
Introduction to a Virtual Special Issue 

After the Storm has Passed: Translating Crisis Experience into Useful Knowledge 

 

Gwendolyn K Lee,a Joseph Lampel,b Zur Shapirac 

aUniversity of Florida Warrington College of Business, Gainesville, FL USA; bAlliance Manchester 

Business School, University of Manchester, Manchester, M15 6PB, United Kingdom; cNew York 

University Stern School of Business, New York, NY USA 

Contact: glee@alum.mit.edu https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4276-7982 (GKL); 

joseph.lampel@manchester.ac.uk https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0668-6747 (JL); zshapira@stern.nyu.edu 

(ZS) 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

This virtual special issue (VSI) collects together 19 papers published in Organization Science that explore 

how organizations learn from crises. The objective is to discuss insights that can help us understand the 

COVID-19 pandemic crisis, implications that existing research carries for organizations’ abilities to keep 

hard-earned lessons after the storm passes, and opportunities that the current phenomenon offers for 

future inquiry in this domain. Organizations, large and small, in hundreds of countries, have suspended 

normal operations. To survive, many organizations have adapted by shifting almost all human-to-human 

interactions online, while facing an ethical dilemma and a tense trade-off between public health and 

economic well-being. We take stock of the research on organizational learning from crises, summarize 

useful knowledge for managing the current crisis, and provide directions for future research. 
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The core objective of the VSI is to offer insights from academic research to inform organizational 

responses to the pandemic crisis. The VSI is a contribution of Organization Science to society to facilitate 

the learning about the unprecedented challenges presented by the crisis. We take stock of the research on 

organizational responses to crisis published in Organization Science, derive key insights, and provide 

directions for future research. We curate from the Special Issue on rare events and organizational 

learning, co-edited by Lampel, Shamsie and Shapira (2009), and enhance the curated set to arrive at a 

collection of nineteen papers published in Organization Science that explore how organizations learn 

from crises: sixteen empirical studies, two editorial commentaries, and one computer simulation model 

(the collection is marked with * in the reference section). 

While the organization science literature is vast, we decided to focus on research on 

organizational learning because we felt that it translates more directly to useful knowledge that can help 

organizations cope with, and adapt to, the COVID-19 pandemic and global economic crisis. Our article 

highlights different types of organizational learning, and lessons learned. It is organized as follows. We 

start with a brief overview of the current pandemic. We then examine the challenge of translating crisis 

experience into useful knowledge.  

In what follows, we outline a typology of organizational learning from crises. We propose four 

types: strategic crisis learning, reflective crisis learning, collective crisis learning, and institutional crisis 

learning. We use the typology to focus on the sixteen empirical studies selected for this special issue. We 

next look at what useful knowledge the selected articles provide for dealing with the current crisis. 

Looking to the future, we discuss what organizations can learn from the current crisis.  We point to three 

main areas of learning: learn to imitate, learn from experts, communicate using science.  We conclude 

with a discussion of expanding research on learning from crises to include research on the role that 

leaders, and managers more generally, play in learning from crises. 

The COVID-19 Challenges to Organizations 



The World Health Organization (WHO) declared a global health emergency on January 30, 2020. By 

April 30, 2020, the coronavirus has sickened more than 3.2 million people worldwide across 177 

countries and at least 231,700 people have died. The pandemic is a round-the-clock drumbeat of awful 

statistics (WHO 2020). The United States leads with more than 1 million cases and 62,708 deaths 

respectively (Coronavirus Map 2020). Other countries report lower mortality numbers, but deflated for 

size of population the numbers appear truly grim. Calculated per 100,00 Belgium is 66 (7,594 deaths), 

followed by Spain 53 (24,543), Italy 46 (27,967 deaths), the UK 40 (26,771 deaths), and France 36 

(24,376 deaths). Merely a few weeks later, by Memorial Day, the U.S. death toll exceeded 97,000. The 

catastrophic loss of lives surmounts the battle deaths of 47,434 Americans during the Vietnam War and 

33,739 Americans during the Korean War (Department of Veterans Affairs 2019).  

Soon after the onset of the pandemic, it became apparent to most world leaders that drastic 

measures had to be taken. Predictions made by various experts (e.g., IHME 2020; Walker et al. 2020) 

consulted by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in March projected that, the 

virus eventually could reach 48 percent to 65 percent of all Americans and would kill up to 1.7 million of 

them if nothing were done to stop the spread. Therefore, after some hesitation in some cases, and greater 

determination in others, large-scale social distancing to prevent human-to-human transmission, and 

shelter-in-place orders were deemed to be necessary to flatten the curve.1 As workers got sick and 

operations were shut down, the global supply chain that feeds operations across the world is disrupted. 

Only essential business remains in operation. Stores, offices, and schools are mostly closed. Massive 

unemployment has ensued as a result.  

There have been pandemics before, but perhaps this is the first pandemic where millions of 

organizations, large and small, in hundreds of countries, have suspended normal operations. To survive, 

                                                 
1 The curve refers to an epidemic curve that is commonly used to visualize responses to disease outbreaks and 

illustrate why public and individual efforts to contain the spread of the virus are crucial. The phrase “flatten the 

curve,” a somewhat counterintuitive notion that a longer outbreak can be easier to handle, means to slow down the 

infection rate so the health care system can adequately take care of people. Interventions that slow down the natural 

flow of the outbreak give us time to respond. 



organizations have adapted by shifting almost all human-to-human interactions online. While businesses 

know that eventually the suppression of face-to-face interactions will be eased and then lifted, what they 

do not know is what kind of world will emerge. Will the economy return to business as usual? Will the 

new normal approximate the old normal? Even if it does, how long will it take? Should we even risk a 

rush to business as usual before an effective vaccine is widely available, considering that this may lead to 

a second wave of infections? We may contemplate normalcy, but when and how it will come is uncertain. 

A return to normalcy, in whatever shape, involves a greater role for organizations. Almost thirty 

years ago, Perrow (1991) spoke of “The Society of Organizations” as the central reality of industrialized 

nations. In the decades that followed, dynamic entrepreneurs and efficient markets came to dominate 

political and media thinking. Formal organizations were seen as bureaucratic and far too slow to deal with 

crises. Conventional thinking maintained that effective management of crises required well-placed 

individuals temporarily organizing and mobilizing resources through informal networks. The 2008-2009 

financial crisis should have reminded pundits that some crises were too big to be handled 

improvisationally; that formal organizations, in that case central banks, certainly play a key role in 

battling crises. In the current crisis, there are numerous organizations that are involved: WHO, CDC, the 

health ministries of governments throughout the world, city governments, municipalities, not to mention 

health care organizations. Organizations are involved in finding solutions to medical problems, 

producing, transporting, and distributing medical supplies, while facing an ethical dilemma and a tense 

trade-off between public health and economic well-being. By the time this crisis is over, we may 

reacquire Perrow’s insight that organizations are central to our society.  

