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Abstract 

The notion of ‘organizational resilience’ has risen exponentially in recent years; it is the 

ability of an organization to ‘bounce back’ and continue key functions during disruptive 

events. The rise follows the will to better face the unforeseen and complex adversity 

that modern times throws at organizations. This study, following a single-case 

exploratory research design, aims to establish knowledge regarding organizational 

resilience in the humanitarian sector; by exploring the policy and practice of the United 

Nations. The author builds an Analytical Framework based on the leading research in 

the field of organizational resilience, in order to grasp an understanding of the 

organization's different beliefs, capabilities, and proficiencies necessary to establish 

and maintain a resilient organization. Concluding with the statement that while there 

are areas of challenges, the humanitarian sector provides a case not only to scrutinize, 

but also to learn from. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction and Problem Statement: Resilience and the 

Humanitarian Aid Sector. 

The humanitarian aid sector has a particular trait of being drawn to ‘danger’ (Blyth, 2018). The 

organizations often operate within areas that could potentially be facing or have recently 

overcome events of disaster, crisis or conflict. Hoffman and Weiss (2006) express this in a more 

metaphorical sense: “Swords trigger humanitarian crises and responses; violent conflicts cause 

casualties and displace people, which requires salves.” The authors portray how the sector acts 

as a response to violent conflict, in the interest of saving lives and relieving suffering. In the 

last decades, there are several cases of areas and communities facing recently developed or 

long-lasting humanitarian crisis. The countries Afghanistan and Iraq are still suffering from the 

devastating consequences of weaponized conflicts (Hoffman & Weiss, 2006). Although 

conflicts still remain the main driving force behind humanitarian needs, not all humanitarian 

crises hail from the barrel of a gun; other examples include political prosecution, natural 

disasters causing a large number of refugees, and the list goes on. Some challenges or 

disturbances strongly relate to a social system (nations, communities or groups), others relate 

more to the ecological system; such as the extreme drought of the Southern African region or 

the increased vulnerability of Latin American countries towards natural disasters (UNOCHA, 

2019). Often, they are multifaceted involving both political, socio-economic and environmental 

stressors (Biggs et al., 2015). Alongside these disruptive and destructive events and acts, the 

evident impact of the anthropogenic global warming forecasts local, regional and global change, 

resulting in contemporary and unforeseen challenges (Gero et al., 2015; Blyth, 2018; Koontz et 

al., 2015). These challenges arise from the complexity and devastating impact of climate 

change; the loss of biodiversity, land and water degradation, pollution, as well as changing 

social and technological conditions (Boyde & Folke, 2011; Biggs et al., 2015).  

During the past decade, the number of individuals directly affected by humanitarian crises has 

almost doubled (Blyth, 2018). This number is not perceived to decline; disasters, often followed 

by humanitarian suffering, is on the rise, inevitably creating an increased necessity for 

humanitarian aid and relief (UNOCHA, 2019). Not only are these new challenges, humanitarian 
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crises or disasters often dangerous and traumatizing for the community and individuals that 

reside within its vicinity, but the humanitarian aid workers and organizations are also 

increasingly facing new challenges; such as being viciously directly targeted by armed groups 

(Blyth, 2018; Weiss & Hoffman, 2006). At the same time, the most challenging aspect with 

these disturbances, disasters or crises for the humanitarian aid sector are that they seldom appear 

within a confined dimension, these events interact, trigger and empower each other (Biggs et 

al., 2015). Disturbances within the ecological systems infect the social systems and vice-versa. 

The interconnectedness of the world and the disturbances attest to the pressure and issue for the 

humanitarian aid sector to not only bestow aid and relief but also keeping their personnel safe, 

maintain function in the face of adversity and ‘bounce back’ from disruptions (Blyth, 2018). As 

conveyed by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

(UNOCHA) in their Global Humanitarian Overview (2018: 3); In 2017, humanitarian agencies 

reached more people in need than ever before: tens of millions of them, saving millions of lives. 

