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Abstract 
Resilient organizations thrive despite experiencing conditions that are surprising, un-
certain, often adverse, and usually unstable. We propose that an organization’s capacity 
for resilience is developed through strategically managing human resources to create 
competencies among core employees, that when aggregated at the organizational level, 
make it possible for organizations to achieve the ability to respond in a resilient man-
ner when they experience severe shocks. We begin by reviewing three elements cen-
tral to developing an organization’s capacity for resilience (specific cognitive abilities, 
behavioral characteristics, and contextual conditions). Next we identify the individual 
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level employee contributions needed to achieve each of these elements. We then ex-
plain how HR policies and practices within a strategic human resource management 
system can influence individual attitudes and behaviors so that when these individ-
ual contributions are aggregated at the organizational level through the processes of 
double interact and attraction–selection–attrition, the organization is more likely to 
possess a capacity for resilience.  

Keywords: Organizational resilience, Strategic human resource management, HR prin-
ciples, HR policies, Individual contributions  

1. Introduction  

In turbulent, surprising, continuously evolving marketplace environ-
ments only flexible, agile, and relentlessly dynamic organizations will 
thrive. In fact, firms often must be able to move beyond survival and 
actually prosper in complicated, uncertain, and threatening environ-
ments. Unstable environments create frequent challenges and even rel-
atively stable marketplaces experience occasional jolts or undergo pe-
riodic revolutionary shifts. Often these events are viewed negatively, 
but as Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) explain, resilient organizations are 
able to maintain positive adjustments under challenging conditions. 
Resilient firms actually thrive and become better in part because they 
faced and overcame serious challenges. Similar to a firm’s efforts to 
encourage strategic flexibility (i.e., the ability to change direction on 
short notice at low cost), efforts to build a capacity for resilience pre-
sume that change and surprise can be sources of opportunity as well 
as signs of potential threat, but that to capitalize on these opportuni-
ties often requires organizational transformation. In this paper we ex-
plain how firms can develop a capacity for resilience, why this capacity 
enables a firm to more fully realize the benefits that changing oppor-
tunities present, and we highlight the important role that strategic hu-
man resource management plays in both developing and using a firm’s 
capacity for resilience.      

1.1. Defining organizational resilience 

The literature offers two differing perspectives on what organizational 
resilience means. Some see organizational resilience as simply an ability 
to rebound from unexpected, stressful, adverse situations and to pick up 
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where they left off (Balu, 2001; Dutton, Frost, Worline, Lilius, & Kanov, 
2002; Gittell, Cameron, Lim, & Rivas, 2006; Horne, 1997; Horne & Orr, 
1998; Mallak, 1998b; Robb, 2000; Rudolph & Repenning, 2002; Sutcliffe 
& Vogus, 2003). This view is similar to definitions of resilience in the 
physical sciences in which a material is resilient if it is able to regain 
its original shape and characteristics after being stretched or pounded. 
When organizational resilience is seen as bouncing back, the emphasis 
is generally on coping strategies and a quick ability to resume expected 
performance levels. Organizational efforts are designed to reestablish 
a strong fit between the firm and a new reality while simultaneously 
avoiding or limiting dysfunctional or regressive behaviors. This perspec-
tive on organizational resilience is rebound-oriented and is often tied to 
hardiness (i.e., an ability to react to stressful events with adaptive inter-
pretations and actions (Kobasa, Maddi, & Kahn, 1982)). 

A second perspective of organizational resilience looks beyond resto-
ration to include the development of new capabilities and an expanded 
ability to keep pace with and even create new opportunities (Coutu, 
2002; Freeman, Hirschhorn, & Maltz, 2004; Guidimann, 2002; Jamrog et 
al., 2006; Layne, 2001; Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2003, 2005; Weick, 1988). 
In this second view, organizational resilience is seen as thriving because 
of the ability to capitalize on unexpected challenges and change. This 
second perspective goes beyond returning to established benchmarks 
to see organizational resilience as an important factor enabling a firm 
to leverage its resources and capabilities not only to resolve current di-
lemmas but to exploit opportunities and build a successful future. Con-
sequently, organizational resilience is tied to dynamic competition, and 
a firm’s ability to absorb complexity and emerge from a challenging sit-
uation stronger and with a greater repertoire of actions to draw from 
than were available before the disruptive event. This paper adopts the 
second, transformational view of organizational resilience. 

Organizational resilience is defined here as a firm’s ability to effec-
tively absorb, develop situation-specific responses to, and ultimately 
engage in transformative activities to capitalize on disruptive surprises 
that potentially threaten organization survival (Coutu, 2002; Freeman, 
Maltz, & Hirschhorn, 2004; Guidimann, 2002; Hamel & Valikangas, 2003; 
Jamrog et al., 2006; Lengnick- Hall & Beck, 2005, 2009; McCann, 2004). 
This follows Morgeson and Hofmann’s (1999: 253) recommendation 
for defining collective constructs in terms of their function or outcome 
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and focuses attention on actions to create the structures by which such 
phenomena “emerge, are transmitted and persist”. As we explain, 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 in-
tegration that enables it to overcome the potentially debilitating conse-
quences of a disruptive shock (Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2009). Strategic hu-
man 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 gener-
ate resilience outcomes.  

1.2. Distinguishing resilience from related constructs 

While the construct of organizational resilience has some elements in 
common with organizational attributes such as flexibility, agility, and 
adaptability, there are also important distinguishing elements. Flexibil-
ity (the ability to change on relatively short notice and at low cost (Ghe-
mawat & del Sol, 1998)), agility (the ability to develop and quickly apply 
nimble and dynamic competitive moves (McCann, 2004)), and adapt-
ability (the ability to reestablish fit with the environment (Chakravar-
thy, 1982)) are often associated with resilience. However, these organi-
zational attributes reflect different origins and outcomes. First, a need 
for resilience is triggered by an unexpected event. Flexibility and agil-
ity are often part of a firm’s on-going repertoire of strategic capabilities 
leading to increased maneuverability. Second, resilience incorporates 
renewal, transformation, and dynamic creativity from the inside-out. 
Adaptability, in contrast, emphasizes the need for environmental fit from 
an outside-in perspective and often presumes a new, externally deter-
mined equilibrium is the desired state. Third, while characteristics such 
as flexibility, adaptation, improvisation, and agility may contribute to an 
organization’s capacity for resilience, none of these capabilities is suffi-
cient on its own to achieve it. Finally, the limited empirical work exam-
ining resilience and other associated organizational attributes use dif-
ferent measures to operationalize the constructs (Crichton, Ramsay, & 
Kelly, 2009; Grote, Weichbrodt, Gunter, Zala-Mezo, & Kunzle, 2009; Jam-
rog et al., 2006; Somers, 2009) demonstrating that distinct phenomena 
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are being examined. The concept of resilience and the configurational 
aspects of this organizational capability are discussed more fully in the 
next section of the paper.  

