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AIB Insights 

Prior literature on organizational resilience has been predominantly rooted in the 

perspective of “bouncing back,” in which scholars across different disciplines have 

explored resilience resources and capabilities in isolation. However, when faced with 

persistent threats, bringing a system back to its prior equilibrium can make it more 

vulnerable as each successive threat possibly weakens the efficiency of the resilience 

mechanisms identified concerning a previous threat. This insight provides an overview of 

the state-of-the-art research on organizational resilience and suggests that resilience in 

organizations demonstrates a Permeating Boundaryless Capability (PBC), enabling 

organizations to reflect, re-energize and re-organize multiple response paths across 

space and time from micro to macro levels. Furthermore, this insight argues that 

Complexity Theory, as the emerging paradigm, offers an alternative view for 

understanding complex causes and interactions that contribute to organizational 

resilience. Implications for the future of work in research and practice are discussed. 

RESILIENCE IN BUSINESS AND MANAGEMENT 

RESEARCH 

Organizations operating in complex and dynamic environ-

ments inevitably face adversity that challenges perfor-

mance or even threatens their survival (Williams, Gruber, 

Sutcliffe, Shepherd, & Zhao, 2017). A wide variety of 

sources generate heterogenous adversity, ranging from nat-

ural events (e.g., earthquakes, wildfires, tsunami) to man-

made events (e.g., regulatory changes, terrorism, civil wars, 

disruptive innovation) (Williams & You, 2018). Conse-

quently, these discrete events cause various forms of dis-

ruption to organizations, thus leading to potential major 

crises. For example, extreme climate events (e.g., heatwave, 

storms) can have a direct impact on the airline industry, re-

sulting in weather-related flight cancellations and delays, 

which may result in other forms of adversity to other actors, 

such as a liability risk to insurance companies and demand 

disruption to hotels, amongst others. According to a recent 

report from the Institute for Crisis Management, crisis 

news stories in 2020 exceeded almost one million more 

than in 2019, reaching 1,709,419, of which 614,944 were as-

sociated with Covid-19 (Hileman, 2021). 

Organizations, as open systems, operate in a nexus with 

other actors (e.g., organizations, individuals) with which 

they conduct essential activities for their survival or im-

proved efficiency (e.g., supplier-buyer activities, R&D al-

liances, co-marketing). This implies that all organizations 

are embedded in an environment of other organizations 

and a complex of societal norms, values, and collectives. 

Any small changes occurring in the environment may affect 

the entire ecosystem (e.g., the butterfly effect). The 2020 

McKinsey Global Institute Report states that greater fre-

quency and severity of climate hazards create more disrup-

tions to global supply chains, including interrupting pro-

duction, raising costs and prices, and having a negative 

impact on corporate revenues. The potential magnitude of 

organizational disruption can be influenced by how well 

members of organizations work together in preparing for 

and responding to adverse situations (You, 2022). This in-

cludes cognition (how people understand the nature of dis-

ruption), behavior (how people act in the face of disrup-

tion), and emotion (how people feel about disruption). 

These factors can often be interconnected and interact with 

each other in a nonlinear fashion, thus leading to complex 

organizations. 

To understand such complex interactions, the interest 

of organization scientists in Complexity Theory (CT) has 

grown in recent decades (Anderson, 1999). CT is not a sin-

gle theory, rather, it is a new paradigm encompassing var-

ious theoretical frameworks rooted in five intellectual tra-

ditions: Dynamical Systems Theory, Systems Science, 

Complex Systems Theory, Cybernetics, and Artificial Intel-

ligence (Castellani & Gerrits, 2021). The emerging para-

digm has shifted from normal sciences focusing on simple 

laws (e.g., binary divides) for understanding complex inter-

Contact author: jacqueline.jing.you@york.ac.uk a 

You, J. J. n.d. An Overview of Organizational Resilience in Research and Strategy:

Implications for the Future of Work. AIB Insights. https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.77387.

https://doi.org/10.46697/001c.77387


actions to complexity sciences concerning complex causes 

that can produce simple effects. The premise is built on the 

assumption that some events cannot be anticipated before 

they occur (Schneider & Somers, 2006). This notion is sim-

ilar to Wildavsky’s (1988) definition of organizational re-

silience, which describes the capacity of an organization 

to manage disruptions as they manifest. Thus, resilience is 

viewed as the emergent property of organizational systems 

related to the inherent and adaptive qualities and capabil-

ities that enable an organization’s adaptive capacity dur-

ing turbulent periods (Burnard & Bhamra, 2011). The emer-

gent property is “a unique blend of cognitive, behavioral, 

and contextual properties that increase a firm’s ability to 

understand its current situation and to develop customized 

responses that reflect that understanding” (Lengnick-Hall 

& Beck, 2005: 750). 