It becomes evident that the organizations delivering aid must diminish the impact upon the 

organization itself during disruptive events, in order to maintain key functions. 

 

 

Photo 1. (Dormino 2019). View of a UN ambulance damaged during the attack in Aguelhok, 

claiming the lives of ten peacekeepers [photography]. 

 

Longstanding approaches that attempt to ensure the needs and safety of humans and 

environment are therefore facing new and complex issues on a planetary scale. Therefore, 

adequate and reliable means of establishing a system that withstands disturbances is necessary 
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for the safeguard of people, communities, and organizations. Recent research engaging with 

ideas or challenges regarding organization’s ability to withstand disturbances often has its focal 

point within the complementarity attributes of ‘resilience’ (Walker et al., 2004; Folke et al., 

2010). Biggs et al. (2015: XX) illustrates the concept in the following manner: “Resilience is 

about persisting with change on the current path of development, improving and innovating on 

that path.”  

The concept and practices of resilience have more recently often been used by the humanitarian 

aid sector to strengthen beneficiary's communities (Blyth, 2018), to deal with unexpected 

changes and disasters (Folke et al., 2010; Biggs et al., 2015). Different cases of this are the 

United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR) report Enhancing Resilience and Self-Reliance in 

Communities released in 2017, as well as the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster 

Reduction (UNISDR), global campaign Making Cities Resilient1. In recent years, both the 

academic literature and organizations have also begun to search for innovative ways to 

strengthen the organizational system’s ability to withstand disruptions, adopting organizational 

resilience. However, Blyth (2018: 75) expresses concern regarding resilience within the 

humanitarian sector: 

“The resulting analysis suggests that while much information exists on how the 

beneficiaries of aid can better prepare for or respond to a disaster, very little exists 

on how those delivering aid can themselves be more resilient.”  

In a recent publication, the policy document Organizational resilience management system: 

emergency management framework (A/67/150, 2014), the United Nations (UN) established the 

framework on organizational resilience within its whole system. The mentioned policy 

document of the UN establishes that the organization resilience framework is essential to the 

organization as a whole due to the following reasons:  

“… implementing an emergency framework enhances the ability of organizations 

to manage the risks of potentially disruptive events through anticipation, 

prevention, protection, mitigation, response and recovery.” (A/67/140, 2014: 3)  

Meanwhile, there is no universal agreement on how to define a resilient organization (Xiao & 

Cao, 2017). Most researchers endeavoring into the field of organizational resilience, uphold a 

                                                 
1 For other cases relating to UN’s work with beneficiary’s resilience see; UN Habitat: Urban Resilience Hub. 

UN SDG: Resilient communities & Cities Partnership Program. UN Volunteers: Weaving Patterns of 

Resilience.  
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view that a system that allows for the organization to resume function, maintain core services, 

bounce back to regular functions or adjust to a new reality is central to the notion (Xiao & Ciao, 

2017). For an organization to be able to bounce back there are several beliefs, proficiencies, 

and capabilities that are deemed necessary by the organizational resilience literature. The 

organization must establish the belief that disturbance can occur within the best of systems, as 

well as the notion that an organization can cope with changes and disturbance if they developed 

capabilities for it (Vogues & Sutcliffe, 2007; Blyth, 2018; Akgün & Keskin, 2014; Lengnick-

Hall et al., 2011). Other researchers focus on necessary features to establish a resilient 

organization; such as the capability to maintain redundancy and resourcefulness, as well as the 

proficiency to be robust and rapid (Tierney, 2003; Xiao & Cao, 2017). Failure to develop a 

resilient organization that can function during disruptions and recovers during the aftermath is 

not only central to the workers within the organization, but due to the vital social function of 

many organizations, it is also essential for the wellbeing of the community (Valero et al., 2015). 

