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Abstract 
In this conceptual paper the resilience phenomenon, which most recently has been associated 
with the COVID-19 outbreak, is mapped and put into an HR and change management perspective. 
The various approaches to resilience are discussed, with particular emphasis on the level of 
analysis and possibility of aggregation. The question is how companies and organisations in 
general, are to be successful in their attempts to become more resilient, while avoiding the 
classical management fashion dead-end.  In meeting the increasingly complex and fast changing 
environments (called disruption, distortion, viral change etc.), the purpose is to provide 
management with a broader and deeper understanding of what resilience is based on, how it 
works and what the implications of it is.  
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Introduction 
Looking at the first 10 months the COVID-19 pandemic it has resulted in a massive and partially 

unexpected, sudden disruption to billions of employees around the World. Organizations have 

been forced to transform their operational routines virtually overnight. The new normal resulting 

from COVID-19 is based on adopted technology-driven responses, and human resources 

departments around the globe are suddenly in the spotlight. In companies as well as well as 

various types of organizations, HR teams play a vital role in a range of the urgent issues like 

helping to monitor and protect employees’ health; improve engagement and morale; overseeing a 

mammoth work-from-home experiments and applying for Government salary subsidy schemes 

directly or indirectly through employers’ associations. According to a recent Korn Ferry’s survey of 

nearly 4,000 executives (in 98 countries and 23 sectors), companies are furloughing staffs at a rate 

three times greater than layoffs, and about 15 % of global organizations are instituting salary cuts 

and freezes. In addition, one in three Danish managers expects to have to fire employees again, 

when their company can no longer receive Government compensation (see Ledernes 

Hovedorganisation, 2020). Under these circumstances HR-leadership depends on whether 

organizations are able to make the crises situation manageable, through orchestrating various 

roles, instead of being overwhelmed by the different demands, crisis management is also here in 

demand (Alliger et al. 2015). It is basically to adopt a systematic approach to here-and-now 

problem-solving, and still relate to the overall policies and programs formulated earlier. HR - crisis 

management and - resilience, it could be labelled, has not seen been studied in dept before, seen 

in the light of the relatively stable routine descriptions of the function (Nilakant et al. 2014 and 

Bardoel 2014), and resilience is yet again being promoted as the new important phenomenon, 

which individuals and collectives like companies and organizations have to possess in order to 

survive in this yet increasingly turbulent and fast changing environment caused by COVID-19. 

Without entering into the debate on how and what to be done to fight horrible virus, we will in 

this paper try to look deeper into the managerial implications, and myriads of suggestions, 

following the economic close-down of many sectors in almost all countries. Resilience is no longer a 

nice-to-have, it’s an imperative for businesses and continuities. Weekly, and for some even daily, 

suggestions sent from the large consultancy agencies, universities and the like, mainly in form of 

smaller articles and webinars, where management advice is delivered, see the two examples 

below: 
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"(...) the pandemic has shown us the high price we are paying for the modern focus on efficiency 
at the expense of resilience” and “(...) the relentless drive for efficiency above all else has also 
eliminated any redundancy or buffers that might exist. Business school professors might call such 
redundancy and buffers “waste” or “slack.” I think the better word is resilience because two 
important features of systems that can bounce back from adversity are the alternative 
mechanisms by which they can operate and the availability of buffer stocks for unanticipated 
swings “(Roger Martin in Washington Post, March 27, 2020). 

 

Besides emphasizing resilience as the solution, it is here seen as the opposite of efficiency, and 

suggested synonymous with phenomena like waste and slack, which are considered positive in this 

quote. The claim is, that the phenomenon – defined in various different ways, and at many 

analytical levels – makes the owner(s) able to handle crises situations in a competent and 

constructive way, and even be able to thrive under a high level of uncertainty and change. It is in 

many ways presented as a panacea towards a broad variety of challenges in corporate life, and 

this naturally triggers questions about the character, composition and real potential of the 

phenomenon. This in order to understand how individuals perceive and cognitively process crisis 

events and related (post)crisis behaviour at an individual as well as a collective level. 

