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Abstract 
This Teaching Paper provides a curated glossary of resilience-related terms tailored to the 
nonprofit sector. By defining and contextualizing 24 key concepts—from adaptive capacity 
and psychological safety to trauma-informed practice and systemic resilience—the glossary 
offers leaders, trainers, and practitioners a practical reference point for building resilient 
organizations. Each entry combines an academic definition with a note on practical 
application, making it relevant to both scholarly work and nonprofit practice. The glossary 
complements resilience training curricula and organizational self-assessment tools by 
clarifying foundational terminology, ensuring a shared language across staff, boards, and 
stakeholders. It also includes guiding concepts such as reflective practice, workload balance, 
and peer support that help translate resilience theory into actionable strategies. This 
Teaching Paper positions the glossary as both a scholarly contribution and a practitioner’s 
toolkit, facilitating more effective dialogue, planning, and leadership development in 
mission-driven organizations.

Keywords 
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Executive Summary 
Resilience has become a central concept in nonprofit leadership, yet it is often interpreted 
differently by various stakeholders. This glossary provides a structured overview of 
essential resilience-related terms, serving as a shared language for academics, practitioners, 
and boards. By aligning theory with practice, it supports training programs, organizational 
assessments, and leadership reflection. For nonprofit leaders, it clarifies how concepts such 
as distributed leadership, systemic resilience, and trauma-informed practice directly apply to 
daily operations.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To equip nonprofit leaders, trainers, and researchers with a structured glossary of 
resilience-related concepts that integrates theory with application.
Learning Objectives:

• Understand core concepts that underpin nonprofit resilience.
• Apply definitions to practical organizational settings.
• Use shared terminology to strengthen communication among leaders, boards, and 

staff.
• Support training, assessment, and reflection practices with clear conceptual 

grounding.

Background and Context 
Resilience is a multidisciplinary concept, drawing from psychology, management, disaster 
studies, and organizational theory. Bryson (2018) links resilience to strategic planning, 
Drucker (1990) emphasizes adaptive leadership, and Patton (2011) situates resilience within 
developmental evaluation. Nonprofits often face resource scarcity, high emotional demands, 
and unpredictable environments, making resilience a necessity for survival and impact. A 
shared conceptual foundation helps organizations design training programs, self-
assessments, and leadership development practices with clarity and coherence.

Practical Glossary of Resilience Terms 
Each term is defined academically, followed by a practical note for nonprofit leaders:

• Adaptive capacity – Ability to adjust to stressors and maintain functionality. 
Practical note: Helps nonprofits pivot when donor funding shifts or crises occur.

• Board preparedness – Readiness of boards for crises, succession, and adaptation. 
Practical note: Strong boards ensure continuity during leadership transitions.
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• Collective coping – Shared strategies that mitigate stress. 
Practical note: Peer debriefs and group problem-solving sustain morale.

• Conflict management – Processes for resolving disputes. 
Practical note: Essential to maintain trust in volunteer-heavy teams.

• Distributed leadership – Shared decision-making across roles. 
Practical note: Empowers grassroots voices in nonprofit governance.

• Digital resilience – Protecting data and adapting to digital risks. 
Practical note: Safeguards sensitive beneficiary information in digital systems.

• Emotional labor – Managing emotions to meet expectations. 
Practical note: Staff in humanitarian contexts need support to prevent burnout.

• Humanitarian team resilience – Team capacity in high-stress environments. 
Practical note: Critical for emergency relief organizations.

• Organizational assessment – Evaluation of resilience capacity. 
Practical note: Guides strategic planning and board reviews.

• Organizational resilience – Ability to adapt to change and disruptions. 
Practical note: Determines whether NGOs can survive political or financial shocks.

• Peer support – Mutual staff assistance to manage stress. 
Practical note: Informal peer networks reduce isolation and stress.

• Psychological safety – Climate where risks can be voiced openly. 
Practical note: Encourages innovation and honest communication in teams.

• Psychosocial support policies – Formal wellbeing programs. 
Practical note: Institutionalizes care for staff mental health.

• Reflective practice – Learning through self-review. 
Practical note: Strengthens leadership decision-making and adaptation.

• Resilience – Capacity to recover and adapt during adversity. 
Practical note: Overarching principle guiding nonprofit sustainability.

• Scenario-based management – Planning through crisis simulations. 
Practical note: Builds preparedness for sudden donor withdrawal or disasters.

• Self-efficacy – Belief in one’s capacity to succeed. 
Practical note: Improves staff confidence in high-stakes projects.

• Stress management – Techniques to reduce psychological strain. 
Practical note: Daily practices like mindfulness protect staff wellbeing.

• Systemic resilience – Network-level adaptive capacity. 
Practical note: Coalitions and alliances strengthen civil society as a whole.
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• Team resilience – A team’s ability to function under stress. 
Practical note: Vital for project teams operating in unstable environments.

• Toxic positivity – Excessive optimism that dismisses difficulties. 
Practical note: Can alienate staff by minimizing real challenges.

• Trauma-informed practice – Integrating awareness of trauma in policies. 
Practical note: Reduces harm in organizations serving vulnerable populations.

• Workload balance – Equitable task distribution. 
Practical note: Prevents burnout and increases staff retention.

• Reflection guide – Structured prompts for leader self-evaluation. 
Practical note: Aids in ongoing leadership growth and adaptation.

• Organizational self-assessment checklist – Tool for resilience evaluation. 
Practical note: Identifies gaps in crisis planning, governance, and finance.

Case Study 
A humanitarian NGO operating in the Middle East developed a shared resilience glossary 
during a leadership workshop. Staff reported that terms such as “psychological safety” and 
“collective coping” clarified internal conversations about team dynamics. Board members 
used “board preparedness” and “scenario-based management” to strengthen governance 
discussions. Over six months, the shared glossary reduced miscommunication and enabled a 
more coordinated approach to resilience-building across all levels of the organization.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Challenge: Terms may seem abstract. 

Tip: Link each definition to a concrete organizational example.
• Challenge: Leaders may use different terminology. 

Tip: Use the glossary as a unifying training tool across departments.
• Challenge: Risk of overloading staff with jargon. 

Tip: Introduce terms gradually in reflection sessions and assessments.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which of these terms is most unfamiliar or underused in your organization?
2. How might adopting a shared glossary improve communication between staff and 

board members?
3. Which three concepts are most relevant to your current organizational challenges?
4. How could the glossary be adapted for training new staff and volunteers?
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Limitations and Considerations 
• Terminology may need contextual adaptation across cultures and languages.
• A glossary is a reference tool, not a substitute for training or practice.
• Overemphasis on definitions without application risks superficial adoption.

Academic Value 
This glossary Teaching Paper contributes to resilience scholarship by synthesizing key 
concepts into a structured, nonprofit-specific reference tool. For practitioners, it provides a 
shared language that supports training, assessments, and leadership reflection. Academically, 
it bridges literature from psychology, organizational theory, and humanitarian studies into a 
single resource.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
A shared vocabulary enhances clarity and coordination in resilience-building efforts. This 
glossary provides nonprofit leaders with accessible definitions and practical notes to guide 
organizational learning and adaptation. Next steps include translating the glossary into 
sector-specific toolkits (e.g., health NGOs, humanitarian agencies) and incorporating it into 
leadership development curricula.
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