Crisis Experience and the Knowledge-action Gap 

What useful knowledge can be translated from the studies of crisis experience so as to help organizations 

cope with and adapt to the COVID-19 challenges? To translate crisis experience into useful knowledge, 

first, we characterize the features of the current crisis. The COVID-19 crisis, as described earlier, is a rare 

event with an impact of catastrophic magnitude. Ironclad rules are being debated for their relevance. 

Medical doctors’ decision about intubation is a prime example of where the learning from previous 



experience may not apply in the current crisis. Doctors say the coronavirus is challenging the core tenets 

of medicine, leading some to abandon long-established ventilator protocols for certain patients (Dwyer 

2020). But other doctors warn this could be dangerous. Another example is the decree to wear facial 

masks. In the 1918 flu pandemic, not wearing a mask was illegal in some parts of America (French 2020). 

The experience from 1918 taught us the usefulness of wearing masks as a rule. Why is that rule not 

guiding our current action, and for that matter why do countries so often fall asleep at the switch?  

David Ho, Time’s 1996 Man of the Year for his work on HIV provides one answer. He suggests 

that funding dries up when the crisis is over, and with it research interest. He points to the SARS 

epidemic as an example: “the SARS epidemic ended in July of 2003. By the next year, there was hardly 

any interest. Funding for that area kind of dried up. So we simply dropped it and went on with our H.I.V. 

work.” (Hutson 2020). Politics undoubtedly also creates a knowledge-action gap. The alarms sounded by 

Bill Gates (2015, 2020), Larry Brilliant (2006), and Barrack Obama (2014) didn’t translate to 

preparedness. The Obama administration made pandemic preparations, but the Trump administration 

ignored them (Barr 2019; Rice 2020). Taiwan (Wang, Ng & Brook 2020) and South Korea (Normile 

2020) learned from prior epidemic outbreaks (SARS and MERS), and their response to the coronavirus is 

among the best globally, yet the knowledge transfer and best practice adoption were slower to transmit to 

other countries than the coronavirus. 

 

FOUR TYPES OF CRISIS LEARNING 

Looking at the research on organizational learning leads us to propose four types of crisis learning: (1) 

strategic; (2) reflective; (3) collective; and (4) institutional. In this section, we discuss these four types, 

and in Table 1, we list sixteen empirical studies on crisis learning from Organization Science, four articles 

under each type. The articles’ research summary and takeaways are provided in Table 2. In the next 

section, we provide the interconnections among the articles under each type and present the key insights 

that could be useful for managing the current crisis. 

Strategic Crisis Learning 



Strategic learning from a crisis is organizational learning that is focused on the impact of the crisis on the 

relationship of the organization to the wider environment, and on the problems that such crisis may cause 

to the products and services that the organization produces and markets. The knowledge that accumulates 

from strategic learning is the feedback that organizations gain from analyzing how a crisis emerged and 

what actions proved to be effective and ineffective. Strategic learning from crisis comes about from the 

experience that organizations gain from their own experience, and also from what they can learn from the 

experience of other organizations.  

Crises tend to fall into categories, and the experience of the crises can translate into knowledge 

that organizations can use when facing the same type of crises in the future. Strategic learning is therefore 

often learning about types of crises that are specific to the industry. For example, the aircraft industry 

spends substantial resources on analyzing accidents and crashes. It is an important source of learning that 

it uses to improve aircraft design and operations. As another example, the banking sector has periodically 

confronted liquidity crises. When the financial crisis of 2008-2009 erupted, the strategic learning gained 

from previous banking crises were employed by central banks to contain the crisis. However, because 

strategic learning depends on categorizing the crisis, it can also lead to strategic myopia. This can be seen 

from BP’s experience with multiple accidents. In 2005, BP experienced a major accident in its Texas City 

refinery that killed 15 people (Blumenthal 2007). This was followed in 2006 by a five-day leak in the BP 

pipeline that released the largest amount of oil in the history of Alaska (Broder 2011). In 2010, BP 

Deepwater Horizon exploded killing 11 people and spilling close to five million barrels of oil into the 

Gulf of Mexico (Boebert & Blossom 2016). From each accident, BP learned to improve safety, first in 

refining, and then in pipeline operations. But the learning was myopic, and confined to specific divisions: 

refining and pipeline operations. BP did not understand that it had a deeper problem with a culture that 

sacrificed safety for profit (Mouawad 2010; Lustgarten 2012). By the time BP confronted the Deepwater 

Horizon oil platform disaster, it was too late.  

The COVID-19 pandemic highlights the same tensions on a global scale. What is more, whereas 

evacuation decisions in the United States are made within a democratic system, decisions on how to deal 



with the COVID-19 are made in countries where often one-party authoritarian states are governed by 

officials without popular mandate. Using the context of whether and when to evacuate a community 

during the threat of a hurricane hitting land, Dye et al. (2014) submit that stakeholder pressures may 

produce nonsocially optimal outcomes. In addition, the authors make it clear that experts rather than 

politically elected officials, should make the decision whether to evacuate or not. Elected officials have 

on their mind the safety of their constituency but also their own chances of being re-elected, which should 

not be part of the decision. 

If as Dye, Eggers, and Shapira (2014) suggest, hurricanes test the ability of American state and 

local governments to balance competing interests, we can also see COVID-19 as a test that speaks to 

long-standing debates of the relative strengths and weaknesses of democratic vs. authoritarian political 

systems in the midst of a crisis. In democratic systems, stakeholders may have greater influences on crisis 

decisions because they can exercise voice (directly) or exit (indirectly by abandoning their support for the 

elected officials in future elections). This influence as Dye et al. suggest can reduce the discretionary 

space which elected officials see as essential to dealing with the crisis. But from a learning perspective, 

active involvement by stakeholders increases the legitimacy of the system. Knowing that their voice 

matters, stakeholders are more open to information disseminated by elected officials, and more likely to 

adapt voluntarily. From the opposite perspective, elected officials are often overly concerned about the 

reaction of stakeholders to prediction errors. This was the case in October 2001 when hurricane Irene was 

threatening Miami. The officials, who issued evacuation orders for two hurricanes earlier that turned into 

false alarms, were worried that the public will not follow a third evacuation order. In non-democratic 

society, legitimacy is more fragile. The strategies that officials employ often reflects this fragility, hence 

the use of power to control information (Cohen 2020). Officials manipulate information to suit one crisis 

at the cost of legitimacy in the next. Based on an extrapolation of Dye et al.’s evidence, our conjecture is 

that, what stakeholders in authoritarian systems learn from past crises is to distrust what they are told. 

They may submit under duress to instructions from the top, but disempowerment also means less 

willingness to spontaneously organize to aid their fellow citizens. Furthermore, while stakeholders can 



learn about the causal relations leading to a crisis in democratic systems, those in non-democratic systems 

learn how to manage a dictator so as not to suffer bad consequences. 