The various resilience approaches 
Looking back on resilience, the number and variety of approaches to this reintroduced concept are 

more than usually seen; ranging from different sub-disciplines in psychology, pediatric research, 

(social)ecology to archeology. In addition, many elements within the resilience theory have been 

studied earlier under several other etiquettes within organizational behavior and psychology and 

various types of management literature (change management, agile organizations/agility, crisis 

management etc.). Still, the very explicit link to change management is relatively new, and the 

several analytical levels – not least the strategic, where the community  practitioners is on a 

continuous search for new and more fruitful approaches - makes the phenomenon interesting in 

its own right.  

In today’s work life both individuals and organizations have faced stressful situations, major 

setbacks and failures following autumn 2008  - the financial crisis - and the spring 2020 – the 

people-based crisis (Caliguiri et al. 2020).  However, we have also seen fast recovery, strategies 

and initiatives towards totally new business models. To put it in older and more general terms, we 



5 
 

have experienced a much higher levels of uncertainty, change and latest: disruption of old 

categories and demarcations, which has contributed to an increasing focus on what to do and how 

to tackle this situation. Here resilience has been presented as one of the most suggested options, 

and in many respects, if implemented properly, a solution to any major challenge. This is – as we 

normally see with newly promoted solutions in the management domain - to a limited degree 

based on empirical findings through either deep case studies or broader tests of degree of use of 

(parts of) the phenomenon. This way resilience has followed the usual route for new managerial 

concepts, the intuitively obvious solution to all. Still the challenges which have prompted the 

growth of research, and consultancy, into individuals and organizations on how to cope with 

theses phenomena, have indeed been experienced by managers and employees in many 

organizations and companies. So even though it can be claimed, that resilience has had a highly 

normative point of departure, being presented almost as a panacea, it is to a lesser extent based 

on precise problem situations, which only a few companies have experienced, everybody is 

challenged, even in good economic times. The difficulty with mapping and understanding 

resilience lies more in pinpointing what is it and what does it consist of? In addition, what are the 

potential antecedents, elements, processes and outcomes of resilience? What is the link to change 

and continuity? Can it be leveraged and if so how? Can it be aggregated from an individual level to 

an organizational level? Branicki et al. (2015) talks about the opening of the black box of resilience. 

We need more conceptual clarity and later empirical findings in this domain, and during a COVID-

19 pandemic is an excellent time. 

 

Earlier defining studies 
Resilience theory is, as mentioned above, an expanding body of ideas, that attempts to provide 

explanations for the source and role of change in adaptive systems. Particularly the kinds of 

change that are transforming the systems. The scholars from various disciplines have contributed 

to the current state of this formulation. Mainly in psychology there has been a larger group of 

researchers, who have used the term and carried out more thorough investigations, eg. research 

in child psychology (children’s ability to overcome and sometimes even thrive in response to 

traumatic experiences) (Bardoel et al., 2014). Several studies have shown, how children are 

capable of surviving “almost everything”, and resilience has been elevated to being the 
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explanatory factor. Markman and Venzin (2014) describes it as an ability to adapt, endure and 

bounce back (Markman and Venzin, 2014 p. 1106 see also Cooper et al 2014, p. 2466). In 

particular, the “bouncing back” has been stressed in the psychological literature, whereas the skills 

and capacity to be robust has been emphasized in much of the organization and management 

literature (Cooper et al. 2014). In particular reflections in direction of: why do some people have 

the ability to manage negative emotions and find meaning and overcome very stressful situations, 

while others are descending into deep depression? How come they can remain effective in the 

face of tough demands and difficult circumstances, and actually grow stronger of the process? And 

following this question, if it is possible for individuals to behave and act to successful, how can 

companies promote this this through strategies and policies and can this be elevated to the 

collective, organizational level? 

