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"There's buildings down everywhere here. We need as many units as possible." 
"We have got major damage. We have building collapses with people inside. We've 
got whole three-four storey complexes completely demolished." 
"We're gonna need fire here now. We've got buildings on fire now as well." 
(Police-radio communications immediately after the Christchurch earthquake) 

 
A series of severe earthquakes rocked the Canterbury region in New Zealand from 2010 to 
2016. One of the most destructive was a M6.3 tremor centred near the heart of Christchurch, 
the largest city in the region. This event was particularly violent, with some of the highest 
peak ground accelerations ever recorded for this type of earthquake.  Unlike the Northridge, 
USA, and Kobe, Japan earthquakes, the tremor struck at midday on a workday, causing 185 
fatalities and thousands of injuries (Ardagh & Deely 2019). The effects were devastating, 
rating as the world’s fifth-biggest insurance event at that time, with overwhelming damage 
to land, housing, physical infrastructure and businesses.  
 
That M6.3 tremor was just the start of an extremely prolonged disaster situation. Destructive 
aftershocks continued for many months afterwards, with a series of large and late tremors 
not typical of other earthquakes (Christophersen, Rhoades, Hainzl , Smith, & Gerstenberger, 
2013).  Much of the city’s central business district remained closed for more than two years, 
and 70% of those buildings were demolished. Thousands of residents and businesses were 
displaced, with whole suburbs permanently abandoned, and major mental health challenges 
emerged among the population (Fergusson, Horwood, Boden, & Mulder, 2014). Business 
operations were severely compromised and this was compounded by the ongoing tremors, 
with over 8,000 aftershocks in twelve months. The city’s critical infrastructure networks of 
roads, water, waste, and power remained significantly impaired for an extended period. 
Agencies were confronted with a massive scale of urgent reconstruction work.  
 
This was a complicated, extended-disaster setting, rather than a single event. It presented an 
extremely challenging environment for people and organisations, one that highlighted the 
paucity of evidence-based knowledge of resilience trajectories in relation to protracted 
adverse events. Earlier research into organisational resilience has tended to utilise either 
survey designs, or single organisations in a specific, time-defined disruption. In contrast, the 
Christchurch earthquake presented a rare opportunity for exploring organisational resilience 
in an extended crisis. It allowed our research team to study multiple organisations over a 
period of several years, as they simultaneously encountered wide-ranging disruptions, in a 
constantly changing environment.   
 



 

Our research programme involved an in-depth study of twelve lifeline1 organisations.  The 
organisations were diverse, ranging from those managing physical infrastructure of water and 
roads, through to financial services and communication providers. They all shared a common 
feature; as lifeline organisations for the region, they had to continue functioning despite the 
disaster, providing essential services. The organisations had to manage multiple, competing 
demands in an unpredictable environment, with constrained resources, over an extended 
period. This provided an extreme test of their ongoing resilience. 
 
Resilience in the literature 
 
Recent decades have seen a growing interest in resilience, with writers exploring the concept 
at individual, group, and organisation levels. A diverse range of concepts are used, with 
resilience interchangeably referred to as either a trait, or state, or process variable (Britt, 
Shen, Sinclair, Grossman, & Klieger, 2016; Estrada, Severt, & Jiménez-Rodríguez, 2016; Norris, 
Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).  
 
Resilience can be viewed as a capacity that resides within an individual, team, or organisation, 
indicating a likelihood of positive adaptation. Writers such as Norris et al. (2008, p. 130) adopt 
a process-based view involving such capacities, defining resilience as “a process linking a set 
of adaptive capacities to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation after a 
disturbance.” A similar process-based view of resilience has been presented by Williams et al. 
(2017), which describes resilience as a dynamic process, prior to and after an adverse event, 
where an individual, organization, or community interacts with the environment and utilizes 
various resources “in a way that positively adjusts and maintains functioning” (p. 742). Such 
a definition allows for resilience to be enacted at multiple levels, and for a protracted time, 
not just immediately following an event. The definition also suggests that there is positive 
adjustment, which may imply, but does not require, that there is post-adversity growth for 
resilience to be demonstrated.  
 
There is growing interest in resilience at an organisation-level, framed as the ability of 
organisations, or organisational units, to positively adjust to adverse events (Powley, 2009; 
Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). Within this, one perspective focuses on resilience as a personal 
characteristic of the employees in an organisation (Chen, M., & Hobfoll, 2015; Vanhove, 
Herian, Perez, Harms, & Lester, 2015; Varker & Devilly, 2012). Other perspectives address the 
resilience of the organisation as an entity (Gittell, Cameron, Lim, & Rivas, 2006; Lee, Vargo, & 
Seville, 2013; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; van der Vegt, Essens, Wahlström, & George, 2015). 
There is, however, only limited research addressing the interface between these perspectives. 
Recent research from an employee resilience perspective highlights the ways in which the 
organisational environment can influence employees' ability to be resilient at work, which in 
turn contributes to organisational resilience levels, acknowledging the person-environment 
interaction in resilience development (J.R.C. Kuntz, Malinen, & Näswall, 2017; J. R C.  Kuntz, 
Näswall, & Malinen, 2016; Tonkin, Malinen, Näswall, & Kuntz, 2018). The multilevel view of 
resilience presented by Williams et al. (2016) suggests that resilience can be enacted at 
different levels in the organization at the same time, and that resilience evolves and changes 

                                                      
1 Defined as entities that provide essential infrastructure services to the community such as water, 
wastewater, transport, energy and telecommunications. 