Reflective Crisis Learning 

Crises are not only an opportunity to acquire knowledge that can be useful should the same type of crisis 

happen again, they are also moments of truth for the organization—moments where it is possible for 

members of the organization to see more clearly the strengths and the weaknesses of the organization. 

Crisis reflection constitutes an audit of how the organization respond to crisis. The audit can point to 

problems in strategy, supply chain, and product quality, but as in the case of BP, it can also point to 

hidden problems that often escape standard reviews, problems of leadership, communication, culture, etc. 

A crisis tests resilience thereby revealing capabilities that are not well known, or clearly understood. 

Reflective crisis learning triggers right after the crisis, but it also has to translate into knowledge and new 

practices if it is to change the organization. 

Most of the literature on crises is premised that crises are unintended disruption to normal 

activities, often resulting from the intrusion of outside natural events such as weather conditions resulting 

from nature of the system itself (Perrow 1984), or because the complexity of the system exceeds 

managerial capabilities (Weick 1987). For instance, Christianson, Farkas, Sutcliffe and Weick (2009) 

focus on a natural event as a source of crisis learning, and ask what insights an organization can gain by 

viewing rare events as significant interruptions that magnify a stimulus that organizations routinely 

encounter on a smaller scale. Their case study examines how the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Museum 

reacted to interruptions. The study provides sense-making of the collapse of the roof of the museum’s 

Roundhouse onto its permanent collection during a snowstorm in 2003 as the museum was preparing for 

another rare event: a celebration of 175 years of American railroading. 

By contrast, Deichmann and van den Ende (2014) present an alternative view of how crises 

generate knowledge. The authors examine learning from failures that are the result of deliberate actions, 

not responses to a natural event crisis. Their study suggests that when actors trigger crises, they are more 

open to learning. Innovations are more likely to be attempted by people who are intrinsically motivated, 



and intrinsically motivated people are more likely to learn. Entrepreneurial organizations that challenge 

the status-quo and fail, thereby creating a crisis, are more likely to learn if failure does not dim their 

ambition to innovate. New aircrafts are often tested to the limit by manufacturers before they are certified. 

Decades long learning has taught these companies how to probe for weak spots and how to learn from 

system failure. 

Collective Crisis Learning 

Crises may affect industries, sectors, economies and societies. Crises at the macro-organizational level 

therefore generate collective as well as individual learning. Collective crisis learning often involves 

learning to coordinate crisis response. This may run the gamut from collectively mobilizing resources, 

addressing legitimacy challenges, and setting up administrative structures to manage the crisis 

collectively. The learning involves reviewing the efforts post-crisis and deciding whether collective 

efforts should be transformed into permanent collective structures. Collective crisis learning also involves 

sensemaking at the macro-level that leads to reinterpretation of culture and key assumptions. 

An example is the reactions of organizations and other community members in coping with the 

next similar crisis. In the context of bank panics when depositors flock to banks to withdraw their savings, 

Greve and Yue (2017) find that the solution that banks prefer for handling the subsequent crisis (the Panic 

of 1907) depends on whether the previous crisis 14 years ago (the Panic of 1893) exposed a lack of trust 

among community members. Bank panics may appear very different from pandemics, hurricanes, or 

nuclear disasters such as Chernobyl that devastate entire regions, but community response plays a crucial 

role in all crises. Crises challenge social cohesion when sudden scarcity in such things as food or medical 

care create extreme inequality in resource access and allocation. Some people have the resources to buy 

food and obtain access to medical care, others find that they do not. Sharing, or at least not hoarding, 

serves the entire community. But this depends on trust. Communities with a reservoir of trust, often 

accumulated from tackling previous crises, are more likely to reduce this inequality. Many in Britain 

evoke the ‘Blitz spirit” when citizens formed orderly ques, people helped each other, and the black market 

was generally shunned, to remind the country that they can work together to defeat the current pandemic. 



Collectives can take different directions. A collective can follow the reasoned decisions of a 

leader or, as in the context of the current crisis, a coalition of governors (Camp 2020). Yet, there are 

plenty examples of a collective behaving going wild, for instance the herding behavior in stock markets 

(Venezia, Nashikar & Shapira 2011). Another different example points to the role of tradition in learning. 

The Andaman people did not lose even one person to the great 2004 Tsunami that hit Indonesia and 

islands in the northwestern part of the Indian ocean and led to the death of a quarter of a million people. 

Their tradition passed on to generation after generation says if the sea goes back, you have to run to the 

hills (Simon 2009). 

Institutional Crisis Learning 

Crises challenge and change institutions that underpin and regulate economic and social life. Formal 

institutions often engage in deliberate post-crisis learning, commissioning research and setting up task 

forces to collect and analyze information. However, institutional self-preservation often leads institutional 

actors to craft narratives that defend institutional legitimacy. Efforts are often made to use learning to 

enhance the influence of the institution and deflecting blame for failure to act preemptively. In some 

cases, institutional crisis learning is emergent, with mostly incremental changes resulting from internal 

assessment and the reactions of external stakeholders. 

An institution’s identity may shift to the claims made by the actors who can resolve the crisis; 

hence, the construction of organizational identity is related to the construction of strategic capabilities and 

resources (Glynn 2000). In resolving the crisis, the actors’ activities concentrate especially on 

communicating and controlling a chaotic situation (Mintzberg 2001). A bottom-up process of 

environmental sensemaking may lead to the emergence of and transformation in institutional logics 

(Nigam & Ocasio 2010). When actors face adverse consequences that result from changes in the 

environment, they may respond by modifying their decision-making structures and processes, in addition 

to lobbying external stakeholders such as the government for protection (Kaplan & Harrison 1993). 

 

DISCUSSION AND PATHS FORWARD 



In this section, we summarize key insights about organizational learning that could be useful for 

managing the current crisis based on the articles that we curate for the virtual special issue. Then we 

discuss more broadly several key issues that organizations should learn from the current crisis. Finally, 

we point to paths forward as future research directions. 

Academic Research for Managing the Current Crisis 

The academic research on crisis learning that we reviewed in the previous section covers several lenses 

for decision makers to consider in managing the current crisis: organizational memory, process-based 

learning, narrative, evidence-based learning, vigilant learning, uncertain learning, and forgetting.  

Through the lens of organizational memory, a useful take-away from academic research is that 

organizations learn from infrequent and even unique events in their memory. The analogy to human 

memory seems apt in this regard, but research points to a more complex picture. Baum and Dahlin (2007) 

inferred that US freight railroads with higher accident rates tended to reduce their accident rates more 

quickly. When it comes to failure, railroads engage in efficient learning that recalls operant conditioning 

theory. But this may be because as regulated entities they are legally required to report accidents. In many 

organizations, learning actors, rather than observers, control reporting internally as well as externally, 

allowing them to take advantage of ambiguity. Starbuck (2009) notes that “when it is unclear whether a 

sequence of events adds up to success or to failure, organization members try to manipulate 

interpretations to their own benefit”. Rare events and organizations’ responses are more likely to be 

subject of sensemaking and storytelling that embed them into the organizational memory and deposit in 

organizational memory, forming the basis for organizations’ response repertoire (Lampel, Shamsie & 

Shapira 2009). 

