
Dan Pelton leverages his extensive expertise as a clinical psychologist and his 
firsthand experience with burnout while serving on the front lines in Afghani-
stan to deliver a unique and compelling perspective on resilience. Combining 
profound insights with a masterful integration of scientific rigor and systems 
thinking, he challenges traditional approaches and presents innovative strate-
gies for cultivating healthier, more engaging organizational cultures. �is is 
an essential read for executives, talent management consultants, and anyone 
committed to creating a transformative, human-centric workplace.

—GEORGE W. WATTS, MS, EdD, CHAIRMAN, TOP LINE TALENT; 

COAUTHOR OF BECOMING A STRATEGIC LEADER: CAPITALIZE ON 

THE POWER OF YOUR PERSONALITY

Dan Pelton taps into a wealth of experience to address the core challenges of 
today’s workplace. In Rethinking Employee Resilience, he presents 10 action-
able rules that empower you to navigate your career with confidence and 
adaptability in an ever-changing world.

—MICHAEL P. LEITER, PhD, PROFESSOR EMERITUS, ACADIA UNIVERSITY, 

WOLFVILLE, NS, CANADA
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3

INTRODUCTION

The greatest obstacle to discovery is not ignorance—it is the illusion of 
knowledge. 

—Daniel Boorstin

Humans instinctively crave stability, certainty, and comfort. Our familiar beliefs 
serve as guiding lights through the unknown, even though in reality they 
may be merely illusions of control. Occasionally, our cherished assumptions 
turn out to be more fiction than fact. This book explores the insights that 
can be unlocked through unconventional approaches to accepted wisdom. 
It is about acknowledging our intellectual boundaries and challenging our 
preconceptions about burnout and resilience.

Now, let’s clarify what this book is not.
This book is not a self-help book. There are plenty out there, but this is 

not one of them. In fact, I believe my profession (mental health) has created  
a disservice to the public by emboldening the self-help industry in its asser-
tions that burnout is solely a personal problem that requires a personal solu-
tion. It is not. Like the canary who unwittingly flies into the coal mine to 
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4  •  Rethinking Employee Resilience

confirm, through its death, that deadly toxins are present in the environ-
ment, the workforce is at risk for exposure to harm that, without intentional 
investment, will continue to severely compromise employee health. In the 
absence of codified workforce norms or strategies to minimize the mental 
health burden on the workforce, employees will continue to be at mental 
health risk, even at risk for early and untimely death.

I hope I have your attention. If not, I’ll restate it in another way: We don’t 
blame the canary for dying, so why are we blaming the workforce for burnout?

To truly rethink employee resilience, we must first understand its compo-
nents. At its core sits burnout—a syndrome identified by the World Health 
Organization (2024) as stemming from chronic workplace stress. Manifest-
ing as exhaustion, increased mental distance from one’s job or feelings of 
negativism or cynicism related to one’s job, and reduced professional effi-
cacy, these symptoms are not just troubling. They are cries for help that signal 
deeper systemic problems.

Contrary to common belief, high engagement at work doesn’t always pre-
vent burnout and can, in fact, exacerbate it. Although often viewed as the ulti-
mate goal for HR and business leaders, high engagement without adequate 
support can paradoxically lead to burnout. This counterintuitive insight drives 
the need to reconsider our strategies.

Noting the lack of a formal framework for workforce resilience, I introduce 
a new model that integrates optimizing engagement with robust protections 
against burnout. I argue that achieving this balance is the key to defining and 
activating workforce resilience. Rethinking Employee Resilience disrupts estab-
lished notions surrounding burnout by creating new truths about resilience. 
It’s only by questioning the status quo that we uncover innovative solutions.

In Part I of this book, I argue that addressing workforce burnout demands 
the bravery to contest prevailing yet flawed ideas about well-being. I urge you 
to acknowledge and identify any resistance you might feel toward reevalu-
ating your beliefs on burnout or resilience. All people, at one time or another, 
experience these resistances. They could stem from a desire for control or 
perfection, a need for approval, or fear of change. Resistance might also 
emerge from emotional discomfort such as anxiety, concerns about others’  
perceptions, or a reluctance to accept loss. Then I tackle three prevalent 
wellness myths that shape our subsequent strategies: the misconceptions 
that (a) burnout isn’t all that serious; (b) the responsibility for burnout rests 
solely with the individual, not the organization; and (c) employee engage-
ment is the ultimate measure of a happy and healthy workforce.

In Part II, I discuss new truths about resilience by deconstructing old ones. 
This discussion emphasizes the necessity to distinguish between individual, 
workforce, and organizational resilience. I argue for a shift toward systemic 
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workforce solutions for burnout and disengagement, rather than limiting focus 
to individual remedies. I introduce an operational definition of workforce resil-
ience, highlighting how preventing burnout and creating optimal engagement 
conditions can significantly enhance a company’s bottom line. The transfor-
mative journey continues with a deep dive into the job demands–resources 
model. This model, balancing job demands with available resources, is flexible 
across 12 work-related dimensions that I have identified. These dimensions 
pave the way for cultural fulcrums—performance management, analytics, job 
crafting, and strategic communications. When aligned with company values 
and practices, these four levers become pivotal in steering the organizational 
culture toward enhanced well-being and performance.

