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Executive Summary 

Across the UK, workplaces are exhibiting the same pattern of strain – rising anxiety, diminishing 

capability and stalled productivity, signaling that the system of work is no longer fit for the 

humans inside it. 

Modern work was designed for conditions that no longer exist – and the result is            

a widening gap between what humans need to function well, and what workplaces 

currently provide. 

Recruitment is slowing. Talent feels more fragile. Teams feel less connected. Digital tools 

overwhelm more than they enable. Decisions are deferred rather than made. And change, once 

something that galvanised organisations, is now often met with dismay, fatigue or quiet 

resistance. 

These are not isolated problems. They are signals of a deeper systemic issue. 

In this whitepaper, resilience is not defined as toughness, grit or the ability to ‘push through’.               

It is the capacity of individuals, teams and organisations to EQUIP themselves to operate 

effectively under pressure. 

The EQUIP cycle describes the five stages through which resilience is built and sustained: 

Experience (E) requires the capacity to notice and sit with stress rather                                           

than immediately reacting to it 

Questioning (Q) requires self-awareness to distinguish between what is actually                   

happening and how it feels 

Unplugging (U) requires the emotional discipline to step back, even when the urge                               

is to keep going 

Improving (I) requires openness to feedback and the ability to learn without defensiveness 

Personalising (P) requires self-knowledge – understanding one’s own patterns, triggers                  

and recovery needs 
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Executive Summary (cont) 

When all five stages function well, people grow through pressure rather than being diminished               

by it. When any stage is disrupted – when stress is not interpreted accurately, when recovery is 

absent, when learning does not occur – resilience erodes. This cycle is the organising framework 

for the paper that follows. 

Resilience, in this sense, is not a personal trait. It is a system outcome, shaped by rhythms, 

expectations, work design, leadership behaviour, cultural rituals and the degree to which 

emotional intelligence and self-awareness are supported. 

This paper explores what is happening across the education-to-work pipeline, why these              

patterns are emerging now, and why they are having such a corrosive effect on performance              

and well-being. It maps each pattern to the stage of the EQUIP cycle it disrupts, and explains                

why resilience, properly understood and intentionally designed, must become a core operating 

principle for modern organisations. 
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1   A system under strain 

Across conversations with teachers, university leaders, employers, managers and executives,           

a consistent pattern emerges. People are not struggling because they lack motivation or 

commitment, but because the psychological load of work has increased, whilst the systems 

supporting it have not evolved. 

Students freeze at school gates because everyday stress feels overwhelming. Undergraduates 

experience anxiety spikes that never fully resolve. Early career employees misinterpret feedback 

as a personal threat rather than learning. Recruitment processes stretch on, amplifying 

uncertainty. Managers absorb emotional responsibility they were never trained to carry.       

Teams communicate constantly yet feel disconnected. Leaders hesitate to make decisions                 

in the absence of clarity. Productivity remains flat despite sustained effort. 

Each of these experiences maps to a breakdown in the EQUIP cycle. When stress is experienced 

but cannot be accurately interpreted, it becomes a threat rather than a challenge. When there is 

no opportunity to unplug and reset, exhaustion accumulates.  When learning stalls, people repeat 

the same struggles. And when the cycle cannot be personalised to the individual, one-size-fits-all 

approaches fail the people who need them most. 

Taken together, these experiences point to a system that is operating beyond its design limits. 

Work was built for a different human 

 

For much of the twentieth century, work assumed relatively stable attention spans, predictable 

routines, clear hierarchies and linear career paths. 

• Learning happened through observation 

• Personal identity was shaped slowly within organisations 

• Emotional labour was limited 

• Technology supported work but did not dominate it 

In these conditions, the EQUIP cycle often completed itself without deliberate intervention.  

Stress was episodic and bounded. Feedback was delivered face-to-face, making interpretation 

more intuitive. Recovery was built into the rhythm of work through commutes, lunch breaks and 

clear boundaries. Learning happened through observation and mentoring. And personalisation 

occurred naturally within long-tenure, relationship-rich environments. 

Today’s reality is markedly different. 
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1   A system under strain (cont) 

Work now takes place in a digitally saturated environment, characterised by constant 

interruption, fragmented focus and blurred boundaries between professional and personal life. 

