
/ Great leadership through learning 1

AcademiWales

Wellbeing
A compassionate approach 
to the workplace      

#PublicServiceWales

sowing seeds



Pages

3    Introduction

3   Stress in today’s workplace

5  The salutogenic mindset

6    A practical approach to developing 
wellbeing  

7   Salutogenesis, resilience and 
compassion 

10    So what does that mean for leaders? 

10    Salutogenic leadership

11   Applying the three components of 
Antonovsky’s Sense of Coherence 
(SoC) to current leadership challenges

13  Hints and tips to get you started

14  References

Contents



/ Great leadership through learning 3

Introduction
Public service organisations in Wales are constantly striving to deliver the highest quality 
services in the most effective ways, focusing on using all resources available in the best 
ways possible and by using tried and tested methods to make things happen: strategic 
planning, delivery, streamlining, service design and improvement, systems change and 
so on.

While all of these ‘hard’ systems support organisational development, there is a growing 
body of research that suggests a more inside-out approach to improving performance of 
individuals and organisations. This edition of Sowing Seeds considers our wellbeing and 
introduces the concept related to compassionate approaches, it offers some insight into 
why it is valuable to us as individuals in the workplace and in our everyday lives.

Stress in today’s workplace
Workplaces are inherently stressful places, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) cites 
workplace stress as the second most common cause of absence from work in the UK, and 
while the annual cost incurred by this has risen to billions of pounds, there are also hidden 
costs that are associated with poor decision-making, human errors, and loss of innovation. 

We know that some workplace stressors, and the effects of them, will do us no harm 
as they allow us to experience eustress. Eustress will sharpen our thinking, focus our 
attention, and contribute towards us achieving and sustaining a high quality performance. 

Some stressors, and/or repeated exposure to stressors however can cause distress. This 
will erode your resilience and in turn may bring about physical and mental ill health and 
a lack of wellbeing. Resilience and wellbeing are recognised as fundamentally important 
when dealing with life’s stressors. This is because when we experience stress, either as 
an impactful event or consistently over time, our minds and bodies can become unwell. If 
we’re resilient, we’re able to endure and manage stressful situations and recover from the 
effects of stress. Wellbeing is connected to resilience because wellbeing is more than an 
absence of ill health, and means knowing when you feel well and being able to gauge what 
you are capable of. 

Within this environment, leaders occupy pivotal influencing roles. Part of this role means 
that leaders are often in ‘containing’ mode, in which they ‘contain’ the emotional fall out 
from colleagues who may have become stressed at work. This mode can be seen when 
leaders spend time listening to colleagues and discuss any challenges they are facing, 
and/or by directly intervening in situations and enabling a stressed colleague to have 
time away from work or re-allocating workload. Therefore, the way we respond or react 
to stressors in the workplace may be affected by the skills of the leader to influence 
the psychosocial environment of work. Yet we are living at a time when the demands 
on today’s leaders are such that there is the potential for the leaders themselves to be 
overwhelmed, and the stress mediating role they provide, potentially become diminished.
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So what happens when our leaders become stressed? 
If leaders are experiencing stress as distress, the potential for negative affect on the 
wellbeing of others that they work with (Skakon, et al, 2010; Gray 2017a), is not to be 
underestimated. In 2016, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) stated that within 
public sector organisations one of the common features of leader stress, and a stressed 
workplace, is a destructive leadership style that contributes to bullying, and includes 
leaders failing to intervene and manage bullying from others simply because they are worn 
out (Kerr, et al, 2007; Hauge, et al, 2007; Skakon, et al, 2010).

While not all leaders will become overwhelmed by stressful working environments, the 
majority of leaders will at some time experience levels of stress and/or distress. One of the 
ways this experience is transformed into something positive can be found in the ability to 
have a salutogenic mindset through a ‘Sense of Coherence’ (Antonovsky, 1979:1987 a; 
1987 b).

What does it mean to have a ‘Sense of Coherence’? 
The concept of a ‘Sense of Coherence’ (SoC) is located within the salutogenic model 
developed after many years of research into public health by medical sociologist Arron 
Antonovsky (1979). Antonovsky coined the term ‘salutogenesis’ (1987), and devised an 
approach to enable a broader understanding of health and wellbeing that moves us from a 
traditional model of pathogenesis

Besides advocating a SoC, Antonovsky realised that stressors cause breakdown or dis/
ease in people, and that the effect of stress can be lessened by the mobilisation of buffers 
to stress he called Generalised Resistance Resources (GRRs).

What are Generalised Resistance Resources (GRRs)? 
GRRs are all of the resources, both internal and external to the leader, which act as a 
buffer in stressful environments. They can increase individual resilience and improve 
wellbeing either by blocking the workplace stressor, reducing impact through lessened 
exposure, or by boosting endurance for the stressor. 