2. Creating a capacity for resilience 

While the academic literature in management includes discussions of re-
silience, (e.g., Collins & Porras, 1994; Freeman, Maltz, et al., 2004; Sut-
cliffe & Vogus, 2003; Weick, 1993) until recently much of the work re-
lated to this concept has been in the field of psychology. As would be 
expected, these studies focused on resilience in individuals rather than 
on organizational resilience. An understanding of resilient individu-
als provides a useful starting place for defining resilient organizations 
since actions and interactions among individual organizational mem-
bers underpins the emergence of a firm’s collective capacity for resil-
ience (Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999). 

Werner and Smith (2001) provide compelling insights into resilience 
in individuals through their forty-year study of 698 native Hawaiian chil-
dren born in 1955. These children experienced various challenging con-
ditions in their lives from impoverished homes, alcoholic or violent par-
ents, lack of education and so forth. However, most of these children 
were able to overcome these conditions and grow into healthy, confi-
dent adults. Their study identified four factors that distinguished resil-
ient from non-resilient individuals: problem solving abilities, favorable 
perceptions, positive reinforcement, and strong faith. These findings sug-
gest that resilience is a capability that can be developed deliberately. 

The training undertaken by Navy SEALs provides one example of 
how individual level KSAOs that support both an individual level capa-
bility and the subsequent collective capacity for resilience, can be sys-
tematically developed through purposeful attention to human resource 
management (Couch, 2001). Navy SEAL candidates endure 27 weeks 
of arguably the most demanding mental and physical military train-
ing. Three weeks of indoctrination serve multiple purposes: trainees 
learn the complex set of procedures and protocols needed throughout 
the training process, trainees begin the physical preparation needed to 
survive the complete training program, and perhaps most importantly, 
trainees learn about SEAL traditions and begin to absorb the culture of 
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their warrior class. The next three weeks include “basic” conditioning, 
although the term “basic” seems grossly inadequate to describe the rig-
ors of this training. Candidates’ days include running, swimming (pool 
and open-ocean), calisthenics, and obstacle course timed trials. Train-
ees also undergo “drown-proofing”, or learning to swim with their hands 
and feet bound, and “cold water conditioning”, which includes extended 
exercises in surf conditions of approximately 65°F. Hell Week follows the 
basic conditioning and challenges candidates to five and one-half days of 
continuous training with no more than four hours of sleep in total. The 
next three weeks complete the basic conditioning. Candidates then con-
tinue their physical training with eight weeks of intensive diving instruc-
tion, which emphasizes combat scuba and long-distance dives. The final 
nine weeks of training extends the physical training with more strenu-
ous runs, swims, and obstacle course trials, and also focuses on conven-
tional techniques of land warfare, such as navigation, patrolling, rappel-
ling, marksmanship, and explosives. 

Although the demands of Navy SEAL training may seem extreme, the 
process provides a window into how one organization prepares its fu-
ture members to build up their capacity to deal with uncertain and novel 
warfare conditions. The training regime is designed to build warriors of 
the highest character, with premiere physical fitness and technical pro-
ficiency. It also binds all SEALs graduates together; all receive the same 
training, and mission success is based on teamwork where all act as one. 
The life and death situations that SEALs will face in warfare can test the 
mettle of the bravest, however, “the confidence instilled by repetition 
and drill” (Couch, 2001) along with a history of interpersonal interac-
tions under extreme conditions can promote effective action. 

Some combat situations call for reliance on well-practiced responses, 
while other situations demand creative solutions. Resilience requires the 
ability to distinguish these situations correctly. To enable this differenti-
ation, for example, training and combat missions force SEALs to assess 
the environment, make sense of their surroundings, and to consider ap-
propriate response options, whether they adopt alternate escape routes 
or rely on routine emergency procedures. In the end, SEALs training 
strives to produce men that exhibit determination and courage under 
adverse environmental conditions — essentially training men to be resil-
ient. Graduates possess the ability not only to survive brutal conditions, 
but actually thrive because of the multiple conditions confronted, and 
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to develop new capabilities and transform themselves into exceptional 
warriors. Successful completion of training places graduates within a 
culture oriented toward teamwork and produces expert warriors who 
are competent at making sense of their surroundings, know when to 
revert to standard procedures, and are confident and able to improvise 
when needed.  

2.1. Dimensions of a collective capacity for resilience 

The relationship between individual resilience and organizational re-
silience reflects the typical interaction between systems and subsys-
tems. Organization-level capabilities are not just additive composites 
of individual capabilities (Ashmos & Huber, 1987). Both the actions of 
individuals and the interaction effects matter (Morgeson & Hofmann, 
1999). The complex social network in which it is enacted alters both 
the development and realization of an organization’s capacity for re-
silience in important ways. Therefore, while we direct our attention 
to developing resilience-related KSAOs among a firm’s employees, our 
ultimate focus is on how individuals collectively enable the organiza-
tion to be resilient. 

Anecdotal and retrospective results allow researchers to evaluate 
whether an organization has displayed resilience — “Has the firm sur-
vived the environmental threats? Did the firm prosper despite the chal-
lenges faced? Did the firm develop new capabilities and engage in trans-
formative actions as a consequence of overcoming the crisis?” In fact, 
much of the existing research on organizational resilience is descrip-
tive and outcome focused (e.g., Coutu, 2002; Horne, 1997; Horne & Orr, 
1998; Mallak, 1998a,b). However, more practical and theoretical insight 
is likely to be gained by looking to the underlying dimensions that allow 
the organization and its members to develop a capacity for resilience. 

We rely on the work of Lengnick-Hall and Beck (2005, 2009) who 
suggest that a firm’s capacity for developing resilience is derived from 
a set of specific organizational capabilities, routines, practices, and pro-
cesses by which a firm conceptually orients itself, acts to move forward, 
and creates a setting of diversity and adjustable integration. Lengnick-
Hall and Beck (2003, 2005) argue that a capacity for resilience is devel-
oped from a unique blend of organization-level cognitive, behavioral, 
and contextual capabilities and routines. In this paper, we argue that 
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these organizational capabilities and routines, in turn, are derived from 
a combination of individual level knowledge, skills, abilities and other 
attributes (KSAOs) that are systematically developed and integrated 
through a firm’s human resource management system.  

2.2. Cognitive elements of organizational resilience 

A number of cognitive factors contribute to the creation of organizational 
resilience. First, firms can foster a positive, constructive conceptual ori-
entation through a strong sense of purpose, core values, a genuine vi-
sion, and a deliberate use of language (Collins & Porras, 1994; Freeman, 
Maltz, et al., 2004). Strong core values coupled with a sense of purpose 
and identity encourage an organization to frame conditions in ways that 
enable problem solving and action rather than in ways that lead to ei-
ther threat rigidity or dysfunctional escalation of commitment (Coutu, 
2002; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). 

Second, constructive sensemaking enables firms and employees to 
interpret and provide meaning to unprecedented events and condi-
tions (Thomas, Clark, & Gioia, 1993; Weick, 1995). Collective sense-
making relies on the language of the organization (i.e., its words, im-
ages, and stories) to construct meaning, describe situations, and imply 
both understanding and emotion. A prevailing vocabulary that implies 
capability, influence, competence, consistent core values, and a clear 
sense of direction, sets the stage for constructive sensemaking. Con-
structive sensemaking requires an attitude that balances the contra-
dictory forces of confidence and expertise against skepticism, caution, 
and a search for new information (Weick, 1993). It is important to rec-
ognize that each situation contains unique features that may be quite 
subtle but that can be incredibly powerful in shaping consequences, 
relationships, and actions. 