Through the lens of process-based learning, significant interruptions are viewed as an audit of an 

organization’s existing response repertoires—the stock of routines, habits, and roles that have been 

experienced, as well as the capability to recombine portions of the stock in novel ways. In the context of 

the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Museum Roundhouse experiencing a series of significant interruptions 

over a period of approximately three years (e.g., the roof collapsing onto its collections), “the 



organization learns what it knows and who it is when it sees what it can do” (Christianson et al. 2009: 

846). Organizing routines update understanding and reduce the ambiguity that is generated during 

significant interruptions. 

Through the lens of narrative, mobilizing collective action under duress requires narratives, 

resources, and communicative actions in a world with rife with globalization, political instability, 

terrorism, demographic transformation, and a business climate that is increasingly complex and dynamic 

(Quinn & Worline 2008). How did the passengers and crew members aboard Flight 93 organize a 

counterattack against the hijackers as a response to the hijacking of their airplane on September 11, 2001? 

Organizations and the people within them are more likely to engage in courageous collective action when 

they have three narratives—a personal narrative that helps them understand who they are beyond the 

immediate situation and manage the intense emotions that accompany duress, a narrative that explains the 

duress that has been imposed upon them sufficiently to make moral and practical judgments about how to 

act, and a narrative of collective action—and the resources that make the creation of these narratives 

feasible. 

Through the lens of evidence-based learning, an organization’s reluctance to accept the 

ramifications of the crisis is often linked to the cost of remedial actions. We see this today with debate of 

the cost to the economy of taking drastic measures to suppress the COVID-19 pandemic. Short-term cost 

aversion often stands in the way of accepting that it is better to spend today because the crisis when it 

erupts will be many times more costly. BP rewarded shareholders with profits generated by cost savings 

to operations. The savings dwarfed the losses that shareholders suffered after the Deepwater Horizon 

disaster. Similarly, NASA’s decision not to attend seriously to the damage caused to the foam insulation 

from debris that hit the shuttle’s wing, led to the Columbia disaster in 2003 (Buljan & Shapira 2005). 

Through the lens of vigilant learning, organizations require understanding of causal relationships 

to generate reliable and valid knowledge. Attending to weak cues is one way to collect data on potential 

or actual causes (Rerup 2009). Attentional triangulation, which refers to the combination of the three 

different dimensions of attention to comprehend the same issue with greater clarity and depth, proactively 



identifies, pinpoints, or isolates issues that can evolve into events that are potentially consequential. 

Another way to collect data is to assemble a repository of failure events that might ordinarily be 

dismissed as noise (Maslach et al. 2018). Vigilant learning can emerge from studying the failure events 

and identifying possibilities that the organization had not considered.  

Through the lens of uncertain learning, prior beliefs influence how organizations read the data. A 

recurring example is exemplified above by the fact that false alarms in hurricane evacuations lead to 

aversion to call another evacuation which can lead to disastrous outcomes. This was the case with 

Hurricane Andrew that hit south Florida in 1992 and was for years one of the most destructive hurricanes 

up until then. Residents who did not follow the call for evacuation said that there were many such calls 

before that ended as “cry wolf” so they decided not to evacuate. 

Another example is global warming that illustrates the influence of prior beliefs on willingness to 

act. Those accepting the evidence of warming have argued that small actions taken immediately could 

slow the rate of change and moderate changes that might otherwise become necessary later. “Action taken 

now to reduce significantly the build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere will lessen the magnitude 

and rate of climate change” (Joint Science Academies 2005). Cautious action is a logical reaction to 

awareness that perceptions are moot or that data are unreliable. As well, people experiencing unexpected 

shifts in their environments are unsure whether shifts will persist or what actions make sense. Cautious 

action is also a logical reaction to awareness that inappropriate actions might trigger catastrophe. 

“Reactions of various people to global warming suggest a link between causal attributions and 

willingness to take action. People who think human behavior contributes significantly to global warming 

advocate taking prompt action to modify problematic behavior. People who doubt that human behavior 

contributes significantly to global warming advocate gathering more information before taking action.” 

(Starbuck 2009: 934). 

Through the lens of forgetting, organizational learning declines after crises. Forgetting is part of 

learning (going back to normal) “In general, error-free periods tend to be interpreted as an indication that 

a problem has been solved and resources can be reallocated away from safety… In actuality, NASA was 



fortunate that foam strikes never hit a critical part of a shuttle before Columbia, yet the role of luck in 

error-free periods tends to be systematically underestimated” (Haunschild, Polidoro & Chandler 2015). In 

the aftermath of a crisis, resources are allocated to analyzing and deriving lessons. Yet, in spite of the 

attention paid to these lessons, and steps taken to implement these lessons, the knowledge acquired 

dissipates over time. All too often, when a similar crisis emerges, the structures and strategies devised in 

the wake of previous crises prove ineffective; either because they have been systematically neglected, or 

because decision makers are reluctant to employ them. Broadly speaking, as Haunschild et al. point out, 

decision makers are also prone to seeing lucky escapes as indicating that they have mastered the crisis. In 

effect, decision makers become overconfident.  

The successful management of the Texas Ebola contamination in 2014 may have engendered 

confidence that the US could handle transcontinental epidemics. But luck had much to do with this 

success. It is interesting that learning from past crisis does not decline as much when the crisis is the 

result of actions of adversaries, whether sovereign states or groups. Responding to crisis that are caused 

by failure of technological systems or climatic forces can be seen as playing a game against nature.  In a 

game against nature, actors can assume that their actions do not generate information that the other side in 

the game can use to mount a more effective attack. This is not the case in games between rational actors, 

where action and reaction are co-evolutionary. For this reason, at least when it comes to international 

crises, the learning generated by one crisis is not forgotten because actors know that the other side has 

“upped their game”. While we cannot say that hurricanes up their game, medical measures do affect the 

ways in which viruses evolve. Therefore, when it comes to fighting future pandemics, it may well be that 

we will have to learn more from how countries use lessons from past crises to forecast and prepare for the 

next, rather than assume that past knowledge is adequate. 

What Organizations Should Learn from the Current Crisis 

More broadly, what should organizations learn from the current crisis? What could have been done 

differently regarding early detection and rapid response (diagnostic testing, contact tracing, and 



preventing shortages in medical equipment)? Two key issues stand out based on the features of the 

current crisis: (1) Learn to imitate; (2) Learn from experts; and (3) Communicate using science. 

Learn to imitate 

Innovations get the headlines, but during a crisis, imitation—learning from others—is often the best 

initial response. When the effectiveness of practices is uncertain (e.g., issuing a decree to wear facial 

masks when there is a shortage of masks) and the practices are interdependent (e.g., store managers ask 

shoppers to wear facial masks and impose social distancing), organizations (stores, cities, counties, states, 

countries) face the decision of how much to copy from practices used elsewhere. Should a country follow 

the example of New Zealand where lockdown was strictly imposed, or Sweden where lockdown was not 

practiced? If a country decided to borrow from each, how much should it borrow? 