The theory describes that when leaders possess self-compassion as an internal GRR, 
they have positive self-talk that includes recognising how hard they work, accepting 
that sometimes they fail at things while congratulating themselves on trying, and giving 
themselves permission to have recovery time to relax and renew their energies. 

GRRs may be internal to the individual and include a positive mindset, and/or robust 
physical/emotional health. They are also external to the individual and may incorporate a 
social network, and/or peer support.
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The salutogenic mindset  
Salutogenesis broadly translates into the ‘origin of health’, and to have a salutogenic 
mindset means that not only are you orientated towards a SoC but also, because of that, 
are better placed to manage stressful life events. 

There are three component parts to a SoC. These are Comprehension (Cognition), 
Management (Behaviour) and Meaning (Emotion). 

 1)    Comprehension relates to our cognitive abilities to make sense of what is 
going on, to be able to see a bigger picture and to have some idea of what 
might happen in the near future. 

        In terms of leadership stress, it means being able to understand what is 
causing distress, what role the leader and others have yet to play, what 
conditions are causing stress, and what will happen if the leader fails to 
intervene. 

 2)    Management is about leaders being able to draw on internal and external 
resources, asking for help, being resourceful and becoming resilient. 
Becoming resilient is considered as a work in progress (Harrop, et al, 
2006), because resilience is not a fixed state and is something influenced 
by our navigation of experiences. 

 3)    Meaning is where we discover why leaders care about the work they do. 
It’s also how they will utilise stressful experiences to develop wisdom which 
will help them and others in the future. 

When we are considering ways to develop a SoC with leaders, it is worth exploring the 
work of De la Vega (2009). De la Vega discusses who we are at our primordial centre 
– a space where we journey to and from in order to experience life and overcome life’s 
challenges. 

He suggests that one way leaders can support others and themselves is through coaching. 
By using the skills, knowledge and experience of a coach, leaders can be guided back to a 
place where negative experiences are harmonised through guided action. Like De la Vega, 
we also believe that the role of the coach is essential in supporting the leader along this 
journey and that training leaders to self-coach provides them with an additional internal 
Generalised Resistance Resource (GRR).

“ ”We are all in the dangerous river of life… how well can you swim?
         Antonovsky, 1979
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A practical approach to developing 
wellbeing

“ ”
How can we be compassionate to ourselves so that we might 
better serve others?
          Gray, 2018

Gray’s (2017 a) work in relation to wellbeing at work culminated in the bringing together of 
Anontovsky and De la Vega’s theories and models, and developing these into a concise 
wellbeing model that is underpinned by neuroscience and pedagogy. 

Field-tested for more than five years, the model has been proven efficacious for front line 
staff in public, private and third sectors, who are perceived at risk of burnout because of 
their demanding frontline roles. The term ‘frontline’ originally defined a place of military 
conflict, one where personnel were exposed to significant risk. Within the broader 
employment context, working in the frontline is often thought of as commensurate with 
operational rather than executive roles. 

Modern leaders however, retain operational exposure to the frontline of service delivery so 
that within the leadership field, the model and associated programme is most sought for 
frontline leaders who are delivering high profile changes in services.
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Salutogenesis, resilience and compassion  
Salutogenesis as an ‘umbrella concept’, connects to those of resilience (Harrop, et al, 
2006; Jensen, et al, 2017) and in turn to compassion (Welp and Brown, 2014; Epstein and 
Krasner, 2013). Appreciating this interconnectedness helps us to understand one of the 
ways in which leaders have an ability to endure difficult times, are able to persist despite 
multiple setbacks, and are able to do this with greater effect if they retain a locus of control 
over their working environment. 

The emotional labour associated with leadership can disturb having a sense of control, 
especially when the leadership role requires outward compassion such as caring/healing/
helping interpersonal skills. A 2017 study by Gray of leaders in public services in Wales, 
suggests that many leaders are experiencing compassion fatigue. It may be self-evident 
as to why compassion fatigue is significant, but it is worth mentioning that the depth of this 
fatigue relates not only to lack of compassion for colleagues and service users but also for 
themselves. We already know that leaders occupy an influencing position with regard to 
others, so it’s not hard to see why lack of compassion will affect others, but why would a 
leader lack compassion for themselves? 

Conversations with leaders has identified that many set aside self-compassion by sacrificing 
their own wellbeing in an attempt to sustain performance. While we know that there are 
pressures for leaders to be ‘always on’ and to have solutions to intractable problems by 
virtue of their role, this approach contributes to compassion fatigue and performance 
problems.

The wellbeing model outlined in this Sowing Seeds (Gray 2017 a), proposes to address 
these challenges by bringing leaders into an environment that facilitates the development 
of a situational awareness about their own resilience and wellbeing. Engagement with the 
programme includes completing a seven-part resilience scale that aligns with Antonovsky’s 
(1979:1987) ease/dis-ease continuum. 