The shared mindset that enables a firm to move forward with flex-
ibility is often an intricate blend of expertise, opportunism, creativity, 
and decisiveness despite uncertainty. If a firm is too bound by conven-
tional answers or precedent, it will have great difficulty conceiving a 
bold new path. If a firm disregards real constraints it will forge infeasi-
ble solutions. Cognitive foundations for resilience require a solid grasp 
on reality and a relentless desire to question fundamental assumptions. 
In addition, alertness, or mindfulness that prompts an organization to 
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continuously consider and refine its expectations and perspectives on 
current functioning enables a firm to more adeptly manage environmen-
tal complexities (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Organizational resilience de-
pends on an ability to conceptualize solutions that are both novel and 
appropriate (Amabile, 1988).  

2.3. Behavioral elements of organizational resilience 

Resilient employees exhibit behaviors like the character in the televi-
sion show “MacGyver” who along with a Swiss army knife, resourceful-
ness, and common items that he finds, is able to extricate himself from 
seemingly insoluble problems and situations. These types of behavioral 
elements also contribute to resilience and can be developed through a 
combination of practiced resourcefulness and counterintuitive agility 
juxtaposed with useful habits and behavioral preparedness (Lengnick-
Hall & Beck; 2003, 2005). Combined these behaviors create centrifugal 
forces (influences that make ideas, knowledge and information avail-
able for creative action) and centripetal forces (influences that direct in-
puts and processes toward actionable solutions) enabling a firm to learn 
more about a situation and to fully use its own resources under condi-
tions that are uncertain and surprising (Sheremata, 2000). 

Learned resourcefulness, ingenuity, and bricolage (the imaginative 
use of materials for previously unintended purposes) are all related 
traits and characteristics that enable individuals and organizations to 
engage in the disciplined creativity needed to devise unconventional, 
yet robust, responses to unprecedented challenges (Coutu, 2002; Leng-
nick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003). These behaviors combine original-
ity and initiative to capitalize on an immediate situation. The skills and 
competencies that lead to learned resourcefulness improve with expe-
rience and practice (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995; Senge, Roberts, Ross, 
Smith, & Kleiner, 1994). 

In a study of hospitals dealing with the sudden and unprecedented 
jolt of striking physicians, Meyer (1982) found that resilient hospitals 
chose a variety of different paths but one commonality was that the re-
silient choices were counterintuitive given each of the hospital’s normal 
operating habits. Therefore, it appears a second pattern contributing to 
the behavioral elements of organizational resilience is the ability to fol-
low a dramatically different course of action from that which is the norm. 
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Firms that engage in behaviors leading to nonconforming strategic rep-
ertoires (those that depart from the industry’s norms) rather than sim-
ple strategic repertoires (those that tend to be preoccupied with a sin-
gle type of action) are also more adept at taking counterintuitive moves 
(Miller & Chen, 1996). 

Third, in direct contrast to learned resourcefulness and counterintu-
itive agility, resilience also relies on the development of useful, practical 
habits especially repetitive, over-learned routines that provide the first 
response to any unexpected threat. Useful habits are closely tied to gen-
uine organizational values. A link to the cognitive foundations of resil-
ience, then, is a cohesive sense of what a company believes and its core 
set of values which becomes a basis for developing day-to-day behaviors 
that translate intended strategies into actions. If an organization devel-
ops values that lead to habits of investigation rather than assumption, 
routines of collaboration rather than antagonism, and traditions of flex-
ibility rather than rigidity, it is more likely to intuitively behave in ways 
that open the system and create robust responses. 

Fourth, behavioral preparedness helps bridge the gap between the 
divergent forces of learned resourcefulness and counterintuitive agility 
and the convergent forces of useful habits. Behavioral preparedness is 
taking actions and making investments before they are needed to en-
sure that an organization is able to benefit from situations that emerge. 
Behavioral preparedness also means that an organization deliberately 
unlearns obsolete information or dysfunctional heuristics (Hammonds, 
2002). It is just as important for organizations to quickly discard behav-
iors that constrain them as it is for them to develop new competencies. 
Behavioral preparedness enables an organization to spot an opportunity 
that other firms without their competencies might miss. Firms that have 
not developed the necessary behaviors before they are needed jeopar-
dize resilience because they are unable to capitalize on changes in tech-
nology, ideas, or market conditions. 

Behavioral factors that support resilience translate the thoughts and 
perceptions identified as essential cognitive elements into tangible ac-
tions and responses and leads to two important outcomes. First, a com-
bination of learned resourcefulness and counterintuitive actions gener-
ates a complex and varied inventory of potential strategic actions that 
can be drawn upon in emerging situations. Resourcefulness and agil-
ity combine to create a reservoir of options that expand the range of 
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possible future behaviors (Ferrier, Smith, & Grimm, 1999). Second, a 
combination of useful habits and behavioral preparedness creates a 
foundation of rehearsed and habitual expert routines that ensure an 
organization’s initial and intuitive response to any situation will create 
options rather than constraints.  

2.4. Contextual elements of organizational resilience 

Contextual conditions that support resilience rely on relationships 
within and outside an organization to facilitate effective responses to 
environmental complexities. Four essential contextual conditions in-
clude: psychological safety, deep social capital, diffuse power and ac-
countability, and broad resource networks (Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2003, 
2005). Combined, these factors promote interpersonal connections and 
resource supply lines that lead to the ability to act quickly under emerg-
ing conditions that are uncertain and surprising. 

First, psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999) describes the degree 
to which people perceive their work environment is conducive to tak-
ing interpersonal risks: (a) the risk of being seen as ignorant by asking 
questions or seeking information, (b) the risk of being seen as incom-
petent resulting from asking for help, admitting mistakes, or experi-
menting, (c) the risk of being seen as negative when offering critical 
feedback, (d) failure to seek feedback for fear of imposing on some-
one’s time or goodwill. When people perceive psychological safety they 
are more willing to take these risks. Since organizational resilience re-
quires interpersonal risks, it is necessary that a climate of psycholog-
ical safety be established. 

Second, deep social capital evolves from respectful interactions 
within an organizational community (Ireland, Hitt, & Vaodyanath, 
2002). Respectful interactions are defined as face-to-face, on-going 
dialogues rooted in trust, honesty, and self-respect (Weick, 1993). Re-
spectful interaction builds informed and disclosure-oriented intimacy 
and is a key factor enabling collaborative sensemaking. Deep social 
capital offers a number of important benefits in developing contextual 
conditions that support resilience (Adler & Kwon, 2000). One, it facil-
itates growth in intellectual capital since people are more likely and 
more able to share tacit information. Two, it eases resource exchange 
since groups come to recognize their interdependence. Three, it eases 
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cross-functional collaboration since people appreciate perspectives 
that are different from their own. Four, deep social capital is a foun-
dation for exchanges that endure beyond immediate transactions and 
grow into mutually beneficial, multifaceted, long-term partnerships. 
Finally, deep social capital can enable an organization to build bridges 
that cross conventional internal and external boundaries and forge a 
network of support and resources. 

