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Abstract  

Whilst recent, extant research and literature highlight the contributions that SMEs make to 

local, national, and international socio-economic contexts, this empirical and theoretical 

chapter focuses on the resource constraints smaller firm managers face when implementing 

HRM employee selection and retention practices. This topic is crucial because there is firstly, 

lack of theoretical development on how SMEs and their management address resource 

constraint situations. Secondly, previous attempts to contribute to SME crises have varyingly 

and erroneously relied on Coase’s seminal Theory of the Firm from a management perspective. 

Such dependence has paradoxically led to ineffective and inefficient use of constrained 

resources and has alienated and dehumanised staff. To address the paradox, this chapter uses 

85 qualitative interviews to highlight how to 1) humanise HRM practice and policy 

implementation; 2) develop an alternative ‘Integrative Employee Resilience Framework’ and 

3) produce a ‘Resilience Scaffold’ for HRM and SMEs in crises. These contributions provide 

an alternative set of resources namely on the humanisation and resilience capabilities needed 

by managers and employees when implementing HRM practices in SME crisis environments. 

The implications of the proposed framework and impacts on the future of HRM and SME 

studies are identified and discussed. 
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Introduction and Context  

The problem of resource utilisation, particularly in employee selection and retention has been 

ongoing in Human Resource Management within SME contexts (Forth & Bryson, 2018). 

Recent studies from Bryson and White (2019) and Harney and Alkaraf (2021) have highlighted 

the complexity of this constraint. Part of the reasoning behind such criticism is that, quite often, 

the contextual variations of formalising and implementing the afore HRM practices are 
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neglected. Additionally, the predominance of managerial perspectives has compounded the 

capacity building challenges faced by SMEs (Dykes et al., 2018; Bryson & White, 2019). By 

drawing from empirical case study evidence from 6 SMEs in the Republic of Ireland, Harney 

and Dundon (2006) had earlier highlighted additional structural and dynamic issues which 

rendered the managerial perspective incoherent and thereby ineffective. These previous 

research attempts have highlighted a theoretical deficit (Prouska, Nyfoudi, Psychogios, 

Szamosi & Wilkinson, 2022; Harney & Alkaraf, 2021). As a result, emerging scholarships have 

proposed a range of examples from Open Systems (Harney & Dundon, 2006) to the three-fold 

framework to help us understand the range of complex internationalisation, organisational size 

and the extent of the formalisation or informalisation of the HRM practices in a variety of SME 

contexts (Psychogios, Szamosi, Prouska & Brewster, 2016). Quite recently Prouska et al. 

(2022) have added Solidarity Behaviour whilst other scholars have proposed the configuration 

model (Sverdrup & Stensaker, 2018).  

 

However, there is an additional practical problem though. The managerial perspective is 

adopted in the hope that this will optimise effective resource use, but its adoption has been 

precarious for SME mergers and acquisitions (Cunningham, 2010), which is this chapter’s 

focus. The lack of contextualisation of SMEs’ resource utilisation and the extent to which 

formal and/or informal HRM practices such as training and development, performance 

enhancements and restructuring recruitment and selection procedures are expected to reinforce 

the predominant managerial perspective on resource capacity utilisation has received sparing 

attention (Nolan & Garavan, 2016; Prouska et al., 2022). Despite claims that management 

perspective helps in alleviating employee skill deficiencies (Higgs & Dulewicz, 2014; Lai, 

Saridakis, Blackburn & Johnstone, 2016), this chapter's examination of the Theory of the Firm 

suggests otherwise (that it constrains). Therefore, implementing staff selection and retaining 

them within SME crisis environments is punctuated with a mixture of ‘bleak house’ scenarios 

and the ‘small is beautiful’ narrative’ (Wapshott & Mallett, 2013; Bryson & White, 2019) 

with little attention on how investments in training and development and reward packages 

(Forth & Bryson, 2018) help address the longer-term SME resource constraints. Dichotomising 

HRM practices and SMEs-in-crises debates between bleakness and beauty scenarios, between 

contextualisation and de-contextualisation, between firm size and resource availability, 

between the internal and external determinants if resource constraints and between 

management and non-management perspectives has still not helped in highlighting how to 

develop human capacity resiliently within SMEs contexts. Despite this acknowledged lag 
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(Conz et al., 2017; Bach & Bordogna, 2011, Ram & Edwards, 2003) and its oversight in a 

merger-type crisis situation (Lai, Saridakis, Blackburn, Johnstone, 2016; Prouska et al., 2022), 

we are also less knowledgeable about employees’ lack of voice/silence (Prouska & Psychogios, 

2018) within SME prolonged resource crisis situations.  