Csaszar and Siggelkow (2010) developed a simulation model to explore what is an effective 

breadth of imitation. The results of their model highlight that imitation can serve two different functions: 

(1) mimicking high performers; and (2) generating search by dislodging a firm from its current set of 

practices. Each function requires different organizational routines for its successful implementation. In the 

presence of many interactions among practices, should a firm attempt to copy very few, some, or many 

practices of a high-performing firm that operates in a similar business context? How would the answer to 

this question change as the time horizon shrinks, or as the similarity in business context decreases? 

Giachetti, Lampel and Li Pira (2017) examine imitation scope and speed in Red Queen competition. To 

keep up with a rapidly changing market, organizations imitate product features that their rivals have 

already introduced. Giachetti et al (2017). find that firms respond to imitation scope more than imitation 

speed. Crises that resemble Red Queen competition imply competition for a diminishing, or insufficiently 

increasing, pool of resources. History records many sieges and famines where people and governments 

competed for resources, imitating each other’s predatory tactics. Sadly, we saw some of this during the 

current crisis when governments competed for medical supplies in the world market, sometimes paying 

suppliers to divert promised deliveries. Red Queen can be stopped if organizations and governments 

decide to cooperate, sharing resources rather than trying to grab as many for themselves as they can.   



If you are going to imitate, goes the popular saying, imitate the best. Giachetti and Lampel (2010) 

point to market leader as a reference point. In a crisis, countries borrow solutions they regard in high 

esteem. The U.S. has long occupied this position: Internationally countries often looked to the U.S. for 

disaster mitigation solutions. In the current crisis, however, the U.S. has not provided a leadership model. 

Instead, countries such as South Korea and Singapore who have rolled out a range of solutions have been 

widely imitated particularly in East Asia. One example is a technological solution—digital contact 

tracing—for collecting data on the virus’s progress and the efforts to contain it including tracking those 

who are infected and their contacts (Huang et al. 2020). It seems that learning from others in a crisis also 

requires learning to pick the organization from which it is best to learn. 

Learn from experts 

Our forefathers prayed for divine intervention during a crisis. In contrast, modern societies turn to 

science. In 1932, faced with the worst depression in American history, Democratic candidate and future 

president, Franklin Roosevelt, assembled a group of experts that came to be known as the “brain trust”. 

The brain trust played a major role in forming policies to deal with the Great Depression, and idea was 

picked up by later presidents such as Kennedy and Obama. It also created a template for such institutions 

as the Council for Economic Advisors that today operates within the Executive Office of the President. 

For much of the post-war period, expertise was valued and respected, but starting in the 1960s and 

increasingly in the following decades expertise became suspect. Critics seized on mistakes and poor 

judgement to argue that experts often lacked the knowledge they claimed, or that they were biased and 

motivated by self-interest. This was summed up by Michael Gove, British Minister of Justice, who stated 

bluntly during the 2016 Brexit debate that people “have had enough of experts. [enough of] people from 

organizations with acronyms saying that they know what is best and getting it consistently wrong.” It may 

well be that this distrust of experts is one of the reasons that the UK government ignored a report by 

experts in 2019 that warned of the potential of a coronavirus outbreak and laid out a detailed list of 

critical concerns that required attention and advanced planning (Hopkins 2020). No action was taken.  

Communicate using science 



To some extent, this reflects an on-and-off relationship between governments and experts. When a crisis 

hits, experts are called in to provide answers. Decision makers prefer certainty in the answers that experts 

provide. However, as Fischhoff and Davis (2014: 13664) point out, “All science has uncertainty.” Unless 

that uncertainty is communicated effectively, decision makers may put too much or too little faith in it. 

One example is the scientific evidence about the COVID-19 being much more devastating than the flu in 

terms of transmission rate, infection fatality ratio, and human suffering from severe symptoms. A major 

issue facing leaders in the current COVID-19 crisis is how to communicate the scientific aspects of the 

pandemic and the risks involved with premature opening of the economy in particular to people who 

disregard science and are in dire economic situation. Opening the economy involves uncertainties that can 

be described as error of commission (premature opening) on the one hand, and error of omission 

(delaying the opening too much) on the other hand. The delicate task of pitting one against the other is 

very difficult and future research should focus on communicating scientific facts and the risks involved in 

decisions during crises such as pandemics (Fischhoff & Davis 2014). 

Experts use learning from past crises to generate knowledge that prevents future crises, and to 

propose best courses of action if prevention fails. The role of science, however, has diminished in federal 

policymaking and regulatory decisions before the pandemic erupted. Governments often balk at the cost 

of acting on scientific advice before a crisis. When there is no crisis, political decision makers are less 

responsive (Dror 1986; Wildavsky 1987). As Peter Daszak, who directs the pandemic-prevention group 

EcoHealth Alliance and is also chairman of the Forum on Microbial Threats at the National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, stated “The problem isn’t that prevention was impossible,” “It was 

very possible. But we didn’t do it. Governments thought it was too expensive.” (Kahn 2020). 

Governments have to weigh the cost of prevention and sometimes they get it wrong. What is more 

alarming, as Plumer and Davenport (2019) extensively document, is the blatant disregard to expertise 

based on catering to business interests in the name of economic growth. 

Paths Forward 



The research in this VSI explores how organizations learn from crises. While for theoretical and empirical 

convenience we can say that organizations learn from crisis, closer examination suggests that the picture 

is incomplete unless researchers take into account the role that individuals play in how organizations 

respond and learn from crises. The obvious place to start is with leaders, the most visible members of 

organizations, and often the most consequential during a crisis (James, Wooten & Dushek 2011). The 

leader’s framing of the crisis can have decisive influence on the resilience of people in the rest of the 

organization (Boin & ‘t Hart 2003). This involves stark choices: Should the leader report the unvarnished 

truth, even when things are bleak, or should the leader strike an upbeat note, reassuring everybody that all 

is going well (Allen & Caillout 1994). Winston Churchill asked parliament for a vote of confidence, 

telling them that he had nothing to offer but “blood, toil, tears and sweat”. He got the vote of confidence, 

and the support of the British people during the dark days that followed. On the other hand, an upbeat 

overview of the crisis can lift morale and energize effort. But this can be risky and is often overdone if it 

contradicts reality. In the current crisis, leaders that have painted a rosy picture and raised unrealistic 

expectations of ‘victory around the corner’ may have boosted optimism temporarily, but if events do not 

comply, this may create confusion and anger (Brooks 2020).  