Roles demand emotional intelligence, sense-making and judgement as much as technical skill. 

Personal identities are often formed long before people enter organisations, and are reinforced 

through social and digital channels. 

In one of many examples recently published, data shows that almost half of long-term sickness 

absence within the civil service is now attributed to mental ill-health, making it the single largest 

driver of sustained absence. 

Crucially, this pattern is not strongly skewed towards any age group. It appears across roles, 

departments and career stages. 

This matters because it challenges a common narrative. Rising absence cannot be explained by 

generational fragility or individual weakness. When a large, structured workforce shows the same 

pattern across demographics, it points to something systemic – stress that does not resolve, 

recover or translate into adaptation. In EQUIP terms, the cycle is breaking at the same points 

across the entire workforce. 

Hybrid working has reduced many of the informal cues that once helped people to interpret 

intent and regulate stress. 

Human interaction has changed. Personal identity has become a priority. Technology has evolved. 

Expectations have had a seismic shift. Work systems, largely, have not. 

In this sense, sickness absence is not the problem itself. It is a lagging indicator, a 

visible outcome of how work is currently organised and experienced. 
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2   Why work systems haven’t kept pace 

The persistence of outdated work design is not the result of neglect or poor intent.                                          

It is the product of several reinforcing forces. 

Organisational systems were originally built for stability, uniformity and control. They reward 

predictability and resist variability by design. Whilst individuals adapt quickly to new norms                

and technologies, institutions evolve slowly, often on decade-long cycles. 

The result is a system that asks more from humans whilst giving them fewer buffers. 

 

For much of the last thirty years, organisations have optimised for efficiency – lean processes, 

standardisation, cost reduction and scale. Human experience was secondary to output. At the 

same time, technology has advanced rapidly. Collaboration tools, messaging platforms and AI 

have been adopted without re-designing how human attention should be managed, how recovery 

and learning should occur, or how identity and meaning should be supported. 

 

Viewed through the EQUIP lens, each wave of optimisation eroded a different stage of the 

resilience cycle. Lean processes compressed recovery time. Standardisation reduced the ability to 

personalise. Always-on digital tools increased the volume and ambiguity of stress without 

improving the capacity to interpret it. And the relentless pace of change left little space for 

reflection and learning. 

 

AI represents the most dramatic current example of this pattern. Organisations are deploying 

generative AI tools, automation systems and intelligent assistants at pace, yet few have paused to 

consider how these tools affect cognitive load, job identity, or the psychological contract between 

employer and employee. The technology arrives.  

The human operating system remains unchanged. So people struggle to adapt. 

A further mismatch has emerged as personal technology ecosystems have become more intuitive 

and supportive than workplace tools. Research from multiple sources suggests that employees 

often experience greater friction at work than in their personal digital lives. This daily, low-level 

friction consumes cognitive and emotional energy before meaningful work even begins. 

Finally, the gap between education and employment has widened. Schools and universities 

increasingly emphasise flexibility, accommodation and individualisation, while workplaces remain 

ambiguous, performance-led and emotionally demanding. Leaders, particularly in the UK, are 

expected to mediate complexity, well-being and identity, without corresponding investment in 

management capability. 
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3   Signs your resilience system is under strain 

These are not problems to fix individually. They are signals that the underlying system may need 

re-designing. Each category maps to specific breakdowns in the EQUIP cycle. 

Time and attention 

E (stress volume too high), U (recovery absent) 

• Calendars are full of meetings, but decisions don’t get made during them 

• People schedule meetings to prepare for other meetings 

• ‘Deep work’ only happens early morning, late evening, or not at all 

• The same information gets shared in multiple channels and formats 

Energy and recovery 

U (recovery absent or informal), P (no personalisation of recovery) 

• People are tired on Monday morning 

• Annual leave gets postponed, interrupted, or spent recovering, not resting 

• ‘Quick check-ins’ have replaced actual breaks 

• Informal conversations have been replaced by scheduled calls 

Communication and clarity 

Q (interpretation without context), E (unnecessary stress from ambiguity) 

• Emails and messages are long, hedged, or copied to too many people 

• People ask clarifying questions that should have been answered upfront 

• Silence from leadership is interpreted as bad news 

• Organic conversations have been replaced by a meeting agenda 

Decisions and progress 

I (learning blocked by inaction), Q (over-analysis replaces interpretation) 

