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Abstract— This article aims to encourage research into organizational resilience using the Resilience-Phase-Model (RPM). Using an 

interdisciplinary approach that draws from resilience theory in socio-ecology, this article develops several lines of inquiry. In this article the 

author addresses two questions. (1) How can be organizational resilience conceptualized to achieve a common understanding?” and (2) 

How can this concept be used for further research in resilience management. In a first step the origin understanding of resilience has been 

conceptualized with the Resilience-Phase-Model (RPM). The underlying understanding is that resilience is a latent process over three 

phases (Equilibrium-, Coping- and Recovery Phase) that the system has to go through to withstand crisis. As second, main resilience 

concepts on the organizational level have been identified and integrated into the RPM-Model. This approach sheds light in an original way 

on an integral understanding of organizational resilience. In doing so, the intent of this work was to contribute to the ongoing academic 

debate on how organizations can face unexpected events and to show which possibilities arise for the resilience-management. It also 

presents several research questions for further investigation of resilience in business and management studies. 

Index Terms— Resilience-Phase-Model (RPM), organizational resilience, resilience management, integrative literature review 

——————————      —————————— 

1 INTRODUCTION                                                                     

t is generally known that organizations are more than in-
struments for attaining defined goals; they are, social 
groups attempting to survive in their particular circum-

stances [1]. Organizations are confronted with crises in this 
dynamic and therefore increasingly complex world [2]. For 
them it is about adapting to the new environment and devel-
oping further despite adverse circumstances. This process can 
be described both as a quality and as an ability to develop or-
ganizational resilience [3]. But how can organizational resili-
ence be created? While the resilience concept becomes increas-
ingly important for organizations, the gap in the literature 
regarding the conceptualization, sources and outcomes of the 
term requires a need to synthesize the constantly growing and 
becoming more diffuse literature on organizational resilience 
[4]. This results in a general demand for a solid understanding 
of organizational resilience based on the original concept of 
resilience [5]. Furthermore resilience is understood as an or-
ganizational competence that can be nurtured, improved, and 
consolidated by management activities [6], [7]. This means all 
conceptualization of resilience at the organizational level have 
a strong influence on the Resilience Management literature. 
However, many existing organizational theories inadequately 
address how and why an organization can maintain its resili-
ence in the face of unexpected events [8], [9].  
Further, there is limited empirical work that examines organi-
zational resilience and little consensus regarding how resili-
ence may be achieved in practice [10]. In sum can be deter-
mined that literature lacks comprehensive theoretical models 
that concentrate on resilience in an organizational setting [4]. 
The proposed framework attempts to fill this gap by compos-

ing the origin understanding of resilience with the develop-
ment of research in the organizational level in integrating the 
literature of resilience in its origin with the emerging studies 
on the organizational level. This is done within two steps. 
First, the actual construct of resilience from the research fields 
of positive psychology and social ecology was mapped by the 
author in a so-called Resilience-Phase-Model (RPM), [11]. This 
RPM-model provides a clear framework for a basic under-
standing of resilience. In a second step, selected concepts for 
organizational resilience are analyzed and assigned to the 
phases of the RPM-model. This conceptualization of organiza-
tional resilience by integrating the RPM-Model providing a 
platform for a better understanding the evolution of resilience 
and its relationship to organizational theories and manage-
ment concepts. To answer the second question “how can this 
reconceptualization be used for further research” this paper 
outlines a few investigation of resilience in business and man-
agement studies.  

2 DEVELOPMENT OF THE RESILIENCE-PHASE-MODEL 

(RPM) 

How to survive in turbulent and unpredictable environments 
is increasingly recognized as a fundamental challenge. Over 
the last few years there has been considerable interest in the 
idea of resilience across all areas of scientific world [12]. Origi-
nate from the Latin root resilire, meaning to spring back, resili-
ence was first used by physical scientists to describe the char-
acteristics of a spring and to specify the stability of materials 
and their resistance to external shocks [13]. Then taken over in 
psychology and education and also found its way into other 
fields of research like economics and management [2, 14, 15]. 
In general theories about resilience exist a lot. Despite this, or 
perhaps because of it, adequate explanation or definition re-
mains elusive [16]. In recent years, interest in identifying and 
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developing resilience characteristics has increased to foster 
viability. But the high variety of science perspective offer a 
different basis for understanding resilience. Overall, research 
has evolved into different strands and waves [14]. The need for 
a more general work on this topic has been identified. To fill 
this gap the author developed the so called Resilience-Phase-
Model (RPM) which evolved after synthesizing scientific liter-
ature [17] regarding the topic resilience [11]. In this section the 
author presents shortly the RPM-Model developed with the 
aim to offer a platform for common understanding of resili-
ence and the basis for future research. 

At the beginning of the 1970s there were two research 
streams - Psychology and Evolutionary social-ecology - that 
were explicitly concerned with resilience. Within the science of 
psychology, resilience research is anchored in positive psy-
chology [18]. The core issue is the individual within a "stress-
ful" environment and the development of a suitable mecha-
nism or individual characteristics to cope with the situation 
[19]. The longitudinal study on 698 children on the Hawaiian 
island of Kauai by the developmental psychologist Emmy 
Werner (1971), is considered the initial for the research field of 
positive psychology [20]. A central component of research in 
positive psychology is the question of what protective and 
preventive resources are available and what processes take 
place, which enable a person to deal with crises, adverse cir-
cumstances or stressors in an appropriate way to protect men-
tal and physical health [19]. The introduction of the term resil-
ience in systems theory comes from the system-ecological re-
search field. A formative work here is the observation of the 
dynamic development of fish and insect populations. Holling 
(1973) found that a return to equilibrium occurs after drastic 
events. The understanding arose that resilience „… determines 
the persistence of relationships within a system and is a measure of 
the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driv-
ing variables, and parameters, and still persist“ [21]. This defini-
tion concentrates on stability near an equilibrium state, where 
resistance to disturbance and speed of return to the equilibri-
um are used to measure the property.in two ways, one with 
the focus on the speed of return to equilibrium and another 
capturing the size of a disturbance needed to dislodge a sys-
tem from its stability domain [22]. In the course of the further 
development of systemic resilience research, however, it was 
found that new states of equilibrium and higher-order stabil-
ity are also a result of a resilient reaction of the system. These 
can take place through adaptation and, in a radical form, 
through transformation processes of the system. One of the 
most common definitions of system resilience in ecology today 
comes from Folke and colleagues [23] „Resilience (…) is related 
to (i) the magnitude of shock that the system can absorb and remain 
within a given state; (ii) the degree to which the system is capable of 
self-organization; and (iii) the degree to which the system can build 
capacity for learning and adaptation.“ The resilience of a system 
is therefore positively correlated with its ability to absorb, 
adapt and transform. The theoretical elaboration of this resili-
ence concept took place primarily within the framework of the 
models of complex adaptive systems. Made a major contribu-
tion to this from 24 with heir publication Panarchy [24]. Syn-
thesizing the literature based within the context of resilience it 