At this stage of the study, the resilience concept will be generally defined as the capacity of a 

system to withstand disruptive events and maintain core identity (Boyde & Folke, 2011; Blyth, 

2018; Walker & Salt, 2006; Biggs et al., 2015). Organizational resilience is generally defined 

as the system capacity an organization must ‘bounce back,’ keep core functions operating or 

adjust to the current event (Xiao & Ciao, 2017).  

The central claim in the literature that upholding organizational functions could be vital for the 

community presumably holds even more valid if the organization at hand, as many 

organizations within the humanitarian aid sector do, has the critical function of aid relief (Blyth, 

2018; Boin et al., 2010). In 2017 alone, the UN worked with the government of Bangladesh to 

aid more than 600,000 Rohingya refugees (OCHA, 2018)2. Any disturbance to the crucial 

function of a UN organization might inflict serious life-threatening results for communities all 

over the world. The General Assembly of the UN expressed it in the following sense:  

“The vulnerability of the global operations of the United Nations, together with the 

potential impact of the disruptions of its peacekeeping and humanitarian operations 

on the millions of lives that are dependent on them, cannot be overestimated.” 

(A/67/266, 2012: 3). 

                                                 
2 Other operations relating the aid relief performed by the UN can be found within UNOCHA’s reports Global 

Humanitarian Overview 2017, 2018 & 2019.   
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In summary, organizations within the humanitarian aid sector risk being prone to more 

vulnerabilities and disturbances due to them operating within uncertain and sometimes hostile 

environments (Blyth, 2018). The rising amount of potential disturbances, the direct threats 

against organizations within the sector and the importance to maintain key functions during 

disruptions merits a focus upon organizational resilience (Blyth, 2018; Xiao & Cao, 2017; 

A/67/266, 2012). However, within the academic discourse on resilience, there is an extensive 

lack of empirical data regarding organizational resilience and the humanitarian sector (Blyth, 

2018); an issue that is a concern within the organizational resilience field as a whole (Boin & 

Eeten, 2013). 

1.2 Purpose Statement and Research Question.  

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of and to generate new empirical 

insight into organizational resilience within the humanitarian sector. This because there is not 

only a diverse understanding of the concept of organizational resilience but also a ‘dire’ lack of 

empirical understanding of the subject (Blyth, 2018). I will, therefore, take on an explorative 

approach, in order to identify and investigate how ‘something is’. In this sense, there are two 

aims; 1) to review the previous literature within the field of organizational resilience to 

conceptualizes necessary capabilities to establish a resilient organization and; 2) to explore and 

analyze organizational resilience within the UN system on policy and practical level.  

The humanitarian sector faces different challenges than many other sectors that have been a 

focal point of research regarding organizational resilience; for example, the case of national and 

non-governmental organizations working within the field of emergency services (Valerto et al., 

2017). 

“The community faces a significant conundrum: how to protect its own interests while 

concurrently implementing an undisrupted and timely flow of aid to disaster-affected 

communities.” (Blyth, 2018: 69) 

This emphasizes the importance of both case and the purpose in this study. In summary, I aim 

to explore and examine how organizational resilience is conceptualized in policy and pursued 

in practice within the UN system.   
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Research Questions 

The following inquiries were established to be able to fulfill the purpose and aims of this study; 

- What does the theoretical field of organizational resilience perceive as necessary to 

establish and maintain resilience?  

 

After establishing an analytical framework (Chapter 2) for the purpose of analyzing the data, I 

also aim to answer the following research question; 

 

- How is organizational resilience, explored via the analytical framework, 

conceptualized in the UN’s policy documents? 

 

- How is organizational resilience, explored via the analytical framework, pursued in 

practice within the UN system? 

 

 

1.3 Delimitations 

The ‘humanitarian sector’, as Blyth (2018) refers to in his study, concluding that there is a lack 

of empirical research within the field, has a large number of different organizations within it. 