Diffused power and accountability is a third factor associated with 
the creation of resilience. Resilient organizations are not managed hi-
erarchically. Instead, they rely on self-organization, dispersed influ-
ence, individual and group accountability, and similar factors that cre-
ate a “holographic” structure (Morgan, 1997), where each part is a 
fractional replica of the whole organization. Holographic structures 
are designed to learn and to change their behaviors based on new in-
sights and information. In addition to relying on these structural de-
signs, resilient organizations share decision making widely (Mallak, 
1998b). Each organization member has both the discretion and the re-
sponsibility for ensuring attainment of organizational interests. Over-
all, this shared responsibility coupled with interdependence creates a 
setting that facilitates the cognitive and behavioral elements that are 
necessary for resilience. 

Finally, access to broad resource networks is a key element in creat-
ing contextual conditions that support resilience development. Resil-
ient individuals are distinguished by their ability to forge relationships 
with others who could share key resources (Werner & Smith, 2001). 
Likewise, resilient firms use relationships with supplier contacts and 
strategic alliances to secure needed resources to support adaptive ini-
tiatives. Resources gained through a firm’s network of organizational 
relationships ensure some measure of continuous slack (Judge, Fryx-
ell, & Dooley, 1997), extends the range of feasible actions, and promotes 
an assortment of interpretations for alternative applications of these 
resources. This, in turn, stimulates innovation and challenges prevail-
ing assumptions in ways that can cultivate constructive sensemaking. 
External resources also ensure that bonds with various environmen-
tal agents are maintained, thereby reinforcing social capital beyond the 
firm’s boundaries. 

These types of contextual conditions provide the operational plat-
form from which resilient behaviors and attitudes are developed. Clearly, 
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since many of these relationships cross organizational boundaries they 
cannot be controlled entirely by organizational actions. However, as the 
growing literature on social capital explains, organizations can design 
structures, processes, and interaction patterns that shape the evolution 
of these relationships (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). While specific con-
textual conditions are not sufficient to create a capacity for resilience, 
they are an integral ingredient enabling the kinds of behaviors and men-
tal models that lead to resilience. Moreover, contextual conditions pro-
vide the necessary medium for brewing the other two dimensions of or-
ganizational resilience. Without the conduit of relationships, processes, 
and intangible assets that form the contextual foundation, there would 
be few ways to synthesize resilient cognitions and behaviors into an en-
terprise-wide capability.  

3. Developing a capacity for resilience through strategic HRM 

How does the U.S. Navy create resilient SEALs? They select physically 
fit individuals, train them to have technical proficiency, and then pre-
pare them for a wide variety of potential threats by exposing them to 
multiple challenges and obstacles under extreme, adverse conditions. 
Through repetition and drills SEALs develop well-practiced responses 
that enable them to make sense out of their situation, develop creative 
solutions, and adapt in ways that accomplish their missions. Can other 
types of organizations also develop resilient employees who collec-
tively create resilient organizations? We believe the answer is yes, by 
developing a configuration of HR practices that are internally consis-
tent and directed at nurturing cognitive, behavioral, and contextual di-
mensions of resilience.  

We propose that a firm’s capacity for developing organizational resil-
ience is achieved through strategically managing human resources to cre-
ate individual competencies among core employees, that when aggregated 
at the organizational level, make it possible for organizations to effectively 
absorb uncertainty, develop situation-specific responses to threats, and 
ultimately engage in transformative activities so that they can capitalize 
on disruptive surprises that potentially threaten their survival. 

Our focus is on the human resource (HR) system which is a multi-
level construct (Arthur & Boyles, 2007; Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Lepak, 
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Marrone, & Takeuchi, 2004; Schuler, 1992). An HR system is viewed as 
consisting of some overarching, broad elements (HR architecture, HR 
principles, or HR philosophy) that provide general direction for the man-
agement of human capital, some mid-range elements (HR policies, HR 
programs) that provide alternative approaches to align HR practices 
with HR architecture and strategic objectives, and some lower-range 
elements (HR practices, HR processes) that reflect the actual HR activi-
ties implemented in specific circumstances (Lepak et al., 2004). Our fo-
cus also is on core employees (Lopez-Cabrales, Valle, & Herrero, 2006). 
While developing a capacity for resilience requires organization-wide 
involvement, we believe it is most important that core employee groups 
receive the greatest attention. As Lepak et al. (2004: 648) suggest, “Dif-
ferent employees contribute to different aspects of organizational suc-
cess. Within the same firm, employees may be core for different reasons. 
For example, high-tech firms might have some core employees work-
ing within the R&D side of the organization while other core employ-
ees work on the business development side of the organization.” Con-
sequently, we describe the elements of an HR system that focuses on 
developing a capacity for resilience in core employees. 

What are the characteristics of an HR system designed to develop a 
capacity for organizational resilience? To answer this question, we use 
the model depicted in Fig. 1, adapted from Lepak et al. (2004). This 
model consists of three components: HR principles, HR policies, and 
desired employee contributions. HR principles serve as guideposts to 
align lower, less abstract policies and practices (Colbert, 2004). For ex-
ample, an HR principle for decision making would be “share informa-
tion as broadly as possible within the organization.” HR policies reflect 
alternative means of realizing the guiding HR principles. Additionally, 
HR policies reflect alternative means of achieving specific sets of ob-
jectives to be accomplished by employees. As Lepak et al. (2004: 645) 
explain, “…certain HR policies might be optimal to engender risk taking 
and innovation while other HR policies might be optimal for encourag-
ing loyalty and organizational commitment.” For example, an HR pol-
icy of “open book management” would be related to the HR principle 
“share information as broadly as possible within the organization.” De-
sired employee contributions include a “variety of employee attitudes, 
behaviors, and work-related outcomes that enable employees to con-
tribute toward the implementation of strategic objectives” (Lepak et 
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al., 2004). For example a desired employee contribution of “collabor-
ative behavior” would be related to the HR policy of “open book man-
agement” and the HR principle of “share information as broadly as pos-
sible within the organization.” 

An HR system creates messages that are sent to employees and sig-
nal what is expected of them, how they should interact with one another, 
what they should focus on, what they should not focus on, what is re-
warded, etc. (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Haggerty & Wright, 2010). These 
signals can vary in terms of their distinctiveness, consistency, and how 
widely they are agreed upon. A strong HR system is one in which the 
messages intended by the organization’s leaders are understood and in-
terpreted correctly by employees, and which guide their individual be-
haviors which aggregate to create organizational capabilities. A weak 
HR system is one in which the messages intended by the organization’s 
leaders are such that there is wide variation in how they are interpreted 
and acted upon. As Haggerty and Wright (2010: 110) note, “The strength 
of the HRM system and process will determine how well employees at-
tend to HRM messages, how well they understand, individually and col-
lectively what behaviors are expected, and what the outcomes will be for 
so behaving.” Thus, to create organizational resilience, it is necessary to 
have a strong HR system that signals expectations that are correctly in-
terpreted and acted upon by employees. 