 

over time as events unfold. Resilience, thus, does not only exist as a response to an event, but 
also as a capability an actor possesses prior to an event, and which affects how the actor 
reacts and copes (J. R C.  Kuntz et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2017).  
 
This employee-organisational resilience interface is an area of growing attention in the 
disaster recovery and resilience literature. Gittell et al. (2006) for example, explored 
organisational resilience in the USA airline industry following 9/11. Drawing on publicly 
available data, the researchers analysed elements such as stock prices, employee layoffs and 
strike action which were viewed as indicators of relationships, along with financial reserves, 
and business models. Based on the data, they proposed that an interplay between financial 
reserves and employee relationships contributed to organisational resilience. Powley (2009) 
examined an organisational crisis with a shooting and standoff, identifying social mechanisms 
that enabled healing among employees, and allowed the organisation to resume operations. 
From this, Powley proposed that the social connections, among and between organisational 
members, form a latent capacity that is activated in crises, enabling an organisation’s 
resilience. Williams and Shepherd (2016) and O’Grady and Orton (2016) both report on the 
aftermath of the Haiti earthquake. Williams and Shepherd (2016) found that organizations 
created post-disaster to support recovery were vital to the progress, but only to the extent 
they were able to build and create resources based on what was available. O’Grady and Orton 
(2016) explore the way spirituality can support sensemaking and “cosmology episodes” in 
which an individual engages in a re-evaluation of their assumptions to fit the post-crisis 
context. By engaging in such re-evaluation and finding meaning in the new context, resilience 
is supported.  
 
Research into organisation-level resilience links with the existing literature in areas such as 
organisational crises, adaptation, organisational learning, high performance and high-
reliability organisations, when these occur in dynamic and volatile environments (de Wall, 
2012; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).  As resilience reflects the organisations’ ability to learn and 
adapt, a capacity for learning and transformation becomes relevant, linking with the extensive 
literature around organisational learning (for example Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011; Zollo & 
Winter, 2002). Hence, organisational resilience is predicated on the extent to which 
organisations establish and develop learning cultures, including the processes of unlearning 
of established mindsets, values, beliefs and assumptions that may no longer be relevant.  
 
Resilience and recovery are two interrelated but distinct concepts in the literature addressing 
disaster situations. Recovery is usually used to describe the process of a community, city, or 
organisation restoring to pre-disaster conditions after a major crisis (Aldrich, 2012). Recovery 
is often protracted and can vary among different groups experiencing the same crisis. 
Resilience is the capacity to engage in the recovery process (Aldrich, 2012). More resilient 
individuals, organizations, and communities are better able to utilize and create resources 
that facilitate recovery, thus adapting more successfully to the post-crisis environment (cf. 
Williams & Shepherd, 2016).  
 
Our research programme   
 
Our research drew on Britt et al.’s (2016) definition of resilience, involving the demonstration 
of positive adaptation in the face of significant adversity, which involves not only bouncing 



 

back, but also growth or positive changes. As this was a sudden-onset disaster, characterised 
by fast, discontinuous changes, it required a series of very rapid adaptations, which 
differentiate it from the progressive change typically involved in traditional, business survival 
literature (Bhamra, Dani, & Burnard, 2011).  
 
The Christchurch earthquake setting clearly met the threshold for a significantly adverse 
event triggering a complex resilience response (Britt et al., 2016). It involved a large-scale 
disaster, with extensive impact on the built, economic, social, and natural environments. 
Organisations were operating in a context of ongoing uncertainty, as they confronted a series 
of major challenges to their business functions. The wider backdrop involved a distressed 
community, where the disaster had major effects on the health and well-being of individuals 
and groups (Johal, Mounsey, Brannelly, & Johnston, 2016).  
 
The focus of our research was on the resilience of the organisations. Two complementary 
perspectives were utilised. One was organisational resilience, viewed as a process that 
enables an organisation as a whole to demonstrate positive adjustment and adaptation 
(Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). In this view, organisational resilience is not 
simply the sum of the individual resilience of organisational members; rather, it is the 
functioning of the organisation as an entity.   
 
The other perspective was that of employee resilience, defined as "behavioural capability to 
leverage work resources in order to ensure continual adaptation, well-being, and growth at 
work, supported by the organization" (J.R.C. Kuntz et al., 2017, p. 224). Rather than viewing 
resilience as primarily the responsibility of individuals, this view posits resilience as a 
capability that is developed through the culture, work practices and leadership styles in the 
organisation. These factors influence whether employees are resilient, signalled by their 
capacity to learn, adapt to change, collaborate, and generate resources at work.  
 