Whilst the emerging literature is suggesting that something more is needed on resource building 

and competence development for SMEs in crisis (Miller et al., 2018) and that such firms should 

structurally adapt their HRM and operational capabilities (Hobday, Davies & Prencipe, 2005; 

Eggers, 2020) to foster Solidarity Behaviour (SB) in employees (Prouska et al. 2022), the 

recommended top-down communication does not appear to sit well with the promotion of 

employee voice and engagement. As a result, employees and managers’ innovative and creative 

capability is short-lived (Auer & Cazes, 2000; Rahman & Mendy 2018) and SMEs’ crisis 

situations continue (Schumpeter, 2000; Klein & Knight, 2005). I develop a model that will be 

appropriate in dealing with the challenges as well as facilitate human capital resilience 

development in a way that previous models, including the configuration one, has not been able 

to address (Jarzabkowski et al., 2018; Smith & Tracy, 2016). To achieve my research aim, I 

focus of what happens to four SMEs’ resource utilisation to address their crisis situations (Dirks 

et al., 2009). In my next section, I focus on the Theory of the Firm as this chapter’s theoretical 

anchor to show how the HRM and SMEs’ reliance on the managerial perspective of resource 

control has led to theoretical, methodological, and empirical gaps which need to be addressed. 

 

Literature review: The Theory of the Firm Perspective and HRM 

In 1937 Ronald Coase introduced his Theory of the Firm to highlight how a firm can cost-

manage its staff in crises. Coase’s intention was firstly to address previous scholarship’s 

neglect in theorisation and secondly how an organisation, as an economic unit, could use its 

resources, including its staff to address constraints. To do so, he distinguished two essential 

levels of interaction, namely 1) an internal firm and 2) an external market. He opined that the 

former needs to internally control its resources and pursue specific performance goals/targets 

in line with regulations, taxes, and government policies’ adherence. Although Coase realised 

the importance of firm level control on costs, he also was not oblivious to the lack of control 

that external exposure could have on SME finite resources and structure. His ideas set the 

foundation of the management perspective and the subsequent Resource Based View of the 

Firm. However, not all SMEs have the same sets of staff, financial, developmental, and material 

resource constraints (Truss et al., 2013). Therefore, whilst HRM literature has, over the years, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ronald_Coase
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legitimised the managerial perspective on making judicious resource use (Reinhardt et al., 

2018; Alacovska, 2018) by prioritising (HR) management actions over other less management-

oriented perspectives (Mellahi & Wilkinson, 2004; Carter & Van Auken, 2006), it has 

downplayed its impacts on employment relationships (Burger & Owens, 2013).  

We are also none the wiser regarding how Coase’s emphasis on formal management policy 

structures (recruitment, selection, performance) and their alignment with non-management 

aspects of employee voice, staff negotiation capability, engagement, and commitment (Prouska 

& Psychogios, 2018) could have on resource effectiveness and efficiency (Hobday et al. 2005). 

Whilst managerial competence is highlighted in HRM (Abatecola, 2013), an organisation’s 

overall resilience is not. As such, in their efforts to resolve the issue of organisational systems 

and practice implementation failure (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016) the organisational structural, 

management-capability, resource and external environmental alignment (Cordes-Berszinn, 

2013), the significant Solidarity-type Behaviours that Prouska et al. (2022) noted as central to 

SMEs’ longer-term resource mitigation and resilience capability are still missing. Research that 

has sought to address such a deficit (Sanders et al., 2014) has focused on the structural 

(managerial, firm level and external interventions – Nolan & Garavan, 2016; Eggers, 2020; 

Townsend et al., 2017; Mallett & Wapshott, 2017) and their impacts on SMEs management’s 

resource constraint mitigation but neglected resilience-oriented behaviours that could 

complement management practices in the context of SME merger-post-merger crisis situations.  

Aspects: Firm and external contextual interactions   

To find out the extent to which HRM practices impact on resource utilisation and employee 

behaviours, the author categorises the studies into 1) firm structure and 2) firm-market 

interactions, 3) employee voice and 4) communication between management and staff. The 

findings will help highlight how management actions appear to align with Coase’s 

recommendations on resource/cost control and effective resource utilisation mindset or with 

those of subsequent scholars on behaviours (Prouska et al., 2022) in SMEs’ merger and post-

merger crisis environments. The latter showed how managements’ dependence on firm-level 

cost control interlinks with the extent to which practices around recruitment, selection and 

performance that were used were perceived by employees found in four SME contexts. Coase’s 

focus on neo-classical elements of economic theory application within a traditional 

management, cost-centric perspective is juxtaposed with more recent, behavioural school for 

analytical and comparative purposes as below. 
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Alternative perspectives: Behavioural theory of the firm and HRM 

As early as the 1960s Coase’s classical theory was already beginning to receive greater scrutiny 

from critical Management scholars who were interested in how managers applied the theory. 

Scholars such as William Baumol (1962), Robin Marris (1964) and Oliver Williamson (1966) 

began developing what became popularly known as the Managerial theory of the Firm which 

focused on what managers did and what impacts their actions had on firm members. This was 

a dramatic shift from a predominantly economic utilitarian value to which resource constrained 

organisations (e.g., SMEs) could be studied. Despite the shift, the focus remained purely on 

the management’s use of structural aspects such as HR practices that meet shareholder 

interests, increase sales increases, and maximise profits. Later, Spence and Zeckhauser and 

Ross (1973) developed the notion of “principal–agent” to evaluate difficulties faced by 

management’s resource constraint organisational structuring and the wider behavioural costs 

incurred as a result of market interactions (suppliers, agents). When there is non-alignment 

between management actions and external agents, moral hazard (i.e. the tendency for a firm to 

be exposed to greater risks as a result of an increase in or an inability to implement HRM 

practices geared towards resource/cost control) may occur thereby compounding SMEs’ 

resource constraints within crisis situations. Whilst the traditional management resource 

utilisation treatise appears to validate management actions, such a traditional management view 

remains contested and contestable when other perspectives are considered, as follows. 