 

Some of the empirical studies have been focusing in more extreme situations, eg. among survivors 

of the 2010-11 earthquakes in Christchurch New Zealand (see Walker et al, 2013 and Walker & 

Nilakant, 2014). In the New Zealand group of researchers, the natural catastrophe findings have 

been broadened out to “organizational life” in general. The Canterbury earthquakes in 2010-11 

introduced severe and unique challenges to the region, including organisations dealing with loss of 

buildings, customers, and employees dealing with relocation, restructuring, rebuilding. Many of 

the challenges that were originally prompted by the earthquakes are now part of the everyday life 

in many of the local New Zealand organisations, resulting in a “new normal”, which both managers 

and employees have adjusted to. The extent to which organisations survive and thrive in these 

changing circumstances may be partially attributed to organisational resilience, which in turn 

depends on organisational ability to learn and adapt, but also on employee engagement. The 

researchers at The Resilient Organizational Research Programme (ResOrg.org.nz) also found, that 

organisations benefit from incorporating employee resilience in their continuity and contingency 

plans. HR has in other words yet another job in this situation: A key issue is the need for the 

human resource function to reframe its practices in a post-disaster context, developing a specific 

focus on understanding and addressing changing employee needs and monitoring the leadership 

behaviour of supervisors. In addition, the importance of flexible organisational responses, based 
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around a set of key principles concerning communication and employee perceptions of company 

support, was emphasized (Nilakant et al. 2013). Along the same lines, Van der Vegt et al. suggest 

that resilience is characterized by: 

“[A] potential traumatic event that is collectively experienced, has an acute onset, 

and is time delimited; disasters may be attributed to natural, technological or human 

cases” (Van der Vegt et al., 2015).  

The concept states, that when an organization is threatened by its survival, employees in the 

organization could develop the ability to effectively handle the threat and come out even stronger 

and learn from experience, which can be used in more daily routines.  

 

The situational perspective 
Part of the resilience literature is making a more or less explicit distinction between the everyday 

and the extreme situation, in which resilience is unfolded. The above-mentioned New Zealand 

research group studied two major earth quakes, and how “normality” was reinstalled, actually 

combining the two concepts – everyday and extreme situations. Branicki et al. (2015, p.4), also 

makes this distinction and operates with four types of resilience:  
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This way the authors are providing a framework for including a broader variety of situations and 

activities, and paving the way for linking the different analytical levels. It is however, also treating 

resilience as distinct categories, and thereby not as a continuum, where varying degrees of 

resilience can be present. The distinction opens for the discussion what kind of link there is 

between being resilient in the daily routines and the extreme situations and secondly what the link 

are between the individual and the organizational level (we will discuss this below).  

Another question we would like to raise is whether everyday resilience and ability to carry out 

continuous changes, prevent a demand for radical changes, and therefore necessitate extreme 

situation resilience? The argument has been presented between incremental versus radical change, 

or continuous change versus episodic change. Will the former prevent the latter, ie. implying a 

trade-off between the types of change necessary. Or do we see a link between the two types of 

resilience – that the build-up of everyday resilience will make people better at tackling extreme 

situation resilience. 
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Aguinis; Villamor and Gabriel (2020) have also discussed employee responses to COVID-19 on the 

behavioral level, but mostly related to corporate social responsibility. Here the argument goes, 

that successful implementation of policies is highly dependent on the centrality and level of 

embeddedness of the policies. To be effective, CSR (and HRM), has to fully integrated into the 

organization, else employees will not engage with it in their everyday work. People have shown 

negative reactions to CSR support initiatives targeted at COVID-19 victims, because it was not 

integrated effectively into the company’s (Amazons) routines and operations (p.427).  

 

Level of analysis 
One of the first more thorough attempts to combine resilience on an individual, collective or 

organizational level is Lengnick-Hall et al., who defined organizational resilience as: 

“[A] firm's ability to effectively absorb, develop situation-specific responses to, and 

ultimately engage in transformative activities to capitalize on disruptive surprises 

that potentially threaten organizational survival” (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011).  

 

The engagement in collective transformative activities is to a large degree based on employee 

resilience, ie. ability to change successfully, while using these capacities to overcome challenging 

situations. The authors focus is on specific cognitive abilities, behavioral characteristics, and 

contextual conditions, and it is precisely through challenging situations, employees can both 

develop and maintain resilience, if a variety of HR principles and policies are initiated at the 

company level (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011).  When organizations are in a difficult situation or 

undergoing change, employees can often feel confused and threatened about losing control and in 

the end their job. But some companies have developed an ability to survive these conditions, 

though they may appear frequently. To do this, Lengnick-Hall et al. have suggested key elements, 

which organizations need to develop to create capacity for resilience. This includes:  

“[A] set of individual level knowledge, skills, and abilities and organizational routines 

and processes by which a firm conceptually orients itself, acts decisively to move 

forward, and establishes a setting of diversity and adjustable integration that enables 
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it to overcome the potentially debilitating consequences of a disruptive shock” 

(Lengnick-Hall et al, 2011).  