Research methods in a disaster setting 
 
Ideally, longitudinal designs, with baseline and follow-up measures, allow researchers to 
examine how different agents adapt to adversity over time, in order to capture ‘resilience 
trajectories’ (Britt et al., 2016). In practice, however, large-scale adverse events such as 
sudden-onset disasters cannot be predicted in advance. This reduces the ability to assemble 
pre- and post-event data sets, but it does provide a unique laboratory in which to explore 
behaviour and change through a different lens (Britt et al., 2016; Hall et al., 2016). Our 
programme explored the experiences of a range of organisations, as they simultaneously 
encountered the common crises that emerged. 
 
Our research methodology was based on identifying cases that were evidenced as showing 
resilience, then searching for differentiating factors. However, as the Christchurch situation 
involved an ongoing, unfolding and uncertain set of circumstances, the methods had to be 
adaptive, allowing for unanticipated changes within organisations or in the physical 
environment. Post-disaster research has many challenges; a sudden, major aftershock for 
example, would close down access. This meant that pragmatic research approaches were 
needed. For example, although the ideal would have been a sequential progression where 
qualitative data gathering and analysis were largely completed before moving to the 



 

quantitative phase, there was a need to capture data while access was available and before 
recall bias affected responses (Hall et al., 2016). This also had to be balanced against the fact 
that the situation was continuously evolving, and ceasing data gathering too early would have 
omitted significant developments. 
 
The study adopted a mixed-methods approach conducted by a multidisciplinary research 
team. The case study design (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Stake, 2000; Yin, 2003), used 
paired organizations within an industry sector, with a total of eleven organisations studied in-
depth.  
 
Table 1. Participating organisations by industry and size.  
 
Organisation  Industry sector  Employees Infrastructure Sector  

A  Construction 1000-4000  Water and waste; roading, landcare, 
buildings provider 

B  Energy 300-500 Electricity supplies and distribution  

C  Transport 500-1000  Key transport-gateway provider  

D  Transport <500 Key transport-systems provider 

E  Communications 4000+ Telecommunications provider 

F  Local authority 300-500  Local government organisation  

G  Local authority 1000-4000 Local government organisation  

H  Finance 4000+ NZ Banking and financial-services 
provider 

I  Finance 4000+ NZ Banking and financial-services 
provider 

J  Construction 4000+ NZ Roading, transport infrastructure,  and 
utilities provider 

K  Construction N/A Roading, transport infrastructure,  and 
utilities provider 

 
The qualitative section involved one-to-one, in-depth interviews and focus groups. Typically, 
15 participants were interviewed from each organization, although this varied with 
organisation size, drawing on personnel from a range of roles and sectors across each 
organisation. A total of 167 individuals participated. Key informants were interviewed more 
than once to further explore emerging themes, producing a total of over 200 interviews. The 
majority of the individual participants were supervisors and middle or senior managers, and 
the balance were frontline workers.  
 
 
 
 



 

Table 2. Interview participants by industry sector.  
 

Industry sector Number of interviewees 

Construction 48 

Energy & Communication Transmission 28 

Transport 26 

Local authorities 27 

Finance 38 

 
As the phenomenon being studied was relatively unchartered and dynamic, emergent, 
inductive and open-ended methods were most appropriate. The transcribed data were 
analysed using grounded procedures. This involved open and focused coding, constant 
comparison, and theoretical memos (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2008; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1997). Throughout the project, the research team compared and discussed open 
codes, and emerging theoretical concepts. From this, detailed within-case analyses were 
created which were then used in cross-case analyses to explore the ways in which key 
concepts functioned. Extant literature and theoretical perspectives were drawn upon 
throughout the research process (Charmaz, 2014).  
 
Accompanying this, quantitative surveys were conducted in a selection of organisations that 
participated in the interviews, with the surveys accessing larger samples of organisation 
members. The surveys measured constructs that emerged from our qualitative investigations. 
The results from the quantitative surveys are reported on in more detail in Näswall et al. 
(2017). 
 
The research approach captured the progress of the organisations through the disaster and 
recovery, focusing on the three-year period following the initial, major seismic incident. 
Figure 1 presents the timeline of our research. Data collection commenced eight months after 
that major tremor. This allowed time to move beyond the initial state of civil emergency and 
after an initial moratorium on research, as well as permitting the researchers to negotiate 
access and obtain ethics approvals. As the extended three year timeframe involved ongoing, 
rapid adaptation to major disruptions, the research was able to produce findings that 
approximated resilience trajectories, with the development and progression of an 
organisation’s resilience. The aim was to produce a comprehensive, grounded account of 
resilience-in-action during a large-scale, extended disaster.  
 

Figure 1. Timeline of major events and research milestones 
 



 

 
 
The Organisations 

 
The lifeline organisations studied were providers of water and waste systems, road and air 
transport, energy supply lines, local government, financial services, and telecommunications.  
 