Herbert A. Simon’s (1950s) concept of  “bounded rationality” in which he proposed that 

decision making is premised on managers having not only constrained resources but also 

constrained knowledge when dealing with uncertainty and complexity. Therefore, instead of 

trying to achieve increased profits and heighten their utilitarian value as claimed by 

management opt for “satisficing” their companies’ objectives.  Cyert and March recognised the 

complexity of an organisation, the diversity of employees, managers and other stakeholders 

and the potential conflicting nature between firms, individuals, and groups. The notion of 

“satisficing” and the decision-making involved in its process has been designed to precisely 

recognise a much bigger environmental context in which a firm’s managers are trying to 

mitigate against risks associated with resource control.  

Additionally, Armen Alchian and Harold Demsetz introduced team production. They highlight 

how management’s attempts to address team conflicts could mitigate costs associated with 

team rewards by identifying minimal team performance and behavioural levels. They also 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Baumol
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Robin_Marris&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oliver_E._Williamson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Principal%E2%80%93agent_problem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_hazard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_A._Simon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bounded_rationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satisfice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armen_Alchian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Demsetz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Team_production
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hastened to add that the necessary monitoring of such performativity actions and behaviours is 

enhanced only in situations whereby the manager conducting such monitoring also benefits 

financially. Although this perspective was part of Alchian and Demsetz’s effort to address the 

“moral hazard” problem associated with cost minimisation, it also surfaces the numerous facets 

involved when HR managers are trying to deal with the efficacy and efficiency of their actions 

on internal team dynamics involving a range of internal and external sources. Additionally, the 

notion of team production may sound appealing to team behavioural enthusiasts who associate 

a firm’s performativity to the sum-total of what a team does but in reality, a firm’s productivity 

is also made up of what individuals within teams contributed and therefore, should be 

remunerated, recognised and rewarded for. Therefore, the ability of management to centralise, 

evaluate and monitor firm data on HRM aspects such as performance, recruitment, rewards, 

and redundancy in crisis situations could increase a firm’s “moral hazard” and, thereby, its 

costs. Whilst recent studies on how to address firm-level resource constraints have been 

identified as part of an overall performance and productivity problem in SMEs and improving 

employer/manager-employee interactions through flexible work arrangements and 

communication mechanisms have been mentioned (Townsend et al., 2017; Dundon & 

Wilkinson, 2018; Prouska et al. 2022), we still do not know how these could contribute to 

enhancing employees’ resilience capability within crisis situations (Rahman & Mendy, 2019; 

Mendy, 2019).   

Methodology  

Collecting data  

A total of 85 managers and employees from 4 UK-based companies in the Lincolnshire and 

Nottinghamshire regions make up the study’s qualitative survey data. Collecting the data 

entailed a step-by-step procedure method, including firstly, the drafting of 60 questions and 

their testing on a cross representation sample of 5 employees and 5 managers from each of the 

4 different UK organisations. The results of the pilot testing led to a third step of identifying 

10 overall questions that could benefit from greater clarity on both management and non-

management behaviours during a crisis in line with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) data 

confirmability. 2 of the original 12 categories from the original 60 questions had to be omitted 

because of participants’ incomprehensible responses due to the technicality of the language 

used. The final step witnessed the selection of 30 questions that were administered to a cross 

section of employees and managers working in SMEs operating in a range of sectors, including 

care for the elderly and disabled, manufacturing, education, and housing services. Each of the 
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final questions administered between 2004/2005 and 2011 asked key aspects on how managers 

and staff dealt with resources and how they learnt to cope (how they became resilient over time 

(Helfat & Peteraf, 2003).   

 

Asking the survey questions   

All the questions were asked to each employee and manager in each of the 4 organisations in 

the Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire (middle belt) regions of the United Kingdom equitably 

and in a consistently fair manner. Each of the 85 surveyed respondents was also given the 

opportunity to present themselves in terms of what their role was, what this entailed in the 

overall operations and resource utilisation of their firms, the working relationships they have 

and the departments in which they functioned. Each interview was started by the researcher 

asking the question ‘can you please tell me what the key/major adversities that you and your 

firm had to deal with in the last year or so’. This question was generally followed by ‘how did 

you, in your role as…deal with each of these adversities, including resource constraints?’ Each 

of the firms, the roles interviewed and the survey totals for the two interview rounds are 

identified below for the purposes of contextualisation and sampling breakdown: 

 

Companies 
 

Roles Survey totals 

Eden Housing Managers and 

Employees  

7 managers and 10 employees = 17 in 2004/05  

2 employees and 2 managers = 4 in 2011 

Bakkavor-Laurens Managers and 

Employees  

 