The emphasis on knowledge, skills and abilities (KSA’s) is quite similar to more general demands 

placed on employees under HRM, they are however, in this case, targeted more towards specific 

circumstances. Also Van der Vegt et al. argue, that it is the employee's characteristics that are 

important, when developing resilience:  

“Many employee characteristics might be important in this regard, including 

individuals’ skills and abilities, cognitions, affect, behaviors, and self-regulatory 

processes. Examples include intelligence, self-efficacy, emotional stability, openness 

to experience, social support, emotion recognition, self-discipline, resourcefulness, 

and cognitive flexibility” (Van der Vegt et al., 2015). 

 

These skills are part of the development of systems, and tools that should help the employees to 

withstand potential external disturbance and response in an effective way. The focus on 

developing collective resilience though individual level, employee, resilience is based on the 

finding that people who are better equipped to deal with challenges, both to the internal as well 

as external organization's environment. When employees are put in this situation which includes 

restructuring, workload, and changes in personal circumstances, they could can develop new 

capabilities and expand abilities, in order to perform better for the organization. Lengnick-Hall et 

al. (2011) suggest, that the elements should over time be implemented into a strategic human 

resource management system, which would make the organization as a whole more resilient. In 

other words, resilience is also a demand placed on managerial level, resilient managers creating 

conditions for employees to develop resilience. In addition, HR of course has an extra obligation in 

this situation. Walker et al. (2013) have made a guidance for HR practitioners, when managing in 

disaster situations and post-disaster recovery. Here focus is on demands placed in (in particular) 

(middle)managers and the need held by employees, ie. resilience is not just yet, another demand 

placed on hard working employees, but also a more focused leadership behavior on surveilling, 

communicating and reporting back (Walker et al. 2013, p. 9ff).    
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Moving to resilience at team level, this has been studied for a while (even though the attention to 

this compared to individual resilience focus has been much higher) (see West et al. 2009; Stephens 

et al. 2010, Bennet et al. 2013 and Alliger et al. 2015). The focus on teams and their abilities have 

become relevant with the high workloads and limited resources often characterizing organizations 

and companies today. Here team performance and cohesion is expected to sustain (and perhaps 

even strengthened), even under intense pressure. Team resilience literature is also to a high 

degree characterized by the “bouncing back”-metaphor (see eg. West et al. 2009, p. 253), and 

focus is similarly on extreme situations, like difficult assignments, severe time pressure, high 

consequences, challenging conditions, hazardous work, crisis events etc. Focus is on planning and 

adapt, through the following team behaviours: 

 

• Anticipating and planning contingencies, understand current readiness, understand early 

warning signs and prepare to handle stressors. 

• Assess challenges (quickly and accurately, address “chronic” stressors, maintain processes 

under pressure and seek guidance 

• Regain situation awareness, conduct team debrief, address concerns of risk points and 

express appreciation  

 

Some authors even mention an institutionalization of resilient team behaviour, leading to a team 

resilience culture (see Alliger et al. 2015, p. 183). 

 

Team resilience is however, according to Alliger et al. (2015, p. 176), distinguished from individual 

resilience, ie. a group of resilient individuals does not make a resilient team for many reasons (for 

example communication breakdown, leadership disputes, lack of shared mental models etc.). It is 

in other words not possible to aggregate resilience at lower levels to reach it a higher. It is distinct 

categories, which paves the way for a change in approach towards a social systems perspective. 
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The systems perspective 
In a systems theory perspective, resilience is studied in order to understand the source and role of 

change, particularly the kinds of change that are transforming, in adaptive systems (Holling et al. 