One set of the organisations dealt with the physical infrastructure. These organisations faced 
a massive challenge; 89% of the city’s residential dwellings, hundreds of kilometres of 
underground water and waste pipes, hundreds of pump stations, bridges and reservoirs, 
much of the power network, and over a million square metres of roadway, were all in need 
of urgent repair. For those organisations, there was a tension between speed and 
sustainability. Their work was of great urgency for the city’s recovery, so there was a need for 
long hours and intensive work, but the scale of damage meant that this work would continue 
for months or years. They had to learn ways of working, often with large numbers of projects, 
personnel and resources, to achieve high levels of output, while at the same time being 
sustainable in the longer term.  
 
The second set of organisations were not dealing directly with the physical restoration of the 
city, but they were also functioning in a new environment and faced significant challenges. 
Even for sectors such as financial service providers, the major physical and population 
changes meant that customer-flows were radically redistributed. As a result, employees 
encountered resourcing issues, as some sites were overloaded with work, while others had 
significantly reduced volumes. The emotional demands of the work changed. Client-facing 
interactions were often highly emotive, as residents showed significant signs of stress and 
trauma. The staff too were dealing with their own significant physical and psychological 
stressors.  
 
 
What did adaptation look like?  
 
Unlike Powley’s (2009) case involving a single-episode, organisation-specific incident, these 
lifeline organisations did not have a ‘temporary holding space’ where work was suspended. 
Individuals and organisations were rapidly thrust into volatile, unfamiliar territory. Their pre-
written Business Continuity Plans (BCPs) provided little guidance in the ongoing situation, as 
they never anticipated the extent of damage, nor the duration of the crisis.  
 
Significant disruption occurred at three levels.  At the organisational level, the organisations’ 
facilities, IT and communication systems, were damaged or destroyed. Large inflows and 
outflows of staff occurred. Traumatised staff abandoned the city. Other workers and 
equipment arrived from outside the region, sometimes more than doubling the workforce. 
The supplies of resources were often inadequate. An electricity supply organisation, for 
example, normally held a reserve stock of cable joint-kits for reconnecting broken lines. After 
only eight days, they had exhausted the entire available supply in two countries, Australia and 
New Zealand. 
 



 

The personal-level disruption was also substantial, as staff dealt with injuries or 
bereavements, damage to their homes and property, along with anxiety and stress from the 
ongoing tremors. In the accompanying societal-level disruption, access to shops, fuel supplies, 
schools and public transport were affected, while many homes lacked the basics of water, 
waste, and power.  
 
Overall, this produced an unknown and unpredictable situation that required rapid responses. 
Adaptation meant having to improvise in settings where there were few guidelines, and the 
consequences of any decisions were largely unknown. Analysis showed that this adaptation 
clustered around four, interdependent factors; leadership and situational awareness, 
employee-centric orientation, collaboration, and learning. These factors were already present 
in varying degrees in the organisations, and continued to develop during the extended crisis.  
 

Leadership 
 
The discussion commences with leadership, as this was a critical element that distinguished 
the more resilient organisations. Typically, the leader’s personal style and attributes were 
echoed in the culture of the wider organisation. 
 
Across the organisations that showed greater adaptation to their situation, there was a 
common pattern of approachable, empathetic and people-oriented leaders. One CEO, for 
example, hired a mobile coffee shop and went around the many, tired work crews doing road-
repair work, talking with them, and making them feel valued and involved. These leaders were 
accessible to the workers, providing tangible support and recognition of the workers’ efforts;  
 

It probably cost us $30,000, $40,000 a week having that coffee van out there…but 
just the value of that in terms of engagement from our people was incredible.   

 
These leaders exhibited genuine concern for the workers, could understand their perspectives 
and challenges, and reached out to staff. They symbolically and verbally communicated a 
value system to the rest of the organisation, including the importance of caring for workers, 
giving direction, purpose, support and acknowledgement. Although they were what one 
interviewee referred to as “blokes’ blokes”, they were clearly empathetic leaders (Boyatzis, 
Goleman, & Rhee, 2000; Boyatzis & McKee, 2005).  
 

They just wanted to spend time with staff….I can see him, looking at his face, what he 
was worried about was our staff.   

 
In contrast, in the organisations that had greater problems with adapting, the senior 
managers remained more hierarchical and remote, focusing on operational matters2. They 
were often based outside the region and in some cases they never visited the affected work 
sites. They showed poor understanding of the post-disaster situation, the resourcing, and the 
workers’ needs. Workers consequently felt unappreciated and unheard, resulting in 

                                                      
2 Most organisations addressed the operational matters thoroughly but the differentiating factor was that the 
leaders in the more adaptive ones also focused on the human side of the situation. 



 

resentment, lack of engagement and being less willing to expend discretionary effort. Often 
these organisations lacked a unifying vision. 
 
In the more resilient organisations, the senior leaders simultaneously addressed operational 
and strategic issues. They took ownership of the situation, provided leadership in their areas, 
and were prepared to take risks with initiatives. The CEOs typically created a united, senior 
leadership team around them, with a shared sense of ownership and shared values. They 
empowered that team to actively deal with matters, especially crisis-related operational 
issues, so that the CEO could often step back and deal with more strategic aspects. 
 