One could jokingly remark that there are as many humanitarian aid organizations as there are 

disasters. This study chose the case of the UN due to the large span of operation, both in the 

sense of area and specialization, more reasoning behind the choice made is done in Chapter 3.2. 

Other humanitarian organizations, such as the International Red Cross, Doctors Without 

Boarder and so on, might have served the purpose as well. However, due to the limitation of 

both time and contact with the organization, the UN was the final choice.  

The theoretical limitation of this paper is due to the focus on reviewing the literature regarding 

necessary components to establish and maintain organizational resilience. There are several 

concepts and aspects of organizational resilience that was not included in this study. Examples 

are enhancing human capacity to recover from disruptions, established within the school of 

psychology (Manyena, 2006) or competence orientation, practical habits and behavioral 

preparedness from the field of organizational behavior (Xiao & Cao, 2017). However, the 

foundation of this study is within the field of disaster management, therefore focused heavily 

upon research within this field.   
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1.4 The Case Study in Brief 

“With respect to the United Nations as a symbol of faith, it may […] be said that to every 

man it stands as a kind of ‘yes’ to the ability of man to form his own destiny, and form his 

own destiny so as to create a world where the dignity of man can come fully into its own.” 

– Dag Hammarskjöld, 3 February 1956 

The organization was founded during the aftermath of the second world war in 1945 by 51 

states (UN), with the primary mandate to maintain international peace and security. The 

bedrock of the organization is the UN Charter, ‘the first multilateral convention to reference 

human rights’ (Kaufman & Warters, 2009: 49). Since then the UN has grown in an astonishing 

speed relative to any other international organization. Currently, the UN system contains six 

different principal organs (main organs); the General Assembly, the Security Council, the 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the Secretariat, the International Court of Justice and 

the Trusteeship Council (UN System Chart). The UN also includes several different subsidiary 

organs and specialized agencies. The subsidiary organs report directly to the general assembly 

or the ECOSOC, while the specialized agencies report annually to the ECOSOC (UN; UN 

Chart).  

Interviewees from four different organization participated in this study, this section contains a 

brief introduction to the organization. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

is governed mainly by the General Assembly (UN Chart). UNDP was founded in 1965. The 

sub-organization aims to aid in the process of eradicating hunger, poverty, inequalities, and 

exclusion; the work relates to the mandate and relates to developing policies, institutional 

capabilities, and resilience. The organization exists in more than 170 countries. (UNDP) The 

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) is governed by the Generally Assembly (UN Chart). 

The main focus of UNFPA is to be the UN’s agency working with sexual and reproductive 

health. It was established in 1969 and is active in more than 150 countries. (UNFPA.org) 

Another interviewee is employed at a so-called Joint Operations Center (JOC). The mandated 

of a JOC is to provide a base of operation in establishing a ‘common situational overview’ 

regarding activities and establish daily situation reports. The JOC team also supports the 

Mission’s crisis management process as a communication link and operational coordination. 

(DAG.UN.ORG: UNJOC, Interviewee 2, April 2019) The International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) was established in 1951 and as of September 2016, the IOM became an UN-

related agency (UNHCR). IOM reports and relates to both the General Assembly and the 

Security Council (UN Chart). The organization works closely with governments, as well as 
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intergovernmental and non-governmental partners; with more than 166 member-states and 

offices in over 100 different countries. The mandates vary depending on the country of 

operation, the organization mainly assist countries with issues regarding migration and 

humanitarian assistance to migrations. (UNHCR)  

 

1.5 Outline 

The introduction chapter of this study has established the harsh working environment of the 

humanitarian aid sector (Blyth, 2018; Boin et al., 2010), as well as the issues with new 

unforeseen and unpredictable issues within both the environmental and social dimensions 

(Boyde & Folke, 2011; Biggs et al., 2015; Gero et al., 2015; Blyth, 2018; Koontz et al., 2015). 