Fig. 1. Strategic human resource management system in developing a capacity for 
organizational resilience.
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As the model in Fig. 1 suggests, a capacity for resilience is directly re-
lated to an organization’s particular HR system. Together HR principles 
and desired employee contributions determine the HR policy configu-
rations that are appropriate. Following this reasoning, we first identify 
desired employee contributions associated with resilience, followed by 
HR principles, and then representative HR policies (see Table 1). Desired 
employee contributions are not focused on the implementation of a set 
of specific strategic objectives, but instead are more broadly focused on 
developing component capabilities (e.g., cognitive, behavioral, and con-
textual elements that support resilience) and interaction patterns, so 
that an organization can exploit shocks and jolts rather than merely sur-
vive and rebound to a prior equilibrium state.  

3.1. Designing HR systems to develop desired employee 
contributions 

Six specific employee contributions are particularly important for de-
veloping a firm’s collective cognitive capabilities that contribute to re-
silience. These include: (a) expertise, (b) opportunism, (c) creativity, 
(d) decisiveness despite uncertainty, (e) questioning fundamental as-
sumptions, and, (f) conceptualizing solutions that are novel and appro-
priate. These contributions can be developed from a variety of HR in-
vestments. Expert judgment accompanied by a willingness to question 
conventional assumptions is essential for constructive sensemaking and 
promoting a willingness to act in accordance with core values. Exper-
tise can be enhanced through systematic investments in specialized hu-
man capital. Divergent thinking skills are instrumental in conceiving 
novel solutions and can be developed through training in brainstorm-
ing, devil’s advocacy techniques, and dialogue (Senge, et al., 1994). De-
cisiveness despite uncertainty is enhanced through a combination of 
experience and feedback, so job designs, for example, that systemati-
cally present employees with unfamiliar and non-routine issues to re-
solve and then provide clear knowledge of results aid in developing this 
type of employee contribution. The ways in which organizations frame 
and label environmental issues (e.g., as a problem or an opportunity) 
influences the types of responses that are generated (Dutton & Jackson, 
1987) and, in turn, affect subsequent behaviors in terms of risk assess-
ments, commitment, engagement, and persistence. These six employee 
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contributions enable a collective mindset that is conducive to achieving 
organizational resilience. 

To create the behavioral elements that support development of re-
silience, desired employee contributions include: (a) devising uncon-
ventional, yet robust responses to unprecedented challenges, (b) com-
bining originality and initiative to capitalize on an immediate situation, 
(c) sometimes following a dramatically different course of action from 
that which is the norm for the organization, (d) practicing repetitive, 
over-learned routines that provide the first response to any unexpected 
threat, and (e) taking actions and making investments before they are 
needed to ensure that an organization is able to benefit from situations 
that emerge. These types of contributions are derived from a composite 
of KSAOs that enable employees to navigate the competing forces needed 
to achieve organizational resilience. 

HR can contribute to developing these capabilities in a variety of 
ways. For example, promoting problem solving techniques that rely 
on frequent iterations serve as catalysts for new ideas and increase 
the odds of success simply because there are more options available 
for consideration. Performance expectations that emphasize initiative, 
creativity, analysis of second-order consequences, calculated risk tak-
ing, and learning from mistakes encourages employees to act and in-
teract in ways that develop a capacity for resilience. Employee con-
tributions of this type lead to timing advantages that allow a firm to 
capitalize on rapid response opportunities, experience at doing more 
with less, and an emphasis on using all of a firm’s resources fully. De-
scribed by Coutu (2002) as “ritualized ingenuity,” these behaviors tend 
to have a symbiotic relationship with the cognitive factors necessary 
for resilience. In addition, HR can develop these employee contribu-
tions by providing training and work designs that enable employees 
to develop a personal and collective action repertoire that is varied 
and unconventional. Research has shown that firms can enhance their 
counterintuitive agility by making a greater number of competitive 
moves (action propensity), routinely undertaking actions that incor-
porate a variety of different types of activities (action complexity), act-
ing more quickly (action execution speed), and taking actions that are 
time-triggered rather than event-triggered (Chen & Hambrick, 1995; 
Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Ferrier, 2000; Young, Smith, & Grimm, 
1996). At the same time, however, some essential behaviors rely on 
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employee contributions that are embedded in powerful routines. HR 
practices that provide employees with practice in juxtaposing a need 
for inventiveness with a need for reliable stability are particularly im-
portant to design. 

Employee contributions that create contextual conditions ripe for re-
silience focus on employee actions and interactions that enrich social 
and resource networks within and beyond the organization. Specific, de-
sired employee contributions include: (a) developing interpersonal con-
nections and resource supply lines that lead to the ability to act quickly, 
(b) sharing information and knowledge widely, and (c) sharing decision 
making widely. HR practices that craft effective structural, relational, 
and cognitive dimensions of social capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 
and encourage both strong and weak ties (Brass, Galaskeiwicz, Greve, 
& Tsai, 2004) provide the basis for employee contributions that create 
conditions promoting resilience. Employee contributions that build the 
cognitive, behavioral, and contextual dimensions of resilience are sum-
marized in Table 1.   

3.2. Identifying HR principles to facilitate a capacity for resilience 

HR principles consistent with creating each dimension of organizational 
resilience (cognitive, behavioral, and contextual) are also provided in 
Table 1. However, while we present these principles by dimension, we 
expect that there is overlap among them, with some principles affect-
ing more than one aspect of a firm’s capacity for resilience. HR princi-
ples particularly related to the cognitive dimension of resilience include 
the following: (a) develop a partnership orientation with employees, (b) 
localize decision making power, (c) create fluid team-based work and 
job design, (d) build relational rather than transactional relationships 
with employees, (e) minimize rules and procedures, (f) hire to ensure 
a range of different experiences, perspectives, paradigms, and compe-
tencies are available in the workforce, (g) place a high value on plural-
ism and individual differences, (h) invest in human capital, and (i) use 
both formal and informal social integration mechanisms. These princi-
ples are designed to create a workplace in which simple rules and core 
organizational values shape priorities and guide behavior especially in 
the face of unexpected events. These principles are also intended to nur-
ture individual differences so that a broad repertoire of perceptions and 
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Desired employee 
contributions

∎ Expertise
∎ Opportunism
∎ Creativity 
∎ Decisiveness despite 

uncertainty
∎ Questioning fundamental 

assumptions
∎ Conceptualizing solu-

tions that are novel and 
appropriate

∎ Devising unconventional, 
yet robust responses to 
unprecedented challenges

∎ Combining originality and 
initiative to capitalize on 
an immediate situation

∎ Sometimes following a 
dramatically different 
course of action from that 
which is the norm for the 
organization

∎ Practicing repetitive, over-
learned routines that pro-
vide the first response to 
any unexpected threat

∎ Taking actions and making 
investments before they 
are needed to ensure that 
an organization is able to 
benefit from situations 
that emerge

∎ Developing interpersonal 
connections and resource 
supply lines that lead to 
the ability to act quickly

∎ Sharing information and 
knowledge widely

∎ Sharing power and 
accountability 

HR policies

∎ Selective staffing
∎ Job security
∎ Cross-functional work 

assignments
∎ Broad recruiting sources
∎ Continuous developmen-

tal opportunities
∎ Teamwork
∎ Group-based incentives
∎ Continuous socialization

∎ Experimentation (free-
dom to fail)

∎ After action reviews/Les-
sons learned

∎ Open architecture
∎ Human resource and co-

ordination flexibility
∎ Fitness/wellness
∎ Broad job descriptions
∎ Employee suggestions
∎ Cross-departmental task 

forces

∎ Joint employee–customer 
teams and networks

∎ Empowerment
∎ Open communication
∎ Results-based appraisals
∎ User-friendly, accessible, 

integrated information 
systems

HR principles 

∎ Develop a partnership orientation with 
employees.