These executive-level leaders united the organisation, providing a shared identity and vision. 
They articulated a common purpose for all the exhausting work effort, shaping this in terms 
of serving the wider community in a time of crisis. The leaders interviewed showed an 
openness to learning in their own lives, including gathering input from other people.  
 
This leadership, at middle and senior levels, supported the other key factors that accounted 
for organisational resilience: leaders’ situational awareness, an employee-centric orientation, 
collaboration, and learning. 
 
Situational awareness of Leaders and Organisations 
 
Conventional wisdom suggests that, in the aftermath of a natural disaster, organisational 
leaders would be aware of significant changes to the work context, scanning for new and 
emerging issues. This was not the case across all the organisations surveyed though. 
Situational awareness emerged as a critical feature that differentiated between the 
organisations in terms of their adaptation to the crisis environment. It refers to the ability of 
leaders to perceive arising changes and interpret novel situations, to proactively identify 
important issues, and then aptly respond to them. 
 

So, I was quite conscious in my own mind about styles because they change and as 
we’ve worked through into recovery, the approach required in recovery, and I think 
this is a learning across all of Canterbury is, that an entirely different mindset is 
required to manage recovery versus response.  So, it was just a self-awareness thing 
really.  Situational.  You would just call it situational management.  Identifying what 
the issues are and then working out how to get the best out of people and the best 
approach to take 

 
Leaders in the more adaptive organisations had a higher level of situational awareness. They 
accurately appraised novel and unique situational features and were able to prioritise action 
accordingly. This was particularly manifested in their approach to employee wellbeing, 
internal and external collaboration, and organisational learning. Situational awareness 
encompassed mindfulness and mindful caring (Powley, 2009), noticing and understanding the 
perspective of workers, leading to empathy. 
 
In the organisations that adapted well, senior executives were not only alert to emerging 
issues themselves, but were also active in fostering ongoing situational awareness as part of 
the organisation’s routines. They empowered other leaders to address specific issues, linked 



 

to their unique area of expertise. For example, some senior executives appointed second-tier 
leaders better attuned to staff needs, to maintain an ongoing, active focus on issues such as 
wellbeing. This further developed the situational awareness of the overall organisation. 

 
An employee-centric orientation 

 
In the first weeks after the earthquake, all the organisations responded in a similar manner 
providing for immediate, tangible staff needs. They offered support such as hotel showers, 
food vouchers, water supplies, and even emergency house repairs. This mirrored a wave of 
support occurring in the wider community. However, employee needs persisted throughout 
the longer timeframe of the extended crisis, and evolved toward more subtle psychosocial 
risks, such as mental health issues, fatigue, and ill-health symptoms. Yet, not all organisations 
were alert to these employee dynamics (Nilakant, Walker, Rochford, & van Heugten, 2013).  
 
The extent to which organisations were aware of employees’ needs and wellbeing in the 
medium to long term constituted a second differentiating factor. In the more adaptive 
organisations, staff wellbeing remained one of their priorities throughout the crisis. Those 
organisations mirrored Powley’s (2009) notion of ‘carefully mindful’, remaining in touch with 
staff perspectives, acknowledging, and offering support for challenges, and in these ways 
fostering resilience activation. By comparison, the less adaptive organisations lacked this type 
of mindfulness, and were less aware of, and less responsive to, staff wellbeing issues. 
 
This employee-centric orientation fostered the types of relationships, and the alignment 
between workers and management, that facilitated higher levels of adaptation. The emphasis 
on employee wellbeing reflected a broader organisation-wide culture, and a people-focused 
way of working. The more employee-centric organisations were characterised by positive 
workplace relationships, with genuine care and respect for others. Importantly, these ways 
of working existed prior to the disaster, and the support for wellbeing that was offered during 
the extended crisis was just symptomatic of a longstanding and well-established employee-
centric orientation. 
 
Middle managers were a key element in this employee-centric way of working. In the more 
adaptive organisations, middle managers were treated as valuable partners. They shared this 
employee-centric orientation, clearly seeing employee support as part of their role; they were 
empathetic, and had the capabilities to perform this function. These managers typically felt 
they were listened to, and connected to senior leaders, as well as to their staff.   
 
In one very successful organisation, almost every manager counted this people-focus as one 
of the most important aspects of their role. Their empathetic concern extended to employees’ 
psychological wellbeing, and understanding the disaster-related pressures outside of work. 
These managers were also attuned to individual differences, rather than applying "one-size-
fits-all" solutions. 

 
So I think that’s where the hierarchy was really strong.  So we had twice daily 
conference calls with our Store Managers who were in touch with all their staff and 
the whole call was about how are your staff, what do they need and everything that 
they needed we just got for them.  It has been really a testament to our engagement 



 

of our staff now.  They are still blown away by what we did for them over a long 
period.   