has been identified resilience as a complex system over three 
phases. These correlate to the elements of resilience as identi-
fied by [25] through literature review. These include: (1) Phase 
before crisis (Equilibrium), (2) Phase coping with crisis (ab-
sorbtion, adaption, transformation and (3) Phase after crisis 
(recovery). In order to now belong to system resilience, vari-
ous attributes can be used, which are visualized and seen by 
the RPM model (Fig. 1). 

 

 
Within the phase before crisis (Phase 0) the system is in a 

state of equilibrium, a state of stability also called Equilibrium 
(Eq) [24]. The expressiveness and the relationship of central 
building blocks to each other within the system determine the 
stability [2]. The Phases 1 and 2 are the systems instability 
phase caused by an event affecting the system (crisis). This 
can be a disruptive change, which can be perceived as a threat, 
crisis or disaster [14, 26]. One can speak of a crisis when the 
stability of the system is endangered and is no longer able to 
stabilize for an indefinite period of time [27]. While in Phase 1 
the focus is on coping with the crisis, in Phase 2 the focus is on 
recovery and recovery time. Within Phase 1 three coping strat-
egies within the resilience research have been identified [11]. 
The first strategy can be called absorbtion. Here the system 
absorbs relevant shocks to remain robust and to protect itself 
from instability [19]. Some authors also define this as re-
sistance (R). If the outcome after the crisis is resistance, it 
shows that the resources have effectively blocked the stressor 
and, accordingly, there is virtually no dysfunction, no matter 
how temporary. In this context resources need to be robust, 
redundant, or rapidly accessible [29]. So, robustness is seen as 
driver for resistence and denotes the degree to which a system 
is able to withstand an unexpected internal or external threat 
or change. Robustness can be seen as to the properties of a 
system that allow it to accommodate perturbations without 
additional adaptation [22]. Instead of absorbtion, a system can 
also cope with a crisis through expanded adaptation or trans-
formation processes. his means that it tries to adapt to the sys-
tem-changing variables through strategies such as self-
organization or the ability to learn or even through self-change 
(dissolution of existing structures or processes) [30]. The inter-
esting question in all three variants of coping with crisis is, 
how much disturbance it can take and remain within critical 

 

Fig. 1 Resilience-Phase-Model (own illustration) 
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thresholds (altitude a) [27]. An additional explanation would 
be the degree to which a system can be changed without los-
ing the ability to recover from the shock [19]. Measures to re-
duce the altitude may have reactive, preventive or adaptive 
character [12]. Folke describes this as "the magnitude of shock 
that the system absorbs and remains within a given state; the 
degree to which the system is capable of self-organization; and 
the degree to which the system can build capacity for learning 
and adaptation” [23]. As this point of instability is ap-
proached, the system returns to equilibrium more slowly. Dis-
turbances can be dampened less and less efficiently [31]. This 
means that the degree of instability can vary and have a dif-
ferent intensity (a) and duration (tp1) over time. The sensitivi-
ty of the system depends on the quality and quantity of the 
resources. Phase 2 often referred to as the recovery phase [21], 
[24] describes the return of the system to the equilibrium (sta-
ble status). The speed by which the system returns to equilib-
rium is the measure. The faster the system bounces back, the 
more resilient it is. The emphasis is on return time (tp2) on 
minimizing time to recovery, where critical functions are re-
gained [29, 32]. These are important temporal dimensions of 
change that are theorized about in the resilience literature, yet 

the empirical body of work on this dimension is limited 
[33]. Depending on the coping strategy with which the system 
has now overcome the crisis, the target state is either the state 
of equilibrium before the crisis or a new state of equilibrium 

[21, 27]. The following table summarizes the identified resili-
ence-attribute with its short explanation.  

To sum up the findings developed through synthesizing 
the resilience literature the concept of Resilience can be seen as 
a conceptual umbrella. The umbrella metaphor supports a pro-
cessual understanding of resilience. As mentioned before resil-
ience is as complex process over three phases. Phase 0 before 
the crisis, phase 1 / coping the crisis and phase 2 / after the 

crisis; Recovery phase. The process begins and ends with the 
system in a stable state. This can be the same or a changed 
state. In every phase there are factors that influence the resili-
ence behavior of the system. Research into these factors should 
clarify which properties or dynamics promote the return of the 
system to a stable state. Systems research has identified three 
strategies for overcoming a crisis (Phase 1). The first strategy is 
to absorb shocks by withstanding them. There is no structural 
change in the system. The second strategy is that of adapta-
tion. There are no to slight structural changes here. The third 
strategy is the most complex. The system meets the crisis 
through transformation, that is, with a strong change of its 
own. Phase 2 is about getting back to the same stability or to a 
new one.  