7 managers and 10 employees = 17 in 2004/05 

2 employees and 3 managers = 5 in 2011 

Lagat  Managers and  

 

Employees  

 

7 managers and 10 employees = 17 in 2004/05  

 

2 employees and 2 managers = 4 in 2011 

Longhurst Housing Managers and  

 

Employees  

 

7 managers and 10 employees = 17 in 2004/05  

 

2 employees and 2 managers = 4 in 2011 

Table 1. Companies, roles and survey totals 

Interpreting and analysing data  

This chapter’s methodology follows the interpretivist paradigm, whose generally scholarly 

definition highlights the range of meanings that participants wish to accord to their social and 

behavioural aspects through language (Miller, 2004). Interpreting qualitative data facilitates 
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the development of major concepts and therefore in theorising from data (Diedrich et al., 2019) 

and developing tacit understanding and knowledge, how each of the firms used its resources 

and its staff’s experiences of such usage under crisis (Aliyu et al., 2014; Filser et al., 2020; 

Kasper & Prior, 2015). The justification of adopting such a conversational and interpretivist 

approach anchors on triggering a host and variety of responses which are not necessarily 

controlled according to Coase (Mendy, 2015). The findings were analysed by examining staff’s 

contextual interactions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which then led to an identification of the 

emerging themes (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2017) from the subjective stories told (Sarpong & 

Maclean, 2017; Wapshott & Mallett, 2013) at the Bakkavor Group of Companies which 

acquired Laurens-Patisserie in 2011 (the biggest cake-manufacturer in Nottinghamshire and 

Lincolnshire), at Lagat (a post-secondary educational service provider), acquired by Pimco Ltd.  

 

Findings  

This chapter’s findings consist of six themes namely 1) organising to dehumanise; 2) 

reinforcing dehumanisation practices; 3) challenging dehumanisation through collaborative 

learning; 4) strengthening communicative engagement; 5) creating new networking capability 

and 6) from dehumanisation to resilience building and these form the basis of the ‘Resilience 

Framework’.  

 

Organising to dehumanise    

Staff and management were initially shocked at their organisations’ financial challenges. There 

were demands from customers, pressures from government and other agencies to improve 

service and product quality and labelling. Some of them started to talk about ‘jobs [that] are 

designed directly according to delivery plans’ (Bakkavor Manager), whereby the emphasis and 

focus shifted from ‘friendship’ to ‘plans’ and ‘designs’ (Longhurst Manager). Occasionally 

too, staff acknowledged the need for ‘some structure’ and ‘a set way’ (Lagat staff), which was 

at odds with the informal and more humane organising principles of the past. Management in 

Bakkavor started to see ‘customers (as) a priority’ (Bakkavor staff) and structures facilitating 

‘work[ing] as a team, supporting each other’ (Eden Housing) in order to ‘meet deadlines’ 

(Longhurst Manager). Nostalgic affiliations with the past where ‘people hark[ed] back to good 

times’ were discouraged (Eden Manager) were replaced with ‘plans’ instead of ‘people’ and 

‘friendships’. Staff perceived the new HRM practices as ‘hard’ strategies, as they required staff 

to work additional hours in an environment of ‘decrease[ing] salary and increase[ing] hours’ 

(Longhurst Manager).  
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Reinforcing dehumanisation practices   

By 2011, a Bakkavor employee recounted an incident whereby they were told by management 

‘…to start taking disciplinary action on employees who don’t want to change because they 

don’t see the need’. HRM’s new disciplinary practices impacted adversely on employees’ 

welfare and the latter started complaining about ‘these are minimum wage jobs and we are 

being asked too much’. Earlier in 2004/05, an Eden Manager recounted how the reduced 

headcount warranted staff to cover a larger geographic area of elderly patients for the same 

pay. Failure to do so called for ‘a lot of work on disciplinary issues’. Management started to 

realise the adverse impacts of their new measures and tried to balance their actions with some 

‘staff training and quality support…’ (Eden Manager). In yet another account Longhurst 

Housing Managers narrated how in 2011, senior management had realised how they ‘needed 

to be very disciplined’ in a resource constrained environment. Some management started to 

talk about how important it was not only ‘to have the plan’ (of disciplining and making staff 

work harder for less) but also to ‘revisit it….’ to evaluate the HRM measures. However, 

employees began to perceive the managerial actions as ‘punishment’ and a ‘violation’ of their 

‘welfare’ (Bakkavor staff). 

 

Challenging dehumanisation through collaborative learning   

As an alternative to their ‘hard’ practices, management introduced and encouraged employees 

to take up learning and development activities. They hoped that these programmes will be 

beneficial in boosting employees’ morale and performativity. Whilst all employees were told 

to take up such developmental activities in Lagat and Eden, Bakkavor staff had to undergo an 

evaluation process to determine eligibility. Whilst some of the Bakkavor employees 

collaborated with managers, others did not see the need to do so. The latter group were 

perceived by managers as needing further reinforcement of disciplinary actions. A growing 

group of employees were talking about how mechanistic their managers had become and how 

dehumanising their behaviours and rules were becoming. Staff associated such dehumanisation 

and mechanisation on management’s lack of appreciation of their efforts and their contributions 