• The same decisions keep getting re-visited 

• Work waits in queues for approval that adds little value 

• People escalate rather than resolve 

• ‘Alignment’ takes longer than execution 
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3   Signs your resilience system is under strain (cont) 

Feedback and learning 

I (learning absent or punitive), Q (feedback misinterpreted) 

• Performance conversations happen once a year and surprise people 

• Mistakes are explained rather than examined 

• New hires take months to feel competent, with little structured support 

• People don’t know what good looks like until they get it wrong 

Response to change 

E (change as chronic stressor), I (no learning from previous change), P (no agency in adaptation) 

• New initiatives are met with “here we go again” 

• People comply publicly and resist privately 

• Workarounds outnumber official processes 

• AI tools are either avoided entirely or adopted without guidance 

Relationships and belonging 

Q (interpretation without trust), U (no relational recovery), P (identity unsupported) 

• People don’t know what colleagues outside their team actually do 

• Trust is low, intentions are questioned 

• Managers carry emotional weight they weren’t trained for 

• New starters take a long time to feel like they belong, or never do 
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4   Why these patterns undermine resilience 

To understand why these conditions matter, it helps to look briefly at how humans                     

process stress. 

Ambiguity, criticism or social uncertainty activate the brain’s threat response system.                 

When the pre-frontal cortex has time, context and emotional awareness, it can interpret                  

these signals accurately, allowing stress to be experienced as a challenge. 

When it does not, the system remains in a heightened state of alert. And when it does have 

enough time, the heightened state reduces. 

This is the neuroscience behind the EQUIP cycle. The experience of stress is inevitable and, in 

moderate doses, beneficial. But the brain’s ability to question and interpret that stress accurately 

depends on having sufficient time, context and emotional capacity. The unplug and reset stage 

allows the nervous system to return to baseline. Improvement and learning occur when the brain 

can consolidate experience into new patterns. And personalisation is the process by which 

individuals calibrate this cycle to their own rhythms and needs. 

Performance depends on balance. Moderate stress supports engagement and learning.      

Prolonged or excessive stress pushes people into overload. Many modern work environments 

produce sustained low-level activation, not dramatic crises, but constant cognitive and               

emotional noise. 

The Cognitive Load Theory helps explain why. Working memory is limited. When systems 

introduce unnecessary complexity through poorly integrated tools, constant switching and 

unclear requests, they consume capacity that would otherwise support learning, judgement and 

creativity. AI adds a further layer – the cognitive effort of deciding when to use AI, how to verify 

its outputs, what skills remain relevant, and how to integrate AI-generated content with human 

judgement. Each decision, however small, draws on finite mental resources. 

In EQUIP terms, cognitive overload disrupts every stage of the cycle. Overloaded working memory 

makes accurate interpretation harder, crowds out recovery, prevents reflective learning and 

makes it nearly impossible to personalise one’s approach. The only stage that functions reliably 

under overload is experience – and that is precisely the problem. 
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4   Why these patterns undermine resilience (cont) 

Social context also matters. Humans regulate stress more effectively in trusted environments. 

Hybrid and digital-first work can weaken these cues, raising baseline threat. AI-mediated 

communication, whether through chatbots, automated responses, or AI-drafted messages,              

can further erode the human signals that help us calibrate emotional responses. 

Finally, without a psychological safety net, people stop asking questions, avoid experimentation 

and retreat into self-protection. Stress becomes something to survive rather than something to 

learn from. 

In short, the conditions required to complete a healthy EQUIP cycle – experience, 

interpretation, recovery, learning and personalisation – are increasingly absent.  
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5   A pipeline problem, not a generational one 

The resilience gap does not originate in the workplace alone. It is cumulative. At each stage            

of the education-to-work pipeline, specific parts of the EQUIP cycle are being under-developed             

or actively disrupted. 

Early foundations 

Educators report that many young people now struggle to tolerate boredom, frustration, or 

uncertainty. Unstructured play has declined. Digital stimulation is constant. Social comparison is 

pervasive. Opportunities to practice self-regulation, conflict resolution and delayed gratification 

are fewer. As a result, the psychological ‘muscle’ of resilience is less developed before adulthood. 