3 MANAGEMENT CONCEPTS FOR EXPLAINING 

ORGANIZATIONAL RESILIENCE: A CONCEPTUAL 

INTEGRATION OF BODY OF KNOWLEDGE OF 

ORGANIZATIONAL RESILIENCE IN RPM MODEL 

Accumulating and then synthesizing the literature is a crit-
ical first step to make knowledge available for interpretation 
and use. To ensure that the body of research to be included in 
this review was sufficiently broad, deep, and rigorous, the 
author followed established procedures of conducting system-
atic reviews [34]. This included systematic searches on rele-
vant keywords (e.g., organizational resilience, resilient organi-
zation, strategic resilience) mainstream management and resil-
ience management journals, which generated 164 articles. Fur-
ther the author identified five literature reviews between the 
timeframe of 2011-2019 discussing the actual resilience re-
search on the organizational level [25], [16], [5], [34], [29]. The 
author than manually explored additional research that may 
have fallen outside focusing on new aspects regarding organi-
zational resilience. This body of literature was reviewed thor-
oughly with the primarily purpose to support the reconceptu-
alization goals of the author. The focus was on reconceptual-
ization organizational resilience, not the comprehensive re-
view and critical analysis are emphasized throughout the 
work. By synthesizing the literature of organizational resili-
ence core concepts from different disciplines have been identi-
fied. The concepts discussed are strongly related to special 
management research. The multitude of different and not se-
lective concepts also lead to different understandings of the 
term resilience. It is not the aim of this work to finally propose 
such a definition. In the following, the aspects from the (scien-
tific and management) literature are taken up which, without 
claiming to be exhaustive, give a clear picture of the current 
state of research on organizational resilience. In order to classi-
fy the different concepts of organizational resilience, the defi-
nition of the National Academy of Sciences [36] was consid-
ered particularly suitable. Resilience defined by the National 
Academies of Science (NAS) as “the ability to prepare and 
plan for, absorb, recover from, and more successfully adapt to 
adverse events” is emerging as one of the most widely used by 
various organizations and governance agencies [28, 36] Similar 
to the definition of the NAS, the Bundesanstalt für Arbeitss-
chutz und Arbeitsmedizin, BuAA, [37] also developed a phase 

TABLE 1 
RESILIENCE ATTRIBUTES 

Attribute  

Phase 0 / before crisis / stable 

Equilibrium Each system stays before disturbance and afterward in an equilibrium status (Eq0) 

tp0 Time before crisis / Duration of no disruption 

Phase 1 / coping with crisis / instable / 

Crisis (C) Every unexpected event disrupts the Equilibrium status of the system. (shift from stable-

instable) 

Altitude (a) 

 

 

 

Is the degree of instability a system can withstand 

- how much disturbance it can take 

- the degree to which a system can be changed without losing the ability 

- the degree of instability can very over time an in intensity  

tp1 - how long it can remain within critical threshold and 

Absorbtion 

 

Resistance shows the capacity of a system to be robust and to protect itself from instability 

- quality of interrelated  

- no structural and procedural changes 

- static resilience 

- Eq1 

Adaption 

 

Adaptability means to adapt to the systems changing variables. 

- there are structural and procedural changes 

- dynamic resilience (passive) 

- Eq2 

Transformation Transformation means to adapt the systems changing variable as much that the 

dependencies can change  

- new structure and processes of the system 

- dynamic reslilience (active) 

- consequence will be new Equilibrium (Eqx) 

Phase 2 / after crisis / on the way to stability 

Recovery time 

(Tp2) 

The speed of recovery can be a measure of resilience. Recovery activities can be long-term 

oriented but also short-term to become operational as soon as possible. 

Equilibrium Depending on the coping strategy using of the system, there is no or a structural change. 

(Eq0 ≠ Eqx) 
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model of organizational resilience, which offers a limitation 
and a framework for the systematization of the different con-
cepts. The BuAA differentiates the various characteristics of 
organizational resilience according to the time phase in which 
they are relevant or activated for dealing with uncertainties 
and potential and actual crises [37]. The point of orientation is 
the point in time at which the crisis occurs or the period in 
which it unfolds. The phase before the critical event occurs is 
understood here as the anticipation phase. This includes all 
those characteristics and measures of organizational resilience 
that apply before the occurrence and with which, in the best 
case, the resulting disruptions can be proactively averted. 
Within the buffer phase, buffer features and measures become 
active immediately after the disruption occurs, i.e. before the 
full potential effects have also unfolded. They are intended to 
ensure that the system functionality is maintained despite the 
event. The adaptation phase is understood to be the manage-
ment and adaptation of the system. It serves to ensure the sys-
tem functionality at short notice. In the course of recovery, 
characteristics are mobilized and measures are implemented 
with which a (new) normal state can be restored in the after-
math of a crisis event. The final learning phase is used to de-
rive conclusions after the crisis period. With the learning 
phase, the circle of anticipation, buffer and adaptation closes 
again [33]. The RPM model, which has emerged from general 
resilience research, was used as the uppermost framework for 
integrating the various concepts. 

 
This temporal differentiation allows the author to assign order 
and rationality to the different approaches discussed in the 
organizational resilience literature.  