to salvage their firms from financial collapse. To make matters worse, employees started to 

feel that their management were only being protective of their interests and jobs whilst showing 

a disregard in allocating the needed resources for staff welfare. As a way out and to also fight 

back against management’s actions, employees consulted each other and developed alternative 

working arrangements. Managers regarded such counter measures as resistance and a challenge 
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to their authority. Staff viewed their actions as making redundant practices that were 

increasingly felt as oppressive. Employees spoke about how management were ‘constantly’ 

monitoring their working lives, how their workloads had increased in the midst of the resource 

challenges whilst their pay and benefits had been frozen and how being demanded by their line 

management and team leaders to consistently meet customers’ and supermarkets’ daily and 

weekly product and service target deadlines were becoming unsustainable. A new culture of 

targets and performativity started to take hold as part of managers’ efforts to address their 

external constraints. For example, one of the Longhurst Managers talked about ‘which way we 

want to go and how we want that way to be’ (i.e., in terms of workloads, pay and benefits, 

expectations on staff).  It was also interesting to note how one of the Longhurst Management’s 

enthusiasm in introducing/‘chart[ing] a new culture and new ways of working 

between….employees…’ was also being viewed as part of a trial to see the extent to which the 

dehumanisation practices that were to be involved will work as they spoke of wanting to 

observe ‘in terms of how it works out, (Longhurst Manager). Part of the explanation for 

managers’ actions was covered in the fact that ‘the workload for them (managers) is colossal; 

managers don’t know what a working week is like…’. An Eden staff even implied that 

dehumanising practices were observable from management’s rungs as their working lives were 

‘way beyond 35 hours’. Employees at Eden went on to highlight how ‘you see emails relating 

to work issues come at night and that’s regular and very early in the morning, say at 6.30a.m.’ 

It appeared that management’s increased dependence on using their authority to enforce 

‘disciplinary procedures…’ (Longhurst Manager) and ‘disciplinary procedures’ (Eden 

Manager) became the only language they knew in their efforts to make employees and other 

management comply with their demands.   

 

Strengthening communicative engagement  

Employees perceived an overall sense of a new culture, where ‘…basic competences’ 

(Longhurst Manager) showed the level at which management perceived staff contributions. 

Reports of ‘a massive communication gap between the interaction of senior and lower 

management’ (Bakkavor Manager) led to talk in management quarters of something urgent 

needed to be done. To address the ‘gap’, management started to ‘communicate (their) future 

plans’ of how resources will be managed whereas staff increasingly saw such communication 

as an additional set of ‘plans’ and ‘designs’ to strengthen managerial authoritarianism. To show 

their dissatisfaction, employees distanced themselves from the resource planning process and 

developed parallel communication. The dual communication structures made management’s 
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behaviours and actions counter-productive thereby ironically adversely impacting on effective 

resource utilisation and staff performance.  

Creating new networking capability    

Management felt their practices paradoxically alienated them from staff as noted by Lagat’s 

Training Officers. To restore their authority and dignity, they developed new job designs to 

show their resourcefulness. They identified new tasks for employees, with additional 

responsibilities and delivery timelines. Employees started to develop resilience – i.e., knowing 

what actions should be focused on and developing the knowledge to implement the new roles. 

Employees also found new knowledge to develop networks within and with sub-groups. The 

management at Eden and Bakkavor even noted that there was a ‘them and us culture’ which 

they initially fought desperately to avoid. This new-found way of doing things was triggered 

when employees talked openly that management did not value ‘our opinion’ (Eden and Lagat 

staff), thereby ‘pushing’ them to ‘confide’ with one another.  

From dehumanisation to resilience building  

As employees showed increasing signs of managerial acumen and entrepreneurial capability, 

by ‘supporting each other through…networking’, (Lagat staff), some management cherished 

staff who were ‘dipping into other people’s roles to support staff’. Other managers also 

highlighted how staff were ‘wanting to have responsibility on the way things are going’ 

(Bakkavor manager). Management realised the inefficiency and ineffectiveness of their actions 

and procedures and how new organisational structures were needed to avoid the dehumanising 

behaviours they had adopted earlier. These behaviours created an unintended ‘new culture’ of 

‘turnover’ (Lagat staff) and an environment where ‘the CEO [who] has only spoken once to 

the business’ (Bakkavor manager). To transcend such dehumanising treatments, a new 

resilience framework is proposed next.  