In EQUIP terms, the early foundations of the cycle are weakened. Children have fewer 

opportunities to experience manageable stress in unstructured settings, which means fewer 

chances to question and interpret what that stress means. Without these repetitions, the capacity 

to unplug and reset without external support develops more slowly. 

Higher education transitions 

Universities describe students who are autonomous in theory but in practice not sufficiently 

supported. Anxiety rises but does not come down. Identity feels de-stabilised. Expectations are 

unclear. Flexible deadlines introduced during the pandemic have re-shaped assumptions about 

pace and accommodation. Without strong belonging cues and interpretation frameworks, stress 

becomes chronic rather than adaptive. 

The Q and U stages of EQUIP are particularly compromised here. Students lack frameworks to 

interpret feedback and signals accurately and without structured recovery rhythms, the capacity 

to unplug and reset erodes. When learning does happen, it is rarely reflected upon in a way that 

enables improvement or personalisation. 

Workplace entry and career reality 

These patterns do not disappear when people enter work. Instead, they often intensify.                     

Early-career employees are expected to navigate ambiguity, feedback, shifting priorities and     

social dynamics with little explicit guidance. 

Norms remain largely unspoken. Interpretation becomes guesswork. Silence is read as meaning. 

Feedback is easily personalised. Recovery is informal and inconsistent. 
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5   A pipeline problem, not a generational one (cont) 

The full EQUIP cycle is now under strain. Stress is experienced in abundance, but rarely 

questioned or interpreted accurately. Recovery is neither structured nor encouraged. Learning is 

incidental rather than intentional. And the cycle is almost never personalised to individual needs, 

preferences or circumstances. 

At every stage, stress is no longer episodic. It becomes ambient. 

 

What was once manageable pressure begins to feel cumulative, and the resilience cycle – 

experience, interpretation, recovery, adaptation – starts to fragment. 
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6    AI as a stress amplifier 

It is against this backdrop that AI enters the picture. 

AI is acting as a powerful stress amplifier in many organisations, not just because of what                    

it is doing today, but because of what people believe it will do tomorrow. 

For those knowledgeable about AI, there is a persistent background awareness that                   

significant change is coming. Roles will shift. Skills will be revalued. Status and relevance                 

may be re-negotiated. This creates a form of anticipatory stress. Pressure generated, not                         

by immediate workload, but by an uncertain future that cannot be ignored. In EQUIP terms,                  

the experience of stress is constant and diffuse, making it exceptionally difficult to question                  

and interpret accurately – because the threat is not concrete enough to analyse. 

For those who are aware of AI but not confident in using it, the stress is different. Uncertainty 

about where and how to apply the technology leads to hesitation, inconsistent experimentation 

and delayed decisions. People sense that AI matters, but lack the interpretive frameworks to 

engage with it productively. The result is not momentum, but a lingering sense of being slightly 

behind, and unsure how to catch up. 

Across the AI adoption curve, different behaviours emerge but beneath them sits the same 

dynamic – unprocessed uncertainty and identity disruption. Every stage of the EQUIP cycle is 

affected: stress is ambient and unresolved, interpretation is clouded by fear and speculation, 

there is no clear recovery point when the source of stress is the future itself, learning feels futile 

when the landscape keeps shifting, and personalisation is almost impossible when organisations 

themselves don’t yet know what the change means. 

Recruitment provides a particularly visible example of how this plays out. At the front line of                

the organisation, AI-enhanced CVs flatten individuality and obscure intent. Screening tools 

promise efficiency but often remove nuance, discarding candidates who may be highly adaptable 

but difficult to classify. Employers find themselves facing unprecedented volume without 

corresponding clarity, searching for a ‘perfect fit’ in a context where roles themselves are shifting. 

Candidates, meanwhile, arrive with strong identity expectations into task-defined systems that 

have not yet adapted to this new reality. Silence is interpreted as rejection. Delays feel personal. 

Decisions feel opaque. 

What accumulates here is not just operational friction, but stress without clarity and effort 

without recovery. A direct interruption of the EQUIP cycle. 

Recruitment is not the cause of this strain, it is one of the clearest places where the broader 

system’s inability to interpret and metabolise uncertainty becomes visible. 