For most of human history, leadership during a crisis meant male leadership. During this crisis, 

we have for first time a sufficient number of women in position of national leadership to study the role of 

gender in the link between how leaders behave and what differences leaders make (Brandert & Matkin 

2019). The sample size is small. We have female leaders in 12 countries, including Germany, New 

Zealand, Denmark, and Taiwan. A small sample to be sure, but it is noteworthy that, while we can point 

to male leaders in countries that have performed well, their proportion in the total number of countries led 

by men is much smaller than in the sample of countries led by women. An analysis of the crisis 

management and performance of countries that are led by women points to effective action and good 

outcomes (Chamorro-Premuzic 2020; Henley & Roy 2020; PBS NewsHour 2020; Wittenberg-Cox 2020). 

We have different explanations for why this is the case that are not mutually exclusive. Psychological 



traits such as empathy and putting health above economic considerations stand out, but so do societal 

factors such as greater equality between men and women. 

Leaders in a crisis matter not only in what they say or do, but also in how they work with the rest 

of the organization. This often starts before the crisis is full blown. Front line employees and middle 

managers are often the first to notice an impending crisis (Maitlis & Sonenshein 2010). They may feel 

compelled to alert leadership that normal business is no longer possible, but they may also be aware that 

the news they bring could fall on deaf ears or may even bring retribution. Whistleblowers, such as Dr. Li 

Wenliang who tried to warn his medical colleagues in Wuhan that a SARS like virus is rapidly spreading 

and was then forced to recant by the police, caught the world’s attention (Green 2020; Davidson 2020). 

The resulting delay in taking action was devastating for Wuhan as it proved to be for the rest of the world. 

Another whistleblower, Dr. Rick Bright, who is a vaccine expert and served as director of the Biomedical 

Advanced Research and Development Authority in charge of developing measures to help guard against 

infectious threats and securing vital supplies, testified to the U.S. House Energy and Commerce 

subcommittee that the Trump administration is mishandling the response to the coronavirus pandemic 

(Norwood 2020; O'Donnell 2020). Dr. Bright was removed from his director position, a decision he 

believes was retaliation for his pushing back on the administration’s virus response strategies, including 

the president’s support of the unproven use of an antimalarial drug, hydroxychloroquine, to treat the 

illness (Bright 2020). The early warnings made by Dr. Bright went “unheeded,” as argued by Stolberg 

(2020) in her description of the whistleblower’s testimony to lawmakers. 

The repression of whistle blowers is often a symptom of the need of leaders to exercise total 

control. During a crisis, exercising total control slows down the ability of organizations to respond as 

people at lower levels of the organization wait for instructions rather than exercise initiative. The great 

divide during the COVID-19 pandemic is between organizations where the leadership insists on control 

and those where leadership welcomes ideas and encourages initiative. This extends to top management 

listening to members of the organization that notice and correctly interpret the disruptive potential of the 

crisis. Such was the case when James Allard and Steven Sinofsky, two engineers at Microsoft tried to get 



Bill Gates and Steve Ballmer’s attention to the potential disruption of the Internet to Microsoft’s business 

while Gates was completely focused on Windows 95 (Rebello 1996). As the examples of Dr. Li Wenliang 

in China and Dr. Rick Bright in the U.S. demonstrate, expert assessments that provide early warnings are 

not always welcomed by top echelons. Much depends on where the experts are located relative to the 

decision makers. Green and Shapira (2018) model the process of how sensing by individuals at the 

frontier of the crisis can get to the higher-level decision makers and how different organizational 

structures may delay or facilitate getting the information to the attention of the decision makers and 

eventually lead to errors of commission or omission.  

During the COVID-19 crisis, as in many previous crises, resilience, the “idea of bouncing back 

while sustaining a sense of purpose” (Lampel, Banerjee & Bhalla 2019: 5), very much depends on the 

flexibility and creativity of the organization. Companies that exhibit flexibility and tap creativity are more 

likely to survive, and prosper after the crisis. What caught many observers by surprise is the extent to 

which companies across the world retooled and reorganized to produce much needed medical supplies 

during the crisis (Davies & O’Carroll 2020). Perfume makers and alcohol distillers switched to producing 

hand sanitizers (Calagione 2020; Levenson 2020); engineering firms started to produce ventilators (Fryer 

2020); fashion and clothing companies have reorganized to produce surgical masks and hospital gowns 

(Davies & O’Carroll 2020). The willingness to voluntarily respond to social needs runs counter to much 

of the criticism that companies have endured in the past few decades. This VSI examines research that 

looks at how organizations learn from crisis, and how they put this learning to use. But it is possible to 

argue that during crisis organizations also realize that they are part of society, with a responsibility to 

society. This is a type of learning that fits with collective and institutional learning, and to some extent 

with reflective and strategic learning. What would be useful for organizations and society to learn is why 

and how companies that are normally so focused on profit act on their social responsibility beyond the 

call of duty during a crisis. There is little doubt that this will occupy organizational researchers for a long 

time to come. As the VSI facilitates research on learning from and about the unprecedented challenges 



presented by the crisis, and points to important research directions, we encourage more submissions to 

Organization Science. 
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TABLE 1 

 

FOUR TYPES OF CRISIS LEARNING 

 

Crisis 

learning 

Definition Publications on crisis learning 

from Organization Science 

Strategic Strategic learning from a crisis is organizational 

learning that is focused on the impact of the 

crisis on the relationship of the organization to 

the wider environment, and on the problems that 

such crisis may cause to the products and 

services that the organization produces and 

markets. 

 

Dye, Eggers & Shapira (2014) 

 

Madsen (2009) 

 

Baum & Dahlin (2007) 

 

Oetzel & Oh (2014) 

Reflective Reflective learning from a crisis triggers 

reflection right after the crisis, but it also has to 

translate into knowledge and new practices if it 

is to change the organization. Crisis reflection 

constitutes an audit of how the organization 

respond to crisis. 

Christianson, Farkas, Sutcliffe & 

Weick (2009) 

 

Rerup (2009) 

 

Deichmann & van den Ende 

(2014) 

 

Haunschild, Polidoro & 

Chandler (2015) 

 

Collective Collective learning from a crisis often involves 

learning to coordinate crisis response. The 

learning involves reviewing the efforts post-

crisis and deciding whether collective efforts 

should be transformed into permanent collective 

structures. Collective crisis learning also 

involves sensemaking at the macro-level that 

leads to reinterpretation of culture and key 

assumptions. 

 

Greve & Yue (2017) 

 

Maslach, Branzei, Rerup &  

Zbaracki (2018) 

 

Beck & Plowman (2014) 

 

Quinn & Worline (2008) 

Institutional Institutional learning from a crisis can be formal 

or emergent. Formal learning entails deliberate 

post-crisis learning, commissioning research and 

setting up task forces to collect and analyze 

information. Emergent learning involves mostly 

incremental changes resulting from internal 

assessment and the reactions of external 

stakeholders. 