Resolving the constraint: Integrative Employee Resilience Framework 

Based on these findings, a new ‘Integrative Employee Resilience Framework’ comprising 1) 

networking, 2) role adaptation, 3) creativity and 4) resilience culture (see Figure 1 below):  
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Figure 1. Integrative Employee Resilience Framework 

 

Integrative Employee Resilience Framework: characteristics and principles  

Networking 

Principle 1: Developing internal and external networking capability 

The Integrative Employee Resilience Framework highlights the importance that networking 

plays in HRM practice implementation in SMEs faced with crisis to avoid dehumanising 

treatment of staff. The findings from the four empirical case studies revealed that when 

managers and entrepreneurs used people management in the ways advised and recommended 

by Coase and his followers, management lost the trust, empathy, and cooperation from their 

staff. The required networking avoids a blame or even a ‘them-and-us culture’ as this was 

resisted by staff in the 4 SMEs without initially realising the damage caused. Staff’s 

introduction of networking highlights additional characteristics such as the fact that 1) 

management power and the urge to deploy policies of control only help in constraining staff’s 

ability to be creative, collegial and contributory to management’s plans; 2) developing a 

capacity to work within and across departmental functions underscores the importance of 

networking capability and how it can benefit individuals and organisations; 3) networking 

enshrines and enhances staff’s and management’s strategic capability to mitigate the damages 

Networking 

Role adaptation    

Creativity 

   

   

  

Resilience  

Culture  
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caused by adopting and experiencing dehumanising practices and 4) networking also involves 

an alternative, and much needed support between and for staff. 

Role adaptation  

Principle 2: Identifying tasks for role adaptability  

The second characteristic of the Integrative Employee Resilience Framework identifies role 

adaptability as an important area to mitigate against standardising HRM practices and 

structures when faced with SME crisis. To reduce treating all employees as if they were objects 

in a dehumanising way, the findings highlight the importance of including employees’ ability 

to identify what types of jobs are crucial, the roles they should be attached to and job/role 

boundaries. This minimises the possibility of one group of staff implementing employment 

practices that end up making another group of staff feel dehumanised. Additionally, there 

should be a series of checks and balances not only within each role but also across roles and 

tasks to enable the sharing of good practices and resources. The identification of what works, 

what does not, and the requisite tacit and explicit know-how needed to make things work helps 

in mitigating against resource loss and poor treatment of one another.  

Creativity 

Principle 3: Fostering a creative and ‘can do’ mentality  

The third characteristic of the framework identifies creativity and a ‘can-do’ mentality among 

staff and management. Such a mentality is diametrically opposed to the traditional Coase 

management’s sole resource control and boss mentality. It was found from employees and 

management’s accounts that such a perspective deprives organisational members of the 

willingness to facilitate a collaborative way of doing things and this, in turn, constrains one 

group from engaging fully in making things work for all. The general expectation that 

management should exercise their power and control over everything and be speedy in 

implementing management dictats in line with Coase’s work serves to rob other staff (including 

managers) of the space to showcase what their ideas are and how these could help in improving 

organisational productivity and performance. Such a ‘can-do’ mentality is the precursor of 

developing resilience capacity and thinking among managers and staff (see Table 2). 

Resilience culture 

Principle 4: Embedding individual and collective resilience ‘know-how’ 
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The fourth characteristic of this chapter’s framework develops something new and therefore is 

contribution to Coase’s and his followers’ recommendations of how to best manage a firm’s 

resources. This is encrusting a resilience culture in terms of how an organisation operates not 

only during times of adversity but also during normal times. The resilience being called for 

here includes individual, collective and organisational-level resilience. Although previous 

HRM and Business Management scholarship and research has highlighted how important it is 

to also complement the management of resources with an alignment to a firm’s values 

(Reinhardt et al., 2018), such recent calls have still not stopped HR practitioners and other 

managers from falling back onto to Coase’s dehumanisation practices when their companies 

have faced severe resource and performativity challenges. These measures continue to reflect 

the reactive nature of such a management technique whilst constraining employees and 

managers’ efforts or capability to develop resilience know-how. For organisations to go beyond 

such reactive forms of managing and resource organisation, there is urgent need to fill reactive 

and dehumanising aspects of management with resilience know-how development for people 

who may wish to implement dehumanisation as well as people who may most likely be 

dehumanised in the process of implementation. Developing such individual know-how is an 

initial, yet critical step in embedding resilience practices at departmental, across-departmental, 

organisational and external areas where a firm does business. After identifying what alternative 

practices are needed in SME crisis situations, this chapter develops a ‘Resilience Scaffold’ to 

help both employees and managers identify and implement the structures, processes, 

procedures and qualities for this.  

Resilience Scaffold for Management and Employees   

The ‘Resilience Scaffold’ provides an alternative to the dehumanising practices of The Theory 

of the Firm especially in SMEs faced with imminent collapse (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016; 

Abatecola, 2013) as a result of management struggling to utilise resources effectively 

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2018). The proposed ‘Resilience Scaffold’ signals something new in terms 

of how HRM should intervene in the allocation, monitoring and the evaluation of human and 

material resources. Part of the former include the way staff and management’s learning, 

training and development is identified, which aspects should be focused on internally (Conway 

& Monks, 2011; Neen, 2018) and how greater resilience is needed from all stakeholders if these 

resources are to be put to good use (Bhana & Bachoo, 2011). The ‘Resilience Scaffold’ 

highlights the importance of people’s involvement and how a resilience scaffold provides 

overall support to staff and managers when resources are tight, and risks of dehumanising 
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treatment are high as a result (see Table 2 for a comparative analysis of the 3 underpinning 

perspectives): 