Unlike other resilience scales, such as the Connor-Davidson resilience scale (Connor and 
Davidson, 2003), or the Resilience Scale for Adults (Hjemdal, et al, 2011), which require 
users to identify a position on a pre-defined scale, Gray’s (2017 a) scale is subjectively 
populated by each user and used to record a situational understanding of their own 
resilience and wellbeing.  Once written, the scale depicts a narrative that helps to make 
sense (Antonovsky, 1979) of a stressful environment, and provides a point of departure back 
towards a ‘best self’.  
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Best self 
We believe that leaders who travel to and from their primordial centre (De la Vega, 2009) 
are in essence moving to and from their ‘best selves’ (Gray, 2017 a).

Identifying who we are as leaders in the ‘best self’ space, often means remembering why 
we chose the profession we are in, how it felt to lead others to a positive outcome, and 
what we can achieve by being in or near this space. Revisiting this aspect of ourselves as 
leaders contributes towards a resilient mindset as it stimulates a strong desire to return to 
being this person, and can help us to overcome some of the fatigue and despondency that 
we may find in the periphery space of leadership. 

Figure 1: Generalised Resistance Resources from best self to periphery

             (Gray, 2017 a)

There is a space on the scale (space four) where we know that eustress, the positive 
stress that motivates and sharpens our abilities to perform, tips towards distress. 

Distress is the negative side of stress, where we experience anxiety, are distracted, have 
difficulty remembering, feel helpless and overwhelmed, and ultimately become mentally 
and physically ill (space 7). While we have discussed self-compassion in general terms, it 
is perhaps the peripheral spaces where we need to be kindest to ourselves and others.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Best Self Periphery

Eustress
to

Distress

GRR =
Self - 

compassion

GRR =
Self - 

compassion

GRR =
Self - 

compassion



/ Great leadership through learning 9

Periphery
Resilience is not developed by being in the ‘best self’ space (Antonovsky, 1987 b; 
Bonanno, 2004: Howard and Irving, 2013), it is accrued by repeated exposure, survival 
and learning from being in the peripheral spaces (Gray, 2017 a,b). 

There is an old adage about resilience that goes ‘get knocked down seven times and get 
up eight’. Getting up each time takes resilience, and it is the power of return (Gray, 2017 
a) towards the ‘best self’ that may at times be less to do with having a resilient bounce and 
more with having a resilient determined crawl. In order to develop the power of return you 
have to experience the knock down, having a Sense of Coherence (SoC) improves your 
ability to get up again.

All of us will at some time succumb to dis/ease (Anontovsky, 1979). Restoring our 
resilience requires us to include repeated cycles of self-compassion as a key internal 
Generalised Resistance Resource (GRR).

Figure 2: Examples of best self and peripheral leadership spaces side by side 

Best self leadership Peripheral leadership

Present and energising Micro-management

Clearly communicating Performance focused

Approachable Blaming

Actively cares Dismissive

Encouraging Bullying

Proactive Avoidance

Mentoring/Receptive Controlling/Demanding

             (Gray, 2017 b)



/ Great leadership through learning10

So what does that mean for leaders?  
We know that leaders are ‘stress self-aware’ (Gray, 2017 b) but, like many others, become 
accustomed to feeling the effects of stress, so that the stressors and the effect become 
normalised. While leaders are good at publicly speaking up for others, protecting and 
developing services, when leaders realise that over exposure to stressors has brought 
them to periphery, they are often reluctant to ask for help. One of the reasons for this is 
that leaders have a high self-expectation of being able to cope (Gray, 2017 b). There is 
also concern that asking for help risks being seen as a failure and may have the effect of 
unsettling teams who may also be sliding towards a periphery space. 

Yet the evidence points us to the fact that asking for help is a key feature of 
resourcefulness which in turn develops and sustains resilience (Peterson, et al, 1993), 
and if by receiving help the leader is better able to overcome challenges, then the leader’s 
SoC is shaped to one of potency (Antonovsky, 1987 a: Gray, 2017 a). Asking for help 
is a meaningful example of self-compassion and relates to how leaders are managing 
(Antonovsky, 1987a) stressful situations. Whom leaders turn to may depend on having 
access to Generalised Resistance Resources (GRRs), which include trusted colleagues or 
peer support groups. Both of these will need to be able to align stressful experiences with 
personal values and use these to recapture a sense of purpose (meaning). 

Salutogenic leadership  
Developing self-awareness and role modelling self-compassion are crucial steps 
in growing and sustaining resilient leadership. So how does this fit with the rest of 
the leader’s repertoire? The place for salutogenic leadership lies within the realm of 
transformational leadership because it resonates with, and provides action to, principles 
that relate to the wellbeing of followers (Fernet, et al, 2015). While transformational 
leadership extols the leader to put the needs of the many before their own, this would be 
tempered by requiring the leader with self-compassion to look after themselves so they 
may continue to look after others. 