3.1 Organizational learning as metaphor for 
organizational resilience 

As the environment grows in complexity and uncertainty, 
it requires significant learning efforts on organizations and 
this is seen as a determining factor in its ability to survive or 
adapt. Conceived as a principal means of achieving organiza-
tional survival and renewal, organizational learning has been 
widely identified as fundamental capability for organizational 
resilience [18]. First defined by [38] as a process of detection 
and correction of error, organizational learning is a way in 
which organizations develop organizational knowledge and 
routines around their activities and within their cultures. They 
also adapt and develop organizational capabilities. The focus 
is primarily on two aspects: behavior change (adaptation and 

cognition) and knowledge creation. According to Argyris and 
Schön, organizational learning takes three forms: (a) single 
loop learning (correcting errors by using feedback), (b) double 
loop learning (questioning underlying assumptions and core 
beliefs), and (c) deutero learning (learning how to learn) [38]. 
Because organizational learning and organizational resilience 
are intrinsically linked, following concepts contain organiza-
tional learning processes before, during, and after crises. In 
other words, from a theoretical perspective, learning is a fun-
damental mechanism by which organizations, interact with 
their environment, process information, and adapt to chang-
ing external and internal conditions [39]. Since in principle all 
problem solutions used in the organization (technologies, 
products, methods, structures, etc.) can be viewed as the cu-
mulative results of previous learning processes, the systemic 
ability to learn is particularly important for the future adapta-
bility and innovation of the system [40]. Organizational learn-
ing is therefore more general, i.e. initially not necessarily tar-
geted knowledge. The focus is on the development of general 
adaptive competence, which is not about creating a specific 
(and in its own way unique) state of adaptation in a single 
case, but rather about the ability to solve a universal problem. 
Organizational learning thus becomes a metaphor for organi-
zational resilience. The decisive factor for the extent of organi-
zational resilience is whether the learning takes place within 
existing, previously proven experience patterns (so-called sin-
gle loop learning) or whether it breaks with existing thought 
patterns and, if necessary, also includes the previous founda-
tions of knowledge generation in the resilience process (so-
called Double loop learning). Only this form of learning makes 
it possible to learn to learn (so-called deutero-learning) and 
thus to develop universal resilience, which is ultimately a pre-
requisite for long-term survival in a turbulent, changing envi-
ronment. 

3.2 Concepts with focus on before crisis (phase 0) – 
prepare / awareness / anticipation  

Based on the definition mentioned above, researchers and 
practioners have studied how to prepare and protect the or-
ganizations against disruptive events. These concepts are un-
derstood more in a static context. Within this research field the 
focus has been (1) Avoiding and minimizing disruptive events 
with Risk- or Crisis-Management. (2) Development of failure 
culture and (3) “to bounce back” in the meaning of shock-
absorbtion and returning to the previous stable status. The 
academic interest on external events and their consequences 
grounded in Normal Accidents Theory. This theory gave rise 
into two directions: first a greater attention to operational safe-
ty and second the focus on reliability in organizational context. 
The sociologist [43] was the first to propose a framework for 
characterizing complex technological systems according to 
their riskiness. He contributed key concepts to a set of intellec-
tual developments in the 1980s that revolutionized the. re-
search of disaster and crisis situations [4]. He highlighted or-
ganizational and management factors as the main causes of 
failures when examining technological accidents. Anticipation 
encompasses all those characteristics and measures of organi-
zational resilience that start before the occurrence of the criti-
cal event and with which, in the best case, the resulting dis-

 

 
Fig. 2. Integration of Phases defined by NAS and BuAA in RPM-
Model 
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ruptions can be proactively averted [26, 37]. An organization 
should therefore have a clear understanding of the environ-
ment in which it moves in order to recognize potential oppor-
tunities and crises and to identify the circumstances that could 
trigger a positive or negative event [8, 44]. In line with this 
view, preevent analysis and preparedness is central to the 
concept of resilience. Preparedness is sometimes understood 
from a resource‐based perspective, it can also be understood 
as a social learning capacity [13]. In the literature, awareness 
(also self-awareness) is understood here as characteristics of 
organizational resilience [45]. The awareness of the use of in-
ternal and external resources in the event of a fault is also un-
derstood as an anticipative property. So it is important to ac-
quire and accumulate not for the present, but for the potential 
they offer for the future. Gunderson and Wildavsky [24, 46] 
analyzed the considerable degree of safety that society had 
thus far achieved and concluded that two strategies were im-
portant in responding to the dangers introduced by technolog-
ical progress: (1) anticipation (or stability) as a strategy for 
assessing vulnerability and avoiding potential dangers, and 
(2) resilience as the capacity to cope with unanticipated dan-
gers after they have become manifest, learning to bounce back 
[46]. This definition suggested that resilience is a generalized 
capacity to learn and to act without knowing in advance the 
situation or event that needs to be acted upon, which was later 
seen as an important aspect of High Reliability Organizations. 
HRO is a research tradition established in US in the 80 s on the 
basis of empirical studies of high risk systems. On that time 
there was no conceptualization of these issues, apart from 
‘normal accident’ thesis of Charles Perrow [47]. This research 
tradition is rooted in organizational theory and political sci-
ences. HROs can be seen as role models for resilient organiza-
tions they are understood to rely not only on mitigation and 
prevention, but also to recognize uncertainty as an essential 
part of their activities. Research on these organizations has 
shown that they have developed organizational practices that 
help them deal with unexpected situations and deviate from 
prescribed plans (collective mind) [29]. These organizations 
have the ability to maintain or regain a dynamically stable 
state, which allows to continue operations after a major mis-
hap and/or in the presence of continuous stress because of 
their clear idea of the minimum level of operational activities 
now and in the future [48]. The contribution by Karl E. Weick 
and Kathleen M. Sutcliff [49] is one of the best-known studies, 
which are also considered the guiding principle for organiza-
tional resilience. They researched the organizational structures 
of High Reliability Organizations (HRO). The HRO are organ-
izations that operate in an unclear and changing crisis envi-
ronment (such as the military or fire brigade) [4]. The authors 
developed the hypothesis that increases in heedful interrelat-
ing and mindful comprehension of unfolding events decrease 
the potential for organizational errors [49]. In other words, the 
authors suggested that high-reliability organizations enact 
aggregate mental processes (information processes, heedful 
action and mindful attention) that are more fully developed 
than those in organizations that are primarily concerned with 
efficiency [5], [18].  