Aspects Resilience 

perspective 

Theory of the Firm 

perspective 

Resilience Scaffold perspective 

1 Create bounce back 

type climate 

Concentrate on developing 

internal structures 

Identify structures to put activities 

supporting staff and management 

collegiality 

2 Promote 

psychological capital 

for staff  

Use structures and practices 

to control internal resources 

Develop programmes and policies 

encouraging the development of better 

management-staff relations for increased 

performance  

3 Encourage high 

performance 

Allocate resources to 

increase performance 

Develop departmental and intra-

departmental relational networks for all 

staff to work towards organisational 

performance 

4 Encourage staff and 

management to work 

flexibly 

Managers exercise control 

on staff activities 

Create HRM systems that allow both staff 

and management to be flexible, creative 

and innovative in their working practices 

5 Develop strategic 

foresight 

Select and recruit managers 

with a control mentality  

Periodically evaluate HR management 

policies and practices to ensure that firm 

structures and appropriately aligned with 

people’s objectives  

6 Generate material and 

human resource 

capability 

Control resource allocation Identify and develop staff and managers’ 

competence to mitigate against financial 

resource constraints 

7 Develop people’s 

expertise and skills 

Encourage management’s 

resource and structural 

orientation/focus 

Foster a climate of resilience capital 

development in all staff – i.e. the ability to 

be innovative, to adapt and bounce back 

8 Encourage a climate 

of change and 

learning 

 Combine and incrementally reinforce the 

afore resilience aspects for organisational 

sustainability  

Table 2. Comparison of resilience, Theory of the Firm and Resilience Scaffold perspectives 

Discussions and contributions 

The Integrative Employee Resilience Framework’s four characteristics and principles leading 

towards a resilience culture have highlighted previously missed areas in HRM and SME 

research and in Coase’s overemphasis on financial resource control. All the four areas 

mentioned in the Framework point to the need to focus on people and their development rather 
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than on using an organisation’s financial muscle to muzzle the creative capacity of people in a 

dehumanising and non-dignified manner. The Framework therefore highlight the importance 

of facilitating a climate that fosters human agency and its development as part of the process 

of developing resilience capability to counter managerial imposition and control for SMEs’ 

longer-term strategic resource capability. Whilst previous studies have recognised that the 

daunting challenges faced by firms need to be addressed if they are to survive (Amankwah-

Amoah, 2016), and whilst figuring out what could be done to facilitate such firm survival 

remains elusive amongst HRM, Management, Business and SME scholars and contradictory 

recommendations abound (Cordes-Berszinn, 2013), including Coase’s, there has not been any 

research to date on what may have been the fundamental basis for the theoretical, practical and 

methodological challenge that SME studies have found themselves in. In an attempt to address 

such an essential void, this chapter has highlighted how management’s use of Coase’s Theory 

of the Firm has led to staff being treated in a dehumanising way – i.e., as if they were mere 

resources onto whom tight control, supervision and monitoring should be exercised. It is also 

worthy to note that HRM scholarship, one of whose major preoccupations and interests should 

be the wellbeing and welfare of people in work, is yet to deal with the dehumanisation of staff 

and it is equally astounding to observe that scholars, experts and people management theorists 

continue to promote Coase’s theory and its recommendations as if it were the panacea of all 

ills organisational.  

 

It has been shown in all the four companies studied in this chapter that the adoption and 

implementation of Coase’s theory have led to a performativity and productivity problem, 

thereby making the meagre SME resources even more constrained than they originally were. 

This approach has resulted in inefficient resource deployment and utilisation and the ill 

treatment of staff. An alternative theory/perspective to Coase’s is what has been referred to as 

a ‘Resilience Scaffold’. It serves as a platform that highlights key areas to boost both 

management and staff’s performativity and productivity capability as these were found to have 

been adversely challenged because of managerial reliance on financial and human resource 

control and monitoring.  The new theory’s aspects include 1) the establishment of firm 

structures allowing both staff and management to work collegially together; 2) developing new 

programmes and processes to enhance employment relationships; 3) boosting organisational 

performance through inter-departmental collaborations; 4) designing HRM systems 

encouraging flexibility, creativity and innovation; 4) periodic evaluation of HRM procedures 

to ensure continuous improvements and efficiency; 5) identifying and fostering resilience 
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competences and 6) combining all the above five aspects to ensure a holistic resilience climate 

for firms.  Each of these areas are designed to help individuals and groups of staff and managers 

in an organisation recognised the practical benefits to be accrued when each of these aspects is 

nurtured and developed not only as a reactionary measure similar to how Coase’s Theory of 

the Firm has been adopted by managers as a quick fix to the problem of resource and 

performativity constraint but as a strategic tool to enhance organisational sustainability. 

Identifying what causes organisations to lose control of their financial viability (Coase, 1937) 

or indeed what makes them less performing and productive or how they may disappear from 

existence (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016) are important aspects that cover only part of the story of 

how to manage people in difficult and challenging circumstances. The framework and theory 

developed in this chapter have recognised the limitations of these scholars’ propositions whilst 

identifying crucial aspects, principles and qualities that have been neglected in SME and HRM 

research and practice. This critical element centres on not only the need to include resilience 

development capacity as an organisational resource but also one that should be the central focus 

of its strategic foresight and culture. Given how new this proposition is, its implications also 

need further examination in HRM studies where the bulk of the research centres on how best 

to make use of resources. 