In doing so, the study has motivated the necessity to review the previous research about 

organizational resilience. The following outline is pursued; 

• Chapter 2 reviews the previous research. The initial section of the chapter reviews the 

field of resilience (Section 2.1). I then explore the organizational resilience literature 

and what is argued to be necessary to establish and maintain a resilient organization, 

while finally establishing the analytical framework (Section 2.2, 2.3). 

• Chapter 3 establishes the method of this paper. The chapter presents the research design 

and case selection (Section 3.1, 3.2). Section 3.3 presents the data collection methods 

for this study. Section 3.3 establishes how the analytical framework was built; 3)  

• Chapter 5 is the analytical chapter, in which the analytical framework the ‘lens’ in the 

analyzing of the data. Section 5.1 is the analyze of the policy and 5.2 of practices;  

• Chapter 6 discusses analytical finding while establishing conclusions. 

• Chapter 7 is the final conclusions of this paper. 

• Following sections after Chapter 7 presents the references and appendixes of this paper. 
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Conceptualization and Framework: 

Previous Research 

This chapter explores, discusses and conceptualizes organizational resilience based on the 

relevant literature, in order to answer the first research question; What does the theoretical field 

of organizational resilience perceive as necessary to establish and maintain resilience? As 

previously stated, the resilience of resilience has proven inadequate in developing a universal 

framework and a coherent underlying on what capabilities, abilities or processes necessary for 

organizational resilience (Duit et al., 2016; Xiao & Cao, 2017). Therefore, this chapter aims to 

establish a framework for this paper via a thorough review of previous research. This is done 

by; 1) reviewing the academical works on the subject of resilience and organizational resilience; 

2) establishing agreed upon and/or heavily emphasized necessities for organizational resilience; 

3) examine and review key concepts; 4) Finally, the three previous steps were used to establish 

the analytical framework of this study (See Table 1).   

2.1 Resilience: Origin and Overview. 

The term resilience originates from the Latin term resilio (Some spell with ‘resilire’), meaning 

“to jump back” (Blyth, 2018; Manyena, 2006; Xiao & Cao, 2017). In what field of academia 

that the term and concept of resilience originated from, is a contested topic. Some state that the 

ecological disciplinary was the first field to establish the concept, with the seminal work of 

Hollings, titled Resilience and Stability of Ecological system, released in the year 1973. Other 

stated that the topic of resilience originates from the field of psychology and psychiatry during 

the years of the 1940s (Manyena, 2006; Langeland et al., 2016). What is clear is that resilience 

thinking draws a lot of the core terminology from both the area of ecology and sociology. In 

the disciplinary field of psychology, resilience is a quality that allows for individuals to recover 

from a disturbance and develop from the experience. “The pioneers in the study of resilience 

were interested in analysing risks and the negative effects of adverse life events on children, 

such as divorce and traumatic stressors (abuse, neglect and war, for example)”- Manyena 

(2006: 434). In ecology, from scholars inspired by Hollings, it focuses upon the capability of a 

community to adapt to new disturbance (Langeland et al., 2016; Manyena, 2006; Xiao & Cao, 

2017). Holling’s work released in 1973 mainly aimed to understand the capacity of an 

ecosystem to survive during disruptions (Folke et al., 2010). 

In more modern times resilience as a concept and theoretical approach has been adopted by and 

borrows concepts from many different disciplines (Bruneu et al., 2003; Duit, 2016). The field 
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of resilience has initiated its endeavor to establish a more dominant role within the humanitarian 

aid sector, initially as a means of building resilience within beneficiary communities (Blyth, 