 
Copyright 2026 – The Fellowship of Responsible Business    Page | 13 

7   A contrasting example: organic resilience 

Some environments still build resilience organically. Customer-facing roles in hospitality 

organisations operate with continuous micro-stress and micro-recovery cycles, high social 

interaction, immediate feedback and real-time problem-solving. 

Mapped to EQUIP, these environments naturally provide all five stages in rapid succession:               

staff experience stress constantly but in small, bounded doses. Immediate social feedback               

helps them question and interpret what happened. Brief pauses between interactions provide 

micro-recovery. The pace of repetition creates natural learning loops. And over time, experienced 

staff develop highly personalised approaches to managing their energy and responses. 

These conditions repeatedly reinforce the resilience cycle. 

Many corporate environments, by contrast, have removed precisely these elements, and with 

them, opportunities to practice resilience.  
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8   The missing layer: emotional intelligence                                    

and self-awareness 

At the heart of resilience sits self-awareness, the core component of emotional intelligence.              

Self-awareness allows people to notice internal states, understand what they signify and regulate 

responses accordingly. It determines whether stress is interpreted as information, or as danger. 

Without self-awareness, feedback feels personal, silence feels rejecting, and change feels 

threatening. With increased self-awareness, emotions become data, stress becomes manageable, 

and ambiguity becomes navigable. 

If we look again at the EQUIP cycle, it is fundamentally an emotional intelligence cycle. Each stage 

depends on the ability to interpret experience accurately and regulate emotional response. 

• Experience - requires the capacity to notice and sit with stress rather than immediately 

reacting to it 

• Questioning - requires self-awareness to distinguish between what is actually happening 

and how it feels 

• Unplugging - requires the emotional discipline to step back, even when the urge is to 

keep going 

• Improving - requires openness to feedback and the ability to learn without defensiveness 

• Personalising - requires self-knowledge – understanding one’s own patterns, triggers and 

recovery needs 

When EQ is unsupported by the environment, the cycle breaks. Stress accumulates. Recovery is 

delayed. Adaptation stalls. People fail to learn. Resilience declines. 

AI introduces a particular challenge to identity and self-awareness. When capabilities that once 

defined professional worth can be replicated by a machine, the question “what am I for?” 

becomes acute. 

This is not merely an economic concern about job security, it is an identity threat. And identity 

threats, when unprocessed, trigger the same defensive responses as any other stressor – 

avoidance, rigidity, self-protection. In EQUIP terms, unprocessed identity threat collapses the 

cycle: stress is experienced but cannot be interpreted productively, there is no recovery from an 

ongoing existential question and learning becomes threatening rather than enabling. 

Crucially, EQ does not develop in isolation. It is shaped by social interaction, modelling, feedback 

and safe exposure to challenge. Many of the environments that once supported EQ development 

have weakened, while few organisations have re-designed work to compensate.  
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9   Designing a resilient work system 

If resilience is a system outcome, and the EQUIP cycle describes how that system functions,              

then organisations cannot leave resilience to chance. It must be designed in.  

This means moving beyond programmes, workshops and individual interventions – however               

well-intentioned – and asking instead: does the way work is structured, led and experienced 

support or undermine each stage of the EQUIP cycle? 

• Do people experience stress in proportions that are challenging but manageable? 

• Do they have the context, relationships and frameworks to interpret that stress 

accurately? 

• Are there genuine opportunities to unplug, recover and reset? 

• Does the environment support learning from experience rather than just surviving it? 

• Can individuals personalise their own stress–recovery–adaptation cycle? 

Where the answer to any of these is no, the system is producing conditions that erode resilience, 

regardless of how motivated or capable the individuals within it may be. 

The following section identifies eight pillars that, when functioning together, create the conditions 

for the EQUIP cycle to operate. 
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10   The eight pillars of a resilience system 

When we look across organisations that are coping better, not perfectly, but more sustainably,  

we don’t see the absence of stress. We see something else.  

We see environments where pressure is interpreted rather than absorbed, where recovery is 

possible, where identity is stabilised rather than threatened, and where uncertainty does not 

automatically trigger paralysis. Creativity and productivity thrive. 

Across sectors and contexts, these organisations tend to share a common set of conditions.                     

Not as programmes or initiatives, but as features of how work is structured, led and experienced 

day to day. Together, these conditions form a system of resilience, made up of eight 

interconnected pillars. Each pillar supports one or more stages of the EQUIP cycle. 