 

3.3 Concepts with focus on coping crisis (phase 1) – 
absorbtion / adaption (and transformation)  

Another concept very similar to the concept of HRO is the 
Resilience engineering (RE). RE is a research tradition which 
has grown out of the activity of a network of authors who 
have contributed from the 80s onward to conceptualize the 
problem of human error performing human reliability assess-
ment [47]. With the work of Hollnagel [50]., Resilience engi-
neering has since 2004 attracted widespread interest from in-
dustry as well as academia. Practitioners from various fields, 
such as aviation and air traffic management, patient safety, 
off-shore exploration and production, have quickly realized 
the potential of resilience engineering and have become early 
adopters. The continued development of resilience engineer-
ing has focused on four abilities that are essential for resili-
ence. One ability is to respond to what happens. Moreover, 
responding as an ability of knowing what to do and being able 
to do is one of the key capacities of resilient engineering [51]. 
The basic statement here is, that an organization can absorb or 
at least contain their effects if it has the appropriate resilience 
[52]. It helps to resist and to recover system states after inci-
dents happen rather than prevent incidents from occurring. 
The abilities to monitor critical developments and to anticipate 
future threats and opportunities are close to the concepts iden-
tified above. As incident prevention is focused in studies of 
process safety areas (e.g., risk assessment) [50, 53]. Neverthe-
less the main assumption underlying resilience engineering is 
that is impossible to foresee and avoid all threats [51]. To learn 
from past experience - successes as well as failures are defined 
as fourth ability to provide a structured way of analyzing 
problems and issues, as well as of proposing practical solu-
tions (concepts, tools, and methods). Competence and re-
sources are both important for the system’s ability to respond 
rationally [50]. However, the organization may also be very 
resilient due to its ability to resist change and maintain its cur-
rent structure and processes. In this case the organization is 
able to tolerate disturbance and absorb shocks. These “buffer” 
features and measures are or will be active immediately after 
the occurrence of the disruption, i.e. before the full potential 
effects have also unfolded. They are intended to ensure that 
the system functionality is maintained despite the event [52]. 
To sum up, High Reliability Organization (HRO) and Resili-
ence Engineering (RE) are two research traditions which have 
attracted a wide and diverse readership in the past decade. 
Both have reached the status of central contributions to the 
field of safety while sharing a similar orientation. As HRO is 
based on the body of knowledge developed in the social sci-
ences, this research stream has gained strength and legitimacy 
from studying high-risk systems and organizations reliability 
from the social science perspective. Debating about principles 
producing in face of high complexity and the organizational 
phenomenon of “collective mindfulness”. Whereas RE has 
gained strength and legitimacy analyzing empirically and the-
oretically the role of “human error” and complexity with view 
on safety/accidents. The focus of RE is more on models and 
methods underlying engineering and cognitive sciences. But 
resilience is not just about ‘bouncing back from adversity’ but 
is more broadly concerned with adaptive capacity or capabil-
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ity of organizations [12] (instead of safety and reliability, as 
discussed above). This means when the organization reacts to 
disturbance by changing its structure, processes and functions 
in order to increase its ability to persist [54]. To find a state of 
equilibrium again after system crises, adaptive or transforma-
tive processes are necessary. The adaptability of a system is 
therefore a fundamental driver of resilience. It relates to the 
capacity of a system to learn, apply knowledge, adapt to en-
dogenous and exogenous changes and not break through cer-
tain thresholds of instability. This goes hand in hand with the 
ability of the organization to react to processes of change and 
to initiate and shape a change in the system status itself. The 
extent of adaptability is therefore dependent on the ability to 
learn and on the ability to cope effectively with changes [19]. 
Organizational adaptation research has examined a variety of 
ways in which firms respond to environmental uncertainty, 
change, and surprise. In the resilience literature must be dis-
tinguished between two degrees of adaptability according to 
their degree of structural change [55]. It can be understood as 
the capacity of a unit to develop despite massive disturbances 
of the balance. This positive development can be attributed to 
efficient coping processes that can contain both adaptive and 
transformative elements [19]. Apparently it seems necessary 
for organizations to adapt to their environment, the extent of 
adaptation depending on the relevant context. The more com-
plex the environment, the greater the number of possible cou-
plings, the more the organization will endeavor to limit the 
selection and to adapt [56]. Organization concentrate on estab-
lishing a strong fit between the firm and a new reality. This 
perspective is rebound-oriented and has the focus on the abil-
ity to react with adaptive behavior [6]. Success factors for an 
effective adjustment mechanism of the organization are mech-
anisms that take effect within the old system functionality, or 
to achieve the state considered appropriate in a known system 
logic [53, 57]. Adaptability in the context of being able to re-
bound from adversity strengthened and more resourceful is 
observed in the literature of High Reliability Organizations 
(HRO). They have developed a lot of adaptive strategies such 
as decentralized decision making, well-developed situational 
awareness and pattern of organizational mindfulness. The 
challenge lies in transferring learning from the operational to 
the strategic level when dealing with larger-scale complex 
system management [53]. Adaptive management (AM), also 
known as adaptive resource management (ARM), is a struc-
tured, iterative process of robust decision making in the face of 
uncertainty, with an aim to reducing uncertainty over time via 
system monitoring. In this way, decision making simultane-
ously meets one or more resource management objectives and, 
either passively or actively, accrues information needed to 
improve future management. Adaptive management is a tool 
which should be used not only to change a system, but also to 
learn about the system. Adaptive management is based on the 
model of adaptive cycles emerged from experience with pro-
ductive ecosystems by the Canadian ecologist Crawford S. 
Holling (1986), which was later extended by Gunderson and 
Holling (2002). It is a powerful and useful metaphor of system 
dynamics that includes four stages: growth (r), equilibrium 
(K), collapse (Ω), and reorientation (α) [58]. Starting with the 