2002:5, Levin 1999). The theoretical basis is dynamic cycles, which are linked across spatial and 

temporal scales, and resilience is the amount of change a system can withstand while retaining 

certain functions and/or structures (Rappaport 1968, Holling 1973, Levin 1999). Resilience is the 

ability of a system to remain functionally stable in the face of stress and to recover following a 

disturbance (Redman and Kinzig, 2003). Reducing this to a single word, it is the capacity to be 

flexible. Flexible and adaptive capacity is enhanced by a rich social memory of alternative 

situations and responses, and by the accumulation of social capital in the form of the networks of 

trust, shared knowledge, and actual materials needed to facilitate those responses. Very much in 

line with organizational and to some extent team resilience. A paradox, however, is that many 

human systems organize toward efficiency, which can reduce flexibility. So what happens then to 

resilience? Efficient behaviours, such as specialization, reduction of redundancy, and streamlining 

of connectivity, allow a system to produce more at a lower cost of labour, at the expense of here 

and now adaption. The question emerges as to whether we can substitute type of resilience 

(flexibility) for another (efficiency) (Redman and Kinzig 2003)? The key to enhancing system 

resilience is for individuals, their institutions, and society at large to develop ways to learn from 

past experiences, and to accept that some uncertainties must inevitably be faced.  

 

Nordic work life studies have for many years claimed, that employees in companies and 

organizations in this particular region, over time have become more active co-leaders of 

operations (see eg. Torvatn et al. 2015 for a the more recent contribution), where a high level of 

autonomy means more agency and influence leading to faster economic recovery in crisis 

situations (Gustavsen 2012). By empowering employees, many tend to develop a feeling of trust, 

togetherness and high level of commitment towards work and the entire unit (Parry, 2015).  

Andersson explains, “co-workership is a potentially important social resource that generates 

organizational resilience” (Andersson, 2014). Further on Van der Vegt et al. (2015) who argue that:  
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“During crises, formal role descriptions usually no longer suffice; new procedures 

have to be invented, and new ways of cooperation may need to be developed. Such 

adaptive responses require the ability to quickly transform the formal structure and 

to use decentralized, team-based or network approaches to problem solving. Case 

studies related to organizational resilience indeed suggest that highly bureaucratic, 

command-and-control style structures impede creativity and adaptive behaviors of 

employees”. 

 

By developing a capacity for resilience at “lower levels”, it increases the overall resilience of the 

system, according to van der Vegt et al. (2015, p. 977).  This is reinforced by key HR-institutions like 

being represented in top management teams (TMTs); written down HR strategies and HR-

involvement in change from the outset (Andersen & Hällstén 2015, p. 104). The awareness of the 

importance of HR elements for the whole organization and management (Brewster and Larsen 2000 

and Lindeberg et al. 2013). Besides the Nordic researchers also Bardoel et al. (2014) have presented 

result, demonstrating that resilience can be developed through a variety of HR practices. They 

suggest that these resilience-enhancing HRM practices may be defined as:  

“HRM practices that are intended, implemented and perceived to offer employees 

opportunities to ‘spring back’ from adversity and to develop and maintain resources 

that strengthen the resilience dimension of psychological capital.” (Bardoel et al. 

2014).  

 

It is in this light tempting to conclude, that resilience is old win on new bottles, these practices 

have been present for a while in companies with a high level of employee autonomy and 

discretion. However, the resilience phenomenon has in the literature mainly been initiated at the 

individual level (Bardoel et al., 2014) and aggregated to an organizational context (Lengnick-Hall et 

al., 2011). The Nordic contributions have, mainly argued to be further elevated to a collective 

institutional level (see eg. Andersen and Hällstén, 2015). This collective level is claimed to be 

present in many companies in the Nordic countries, because of unique Nordic work life model, 

developed over several decades (see Gustavsen, 2012). Here resilience is a more or less indirect 
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outcome of a management approach, based on co-workership or “medarbetarskap” (Swedish 

term).  

“The concept could be describing as the opposite of leadership and more than the 

passive followership. Co-workers, in this sense, are active co-leaders of joint 

operations” (Andersen and Hällstén, 2015).  