2018), as previously stated. The field’s framework for establishing resilience can be found 

within the approach resilience thinking; an approach that focuses on both creating knowledge 

and understanding as well as establishing and providing guidance for communities to face a 

crisis, new uncertain adversity or disturbances (Walker & Salt, 2006). Resilience thinking is a 

term coined by Walker and Salt (2006), to establish resilience theory as a multi-disciplinary 

field, moving away from its ecological background. The approach has to gain an exceedingly 

more pivotal role in the academic and practical world regarding how societies are to face new 

issues, on a new scale, regarding the highly interactive challenges arising due to changes in the 

social-ecological system (Koontz et al., 2015; Chaffin & Gundersonm 2010; Duit, 2016); 

embedded within resilience thinking is that the challenges we face within this system are highly 

unpredictable, understanding one part of the system does not allow for predictions. This 

approach hinges on encompassing previous attributes, processes, and concepts via a multi-

disciplinary focus. Resilience on its own is described by Biggs et al. (2015: XX); “Resilience 

is about persisting with change on the current path of development, improving and innovating 

on that path.”.   

Within this field, there are some different important aspects. First, the resilience approach 

hinges upon the notion that human society is a part of the Earth’s biosphere (Biggs et al., 2015). 

The notion of how the social and ecological field intervenes is conceptualized as the social-

ecological system (SES); “Fundamental to the resilience approach is the notion that human 

society is embedded in and part of the Earth’s biosphere” (Biggs et al., 2015). This strongly 

relates to the concepts of sustainability and challenge of providing current needs, while not 

jeopardizing future ones (Walker & Salt, 2006). Resilience also focuses upon dealing with the 

many hardships of a complex SES (Walker & Salt, 2006; Biggs et al., 2015; Chaffin & 

Gunderson, 2010); the approach emphasizes that humans and nature is the same side of a coin, 

we live, thrive and face the end within one system. The approach deems that perceiving to exist 

within an isolated system will only lead to devastating issues down the line (Walker & Salt, 

2006). Resilience grants for the ability to developed and adapt to unexpected changes within 

the complexity of the SES (Biggs et al., 2015). An essential aspect of the ecosystem is that 

different sectors or sections of our society value different services differently. However, an 

important issue with establishing resilience is that the resilience of all different ecosystems 

cannot be increased simultaneously (Biggs et al., 2015). This will lead to decision-makers being 
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forced to, in a highly political process, decided what needs that are to be focused upon and what 

needs are to be put off (Biggs et al., 2015).    

The field of resilience thinking, as stated previously, is multi-disciplinary, adapting knowledge 

from various fields and disciplines, such as ecology, management, disaster management and so 

on. Alongside this, it is also gaining ground within new fields. Resilience as a concept within 

the disaster discourse became widely adopted following the 2005 World Conference on Disaster 

Reduction (WCDR) (Blyth, 2018). However, resilience is not seen as the elementary endgame 

by all scholars. Duit et al., (2010) problematized resilience as it gained new ground it also 

clashed with core concepts of the new fields, in social science, it clashed with notions of power, 

democracy, and self-determination. The lack of empirical studies departing from a social 

science lens within the resilience research and the need to recognize the issues and ideas that 

are already essential to different sectors is emphasized by some of the leading scholars (Duit et 

al., 2010; Duit, 2016; Blyth, 2018). The following section explores the literature regarding 

organizational resilience, the notion of how an organization can ‘bounce back’ from disruptions.  

2.2 Organizational Resilience in Disaster Management 

This section of the chapter reviews the literature on organizational resilience, in some cases 

termed institutional resilience, system resilience or resiliency. As the need for better crises and 

disaster management is deemed necessary in order to face new and challenging adversity, 

scholars from different disciplines task themselves with establishing an answer to the question; 

how to adapt and conquer unforeseen change? (Xiao & Cao, 2017: Boin & Eeten, 2013).   

Several scholars and practices of management have approached organizational resilience; from 

the mega-project of Olympic Games (Hutter & Kuhlicke, 2013), to the study of vulnerabilities 

of disaster supply chains by Boin and Whybark (2010), and the research regarding preferable 

leadership style to strengthen organizational resilience by Valero, Jung, and Andrew (2015).   