 
In contrast, with organisations that did not have an employee-centric orientation, local 
managers were less likely to be empowered to address issues such as staff wellbeing, and if 
this did finally happen, it tended to be much later in the crisis. Some local middle managers 
lacked people management capabilities, and were slow to respond to problems affecting 
staff. They also had a lesser sense of togetherness and alignment with their seniors.  The 
organisations that encountered people-related problems were typically cases where the 
managers tended to pay only lip-service to staff support. In those organisations, even when 
HR staff offered a number of supports, there was little uptake. Instead, their staff became 
dissatisfied, and a range of problems persisted in those organisations. 
 
In other instances, the middle managers themselves were more empathetic, but had to work 
in an unsupportive, wider organisational culture. While these managers sought to counter 
that organisational culture, they were often forced to implement non-supportive practices 
that they personally did not believe in, but were unable to challenge. This had a detrimental 
effect on their own wellbeing, including perceptions of high emotional labour, stress, and 
reports of poor psychological and physical wellbeing. In one organisation, middle managers 
simply ignored some of the senior leader directives, as it was felt that staff concerns were not 
heard or acted upon. 
 
Over the duration of the crisis, the contrast between the employee-centric organisations, and 
those that did not display such an orientation, continued to magnify. The resilience 
trajectories were markedly different. The employee-centric orientation of the more adaptive 
organisations, existed before the disaster, in the mindsets, the routines and the capabilities 
in the organisation. This orientation gave them a greater situational awareness regarding 
staff-related issues, and allowed them to respond more fully to those demands in the new 
situation. The capacity was utilised from the outset of the disaster, and continued to develop 
further over the duration. In contrast, the less adaptive organisations had a different 
trajectory. They belatedly discovered the problems caused by their existing approach, and 
then began to create this capacity much later in the disaster. In some situations, the move 
towards more people-centric policies and culture only occurred years after the initial 
significant quake, after coming to realise that a results-oriented focus, at the expense of 
people orientation, was costly and ineffective in the post-disaster context.   
 

Collaboration and Networking 
 
The third factor that differentiated between organisations with regard to their resilience 
trajectories was the ability to leverage collaborations. Despite the major constraints and 
resource shortages, some organisations excelled, achieving significant outcomes in short 
timeframes. This reflected the network of relationships that they were able to draw upon, 
both internally and externally.  
 
Externally, these organisations possessed a range of relationships that were often established 
prior to the crisis. This provided them with external partners that were willing and able to 



 

help from the very outset of the crisis. Their speed in obtaining support was a major asset in 
a time-critical setting.   
 
When the electricity provider mentioned earlier, had exhausted all the supply of cable joint-
kits in the Southern Pacific area, they drew upon their relationships and networks. They 
arranged with a German manufacturer to do a special production each day and fly them 
across the world, so that at daybreak each morning a new supply would arrive in Christchurch 
for the work teams. That process was repeated daily through the recovery. 
 

Germany were making fault kits as fast as we could use them.  So there was this huge 
supply chain just to get the jointing kits in that were needed to actually keep 
repairing.  When you think of it, there was a whole world out there supporting a 
rebuild or just getting on with the rebuild, just getting it connected. 

 
These networks were a central part of these organisations’ way of working, and they were 
skilled at developing and maintaining relationships. In some situations, the disaster disrupted 
the pre-existing networks. Although ‘swift trust’ did emerge in a few instances, the 
predominant pattern was that when new connections were needed, these organisations had 
the ability to create them (Beck & Plowman, 2014). They tended to make this a deliberate, 
high-priority activity. In several instances, the CEO took on role of liaising with external 
organisations. In other cases, it was devolved to a team. One team, for example, developed 
and managed a map of their networks, identifying all the key organisations that they needed 
to either strengthen existing collaboration with, or initiate a new relationship. 
 
Internal collaboration was also important. When senior leadership teams worked closely 
together, that collaboration was typically accompanied by collaboration across the functional 
areas of the organisation. Well-developed collaborative relationships with other geographical 
units allowed the local units to draw on much needed staff and equipment resources. 
 
In being able to access extra resources, equipment, and people, these organisations could 
share the vast task with a range of other groups and agencies, covering complementary areas. 
They could access their networks for additional insight and technical support, and could enter 
into joint projects. These connections fostered their innovation and gave them legitimacy that 
allowed them to take new initiatives (Beck & Plowman, 2014).  
  
This contrasted with the other organisations without the same connections and experience. 
In some instances, the senior executives of those organisations looked back over their 
experience and observed that their organisations would have adapted much better if they 
had collaborated. Networking was not a central part of their mindset and normal routines 
though, and therefore was not prioritised.  
 

I don’t think it was necessarily a matter of ‘no way, we’re not working with those 
guys’.  It’s probably just more a matter of maybe none of us had formal working links 
with leadership of other [industry] and to work out how we can support each other.   
 

Again, these factors influenced resilience trajectories. Some organisations belatedly began to 
develop networks during the extended crisis. Similarly, organisations that lacked internal 



 

collaboration gradually discovered that they needed to develop this during the extended 
crisis, moving away from the isolated ways of working. These behaviour patterns produced 
slower trajectories of resilience development. 