Resilience in the business context refers to the capacity 

of an enterprise to survive, adapt, and grow in the face 

of turbulent change (Fiksel, 2006). Capacity enhancement 

involves an interactive process of relational adaptation 

amongst actors (e.g., individual, organization, or commu-

nity), utilizing their capabilities (e.g., knowledge, skills, 

abilities, and processes) to interact with the environment 

positively before, during, and after adversity (Williams, 

Gruber, Sutcliffe, Shepherd, & Zhao, 2017; You & Williams, 

2023). Depending on the severity of the adversity emerging 

from disruptions, resilience can manifest in a wide variety 

of forms: “avoidance,” “absorption,” “elasticity,” “learn-

ing,” and “rejuvenation” (Mithani, 2020), of which the first 

three are commonly referred to as “risk management,” 

“bouncing back,” or “static resilience,” while the last two 

are seen as “dynamic resilience” or “bouncing forward” 

(You & Williams, 2023). For example, organizational dis-

ruption may reveal a situation in which existing norms and 

practices may not adequately respond to the changing envi-

ronment. Thus, managers should pay attention to the need 

to challenge any predetermined beliefs, assumptions, and 

behaviors (You & Williams, 2023) and quickly develop new 

workarounds by cultivating new collaborations and cooper-

ation within and outside organizations. 

Despite this, there is a lack of a commonly agreed def-

inition of organizational resilience, which highlights some 

important issues in the existing resilience research. First, 

the existing literature on resilience in organizations seems 

to have been developed separately at different levels. For 

instance, at the individual employee level, resilience has 

been conceptualized as psychological capital built through 

developmental processes. At the organizational level, re-

silience is defined as the ability of an organization to pos-

itively adjust to adverse situations while maintaining de-

sirable functions (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). At the system 

level, resilience is viewed as certain features (e.g., culture, 

social connections) of an organizational system that can 

enhance its capacity to collectively respond to challenges 

(Williams et al., 2017). To date, conceptual similarities and 

differences in organizational resilience developed across 

different research streams have not been explored (Linnen-

luecke, 2017). 

Second, extant theorizing on organizational resilience 

focuses on the internal resources and capabilities of an or-

ganization to sustain its performance in the face of adver-

sity (Kahn et al., 2018; Lengnick-Hall, Beck, & Lengnick-

Hall, 2011), while neglecting the external environment that 

organizations intensely and constantly interact with to ac-

quire various inputs (e.g., material, labor, capital, and in-

formation) and sell their products and services (You & 

Williams, 2023). For example, commercial organizations 

primarily focus on utilizing raw materials and labor to gen-

erate new products or services for monetary gain, which 

can then be used to secure new raw materials, maintain la-

bor forces, and perpetuate the activity pattern. In contrast, 

some non-profit organizations follow different methods be-

cause the source of energy renewal is directly generated 

by the organizational activity itself, such as providing ex-

pressed satisfaction to its members. 

Third, the importance of relational connections within 

and outside of an organization provides the contextual con-

ditions in which resilience-related resources and capabili-

ties can be activated (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Williams 

et al., 2017; You & Williams, 2023). Powley’s empirical 

study (2009) shows that “resilience is a latent capac-

ity…banked in the social relationships and ties of organi-

zation members” (p. 1294). In the face of adversity, “or-

ganizations can tap into their networks when responding 

to adverse events” (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003: 105). You and 

Williams (2023) uncovered a complex interplay of relational 

attributes between an organization and its external part-

ners, thus shaping organizational resilience. 

Fourth, despite positive sentiments in framing re-

silience, there is increasing attention on the dark side of 

resilience, including causes (e.g., identity constraints and 

relational asymmetry [You & Williams, 2023]) and con-

sequences (e.g., resistance to change, escalation of com-

mitment, poor adaptability to new norms [Williams et al., 

2017]). Bouncing back to a previous equilibrium can make 

an organization more vulnerable because markets may dif-

fer fundamentally after crises. Consumer behavior may 

change in the post-Covid era because heightened sensitiv-

ity may develop in light of services and products that no 

longer satisfy consumer needs. Furthermore, operating as 

usual in the face of a frequently recurring threat increases 

the organization’s vulnerability because the efficiency of 

the response mechanisms identified in the past event grad-

ually diminishes (Mithani, 2020). 