Glynn (2000) 

 

Mintzberg (2001) 

 

Nigam & Ocasio (2010) 

 

Kaplan & Harrison (1993) 

 

 

  



TABLE 2 

 

SUMMARY AND TAKEAWAYS 

 

Research questions & results 

summary 

Insights from context 

 

Crisis learning: Strategic 
When the outcome is uncertain, how does a 

decision maker take the views of 

stakeholders into account? Stakeholders 

such as elected officials have on their mind 

the safety of their constituency but also their 

own chances of being re-elected, which 

should not be part of the decision. Pressures 

exerted by stakeholders may produce 

nonsocially optimal outcomes. 

 

Dye, Eggers & Shapira (2014) study decision errors—both Type I 

and Type II (omission and commission, respectively)— in the 

context of whether and when to evacuate a community during the 

threat of a hurricane hitting land. The cost of the potential errors 

is vital to understanding how stakeholder opinions matter to 

decision makers. So are the stakeholders that differentially bear 

those costs and could withhold resources. 

Does prior experience with disaster make 

organizations more capable of preventing 

future disasters? Do organizations learn 

from disasters experienced by other 

organizations? Do organizations learn 

differently from rare disasters than they do 

from common minor accidents? 

Organizations do learn to prevent future 

disasters. Organizations reduce their 

likelihood of future disaster through direct 

experience with disaster, direct experience 

with minor accidents, and vicarious 

experience with disaster. 

 

Madsen (2009) examine organizational learning from disaster as a 

complex process that involves learning at the individual, 

organizational, and institutional levels. Using the context of fatal 

U.S. coal mining accidents from 1983 to 2006, he finds that 

organizations do learn to prevent future disasters. Organizations 

are found to reduce their likelihood of future disaster through 

direct experience with disaster, direct experience with minor 

accidents, and vicarious experience with disaster. 

 

 

How are organizations’ patterns of learning 

from experience influenced by aspiration-

performance feedback? What is the role of 

performance feedback in affecting 

organizations’ attention to and balance 

between experiential and vicarious learning 

(their own vs. others’ experience)? Learning 

from failure is essential to organizational 

learning and adaptation. Failure 

(performance away from aspirations) 

stimulates nonlocal search and exploration, 

whereas performance near aspirations 

fosters local search and exploitive learning. 

 

Baum and Dahlin (2007) investigate the role of performance 

feedback in affecting organizations’ attention to and balance 

between experiential and vicarious learning. In the context of U.S. 

Class 1 freight railroads’ accidents from 1975 to 2001, they find 

that when a railroad’s accident rate deviates from aspiration 

levels, the railroad benefits less from its own operating and 

accident experience and more from other railroads’ operating and 

accident experiences. Failure (i.e., accident rate deviating from 

aspiration levels) stimulates nonlocal search and exploration, 

whereas performance near aspirations fosters local search and 

exploitative learning. 

For multinational corporations’ expansion, 

what is the role of firm experience with 

discontinuous risks, which are episodic 

occurrences that are often difficult to 

anticipate or predict, 

including terrorist attacks, natural disasters, 

and technological disasters? Experience with 

high-impact terrorist attacks as well as 

Oetzel and Oh (2014) study the role of firm experience with 

discontinuous risks, which are episodic occurrences that are often 

difficult to anticipate or predict, including terrorist attacks, natural 

disasters, and technological disasters. In the context of 

multinational corporations’ expansion, they find that experience 

with high-impact terrorist attacks can be leveraged in expansions 

in an existing host country but not for initial entry into other 

countries experiencing similar high-impact disasters. They find 



natural and technological disasters can be 

leveraged in expansions in an existing host 

country but not for initial entry into other 

countries experiencing similar high-impact 

disasters. 

that experience with natural and technological disasters can be 

similarly leveraged. 

 

 

 

Crisis learning: Reflective 
How and what organizations might learn 

from rare events? Rare events audit existing 

response repertoires. Three organizing 

routines—interpreting, relating, and re-

structuring—are critical to both learning and 

responding because they update 

understanding and reduce the ambiguity 

generated during a rare event. 

Christianson, Farkas, Sutcliffe and Weick (2009) ask, what 

insights can be gained by viewing rare events as significant 

interruptions, exaggerations of a type of stimulus that 

organizations routinely encounter on a smaller scale? Their case 

study of the collapse of the roof of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad 

Museum Roundhouse onto its collections during a snowstorm in 

2003 as the museum was preparing for another rare event reveals 

that, “rare events provoke a reconsideration of organizational 

identity as the organization learns what it knows and who it is 

when it sees what it can do.” (Christianson et al. 2009: 846). Rare 

events are interruptions that trigger learning because they expose 

weaknesses and reveal unrealized behavioral potential. 

 

What are the structures and processes that 

organizations can enact to facilitate attention 

triangulation for learning from rare events? 

Attentional triangulation, which refers to the 

intersection of three interdependent 

dimensions of organizational attention 

(stability, vividness, and coherence), may 

help organizations identify potential threats 

from weak cues in their environment and 

prevent a crisis from reoccurring. 

Rerup (2009) examine the structures and processes that 

organizations can enact to facilitate attention triangulation for 

learning from rare events. Using the case of Novo Nordisk, a 

world leader in diabetes care, which recovered and learned from 

an unexpected crisis in 1993, he finds that learning from a crisis 

involves understanding why the crisis occurred and developing 

organizational designs for preventing the crisis from reoccurring. 

A mock FDA manufacturing audit revealed many product quality 

problems that Novo Nordisk risked losing its license to sell 

insulin in the United States. “Although there was nothing wrong 

with the quality of its insulin, Novo Nordisk was unable to 

document all the details of its manufacturing processes (Jacobsen 

2000). As such, Novo Nordisk did not comply with the FDA’s 

stricter enforcement of good manufacturing practices” (Rerup 

2009: 880). 

 

How do the successes and failures of people 

who initiate radical ideas influence (a) the 

inclination to take new personal initiatives 

and (b) the outcome of those initiatives? 

Failures, rather than successes, of initiators 

increase the likelihood of repeat initiative 

taking. Involving initiators with prior 

success in initiative taking has a positive 

effect on the outcome of a subsequent 

radical initiative. 

 

Deichmann and van den Ende (2014) present an alternative view 

of how crises generate knowledge. They observe that involving 

initiators with prior success in initiative taking has a positive 

effect on the outcome of a subsequent radical initiative, based on 

the data of 1,792 radical ideas suggested by 908 employees in a 

multinational firm’s idea and innovation program. However, 

failures, rather than successes, of initiators increase the likelihood 

of repeat initiative taking.  

 

 

Why do organizations cycle through periods 

of learning and periods of forgetting? 