 
Collective Learning  

 
Prior to this disaster, most organisations had only experienced short-term crises lasting a few 
days. After those temporary disruptions they returned to business-as-usual. In that type of 
situation, learning simply involved retrospective reviews once the disruption had ended, as a 
process of learning-from-disaster. The Christchurch extended disaster situation however, was 
vastly different, with ongoing disruptions, and no foreseeable end-point or return to their 
normal situation. It involved months or years operating in an unknown setting.  This required 
a dynamic process of rapidly learning-in-disaster, adapting to new situations as they emerged. 
The capacity for this ongoing, real-time learning and adaptation constituted the fourth key 
differentiating factor in terms of the organisations’ adaptation. 
 
Learning depended on organisations perceiving the need for improvement, and having the 
capacity to act on this. Several months before the major city quake, the city had a preview of 
a major seismic event, with a tremor centred outside the city, but without major city 
destruction. For organisations such as a vital transport access-point, this was their first major 
earthquake. Their limited preparation and experienced hampered their response, as they 
scrambled to implement back-up systems and processes for re-opening their facilities. As an 
essential access lifeline, their delays had major consequences for the city.  
 
After the incident, the management team set up a process to learn from the events and devise 
systems for handling seismic incidents. A number of other organisations shared this approach, 
viewing the events as an opportunity for learning and change; 
 

…event gave us this massive opportunity to take everything that we had learnt from 
the first one, everything we thought that we screwed up, maybe not quite everything, 
and do it differently.     

 
When the devastating city-based quake occurred a few months later, the transport access 
point put their improved systems into practice, re-opening access to the city in a much shorter 
timeframe. They calculated what those improvements meant, in terms of the numbers of 
outside rescuers brought into the city with the earlier re-opening, the number of rescues 
performed and lives saved, in that time. These types of successes boosted the organisation’s 
motivation for ongoing learning, with a new sense of efficacy and a readiness to tackle other 
challenges (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).  
 

So we always debrief. You can say anything you like and it’s got to the point now 
where we go ‘I could have done this better’ and we go ‘right, what do we need to do 
that’. It becomes almost a blameless environment and people are very open. 

 
Other organisations did not initially perceive a need for change though, until after the 
devastating city quake, when they encountered a complex and unfamiliar situation where 
their previous experience offered little guidance. For all the organisations, there was a tension 



 

between the known and unknown throughout the disaster situation. Their observable 
activities often remained largely the same, working on roads, laying power cables, or 
coordinating transport, however the context had radically changed. The organisations that 
remained focused on their existing routines, but paid less attention to the changed context, 
failed to fully recognise the learning needed for change and adaptation.  
 
Organisations such as the transport access agency had a higher level of situational awareness, 
perceiving that need for change and learning, and they also had the capacity to implement 
this. Even before the disaster, they valued staff input, and were open change. Those 
organisations remained flexible and innovative, continuously adapting to emerging issues and 
developing new ways to work. Some organisations moved beyond single loop learning. They 
produced new technical processes, new organisational systems and processes, and acquired 
new equipment and expertise; in addition, they went on to develop major changes in their 
ways of thinking (Wang & Ahmed, 2003). Significantly, they also learned how to keep on 
learning. 
 
Several organisations actively translated their recent disaster-related insights into ongoing, 
new ways of working that continued after the disaster, including new empowered leadership, 
simpler systems for faster decision making, and structures that were more responsive to local 
issues; 
 

So [name] has gone in and she has taken 20 steps out of a 30 step process, got it 
down to 10 steps and they go ‘oh are we allowed to do it that way?’ and we go 
‘yeah’. 

 
The resilience trajectories of those learning-oriented organisations were enabled by the other 
three key elements of our proposed resilience framework. Their employee-centric orientation 
fostered a supportive learning environment and psychological safety, where members could 
experiment and risk failures. Their collaboration set the foundation for collective learning, 
information sharing and joint exploration. Their leadership reinforced a culture of learning 
throughout the organisation. During the disaster, those capacities developed further, as part 
of a virtuous cycle, promoting their ongoing adaptation (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).  
 
In contrast, less resilient organisations tended to perpetuate their pre-disaster routines, with 
less openness to taking on new information or unlearning ineffective practices. In one 
organisation, for example, the senior leaders were located outside of the region, and lacked 
understanding of the Christchurch situation. They required that staff rigidly follow an existing 
set of disaster procedures that had been developed from another location, from a different 
type of disaster. Those procedures did not match the extended seismic setting. This adversely 
affected the relationship between the workers and management, causing frustration and 
stress as the organisation’s systems were out of alignment with the changed context, 
especially the nature and volumes of the new work environment.  
 
Once again, the organisations that lacked the capacity for learning showed much slower 
adaptation and growth. It was only much later in disaster, when the consequences of their 
rigid systems and mindsets became evident, that they belatedly realised the need for 
change. At that point they were still limited by the extent to which their organisational 



 

environments had the capacity to support learning, producing slower resilience trajectories. 
 