first assumption that resilience is often associated with a sys-
tem’s ability to recover from a disturbance, Holling and 
Gunderson here combine the resilience concept with the entire 
adaptive cycle to provide a comprehensive definition that ap-
plies to all stages of a system’s dynamics till the explanation of 
transformational change in systems of humans which can be 
achieved with learning [24]. Fath et al. [59] take the approach 
that an organization is then resilient, when it is able to navi-
gate successfully through each stage of the cycle. It adopts a 
new regime that shares important features of the previous 
regime, and continues to satisfy a set of goals as defined by 
members within that organization. In each stage special com-
petences, resources, and culture are aiding the navigation 
through the adaptive cycle applied to business management. 
Because adaptive management is based on a learning process, 
it improves long-run management outcomes. The challenge in 
using the adaptive management approach lies in finding the 
correct balance between gaining knowledge to improve man-
agement in the future and achieving the short-term outcome 
based on current knowledge. This thesis leads to the concept 
of ambidexterity developed of [60]. O’Reilly C A and Tush-
man [61] have argued that ambidexterity is a dynamic capabil-
ity, on the basis that “the ability of a firm to simultaneously 
explore and exploit enables a firm to adapt over time. The 
highly influential approach of dynamic capabilities, has been 
introduced first in 1997 by Teece and Pisano [62]. They figured 
out that success in a fast-moving environment requires dy-
namic capabilities. They define dynamic capabilities as the 
firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 
external competences to address rapidly changing environ-
ments. As this view has gained increasing attention in the 
management literature in recent years, it addresses not only in 
the concept’s original domain (strategic management) but also 
in many other areas within organizational theories. This pro-
cess-oriented view can be broken down into clusters based on 
sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring [63], which is very similar 
to the process of adaptive management (mentioned before). In 
this context the concept of ambidexterity is a useful comple-
ment to the dynamic capabilities perspective because it clari-
fies the strengths and weaknesses of different organizational 
arrangements and seize opportunities and to reconfigure their 
internal activities. Ambidexterity suggests that superior per-
formance is expected by organizations that are capable of sim-
ultaneously applying exploration and exploitation [53]. Or-
ganizational ambidexterity provides the framework and op-
portunity to generate a better understanding of resilience be-
haviors and sensemaking among individuals in organizational 
settings [64]. On basis of organizational learning the concept of 
ambidexterity is supporting the adaption strategy [65]. Organ-
izations which are able to respond to the changing environ-
ments through ambidexterity achieve resilience [66]. They 
have developed dynamic capabilities to appropriate structures 
and processes that enable them to assess their internal and 
external environment and successfully innovate and adapt 
through a balance of exploitation of existing competencies and 
exploration of new capabilities [53]. In this concept organiza-
tions adjust their structures by the phase of adaption process: 
organic structures are employed to explore followed by mech-
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anistic structures to exploit. This view of ambidexterity as 
temporal sequencing is evident in some of the current research 
on organizational adaptation [61]. While firms may be able to 
cope with low to moderate levels of disruptive events, their 
adaptive actions may become ineffective at higher levels of 
adversity. Organizations may thus reach an adaptation limit 
(see here altitude of RPM-Model), or a point at which available 
adaptation may no longer be sufficient to maintain their core 
business. Organizations may therefore need to undertake 
transformative change [30]. Ambidextrous firms may therefore 
have the ability to actively manage their adaptive cycles. They 
can anticipate approaching adaptation limits and initiate 
transformation before these are reached [55]. Through trans-
formation, firms may enter a new exploitation phase using a 
new set of resources and capabilities without loosing perfor-
mance. In other words, it is the organizations capability to 
turn threats into opportunity like organizational ability to re-
invent itself where the ultimate goal is resilience itself. In this 
perspective organizations adapt proactively or anticipatorily 
reacting to future changes before they happen. An organiza-
tion that adapts anticipatorily and repeatedly can be called 
resilient [56]. Such organizations may retain high resilience 
throughout their adaptive cycles. To summarize, the transfor-
mation can be in a reactive manner after adaptation limits are 
reached, or in a proactive manner e.g. in anticipation of ap-
proaching limits. Organizational transformation stands for 
qualitative and fundamental changes in an organization. It 
results because of an organization´s adaptive mechanism (in-
ternally and externally), based on learning processes in case of 
short-term or long-term changes in the environment. In the 
transformation process, new components, functions, struc-
tures and processes are created because the existing ones are 
no longer sustainable [30]. The investigation of such transfor-
mation processes is particularly useful in the field of transfor-
mation research. Transformation research deals with many 
social topics and brings together a large number of research 
directions, for example resilience and organizational research 
[67]. Various concepts can be found in the literature to control 
and coordinate transformation processes. At the organization-
al level (meso level), this action-oriented view can be found 
primarily in the research field of organizational change. Here 
there exists a broad category of approaches that aim to trans-
form individuals or groups (mostly within a specific organiza-
tion) or an entire organization (organizational change man-
agement) [67]. In the broadest sense, transformations can be 
viewed through interactions between technological, economic, 
ecological, socio-cultural, political and institutional develop-
ments. Following the system understanding of Giddens [68], 
that social system dynamics are based on the interaction of 
actors and structures and Leavitts identification of three di-
mensions – people, structure and process (technology) - of 
organizational change within the organization theories [69]. 
There are three basic dimensions to describe changes in a sys-
tem: (1) acting actors, (2) powerful structures, including cul-
ture, institutions, infrastructures, that favor or hinder social 
practices and (3) processes or social practices that alter or re-
produce structures. The process dimension connects actors 
with structures. The analysis of planned and unplanned 

("spontaneous") changes in and of organizations has undoubt-
edly become a central concern of basic research in organiza-
tional resilience theory, although it has not yet led to a really 
integrative and broadly supported concept. On the contrary: 
The literature is so heterogeneous in terms of questions, refer-
ence unit, diction, methodology, degree of conceptualization 
and interest in knowledge that it is difficult to systematize the 
existing perspectives even approximately consistent [70]. But 
one characteristic or outcome of such transformation process 
is that the organization won´t get back into the previous stable 
status (Eq0) but achieve a new equilibrium state (Eqx). 