∎ Localize decision making power. 
∎ Create fluid team-based work and job design.
∎ Build relational rather than transactional relation-

ships with employees. 
∎ Minimize rules and procedures. 
∎ Hire to ensure a range of different experiences, 

perspectives, paradigms, and competencies are 
available in the workforce.

∎ Place a high value on pluralism and individual 
differences.

∎ Invest in human capital.
∎ Use both formal and informal social integration 

mechanisms.

∎ Develop a culture of organizational ambidexterity.
∎ Create a climate of open communication and 

collaboration.
∎ Encourage problem solving processes tied to orga-

nizational learning.
∎ Encourage knowledge sharing.
∎ Enable rapid deployment of human resources.
∎ Emphasize worker flexibility.
∎ Encourage individual hardiness.
∎ Encourage reflective practices
∎ Eliminate organizational borders.

∎ Encourage social interactions both inside and out-
side the organization.

∎ Nurture a climate of reciprocal trust and 
interdependence.

∎ Develop facilitative communication structures.
∎ Develop self-management and self-leadership 

capabilities.
∎ Emphasize contributions and outcomes rather 

than tasks.
∎ Encourage an organizational orientation.
∎ Reinforce organizational citizenship, personal ac-

countability, and power based on expertise rather 
than hierarchical position.

∎ Create broad resource networks.

Dimension of 
organizational 
resilience

Cognitive dimension

Behavioral 
dimension

Contextual 
dimension

Table 1 HR system components for developing a capacity for resilience.
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perspectives is readily available for sensemaking and decision making. 
The focus on long-term relationships, diversity, and flexible work design 
facilitates self-organization, negative entropy and related complex sys-
tems characteristics. 

HR principles related to the behavioral dimension of resilience in-
clude the following: (a) develop a culture of organizational ambidexter-
ity, (b) create a climate of open communication and collaboration, (c) en-
courage problem solving processes tied to organizational learning, (d) 
encourage knowledge sharing, (e) enable rapid deployment of human 
resources, (f) emphasize worker flexibility, (g) encourage individual har-
diness, (h) encourage reflective practice, and (i) eliminate organizational 
borders. The overarching intent of these principles is to create a work-
place in which employees feel confident in their ability to explore new 
options while exploiting what they know, and to share information and 
observations in ways that lead to quick and situation-specific responses 
when novel conditions emerge. Moreover, these HR principles are de-
signed to promote a team oriented culture. 

HR principles related to the contextual dimension of resilience in-
clude the following: (a) encourage social interactions both inside and 
outside the organization, (b) nurture a climate of reciprocal trust and 
interdependence, (c) develop facilitative communication structures, (d) 
develop self-management and self-leadership capabilities, (e) emphasize 
contributions and outcomes rather than tasks, (f) encourage an organi-
zational orientation, (g) reinforce organizational citizenship, personal 
accountability, and power based on expertise rather than hierarchical 
position, and (h) create broad resource networks. These principles rein-
force the multilevel, systemic relationships that are essential for devel-
oping a capacity for organization-level resilience. It is through enacting 
these principles, as well as those associated with creating the cognitive 
and behavioral dimensions of resilience, that individual level actions and 
interactions can emerge as collective organizational attributes.  

3.3. Crafting HR policies to create a capacity for resilience 

Focusing on a more meso-level of analysis makes it possible to identify 
HR policy sets that are more likely to be appropriate for eliciting em-
ployee behaviors that help a firm create resilience. Again, we present the 
HR policies associated with each component dimension of organizational 
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resilience, but acknowledge that some policies may affect more than one 
dimension. These policies are also summarized in Table 1. 

HR policies aligned with the HR principles and desired employee con-
tributions for the cognitive dimension of resilience include the follow-
ing: (a) selective staffing, (b) job security, (c) cross-functional work as-
signments, (d) broad recruiting sources, (e) continuous developmental 
opportunities, (f) teamwork, (g) group-based incentives, and (h) con-
tinuous socialization. In combination, these policies reinforce a climate 
of security and collaboration needed for the intricate mix of expertise, 
opportunism, creativity, and decisiveness that enables sensemaking and 
adherence to core values to thrive despite the uncertainty triggered by 
crisis and surprise. The collective cognitive mindset needed to create a 
capacity for organizational resilience requires HR policies such as these 
that are designed to facilitate complexity absorption and management 
(Boisot & Child, 1999). 

HR policies aligned with the HR principles and desired employee 
contributions for the behavioral dimension of resilience include the fol-
lowing: (a) experimentation—freedom to fail, (b) after action reviews/
lessons learned, (c) open office architecture, (d) human resource and 
coordination flexibility, (e) broad-based job descriptions, (f) employee 
suggestions, and (g) cross-departmental task forces. These policies re-
flect the need to relentlessly balance opposing needs associated with 
inventiveness, unconventional moves, and divergent thinking with sta-
bility, established routines, and useful habits. They provide the freedom 
to experiment and think creatively with systematic self-evaluation and 
multidisciplinary review. 

HR policies aligned with the HR principles and desired employee 
contributions for the contextual dimension of resilience include the fol-
lowing: (a) joint employee–customer teams and networks, (b) empow-
erment, (c) open communication, (d) results-based appraisals, and (e) 
user-friendly, accessible, integrated information systems. These policies 
are designed to obtain a rich array of resources from inside and beyond 
the boundaries of the firm, measured and transparent performance ap-
praisals, and broad stakeholder collaboration and investment. 

A goal of the strategic human resource system discussed here is to 
influence individual attitudes and behaviors so that in the aggregate, 
the organization’s capacity for resilience increases. Employee attitudes 
and behaviors become shared by individuals over time. This can occur 
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through a process of “double interact” (Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999), 
in which employees “share some sentiment with a colleague, who re-
sponds, the first employee responds back, and this reciprocal interaction 
creates collective perceptions” (Nishi, Lepak, & Schneider, 2008). Once 
these shared perceptions become distinctive and dominant in an orga-
nization, then the process of attraction–selection–attrition (Schneider, 
1987) further highlights similarities in attitudes and behaviors across 
employees, and over time becomes embedded in the fabric of the orga-
nization. Thus, the strategic human resource management system influ-
ences individual attitudes and behaviors that when aggregated at the 
organizational level (through the process of double interact and attrac-
tion–selection–attrition) creates an organizational capability — a ca-
pacity for resilience.  

4. Resilience, strategic HRM, and firm performance 

A capacity for resilience is related to many of the competencies that un-
derpin effective competitive dynamics. The dimensions of a firm’s capac-
ity for resilience (cognitive, behavioral, and contextual) work both inde-
pendently and interactively to support the development of various types 
of organization capabilities and to promote effective responses to envi-
ronmental change. Consequently, HRM practices and policies that pro-
mote and nurture this capacity have added benefits through their con-
tribution to achieving and leveraging other vital strategic capabilities. 