The salutogenic leader becomes situationally aware of the resilience and wellbeing of 
themselves and their followers and is better placed to intervene to reduce workplace 
stressors. In addition, the health focused leader as role model (Bandura, 1969) 
encourages other employees to develop their own and their colleagues’ resilience and 
wellbeing, and encourage take-up of wellbeing interventions in the workplace (Bauer 
and Jenny, 2017). This resilient leader role model becomes someone who is resourceful 
(Peterson, 1993; Norris, 2010) enough to overcome the fear of asking for help, and whose 
authenticity extends to admitting his or her vulnerability.
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Applying the three components of 
Antonovsky’s Sense of Coherence (SoC) 
to current leadership challenges  

Comprehend
If we are to comprehend (Antonovsky, 1979) the breadth of the challenges leaders are 
facing, we need to consider leadership within the bigger picture. Within this landscape, 
we will see there is concern both for current leaders and for leaders beginning their public 
service careers. Both groups of leaders are the people we will rely on to lead our services 
in the future – a future that is very uncertain not least because of the impact of BREXIT on 
public sector resources, but also because workforce numbers are reducing while demands 
from service users are increasing. All of which will challenge the resilience of even the 
hardiest of leaders. 

Manage
By appreciating the bigger picture we can identify ways in which we manage (Antonovsky, 
1979) stressful situations as leaders, and how we develop and support leaders in the field. 
Leadership is hardwired through the experience of adversity (Howard and Irving, 2013), 
yet the ability to develop a Sense of Coherence (SoC) from the experience, and with 
that improved physical and mental health, is more likely if the leader is employed within 
a resilient team and organisation. This means that managing (Antonvsky, 1979) is also 
about the workplace environment. If you want to see resilient teams and organisations, 
leaders need peer support, external support systems, recovery time away from stressful 
workplaces, and opportunities to reflect and learn from adversity. The Generalised 
Resistance Resources (GRRs) that are included in resilient workplaces need to be 
accessible and appropriate to a range of professional groups. For example, some public 
sector leaders may engage with coaching but not with yoga classes.
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Meaning
When we look for meaning (Antonovsky, 1979) in a phase of leadership development 
that requires equipping leaders to grow from stressful experiences, we are able to orient 
ourselves to compassion and caring about our leaders, urged perhaps by failing to do so 
will negatively affect the wider services provided. The experience of compassion is socio-
constructed and neurologically embedded, which results in thinking, feeling and behaving 
becoming reinforced and exhibited over and over again in the workplace (Kitayama and 
Park, 2010). We want our leaders to feel cared about, because we want them to continue 
to care for others. We need to support leaders to find positive meaning if they experience a 
loss of compassion, this cultivates a virtuous circle where the leader, and those they lead, 
seek to regain compassion, and through that locate resources that develop resilience in 
order to remain engaged with work (West and Dawson, 2012; Epstein, 2013).  

In order to have leaders who care about wellbeing we need to show them compassion so 
they are able to have compassion for themselves. By doing so we are exhibiting pro-social 
behaviours that pass on to them and to others, and contribute towards them becoming 
their ‘best selves’.  Compassionate leaders will have the ability to attain their goals during 
adversity and are more likely to report experiencing personal growth in response to stress 
by including a SoC as part of their leadership repertoire (Antonovsky, 1996).
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Hints and tips to get you started  
• In order to develop a Sense of Coherence (SoC) use the three concepts of 

comprehension, management and meaning to steer your thoughts.

• If you are experiencing workplace stress, or want to support a colleague who may 
be stressed, use the three concepts to shape a discussion. Use the discussion to 
discover whether you, or your colleague, can see whatever is happening as part of 
a bigger picture. Place the stressful situation or event in the broader context of  
your career.

• Asking for help leads to resourcefulness and contributes towards resilience. Seek 
out a trusted colleague and see what Generalised Resistance Resources (GRRs) 
you or your organisation may have that will support you. Your GRRs can help you 
to manage workplace stress, they can be personal to you and be as diverse as 
going for a mindful walk, taking exercise, and/or developing a plan to address  
work stressors.

• Whatever stressors you may be experiencing, you can use the experience to help 
yourself and others if you are able to discover some meaning or purpose. Often 
this comes in the form of asking yourself, why has this happened or is happening? 
What can I learn from this? Can I find a better or new way of doing something 
through having this experience that will help others and myself?

• Take your time and be kind to yourself. You are learning self-compassion. 
This means giving to yourself in order for you to return to being your best self. 
Self-compassion requires you to build in recovery time, having recovery time 
contributes to your resilience.  
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