 

3.4 Concepts with focus on coping crisis (phase 2) – 
recovery 

In this section the focus is on understanding the meaning of 
recovery in context of organizational resilience. Resilience de-
fined by the National Academies of Science (NAS) as “the abil‐
ity to prepare and plan for, absorb, recover from, and more 
successfully adapt to adverse events” is emerging as one of the 
most widely used by various organizations and governance 
agencies [28, 32, 36]. Based on this definition, recovery is seen 
as a phase after a crisis has occurred. This phase is conceptual-
ly different from the coping phase (phase 1), it entails different 
tasks and requires organizations to use other capabilities and 
practices than those required to cope with a crisis [29]. In this 
recovery phase (phase 2), the system tries to return to a stable 
state from its unstable state. It is believed that the lower the 
instability, the easier for organizations to recover, and faster 
recoveries to the original or to a new more desirable state [37]. 
Only in this state is the organization protected from further 
damage [71]. As Wildavsky [46] argued that recovery is not 
only about “bouncing back” it is a phase also about proactive 
activities, about overcoming the status of crisis. Thus, resili-
ence assessment starts with an assumption that the system is 
affected and functionality impaired, with emphasis placed on 
speed of system recovery [28]. It is assumed that quick recov-
ery from shocks and stresses, minimizes potential loss of in-
come, and reduce the risk of economic and environmental 
damage [72]. The term recovery therefore refers to actions that 
are intended to restore the functionality of an organization 
after it has been impaired by a disruption / fluctuation. At pre-
sent, recovery activities are commonly understood as 
long‐term‐oriented. However, recovery also has short‐term 
implications. From this perspective it is about immediate reac-
tion to stop deterioration and to initiate the return to normal-
cy. Organizations need short-term‐oriented recovery measures 
to become operational again [29]. Measures that can be as-
signed to the recovery phase concentrate on the ability of an 
organization to act as quickly as possible [37]. The focus on the 
recovery phase is the engineering resilience approach, in par-
ticular on the speed of return to equilibrium. But this measure 
of resilience does not consider the possibility of multiple stable 
states [32] neither answers questions like applying different 
time horizons to different types of crises and different types of 
organizations to a theoretical conceptualization. 

A prominent concept to switch theory in practice is the 
Business Continuity Management (BCM) which features heav-
ily in strategies that being generated from the organization's 
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governance stance. One prominent concept here is the Stand-
ard ISO 22301:2019 with the long title “Security and resilience 
– Business Continuity Management System - Requirements” 
has been developed. The ISO 22301: 2019 standard is men-
tioned as operational disciplines that should be integrated to 
support organizational resilience [73]. The standard was creat-
ed by the Technical Committee ISO / TC 292 Security and re-
silience [74]. The focus of this standard is the description in 
structure and requirements on how to implement and main-
tain a Business Continuity Management System. It is based on 
the Plan-Do-Check-Act-Management Cycle and is therefore 
compatible to other Management-Systems (ISO 9001, ISO 
14001 etc.). This international standard emphasizes the signifi-
cance of comprehensions of the organization's need, imple-
menting the controls, monitoring and continual improvement 
based on objective requirements. This guideline is primarily 
about the practical implementation of maintaining operational 
capability, such as how the safety of technical systems against 
the effects of malfunctions can be guaranteed, or how a stable 
production process is to be ensured under fluctuating flows of 
goods. This is why having a robust business continuity man-
agement system in place, such as ISO 22301, can be considered 
as a comprehensive approaches to organizational resilience 
[75]. While ISO 22301 concentrates on the development of con-
crete measures to maintain operability in the event of a crisis 
the concept BS 65000: 2014 "Guidance on organizational resili-
ence" offers strategic concepts to help an organization to sur-
vive and prosper. Developed by BSI Standards Limited in the 
year 2014 the standard also contains a maturity model and a 
questionnaire for measuring one's own resilience in the com-
pany [76]. The standard explains that resilience is a strategic 
corporate goal. It enables companies to react appropriately 
and dynamically to unforeseen operational disruptions in or-
der to maintain business operations [77]. It is essential to build 
resilience not only within the company, but also in coopera-
tion with the entire company network. It helps large or small 
organizations to protect business, stay agile and resilient, and 
to minimize the impact of unexpected interruptions. The abil-
ity to respond quickly and effectively to the unexpected, but 
also to grow in the sense of organizational development 
(adapt and transform) is the key to the survival of any organi-
zation. Together with coherent management systems, the 
standard provides the basic framework and instructions for 
improving resilience in the company [78].  

The above overview of selected concepts of organizational 
resilience does not contain a complete list of possible explana-
tory approaches, nor does it represent an exhaustive reproduc-
tion of the selected approaches. Rather, it is, in a consciously 
selected form, focused on those strategies that are able to make 
independent explanatory contributions to the phenomenon of 
organizational change. Findings from this review show that 
resilience research is fragmented across several research 
streams. One possible reason for this fragmentation is that 
resilience research has often been motivated by a particular set 
of circumstances. There are a number of common features of 
organizational resilience linked to the planning, absorbing, 
adapting and recovering. This paper has discussed these 
common features in the context of different application areas 

and related to the RPM- NAS and BuAA framework of tem-
poral phases of resilience. The following table provides an 
overview of the individual concepts for organizational resili-
ence integrated into the RPM model and thus serves as the 
basis for developing further research questions. 