ORGANIZATIONAL RESILIENCE IN PRACTICE AS 

A STRATEGY 

Organizational resilience in practice is often seen as a 

firm’s strategy for dealing with uncertainty and risk (Wil-

davsky, 1988), surviving in the short term, and transform-

ing in the long term. There are three strategies that or-

ganizations have widely adopted in recent decades 

(Lengnick-Hall & Beck, 2005), ranging from passive to 

proactive responses to the changing environment. The first 

strategy is the defensive strategy (e.g., acquiescence, avoid-

ance, compromise), which aims to reduce a firm’s interac-
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tion with its environment to protect itself from any adverse 

consequences of environmental change. Such a passive 

strategy might be more effective when an environment 

changes slowly and predictably, which would otherwise 

lead organizations to become more vulnerable because of 

not keeping up with the pace of changing environments. 

The second strategy is the reactive strategy (e.g., manipu-

lation), meaning organizations try to meet every environ-

mental change with a corresponding organizational action. 

This strategy is constrained by its administrative arrange-

ments, using minimum resources to effectively realign the 

firm with new environmental conditions. This is appro-

priate when faced with moderate levels of complex en-

vironments. The third strategy is the proactive strategy, 

which manifests through forecasting and strategic planning 

in supply chain management. It demonstrates a firm’s abil-

ity to exploit existing resources through innovative action, 

which helps to effectively anticipate and capitalize on envi-

ronmental changes. This is particularly helpful when faced 

with highly complex environments. 

Despite the helpfulness and usefulness of these strate-

gies, delving deeper into some of the underlying assump-

tions of these strategies raises at least two questions. First, 

the primary assumption is subjective or mitigable uncer-

tainty, which concerns various knowledge problems 

(Packard & Clark, 2020). Not only does it include uncer-

tainties due to a lack of understanding of cause-effect re-

lationships but also refers to those uncertainties for which 

the tool needed to mitigate them may not yet be available. 

Consequently, this leads to an inability to assign probabil-

ities to the likelihood of future events or to accurately pre-

dict what the outcomes of a decision may be. Thus, the tra-

jectory of environmental change is from one stable status 

to another when knowledge problems are solved. The or-

ganization’s adaptation primarily focuses on adjusting the 

firm’s internal activities to accommodate the new equilib-

rium conditions. This may not always be true because, from 

the perspective of CT, environments shift in nonlinear, dy-

namic patterns that never establish equilibrium. 

The second assumption of these traditional strategies 

advocates an optimal balance between exploring new op-

portunities and exploiting existing capabilities. Following 

the law of nature, this is very much desirable. Over-em-

phasizing the optimal balance can make it more challeng-

ing for firms to generate or implement the novel or uncon-

ventional action required in dealing with crises. As a result, 

this may lead to a major crisis because of the accumulation 

of these adverse effects. 

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW ON ORGANIZATIONAL 

RESILIENCE 

When organizations experience disruptions, what is com-

mon is to begin with the experience of environmental un-

certainty and then move to the implementation of orga-

nizational routines or other mechanisms (e.g., tools and 

techniques) to cope with uncertainty and realize perfor-

mance consequences (success vs. failure). Thus, managing 

disruptions emerging from uncertainty is central to re-

silience study. According to You et al. (2021), there are two 

common attributes of organizational disruption: creeping 

development (e.g., complexity, emerging state, interactiv-

ity) and sudden shock (e.g., novelty, indiscernible situa-

tions). The former views disruption as the gradual develop-

ment of situations stretching an organization’s resources to 

the point of impairment, whereas the latter views disrup-

tion as a discrete and unexpected issue that leads to either 

foreseeable or unforeseeable issues. 

Following this, Williams and You (2021) investigated 

four real-world cases of sudden shocks (e.g., the MH17 air 

crash and the 2008 Financial crisis) and creeping devel-

oped disruption (e.g., the failure of Tesco’s Fresh and Easy 

project in the US market and the economic system of the 

remote island St. Helena). They found that resilience is 

a Complex Adaptive System (CAS), which manifests as a 

permeating boundaryless capability (PBC), allowing a focal 

organization, in the face of adversity, to reflect, re-ener-

gize, and re-organize multiple response paths from micro 

to macro levels in order to survive and grow. The permeating 

aspect of the capability emphasizes the temporal and spa-

tial dimensions of resilience that help an organization 

manage any disruption permeating across levels and creat-

ing new disruptions. The boundaryless aspect of the capa-

bility refers to the ability of the organization to configure 

internal and external connections amongst individuals and 

organizations across functional and organizational bound-

aries to make adjustments to small- or large-scale disrup-

tion. Several empirical studies on organizational resilience 

show complex and interactive connections among actors 

within and outside of the organization that activate re-

silience (Ashiru, Nakpodia, & You, 2022; Dentoni, Pinkse, 

& Lubberink, 2021; Williams, You, & Joshua, 2020; You & 

Williams, 2023). 

We argue that the notion of PBC shares certain attributes 

of CT, including: 

These attributes imply, for example, that we should not 

consider organizations as closed systems; rather, they are 

open to external influences, which in today’s world, might 

be processed at a global level, as well as at their respective 

societal or national levels. 