Although sub-units sometimes attempted to develop their own learning, the unsupportive 
wider organisational culture effectively obstructed new ways of working. Compounding this, 
when an organisation’s sub-units functioned in isolation from each other and did not share 
new knowledge, there was even less chance of collective learning. Individual staff sometimes 
gained new knowledge from working alongside other organisations, but if their own home 
organisations were not open to learning, and lacked systems for gathering and implementing 
new insights, this became a potent source of frustration and disillusionment for those staff. 
 
What can be learned from the research? 
 
The findings of this research give rise to a model of how organisational resilience is socially 
enacted, and significantly, how it continues to develop, during an extended-disaster. The 
model is based around a set of capacities: leadership, employee-centric orientation, 
collaboration, and learning. It affirms how these are largely relational, involving social 
processes, with the organisation as a whole going through revision of its cosmology, adapting 
its worldview to incorporate the post-crisis context (Gittell et al., 2006; Powley, 2009). These 
capacities function as resources that are utilised in a crisis, enabling the organisation to adapt.  
 
An important contribution from this research is the insight into the interdependency between 
the four key capacities, and more specifically, how they function as a developmental 
sequence. Figure 2 presents these as a maturity model with key areas. The starting point of 
the resilience process at Level 1, is creating a foundation of an employee-centric orientation 
where employees are valued, promoting trust and engagement. Without this basis, the other 
levels are not possible to enact. From there, when employees are supported, they can engage 
in collaboration and resource sharing, both within and outside their immediate unit (Level 2). 
Ultimately, from these bases, the organisation can progress to the organisational learning and 
sharing of knowledge (Level 3).  
 
Leadership has a key, ongoing role, through each of the stages, influencing each of the other 
capacities. Leaders of resilient organisations exhibit the three core capacities in their own 
lives, and simultaneously promote their development throughout the organisation. The 
leaders’ own personal capabilities enable them to have high levels of situational awareness, 
perceiving the needs in each of the key areas, and acting in ways to foster resilience.  
 
 
 



 

 
Figure 2. A maturity model of organisational resilience 
 
 
The longer timeframe and context of this study offers insights into the development of 
resilience during an extended crisis. While the findings point to specific capacity areas needed 
for organisational resilience, these are not simple elements that can be changed in a short 
timeframe. Those key capacities needed to be established in advance, so that they could be 
drawn upon in a crisis. The more adaptive organisations exhibited cultures that were already 
employee-centric, collaborative, and supportive of learning before the disaster. In a new, 
unfamiliar disaster situation, the organisations’ ways of operating were based on those 
existing cultures. The key capacities were utilised from the outset, and in an extended crisis 
they continued to develop, as part of a trajectory of constantly growing resilience.  
 
In contrast, organisations that evidenced less adaptation had trajectories of slow, late growth. 
They had limited capability in the four key areas; their leaders lacked situational awareness, 
and they usually belatedly came to realise the problems caused by their existing, less adaptive 
approaches. They only moved to develop capacities once the disaster had been in progress 
for some time.  
 
The maturity model has significant implications for organisations wanting to develop 
organisational resilience.  Viewing the process from this perspective of time-related 
sequence, progressing from employee-centric orientation through to collaboration to 
organisational learning, potentially explains why few organisations achieved capacities in all 
four areas. Consistent with the propositions of earlier writers (de Wall, 2012; Sutcliffe & 



 

Vogus, 2003; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007), the study evidences how learning is particularly vital in 
ambiguous, complex and unfamiliar situations; organisations that are skilled at creating, 
acquiring, and transferring knowledge show a greater capacity for learning and 
transformation (for example de Wall, 2012; Sinkula, 1994; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Vogus & 
Sutcliffe, 2007). However, in the context of a maturity model where organisational learning is 
the ultimate stage, this requires that the other three areas are already well established, 
creating the necessary conditions for organisational learning. This then implies that such 
learning needs to be seen as a very sophisticated competency that takes time to achieve. It is 
significant to note that each of the key elements typically require much time and work to 
change; an organisation that lacks these capacities would need to undergo a significant 
transformation to fully develop organisational resilience, including the higher functions of 
organisational learning.  
 
The use of paired organisations in the research design indicated that the differences in 
adaptation could not be solely attributed to factors such as organisation size, or the type of 
industry. Some of the greatest variation was between two organisations of similar size, in the 
same sector, with one of the pair demonstrating a markedly higher level of adaptation than 
the other. Perhaps counterintuitively, an organisation’s size was not necessarily an obstacle 
to resilience; the more adaptive organisations were sometimes large but they identified the 
need for responsive local leadership and devolved control to situationally aware leaders. 
Combined with the more developed resilience-related capacities of those organisations, they 
could move on a path of prompt and effective adaptation.  
 
Finally, the research operationalises a number of existing concepts from other areas of 
organisational scholarship, combining these to create of model of how resilience develops at 
an organisational level, in a post-disaster setting. It offers a valuable insight into resilience-in-
action. In this respect, the research goes some way towards Britt et al.’s (2016) need for 
building “more sophisticated models of resilience that conceptualize resilience as a dynamic 
construct within a dynamic workplace system” (p.394) by introducing a maturity model of 
resilience in organisations.  
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