 
Coping with uncertainty and risks has produced numerous 

concepts from a wide variety of scientific fields. To sum up, all 
these approaches follow a similar argumentative pattern. 
Preevent measures as detailed preparation or fostering the 
awareness regarding the environment (in and outside) will 
strengthen an organization’s resistance and thereby increase 
its resilience [29]. Clear gaps are particularly evident when it 
comes to operationalizing anticipation, awareness or prepar-
edness or even to identify the processes that contribute to in-
creased resilience in the company [79]. What differs the ab-
sorbtion process from other coping strategies (adaption and 
transformation) is that there will be no fundamental change in 
the system´s structure [50]. The main goal for this strategy is to 
overcome the crisis and bring the organization back to its orig-
inal state [6]. Here resilience has been identified as an outcome 
after the crisis in the meaning that organizational resources 
have effectively blocked the stressor. [80] These resources 
need to be robust, redundant, or rapidly accessible. Norris et 
al. [80] describe social capital decision-making process and 
learning capacity as the important source that can strengthen 
resistance. One can confess that absorbtion strategy has its 
focus on defensive and reactive measures. The approaches 
identified are influenced by the engineering definition of ro-
bustness, recognizing a single stable state where the system 
can return after perturbation and are usually applied to im-
prove systems efficiency. The focus of these approaches is in 
robustness, efficiency and recovery or return to equilibrium, 
rather than adaptive change. The investigation of adaption 
processes inclusive transformation is particularly useful in the 
field organizational change. The literature is so heterogeneous 
in terms of questions, reference unit, diction, methodology, 
degree of conceptualization and interest in knowledge that it 
is difficult to systematize the existing perspectives even ap-
proximately consistent [70]. But one characteristic or outcome 
of such transformation process is that the organization won´t 
get back into the previous stable status (Eq0) but achieve a 
new equilibrium state (Eqx). To summarize organizational 
resilience is commonly assumed to be the result of manage-
ment action. So that resilience management can be understood 
to be developing an overall situation awareness, demystifying 
inherent threats and reducing risk and improving organiza-
tional efficacy with restoration plans. Further a resilient organ-
ization is able to cope disturbances and risk with an ability to 
adapt and reconfigure as quickly as appropriate, either to 
bring the organization to the previous optimal operational 
position, or to converge to a new optimal operating position. 

So it seems therefore logical to employ Resilience Man-
agement in making sure that the organization can survive. 
However, many existing organizational theories inadequately 
address how and why an organization can maintain its resili-
ence in the face of unexpected events. Further, there is limited 
empirical work that examines organizational resilience and 
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little consensus regarding how resilience may be achieved in 
practice [10]. By reconceptualization the understanding of or-
ganizational resilience some questions appeared to be an-
swered. 

4. AVENUES AND QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The meaning of equilibrium status in the presented 
concepts is different. There exists no common definition. It is 
assumed that that these are characteristics and activities of 
organizations in the phase of stability. What kind of 
organizational features and activities are responsible for 
keeping the organization in a stable status? In case of 
disturbance how will they change? Can be identified a certain 
pattern in their strength? Which one is more successful in 
facing disruptive events?  Are there certain organizational 
characteristics which influences the different coping 
strategies? What type of equilibrium has the organization 
(punctuated equilibrium?) 

According to the RPM-Model tp0, that’s the time before the 
interruption occurs. This is the duration in which the 
organization stays in a stable status. Does the duration of such 
a stable status have an influence on coping with uncertain 
events? E.g. The shorter stable status the more flexible/agile is 
the organization in coping? 

Crisis (C): Every unexpected event disrupts the 
equilibrium status of the system. Knowing of different degrees 
of such events, “What will be the influence on different coping 
strategies (absorbtion, adaption, transformation)?”  

Altitude (a) is the degree of instability a system can 
withstand. This can be understood also as tipping point. What 
are the characteristics of this tipping point in the 
organizational resilience context? Are there different tipping 
points in the different phases of coping strategies? What 
impact has the overcoming of such tipping point in the 
organizational context?  

According to the RPM-Model tp1 is the organizations 
coping time with unexpected event. What is the impact of the 
coping time on successfully managing the crisis? How can be 
the coping time be influenced? 

As the first coping strategy has been identified absorbtion, 
in the way to buffer disruptive events with organizational 
resource. What characteristics or activities are therefore 
dominant? How are these characteristics related to the type of 
organization? 

As second strategy is named the adaptability, what means 
to adapt to the systems changing variables. Is the adaption 
planned or emergent? What are the organizations 
characteristics and activities influencing the adaption process? 

The third coping strategy for organizations is 
transformation. In the sense to adapt the systems changing 
variable as much that the dependencies can change How 
transformative change may be categorized. How is the 
relationship between adaptation and transformation? Is 
transformation mainly reactive after an adaptation limit is 
reached or can it also be undertaken in an anticipatory manner 
before an approaching limit? What are the conditions under 
which organizations may undertake transformation? Is there a 

relationships between the equilibrium status before and after 
transformation? 

The speed of recovery can be a measure of resilience. 
Recovery activities can be long-term oriented but also short-
term to become operational as soon as possible. What 
influences recovery time? Has the duration of recovery time 
an impact on the organizational resilience? Exists a pattern for 
recovery activities? 

If the Resilience-Phase-Model is to be a useful theoretical 
concept it has to generate the research that will identify the 
particular characteristics and activities in each phase. The 
questions “how to conceptualize and formulate hypotheses 
about the relationships between operational systems and the 
demands of their environments? How to test hypotheses over 
the appropriate timeframe with an appropriate design?” still 
remain. 

5 CONCLUSION: 

This paper has shed light in an original way on organizational 
resilience. First, by developing the Resilience-Phase-Model 
based on the key understanding of resilience in its origins. In a 
second step, by identifying and integrating different concepts 
referring to organizational resilience. And third, by develop-
ing further research questions for this research field. 
Organizational resilience is not an organizational concept that 
can be implemented in a short time. It should therefore be un-
derstood more as a strategic goal. With the help of the RPM 
model, many questions about organizational resilience can be 
answered. With the help of the insights gained from this, rec-
ommendations for action can be developed for management. 
One question remains open in this overall rather theoretical 
and conceptually oriented reconceptualization is whether the 
recommendations on how companies should deal with unex-
pected events or how they can become resilient will also prove 
successful in the end. 
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