• Non-linear dynamics and emergent properties, im-

plying that changes cannot be predicted only by the 

constant relationships among the actors in the sys-

tem; 

• Capacity for self-organization, implying that the 

emergence of new forms may occur; 

• Path dependency; 

• Diverse agents (or actors) with imperfect knowledge 

linked through networks, implying that the behavior 

of one part of the system may affect other parts in un-

intended or unpredictable ways; 

• Openness and connectedness with a permeable and 

flexible boundary; 

• Co-evolution and adaptation, implying that changes 

in one part of the environment may stimulate wider 

system change. 
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EVERYDAY RESILIENCE AS A PRACTICE FOR 

THE FUTURE OF WORK 

Resilience, as a strategy, emphasizes how an organization 

defines and manages its relationships with the environ-

ment in coping with uncertainty (Wildavsky, 1988). The en-

vironment constitutes a nexus of relationships with eco-

nomic actors (e.g., suppliers, customers, competitors), 

technology (e.g., IoT, Industry 4.0), sociopolitical actors 

(e.g., social actors, geo-political actors, the local commu-

nity), and natural environments (e.g., fresh air, water, and 

climate change). Due to the interconnected and interde-

pendent nature of these relationships, uncertainty can arise 

from situations in which actors fail to coordinate and co-

operate. Furthermore, debates concerning how to build and 

manage multiple relationships to achieve sustainable de-

velopment have remained largely isolated across different 

disciplines and sectors, which, in turn, adds an extra layer 

of complex and dynamic environments. 

Everyday resilience as a practice is essential for building 

organizational capacity to prepare for, respond to, and re-

cover from crises. Three aspects can be considered to im-

prove resilience: cognitive capability (e.g., how do you per-

ceive and interpret the changing environment in such a 

way that encourages formulating a resilient strategy), be-

havioral capability (how do you use knowledge and skills 

to identify or re-configure resources needed for the imple-

mentation of the strategy), and relational capability (how 

do you create conditions under which your perception and 

action are aligned). Organizations should deliberately re-

flect on the nature of disruption in four areas: where, when, 

who, and how. 

The first aspect (where) pertains to the context in which 

organizations struggle to operate as usual. For instance, 

there is a vast array of terms used to describe the degree 

to which the severity of the context – including threats, 

environmental jolts, crises, shocks, setbacks, and organiza-

tional deviance – is perceived or experienced by individu-

als, organizations, or societies concerning disruption trig-

gered by a wide variety of events occurring within (“Here”) 

or outside (“There”) organizations. 

The second aspect (when) is related to the role of time 

that facilitates the coordination between the organizational 

activity cycle and the changing environment, such as when 

and how quickly to respond to disruptions. Disruption 

moves from “now,” occurring in the past or present, to 

“then,” focusing on the future. Timing can be critical be-

cause the speed of response could reduce the loss per unit 

of time and prevent the spread of the negative impact of 

disruption (e.g., negative emotions). 

The third aspect (who) pertains to various attributes and 

capabilities possessed by the actors (e.g., individual, col-

lective) that facilitate interactions with the environment to 

make a positive adjustment to adversity. The value of these 

attributes and capabilities is that they help actors access re-

sources, offering a means to positively frame and respond 

to new challenges in achieving resilience. The result is that 

resilience manifests in different forms across different lev-

els, such as psychological capital at the individual level, 

emotional capital at the team level, financial capital at the 

organizational level, social capital at the community level, 

and natural capital at the system level. 

The fourth aspect (how) relates to mechanisms that ac-

tivate resilience at each level and orchestrate various forms 

of resilience across different levels harmoniously to fully 

realize organizational resilience. These mechanisms in-

clude leadership, processes, technology, and formal/infor-

mal contracts. During crises, leadership is put under the 

spotlight because of societal expectations of leaders con-

sidered as “great” or “good” at orchestrating responses and 

restoring order in times of chaos. 

CONCLUSION 

This insight synthesizes interdisciplinary research on re-

silience and provides an overview of the state-of-the-art re-

search and strategy on organizational resilience. The key 

to building and developing organizational resilience lies in 

three interconnected capabilities (e.g., cognition, behav-

ioral, and relational), which can generate or regenerate var-

ious types of capital across space and time from micro to 

macro levels through purposeful and meaningful interac-

tions among actors and between actors and the environ-

ment. Therefore, we encourage firms to proactively use the 

integrative framework (see Figure 1) as a practical tool to 

visualize and deconstruct complex situations and recog-

nize various types of capital existing within and outside the 

firms that can be organized in a timely and adequate man-

ner. 
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Figure 1. An Integrative Framework: Strategic Resilience for the Future of Work           
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