them 

and then became more aware of what they were going through. Furthermore, the study 

responds to the invitation of adapting a more holistic and comprehensive approach to study 

the socioecological factors influencing the cultivation of individual resilience (Zhang et al., 

2022). 

The limitations of this study deserve elaboration. The qualitative nature of the study is 

“subjective”. However, in order to explore the development of resilience over time (Fletcher 

& Sarkar, 2013), the qualitative approach was indispensable. We adhered closely to the data 

and analyzed them in depth to give some “objectivity” to the results (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007). Another limitation of the study was in the sampling. We recruited a convenience sample 

of individuals immediately available for being interviewed. The only selection criterion 

applied was their professional capacity. However, this limitation can be partly justified by the 

fact that we wanted to be swift in the data collection to interview people not only after they 

lived through the COVID-19 lockdown but also during the lockdown, bearing in mind that 

resilience is apparent relatively early, in the first few months after exposure (Bonanno, 2004). 

In line with Zhang et al. (2022, p. 591) we encourage future studies to investigate both the 

short-term and the long-term downstream consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In addition, considering that an increasing number of people work outside traditional 

organizational boundaries (Ashford et al., 2018), we decided to focus on individual resilience 

instead of organizational. Another limitation of the sample related to the fact that our 

interviewees were not affected by COVID-19, and none of their close relatives or friends were 

affected either. Future research can overcome these methodological limitations by selecting a 

purposeful sample of informants. Future studies can also explore the multilevel impact of the 
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COVID-19 adversity and how this evolves over time. With regard to the individual level of 

analysis, many spheres of human life - personal, social, relational, professional - and how they 

are simultaneously impacted by severe adversities, such as COVID-19, deserve further 

exploration. As the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic continue to unfold, future research 

should take a life span perspective to mitigate the negative impacts of COVID-19 among 

people at different developmental stages to improve adjustment and foster resilience (Zhang 

et al., 2022). Another avenue for future research is to apply an integrative, holistic, multilevel, 

and interdisciplinary perspective to draw a more complete picture of resilience. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The study explored the early development of individual resilience, socioecological factors 

influencing its development, and the lessons individuals learned, reflecting the identified 

pathway towards individual resilience. It showed three initial stages of the early development 

of individual resilience. The importance of socioecological factors at different levels in facing 

severe adversities was highlighted. The Stoic philosophy of life teaches us that “it is not events 

that upset us but rather our opinion about them” (Epictetus), suggesting that we should not 

worry about things we cannot control but about those that we can control. This life lesson was 

stressed multiple times by our informants, reminding us of the importance of thinking about 

solutions rather than focusing on problems. 
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