Similar to the way that absorptive capacity underpins a firm’s abil-
ity to appreciate, transform, and exploit new knowledge for strategic 
purposes (Zahra & George, 2002), a capacity for resilience underlies a 
firm’s ability to take actions to effectively reconfigure and augment a 
firm’s resources. In addition, this capacity captures an important con-
ceptual diagnostic and interpretation component that enables a firm to 
accurately determine the most appropriate type of strategic approach 
to use given the current situation. A capacity for resilience stimulates a 
firm to develop a diverse repertoire of routines and resources. This va-
riety creates an array of different strategic moves that enable a firm to 
choose among alternative ways to respond to environmental shifts and 
competitive conditions.  
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4.1. Organizational resilience HR configurations 

When a capacity for resilience is transformed into action in organiza-
tions, it can become an organizational capability. A capability may be 
defined as a collection of organizational routines that enables an orga-
nization to respond to situations in an effective manner (Grant, 1991). 
In the case of organizational resilience, this means a collection of rou-
tines that not only enable organizations to bounce back from adversity 
and obstacles, but also to create new opportunities and move beyond a 
previous equilibrium point. 

To create a capacity for resilience, we argue that organizations need 
to take a configurational approach to strategic human resource manage-
ment (Delery & Doty, 1996; Martin-Alcazar, Romero-Fernandez, & San-
chez-Gardey, 2005; Youndt & Snell, 2004). As Delery and Doty (1996) 
describe it, a configurational perspective (1) draws on a holistic princi-
ple of inquiry to identify unique patterns of factors that are posited to 
be maximally effective, (2) is characterized by nonlinear synergistic ef-
fects, and  (3) incorporates the assumption of equifinality (i.e., multiple 
unique configurations of factors can result in maximal performance). 
Therefore, from this theoretical perspective, the goal is to identify in-
ternally consistent configurations of HR practices or employment sys-
tems that lead to a desired organizational outcome, not one set of best 
practices, such as high performance work systems. We focus on creat-
ing an “organizational resilience HR configuration” that results in a de-
sired organizational capability which enables organizations in dynamic 
environments to attain and retain at least competitive parity and often 
achieve competitive advantage. 

Our description of an organizational resilience HR configuration is fo-
cused primarily at the principles and policy level to acknowledge differ-
ent sets of specific HR practices that might be bundled together to pro-
duce similar results. That is, there is more than one set of specific HR 
practices that might be combined (i.e., equifinality) to create a capac-
ity for resilience. Rather than attempting to identify one set of univer-
sal practices, such as those typically associated with high performance 
work systems, we argue that organizations need to focus more on artic-
ulating the principles and policies that define the essential elements of 
a capacity for resilience. 
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It is not surprising that some of the HR practices and HR policies iden-
tified as potentially contributing to the cognitive, behavioral, and con-
textual dimensions of resilience have also been identified by others as 
high performance work practices or have been included in “best prac-
tice” HR systems. However, high performance work practices are de-
signed for a very different purpose, that is, to reduce turnover, increase 
productivity, and enhance financial performance (Delery & Doty, 1996; 
Huselid, 1995). 

To create a capacity for organizational resilience, as described pre-
viously, requires more than simply implementing a set of high per-
formance work practices. Furthermore, a configurational perspective 
implies that there are multiple HR practices that could potentially be 
combined (consistent with the principles and policies laid out) to yield 
organizational resilience. Therefore, simply implementing a high perfor-
mance work system alone is not likely to produce organizational resil-
ience, either as a direct outcome or byproduct. We do not contend that 
the practices discussed here are limited to achieving only a single, nar-
row organizational purpose. However, we do argue that it is the par-
ticular configuration of employee contributions, HR practices, and HR 
policies identified here that work together to create a capacity for resil-
ience and that transforms individual actions into this collective organi-
zational capability.  

4.2. Organizational resilience and performance 

As we noted at the beginning of this paper, only flexible, agile, and relent-
lessly dynamic organizations will thrive in turbulent, surprising, contin-
uously evolving environments. A capacity for resilience enables a firm 
to take appropriate actions and undergo transformation in response to 
unanticipated events that potentially threaten its continued existence. In 
markets characterized by sudden jolts, a capacity for resilience may be 
necessary for survival. A strong capacity for resilience creates a useful 
internal guidance system for organizational analysis and decision mak-
ing. The outcomes of the cognitive factors that promote resilience en-
able a firm to more accurately diagnose environmental conditions and 
to select the most effective strategic posture. This can help a firm de-
cide whether to build upon current sources of advantage or create fun-
damentally different ones. Behavioral elements that support resilience 
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ensure that firms take the actions needed to turn competitive potential 
into realized strategy. In addition, useful habits and behavioral prepared-
ness often yield simple rules to guide organization choices under turbu-
lent conditions. Simple rules provide effective guidelines for leveraging 
the new resources that dynamic capability produces. Finally contextual 
conditions that support resilience offer fertile ground for using strate-
gic capability to best advantage. 

Implications of these synergistic relationships among dimensions 
that contribute to organizational resilience suggest that many of the 
needed human capital elements have the potential to help leverage 
other strategic capabilities as well. However, it is the particular HR 
system configuration proposed here that we contend leads to a ca-
pacity for organizational resilience. Moreover, it is important to rec-
ognize that while human capital, just like many other assets, can be 
applied toward multiple ends; opportunity does not mean that the le-
verage potential will be realized. For example, creative problem solv-
ing routines, a clear sense of purpose, high levels of intellectual and so-
cial capital, and a propensity for iterative, double-loop learning which 
are elements contributing to a capacity for resilience can also con-
tribute to developing organizational change strategies and promoting 
dynamic capabilities. Likewise, the empowering interpretation of the 
world and self-efficacy that represent essential cognitive factors en-
ables a firm to act on its decisions despite uncertainty and complex-
ity. Similarly, a complex and varied action inventory, a key behavioral 
component, also increases a firm’s expertise in a broad range of activi-
ties. This, in turn, increases the firm’s ability to recognize value in new 
knowledge, which leads to enhanced absorptive capacity. The perspec-
tive and mental agility that stem from needed cognitive abilities pro-
vide a foundation for a firm to be able to learn from the consequences 
of the actions it undertakes within its complex action repertoire and 
thereby be more effective in dynamic competitive environments. Use-
ful habits such as continuous dialogue and the trust that results from 
deep social capital provide the raw material for constructing meaning 
and making difficult choices in ambiguous situations. However, it takes 
deliberate intent to ensure that particular outcomes are realized. We 
argue that it is the comprehensive bundle of desired employee contri-
butions, HR principles and HR policies that enables a firm to develop 
a capacity for resilience. 
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Whether a firm considers its current need for a capacity for resil-
ience to be extremely high or relatively modest, it is beneficial to recog-
nize that investments made to develop this capacity can yield high re-
turns. Once the composite set of skills, resources, and competencies are 
in place a firm can choose a number of different applications enabling it 
to leverage its HR investments in a highly productive manner.   