“Resilient systems and organizations often take varying approaches to mitigating risk 

and preparing for threats; for example, they may resist impact, adapt during an impact, 

or regain functionality after impact” – Langeland et al., (2016: 9) 

Another essential question stated by several scholars within this field of study is; why are some 

organizations able to withstand and thrive in the face of uncertain changes and disruptive 

adversaries, and others not (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007)? The new uncertainties, unpredictable 

challenges, and the search for why some organizations withstand disturbance has academics 

and practitioners turning to organizational resilience. “One of the dominant normative ideal-
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types that has recently emerged in this field of study (disaster management) is the resilient 

organization.” (Boin & Eeten, 2013: 430). There is no clear-cut academic definition of what 

makes an organization resilient. However, the International Organization for Standardization 

document Societal Security – Business Continuity Management System (ISO22301, 2012) does 

claim that an organization is resilient “… if it is able to continue its critical functions at least 

in the Minimum Business Continuity Objective (MBCO) level within the Maximum Tolerable 

Period of Disruption (MTPD) after any disruption.” (Sahebjamnia et al., 2018). But what does 

this really mean? The notion of organizational resilience comes mainly from the resilience 

discipline and focuses upon how organizations and institutions are to meet changes (Boin & 

Eteen, 2013: Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007: Hutter & Kuhlicke, 2013). Much of the literature on 

organizational resilience leans upon the emerging literature of ‘resilience engineering’ and has 

lately been adopted by scholars of organizational studies, engineering, public administration 

and so forth, recently the field of research has also expanded into the area of disaster 

management (Blyth, 2018; Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2012; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007; Duit, et al., 

2010; Duit, 2016). Blyth (2018) attest the rising popularity of measuring and developing 

organizational resilience in the following manner; Organizational resilience has gained ground 

in recent years due to the applicability resilience has within organizations. The underly idea is 

the same as within resilience thinking; central is the ability of an organization to bounce back 

from or adapt to, unforeseen changes (Valero et al., 2015). The widespread favoring of 

organizational resilience within many different fields is best summarized by Boin and Eeten 

(2013: 430):  

“The resilient organization is also quite remarkable from a theoretical perspective. 

The organizational literature typically identifies external shocks as potentially 

existential threats to an organization’s health. The same literature predicts that 

organizations will find it hard to cope with such shocks. So here comes the resilient 

organization, which absorbs unexpected shocks and somehow emerges from crises 

without lasting damage.” 

However, several authors declare that the normative ideal-type perspective on resilience as a 

means of ‘bouncing back’ is far too ‘narrow’, as it does not capture the complexity of the 

concept (Folke et al., 2010). The following sections aim to go beyond the normative idea of a 

resilient organization and review capabilities and abilities that are perceived as necessary in 

order to withstand disruption.  



 

13 

 

As established previously, a valued normative characteristic of the resilience field and its impact 

upon communities is the possibility to minimize the loss of life, the number of sustained 

injuries, the economic impact and any reduction of life quality (Bruneau et al., 2003; Blyth, 

2018; Boin & Whybark, 2010). This is also seen as an important factor for organizational 

resilience, especially within some sectors (Blyth, 2018; Valero et al., 2017). Valero et al., (2015: 

5) expresses this in the following sentiment; “The failure of organizations to maintain service 

continuity irrespective of disruption can threaten the social wellbeing of a community.”. Even 

within different theoretical paths, the scholars of organizational science state clearly that an 

organization does not function on its own. A disruption of the operation of an organization 

within this industry could have a significant impact upon the resilience of a community, 

endangering the wellbeing on both an individual, as well as community level. This perspective 

also holds true the other way around. In a highly resilient community, less pressure and 

uncertainty are forced upon the organizations operating.  

Organizational resilience also adds several more layers, namely the aim to uphold function and 

operation during a disaster event and learn from it (Langeland, 2016; Xiao & Cao, 2017). 