Organizations change over time as a result 

of their ability to learn and their tendency to 

forget. However, why might the 

organizations might change back? That is, 

why do organizations cycle through periods 

of learning and periods of forgetting? A 

Haunschild, Polidoro and Chandler (2015) submit that 

organizations oscillate between learning and forgetting because 

serious errors push them toward a focus on safety while also 

pulling them away from other foci, such as efficiency or 

innovation. Over time, the effect of a serious error on safety 

weakens, allowing alternative activities to emerge that lead to 

subsequent errors. The authors developed a theory of 

organizational oscillation based on qualitative data from the 



theory of organizational oscillation answers 

these questions. 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA’s) 

Challenger and Columbia accidents. The theory is tested using a 

data set of all pharmaceutical firms that introduced Food and 

Drug Administration (FDA)-approved drugs in the United States 

from 1997 to 2004. 

 

Crisis learning: Collective 
How does a crisis shape the reactions of 

organizations and other community 

members in coping with the next similar 

crisis? What is the long-term effect of 

community crises? Organizational memory 

carries past experience into the future. 

 

Greve and Yue (2017) examine how a crisis shapes the reactions 

of organizations and other community members in coping with 

the next similar crisis. Organizational memory carries past 

experience into the future in the context of bank panics when 

depositors flock to banks to withdraw their savings. The solution 

that banks prefer for handling the subsequent crisis (the Panic of 

1907) depends on whether the previous crisis 14 years ago (the 

Panic of 1893) exposed a lack of trust among community 

members.  

 

How can firms learn effectively from a 

repository of failure events? Organizations 

use information about the failure events of 

other firms to extract new valid knowledge. 

 

Maslach, Branzei, Rerup, and Zbaracki (2018) study how firms 

can learn effectively from a repository of failure events. As in the 

case of a public repository that accumulates reports of adverse 

events in the medical device industry—the Manufacturer and 

User Facility Device Experience (MAUDE) data set of the U.S. 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA), organizations learn from 

the collective failure events of other firms. 

 

How do responders with limited or no 

history of working together and without a 

designated leader or existing structure 

collaborate across organizational boundaries 

on an unprecedented and complex 

undertaking? The actions of individual 

responders who showed up and started doing 

something put forces in play that contributed 

to trust, identity, and the success of an 

unplanned collaboration in the Columbia 

space shuttle disaster response effort. 

 

Beck and Plowman (2014) investigate the actions of individual 

responders who showed up and started doing something in the 

Columbia space shuttle disaster response effort. In the context of 

the space shuttle Columbia breaking apart and falling from the 

sky, hundreds of emergency responders involving up to 25,000 

individuals from more than 130 federal, state, local, and volunteer 

agencies transformed multiple, uncoordinated, localized 

responses into an interorganizational collaboration and successful 

response effort. In the midst of chaos, the transformation occurred 

without a plan or a designated leader. The actions of individual 

responders put forces in play that contributed to trust, identity, 

and the success of an unplanned collaboration. 

 

What makes courageous collective action 

possible, in the face of unexpected, 

threatening, or fearful developments? The 

people in the situation face duress and must 

determine if and how they will engage in a 

collective response. By identifying 

narratives and resources that enable 

courageous collective action and the types of 

communicative actions that facilitate 

people’s creation of these narratives and 

resources, we can improve our theoretical 

understanding of mobilizing collective 

action under duress, and of conditions that 

enable courageous action in organizations. 

Quinn and Worline (2008) analyze the responses of the 

passengers and crew members aboard Flight 93. On September 

11, 2001, the passengers and crew members responded 

courageously to the hijacking of their airplane by organizing a 

counterattack against the hijackers. To take courageous collective 

action, people need three narratives—a personal narrative that 

helps them understand who they are beyond the immediate 

situation and manage the intense emotions that accompany 

duress, a narrative that explains the duress that has been imposed 

upon them sufficiently to make moral and practical judgments 

about how to act, and a narrative of collective action—and the 

resources that make the creation of these narratives feasible. 

 

Crisis learning: Institutional 



How is the construction of a cultural 

institution’s identity related to the 

construction of strategic capabilities and 

resources? A cultural institution’s identity 

shifts to the claims made by those who can 

resolve the crisis. 

Glynn (2000) study the relation between the construction of a 

cultural institution’s identity and the construction of strategic 

capabilities and resources. Claims of organizational identity, 

made under organizational crisis, accounted for variations in the 

construction of strategic capabilities and resources. The process 

of constructing capabilities and resources is nonlinear, 

nonrational, and socially constructed, particularly under 

conditions of organizational crisis. Crises can prompt a shift in 

the perceived legitimacy of a professional group and its claimed 

ideology. In the context of the 1996 musicians’ strike at the 

Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, the professional ideologies of 

musicians and administrators were at odds over the orchestra’s 

allocation of resources (investment in artistry vs. cost 

containment). The organization’s identity shifts to the claims 

made by those who can resolve the crisis. 

 

How can refugee camps of 175,000 and 

20,000 people, respectively, be managed to 

reduce human tragedy when there are risks 

of death and massacre? A civilized and 

coordinated response to human tragedy is 

the only option. 

Mintzberg (2001) asks how can refugee camps of 175,000 and 

20,000 people, respectively, be managed to reduce human tragedy 

when there are risks of death and massacre? Managing a refugee 

camp means running a municipality and more, including food 

distribution, sanitation, road construction and maintenance, 

housing, and health care. Managers’ activities concentrate 

especially on communicating and controlling a chaotic situation 

in a steady state, at least temporarily given the unconventionally 

risky circumstance, in the context of Red Cross refugee camps in 

N’gara, Tanzania with 175,000 Rwandans and 20,000 

Burundians. 

 

How do events create opportunities for 

cognitive realignment and transformation in 

institutional logics? The cognitive 

realignment and transformation in 

institutional logics reflect a bottom-up 

process of environmental sensemaking. 

Nigam and Ocasio (2010) study the cognitive realignment and 

transformation in institutional logics. A bottom-up process of 

environmental sensemaking led to the emergence and adoption of 

a logic of managed care. The managed care logic did not emerge 

in a fully formed fashion, in the context of Clinton’s Health Care 

Reform Initiative. The label “managed care,” previously 

understood as a specific organizational form, took on a new 

meaning to symbolize the organizing principles for hospitals’ 

relationships with a variety of institutional actors, as alternative 

models not congruent with the changing organizational field were 

abandoned. 

 

How do corporations manage the adverse 

consequences of the changes in the legal 

environment such as those increasing the 

liability exposure of corporate directors? 

The changes in the legal environment 

changes resulted in increased liability 

exposure for directors and a crisis in director 

liability insurance. Corporations managed 

the crisis by making changes in board 

composition, director compensation, and 

board decision making structures and 

processes; by developing alternative forms 

of director liability insurance; and by 

lobbying for legislation providing greater 

liability protection for directors. 

Kaplan and Harrison (1993) ask how do corporations manage the 

adverse consequences of the changes in the legal environment 

such as those increasing the liability exposure of corporate 

directors? New legislation and regulations and a series of court 

decisions increased the extent to which directors are held 

accountable for their actions and those of their organizations. 

These changes resulted in increased liability exposure for 

directors and a crisis in director liability insurance, as the authors 

documented in the context of the director liability crisis of 1986. 

 