  

Align work with attention and recovery. EQUIP stages supported: primarily U (Unplug and reset),    

but also E (Experience stress) and P (Personalise)  

Healthy rhythms ensure that stress is experienced in manageable doses, that recovery is  

built into the structure of work rather than left to individuals, and that people can adapt             

the rhythm to their own energy patterns.  

1   Rhythms 

Provides belonging, safety and elasticity. EQUIP stages supported: primarily Q (Question               
and interpret) and P (Personalise)  

When people have a stable sense of identity and belonging, they interpret feedback and 
change as information rather than threat. Identity elasticity allows people to personalise  
how they navigate pressure without losing their sense of self. 

3. Expectations 

Reduce anxiety through clarity and acknowledged ambiguity – including clarity about AI’s 

role and limitations. EQUIP stages supported: primarily E (Experience stress) and                              

Q (Question and interpret).                           

Clear expectations reduce unnecessary stress at source. Where ambiguity is unavoidable, 

naming it explicitly helps people interpret uncertainty as a known condition rather than                        

a hidden threat. 

  

1   Rhythms   

2    Identity  

3    Expectations   
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10   The eight pillars of a resilience system (cont) 

4. Leadership 

Stabilises teams, guides sense-making and helps people navigate technological change without 

losing their footing. EQUIP stages supported: all five stages.  

Leaders set the tone for how stress is experienced, interpreted, recovered from and learned  

from. Effective leadership also creates space for personalisation by recognising that different 

people need different things. 

5. Work Design 

Design enables adaptability and creation, thoughtfully integrating AI to reduce friction rather  

than add complexity. EQUIP stages supported: primarily E (Experience stress), U (Unplug and 

reset), and I (Improve and learn).  

Well-designed work manages cognitive load, builds in recovery, and creates the conditions                  

for learning. Poor work design overloads the E stage and starves U and I. 

6. Decisions 

Prioritise learning and progress over paralysis. EQUIP stages supported: primarily I (Improve                

and learn) and Q (Question and interpret).               

Decision-making cultures that tolerate imperfection support learning. Cultures that demand 

certainty before action stall the interpretation and learning stages of EQUIP. 

7. Exploration 

Preserves the ability to experiment, question and prepare in uncertainty. EQUIP stages   

supported: primarily I (Improve and learn) and E (Experience stress).  

Exploration creates safe exposure to new forms of stress, reinforcing the full cycle. Without it, 

people avoid challenge and the cycle atrophies. 

8. Culture 

Reinforces curiosity, trust and shared meaning. EQUIP stages supported: all five stages, but 

particularly Q (Question and interpret) and U (Unplug and reset).  

Culture determines whether stress is spoken about openly, whether recovery is normalised,               

and whether learning is celebrated. It is the environment in which the EQUIP cycle either 

flourishes or fails. 

4    Leadership 

5   Work design 

6   Decisions 

7   Exploration 

8   Culture 
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11   Improving your resilience system 

Designing a resilience operating system suitable for the modern workplace requires a shift in 

focus from theoretical efficiency to sustainable, people-orientated performance. 

In practice, this means being able to see and resolve situations: 

• where stress accumulates but is not interpreted  

• where recovery is absent or informal  

• where ambiguity is left unspoken  

• where identity feels fragile rather than supported  

• where decisions stall rather than progress  

From there, resilience becomes something that drives sustainable operational performance. 

As you reflect on this paper, it may seem easy to think that resilience will take care of itself.                     

But in practice, this is rarely the case. Work can be designed to build resilience, but this requires 

thought and appropriate action. It is not something that can be left to chance. 
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12    How FRB can help 

At FRB, we work with organisations to assess resilience, support leaders, teams and individuals              

in strengthening their capacity to operate and thrive. 

We offer an ACCELERATOR programme, developed from the findings in this paper.                         

Scenario-based learning that walks individuals and teams through the EQUIP cycle and starts                         

to reduce the resilience gap. 

We also deliver situational analyses, bespoke coaching and advisories for individuals or teams                       

- all designed to help build resilience, as work practices, technology and people continue                          

to evolve. 

Resilience is not a perk. It is the foundation of responsible business. 
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