Part III, the concluding chapters of the book, addresses several fundamen-
tal principles. These are designed to empower all employees—from the CEO 
to the newest team member—to foster a culture of workforce resilience. This 
dynamic exploration reveals how these practices animate every level of the 
organizational hierarchy. This section culminates with use cases, offering 
diverse on-ramps tailored to organizations of all sizes.

Throughout the book, I present a series of questions for you to consider. 
Although you might not be able to answer them all, do try. These questions 
are designed to tap into your psychological processes, to help you think 
and, ultimately, change or modify your behavior. I find that addressing such 
questions not only aids us to understand ourselves better but also links psy-
chological insights to our day-to-day work.

Rethinking Employee Resilience invites you on an exhilarating journey, 
weaving through the rich tapestry of psychological theory, personality frame-
works, and job design principles. I present best practices, consider shifts in 
organizational culture, and challenge long-held orthodoxies with a sprinkle of 
ill-timed jokes and exploration of grassroots change, all while maintaining a 
healthy dose of skepticism toward surface appearances.

In today’s world where burnout is becoming more common, this book 
serves as an urgent call to action. It compels organizations to evolve beyond 
the confines of boardrooms, extending deep into every cubicle and work-
station. By understanding and realigning the deeply ingrained dynamics of 
the workplace, we possess the power to transform our work environments 
from places of mere survival to thriving ecosystems. This quest is not solely 
about enhancing employee satisfaction; it is about safeguarding the future 
of work, ensuring the survival of organizations, and positioning human 
resilience at the heart of all progress. As you turn each page, a critical ques-
tion looms: Will you merely observe from the sidelines, like the majority of 
your peers, or will you be among the bold 1% who take risks and muster the 
courage to drive meaningful change?
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WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

As 2020 kicked off, we were graced with the unexpected arrival of a global 
pandemic. As COVID-19 swept across the world, uncertainty permeated the 
air, and the workforce felt its weight. At that time, I was 9 years out of the 
military and had spent nearly all that period at a large management con-
sulting firm. There, I witnessed firsthand the stress and anxiety that gripped 
our tens of thousands of employees across the globe. And yet, amid this 
somber backdrop, moments of levity emerged. Top-tier consultants were panic 
buying ergonomic chairs and squinting at Zoom screens, trying to figure out 
if Mike from the Analytics Department was frozen or just deep in thought. 
Throughout it all, I couldn’t help but wonder: In the grand scheme of 2020, 
was being on mute in virtual meetings truly our greatest misstep?

Tapping into my clinical psychology roots, I felt compelled to step in, aiming 
to be a beacon of hope. I dished out what I believed to be pearls of wisdom on 
well-being, navigated the maze of burnout, and preached the gospel of resil-
ience. Little did I fathom, those spontaneous TED Talk-esque sessions would  
define the whirlwind adventure of my next 3 years. Week after week, my 
calendar brimmed with speaking engagements. It wasn’t just my firm; clients 
and external organizations also sought advice on fostering what they termed 
“workforce resilience.” Like any diligent consultant, I turned to Google and a 
vast array of Amazon books for answers. To my surprise, the pickings were 
slim. I found ample content on individual and organizational resilience—how 
people and companies weather hardships. Yet very little focused on the collec-
tive well-being of an organization’s people.

Undeterred, I pressed on. Conversations continued, despite my initial 
doubts. Each week, fueled by tales from my deployment, I found firmer 
ground. My voice grew stronger. I plunged into the systemic issues driving 
burnout, engaging leaders, running workshops, and absorbing lessons from 
countless encounters. A trend emerged. Prepandemic, burnout research often 
wore a “health care” badge; resilience, a “military” one. My unique cross- 
section of experiences in both fields bolstered my confidence.

Writing this book forced me to scrutinize my beliefs about burnout and resil-
ience. My military background exposed me to the institutional roots of burn-
out, yet those memories had faded over time. Then came 2020—everyone’s  
favorite year. Watching many flounder in unsupportive environments jolted 
me awake. I had too often promoted quick self-help fixes, unwittingly 
reinforcing the myth of burnout as a lone battle.

Through this journey of self-reexamination, I started by scrutinizing our 
employee well-being initiatives. I aimed to understand why current efforts 
fell short and how we might devise a more effective approach that tackles 

Copyright American Psychological Association



Introduction  •  7

the root causes of burnout and disengagement. It quickly became clear: The 
corporate wellness movement largely treats burnout and stress as personal 
issues needing individual solutions. However, perks like yoga classes, nap 
pods, and ping pong tables barely scratch the surface of the deep-seated 
mental health challenges in the workforce.

Now, as I pen the final words of this book, I’ve played dual roles: observer 
and participant in the arena of burnout. My determination is clear: to advo-
cate for a profound transformation in how organizations cultivate health and 
well-being. Through these pages, my goal extends beyond sharing insights.  
I aim to provoke you into recognizing, questioning, and ultimately reshaping 
the structures that support or undermine workforce resilience.
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