5. Discussion and conclusions 

Three themes underpin the ideas presented in this paper. One, HR poli-
cies, practices, and activities are the bedrock of a firm’s capacity for re-
silience. Two, an organization’s capacity for resilience is a multilevel 
collective attribute emerging from the capabilities, actions, and interac-
tions of individuals and units within the firm. Employee contributions, 
HR practices, and HR policies are the primary integrating mechanisms 
for achieving a collective resilience capability. Three, organizational re-
silience is an increasingly necessary collective competence for firms that 
operate in high-velocity environments and those characterized by jolts 
and surprises. Since resilience is developed over time through path-de-
pendent interactions, developing a capacity for resilience should take 
place before the need arises. 

Unfortunately, an effort to develop organizational resilience has not 
been an explicit goal for many HR units. However, an understanding of 
HRM’s role in developing and capitalizing on a firm’s capacity for resil-
ience is consistent with the expanded responsibility of HR for manag-
ing a firm’s overall human capital and contributing to its competitive 
success. An important contribution of this paper is a better under-
standing of the relationship between strategic human resource man-
agement, organizational resilience, and organizational success. A bet-
ter understanding of this relationship suggests a number of interesting 
research directions. For example, while a number of employee contri-
butions, HR policies and HR practices are proposed to underpin a ca-
pacity for resilience, it would be useful to examine empirically which 
specific activities are more strongly associated with particular dimen-
sions of a firm’s capacity for resilience (cf. Youndt & Snell, 2004). Sim-
ilarly, it would be helpful to distinguish crucial activities and individ-
ual contributions from those that are useful but discretionary. It is also 
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likely that path-dependent relationships and interactions facilitate an 
organization’s efforts to develop its capacity for resilience suggesting 
that a longitudinal examination of the evolution of organizational resil-
ience would be useful. In addition, it is clear that human resource pro-
fessionals play a vital role in realizing the benefits of an organization’s 
capacity for resilience. As Haggerty and Wright (2010) have noted, an 
HR function that is more strategically focused and HR professionals that 
are more sophisticated than those typically found in organizations is re-
quired to create the kind of strong HR system we have described. “The 
deep analytical capability, intuitive capacity, data input and processing 
speeds required to do this well favor HR professionals and functions 
with focused and tacit academic and functional training and professional 
development” (Haggerty &Wright, 2010: 104). Both the diagnostic ca-
pabilities and the potential action alternatives associated with organi-
zational resilience can lie fallow unless a firm uses its human capital to 
enact and execute these options. This requires an HR function and HR 
professionals that focus more on being strategic partners than admin-
istrative experts (Lawler & Boudreau, 2009). 

A second important contribution from this paper is a detailed descrip-
tion of the three organizational attributes that underlie the path-depen-
dent process of creating a collective capacity for resilience. These factors 
are discussed in terms that can be operationalized and which capture 
the multilevel actions and interactions that create collective organiza-
tional attributes. This specification is a first step toward linking aspects 
of organizational resilience to particular HRM system choices. 

An understanding of the connections among HR systems, organiza-
tional resilience, potentially associated strategic capabilities, and com-
petitive performance contributes to the growing literature on intangi-
ble assets and ties strategic human resource management theory to the 
resource based view of the firm in a new way. Disaggregating and dis-
secting organizational resilience is an important step toward empirically 
testing the underlying relationships. 

There are also several useful implications from this paper for HR man-
agers. Most organizations operate under conditions of resource limita-
tions or scarcity. Consequently investing in resources and competencies 
that can be effectively leveraged because they can be combined easily 
with other complementary assets or because they can be applied flex-
ibly for multiple purposes is positively correlated with organizational 
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performance (Hamel & Prahalad, 1993). Recognition that certain types 
of resources and capabilities contribute to both a capacity for resil-
ience and other strategic capabilities can help firms develop improved 
HR investment strategies. For example, investments in human capital 
to develop employees who are adept learners, strong communicators, 
and skilled at creating strong interpersonal ties creates a foundation 
for both a capacity for resilience and effective knowledge management. 
Similarly, developing organizational skills such as “ritualized ingenu-
ity” (Coutu, 2002), temporal pacing (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000), using 
action to shape cognition (Weick, 1995), and counterintuitive thinking 
(Meyer, 1982) contribute to both a capacity for resilience and innova-
tion. Even choices regarding physical resource allocations such as de-
signing buildings with open architecture to facilitate interaction and in-
formation systems such as knowledge repositories to increase the stock 
of ideas available can enable a firm to develop assets that are more ef-
fectively leveraged. 

A capacity for resilience can be developed and managed. This implies 
that HR professionals could help their firms effectively analyze and re-
spond to environmental conditions by communicating a strong and clear 
organizational purpose to encourage decision making and action that is 
consistent with the firm’s core values. In addition, HR managers should 
ensure their firms develop the capacity to successfully address compet-
ing objectives. For example, employees need to learn how to incorporate 
behavioral routines of resourcefulness and creativity while also identify-
ing and maintaining useful habits. Third, HR professionals contribute to 
their firm’s success by establishing settings that are conducive to intra- 
and inter -organizational relationships. Together, these organizational 
relationships open access to skills, resources, and competencies useful 
for improved analysis and greater diversity in behavioral responses to 
uncertain and surprising conditions. Finally, HR managers should craft 
HR principles, policies, and practices to actively attend to their firm’s 
capacity for resilience in order to achieve greater potential advantages 
from their overall strategic capability. 

In conclusion, change is an inevitable feature of organizational life. 
Sometimes change is mandated by powerful external agents. Sometimes 
change is the natural consequence of interdependence and interaction. 
Sometimes change is a deliberate strategic initiative designed to increase 
competitive advantage. Regardless of the causal trigger, organizations 
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must be able to efficiently and effectively alter their resources, compe-
tencies, and business models in order to go beyond bouncing back and 
instead flourish in shifting conditions. Organizational resilience has re-
ceived increasing attention in both the academic literature and the pop-
ular management press in the past decade (Balu, 2001; Coutu, 2002; 
Crichton, et al., 2009; Deevy, 1995; Freeman, Maltz, et al., 2004; Hamel 
& Valikangas, 2003; Jamrog et al., 2006; Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2009; 
Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003; Mallak, 1998b; Robb, 2000; Sut-
cliffe & Vogus, 2003) yet specific links between a firm’s HR system and 
its capacity for resilience have not been examined. This paper is a step 
toward filling that gap in our understanding and our ability to manage 
for resilience. 

A capacity for resilience enables a firm to capitalize on events which 
have the potential to lead to serious adverse consequences. A capac-
ity for resilience provides a basis for building sufficient diversity into a 
firm’s strategic repertoire to enable a portfolio of options and outcomes 
and at the same time provides mechanisms for helping a firm choose 
wisely among available alternatives. This diversity coupled with effec-
tive choice is a well-supported path to strategic supremacy (D’Aveni, 
1999; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Ferrier, 2001). A better understand-
ing of HRM’s role in creating and using a capacity for resilience offers a 
new way to explain why some firms continue to outperform others by 
examining the connections between specific individual employee con-
tributions, strategic human resource management choices, processes of 
double interact and attraction–selection–attrition, and the development 
of organizational capability routines.   

……………
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