 

As an alternative, the Integrative Employee Resilience Framework has highlighted the adverse 

implications of implementing HRM practices based purely on resource constraint 

consideration. To boost overall organisational performativity, productivity and resource use 

this chapter proposes resilience. Secondly, a ‘Resilience Scaffold’ is added as a 

theory/perspective to show how firms can benefit from an alternative form of organising to 

enable overall individual and organisational performativity and resource utilisation. The 

findings point to the reactionary nature of the implementation, the resistance and 

dehumanisation felt and the wastefulness of already constrained human and material resources. 

To avoid such continuous dehumanisation and firm degradation, the ‘Resilience Scaffold’ has 

been propositioned to usher in a new era of managing resiliently and strategically for sustained 

individual staff, management and firm performance and productivity. Thirdly, the new 

framework and theory highlight the theoretical vastness and possibilities that still abound in 

SME and HRM studies especially when one examines/investigates the extent to which resource 

allocation, distribution and utilisation impacts on the individual manager and employee, the 

departmental operations and overall firm performance efficiency. The resilience framework 

and theory highlight that HRM scholars, professionals and experts should examine more 
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critically the impact of their recommendations, actions and practices on not only individuals 

and groups but the extent to which a firm can become sustainable in an increasingly competitive 

and globalised business environment. Methodologically, both the framework and theory were 

developed on the basis of what Coase’s work has missed in terms of the human agency aspects 

and a more humanistic and humanising form of resource usage and people management.  

Conclusion and new directions for HRM in SME Research  

This chapter has examined research into HRM practices (performance related pay, the setting 

up of targets and training) within SMEs in crisis situations. It identified an important problem 

area in terms of how effectively or otherwise resources are utilised in SME contexts (Forth & 

Bryson, 2018). Despite previous attempts to resolve this resource problem through formal 

management capacity development (Bryson & White, 2019; Dykes et al., 2018), other 

recommendations range from using Open Systems (Harney & Dundon, 2006) to the informal 

application of HRM practices in SMEs (Psychogios et al., 2016). According to recent studies 

by Prouska et al. (2022) and Nolan and Garavan (2016), the posited recommendations have 

still neither creatively addressed management capacity in the implementation of the required 

practices nor contributed significantly to theory development in HRM and SMEs in crisis 

situations (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016; Lai et al., 2016). This is partly because the 

intersubjective capability of staff to negotiate (Wapshott & Mallett, 2013) or even employee 

voice (Prouska & Psychogios, 2018) within rigid SME organisational structures (Bryson & 

White, 2019) SME’s management and staff’s ability to address the associated resource 

constraints in prolonged economic crisis situations (Miller et al., 2018) need to go beyond 

structural adaptation (Hobday et al., 2005) and neo institutional logics/perspectives (Eggers, 

2020) to build on Solidarity (type) Behaviours (SBs) as recently recommended by Prouska et 

al. (2022). However, the top-down employee communication structures that Prouska and his 

colleagues recommended have succeeded in stifling employee engagement and voice and 

jeopardised creative resilience and camaraderie capability in SME crisis situations where they 

are most needed (Alacovska, 2018).  

 

To contribute to the way the recommended HRM practices are implemented in SME crisis 

situations this chapter contributes theoretically to what Prouska et al., (2022), Harney and 

Nolan (2014) and Tsai (2010) highlight as theoretical/model dearth that could signal the formal 

and/or informal application of HRM practices in resolving SMEs’ resource utilisation as 

originally/traditionally suggested by Coase et al. (1937) and Townsend, McDonald and 
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Cathcart’s (2017) managerial prerogative to do so. In my contribution, I have developed a 

‘Resilience Scaffold’ that contributes an alternative theory to Coase’s Theory of the Firm and 

provided a step-by-step guide to how management can implement HRM practices to deal with 

SME crisis situations. In this regard, an additional ‘Integrative Employee Resilience 

Framework’ has been proposed to resolve the flawed application of Coase’s resource utilisation 

in a more humanising way than what Coase and his followers proposed earlier. My propositions 

(the Resilience Scaffold and Framework) transcend the managerial and resource specific 

recommendations of previous studies by emphasising resilience development by all 

(Rheinhardt, 2018) to address the practical challenge of implementing HRM practices when 

SMEs are financially challenged and add to theory lag in HRM and SME research as 

highlighted by Prouska et al., among others.  

 

Future studies can examine and investigate how adopting a more humanising approach to 

managing human resources via resilience development framework can be applied in a range of 

contextual settings, including both SME and large multilateral and multicultural organisations 

in different countries. In a similar but somewhat slightly variant angle, the notion/perspective 

of ‘Resilience Scaffold’ needs to be tested using a range of individual, collective and 

organisational variables to see the extent to which some of the variables may be supported in 

terms of resilience building and sustainability. The extent to which resilience building enhances 

a more humanising approach to managing resources could also be investigated by comparing 

different aspects and principles of the Integrative Employee Resilience Framework and the 

Resilience Scaffold to see the extent of their applicability and whether new theories of the firm 

could emerge thereafter. The work continues… 
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