 

It is in other words a collective process where employees’ high demands for management and vice 

versa about being good employees, under responsible autonomy. Workers are responsible for 

their own work and for their relations with their colleagues and their employer, who on his side is 

responsible for humane work and employment relations. There is a mutual process between them 

that one has to deliver, and this cooperation has been key (Gustavsen, 2012, p. 4). If the partners 

in a company could cooperate, any problem could be tackled, the only thing you’d need would be 

local agreement; rules, criteria and diagnosis. Finally, the autonomy is often linked to learning 

opportunities at workplace level, ie. treating people at the workplace as active and creative actors, 

will pay off in as much as adjustment to new and difficult situations will trigger initiative and 

innovative behavior, rather than leaning back, waiting for the management to take over and solve 

the problem.  

In the Nordic case, we do see establishment and maintenance of positive, sustainable relations, 

where HRs role is more than just formulating policies and composing bundles of effective HR-

practices.  The link between individual level resilience and organizational level is often presumed, 

ie. the often complex interplays very seldom described empirically. And the number of processes 

by which individual resilience influences organizational resilience is not empirically supported. The 

link between individual and organizational resilience is not one of simple aggregation due to the 

complex interdependencies between levels of analysis, strong and flexible institutional frames, 

within which company relevel employment and work relations can unfold. Branicki et al. (2015) 

found in their empirical study (of 137 resilience managers in 127 public and private sector 

organizations in UK and France), that resilient managers often had difficulties in the relationship 

with employees, actually having rather poor quality interaction with co-workers. Similarly, Kahn et 

al (2013) talk about unhealthy relations processes jeopardizing organizational resilience, so 
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resilience is not necessarily a preferred solution in all situations. It has to added, that Branicki et al. 

(2015) focus on the nature of resilient work, and how the respondents faced core challenges in 

their day-to-day work, which they saw as inherent to resilience work. Mainly impossible work, 

pointless work, unsupported work and unpleasant work was identified, and the following 

cognitive, emotional and physical stressors associated with this, actually undermining resilient, 

and sometimes even stigmatizing, resilient managers and workers. 

 

We have summarized the main levels of analysis in the table below: 
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Level Definition Content How it is promoted 
Individual 
resilience  

The ability to 
recover quickly 
from disruptions 
in functioning. 

The developable capacity to 
rebound or bounce back 
from adversity, conflict, and 
failure or even positive 
events, progress, and 
increased responsibility. 

Resilience-enhancing 
HRM practices that are 
intended, implemented 
and perceived to offer 
employees opportunities 
to ‘spring back’ from 
adversity and to develop 
and maintain resources 
that strengthen the 
resilience dimension of 
psychological capital. 

Organizational 
resilience  

A firm's ability to 
effectively absorb, 
develop situation-
specific responses 
to, and 
ultimately engage in 
transformative 
activities to 
capitalize on 
disruptive surprises 
that potentially 
threaten 
organizational 
survival. 

An organization's capacity 
for resilience is embedded 
in a set of individual level 
knowledge, skills, and 
abilities and organizational 
routines and processes by 
which a firm conceptually 
orients itself, acts decisively 
to move forward, and 
establishes a setting of 
diversity and adjustable 
integration that enables it to 
overcome 
the potentially debilitating 
consequences of a 
disruptive shock. 

Strategic human 
resource 
management systems 
are instrumental in 
developing the requisite 
knowledge, skills, 
abilities and other 
attributes (KSAOs) and 
in 
invoking the appropriate 
collective routines and 
processes to generate 
resilience outcomes. 

 

 

Conclusions 
In a medium-time perspective - will radical global changes happen more frequently, and if so is the demand 

for extreme individual resilience, as a basis for organizational resilience increase also? And can, or should, 

this be based on an everyday resilience among average employees in a normal company or organization? 

These are some of the questions posed in the wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. Whether training in 

resilience is the answer to all disruptive changes is difficult to say. The resilience findings are perhaps 

characterized by a certain degree of self-selection  - mainly emerging from studies of “the survivors” stories 

on how they tackled the disruptions. Resilience could therefore be seen as a behavioral expression of 

cognitive, sensemaking processes behind, and it open for a lot of conceptual and methodological questions. 
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But in the absence of better concepts to describe how individuals can explain what is going on, and 

companies can pursue collective level training goals, resilience seems to be a plausible solution. Seen in 

relation to the present COVID-19 pandemic, HR-strategies emerges more and more central, but most of the 

policies and programs have been made for managing people at the workplace, not at home.   
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