Initially, most of the literature asserts the urgency of establishing a resilient organization due to 

the challenges of ‘unforeseen disruptions and changes’ (Valero et al., 2015). Trials, disruptions, 

and crises in organizational resilience literature are often viewed in terms with a ‘surprising 

danger,’ that suddenly and unforeseen manifested itself, creating an event whereas ‘standard 

operating procedures will not suffice’ (Boin & Eeten, 2013). These challenging conditions are 

portrayed as discrete errors, scandals, crises or shocks that challenge the organization's ability 

to survive (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). Same goes with socio-ecological characteristics, what 

risk, threats or impacts that might be expected to challenge the organization (Langeland, 2016). 

These events might be external or internal for every organization; since the organization does 

not exist within the same marker or area as each other, different challenges affect organizations. 

The humanitarian aid sector, as Blyth (2018: 64) express it “… as the sector (humanitarian aid 

sector) may arguably be more vulnerable to certain risks than others given its propensity to 

operate in uncertain, if not openly hostile, environments.”. Also, learning from these kinds of 

disruptions is an essential part of establishing resilience (Boin & Eeten, 2013).   

Several authors have engaged in the challenge to bind together organizational resilience (Boin 

&Eeten, 2013; Vogus & Sutcliff, 2007; Hutter & Kuhlicke, 2013) In the most recent work, Xiao 

and Cao (2017) endeavors the organizational resilience literature to establish current theoretical 

models of resilience, perceive organizational resilience to have three different characteristics. 
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1) Resilience is a capability that emerges under disruptions and cannot be perceived in 

operating activities in the organization; it is a potential capacity (Xiao & Cao, 2017: 2). 

Meaning that resilience itself is hard, or close to impossible to estimate in an organization 

without and disruption happening. This line of thought is contested to some extent by authors 

such as Valero et al., (2017), Boin and Eeten (2013) as there are capabilities, beliefs, and 

proficiencies that functions as possible indicators of resilience. However, the statement holds 

true that if it is hard to establish if an organization is resilient if it is not pressured by disruptions; 

2) Resilience emphasis the ability to bounce back, survive, size of adaptability and development 

during disruptive events. This perspective is widely accepted within the field (Boin &Eeten, 

2013; Vogus & Sutcliff, 2007; Hutter & Kuhlicke, 2013; Langeland, 2016); 3) Organizational 

resilience is a concept that exists on multiple levels of a system, developed and affected by 

corporate resources and routines.  

Within disaster management, as stated in the background chapter, the concept started trending 

following the WCDR meeting in 2005 as well as the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 

(Manyena, 2006). From this period the idea of resilience has fundamentally contained the main 

foundation with a focus upon the capacity of a system to withstand, adapt or respond to a 

radically unexpected event while retaining its core functions. In a more practical approach, it is 

an approach to understand and manage, both expected and unexpected, change. This way of 

conceptualizing resilience often has a focal point in the ability to live with and develop 

alongside change. It also relates to the concepts of sustainability and challenge of providing 

current needs, while not jeopardizing future ones. (Walker & Salt, 2006; Biggs et al., 2015). 

Following the work of mentioned authors within the field of organizational resilience, the 

following chapter established the perceived necessary beliefs, capabilities and proficiencies for 

an organization to establish and maintain organizational resilience.  

2.3 Beliefs, Capabilities and Proficiencies Necessary for a Resilient 

Organization 

The following conceptualization of organizational resilience and the necessary components 

builds on the previous section; following the ‘four dimensions of construct’ (Xiao & Cao, 2017: 

2) that the author Tierney (2003) established; robustness, redundancy, resourcefulness, and 

rapidity. As well as Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) two necessary beliefs. To establish resilience, 

an organization must engage with both ‘abstract concepts and tangible needs’ (Blyth, 2018: 65: 

Xiao & Cao, 2017). Meaning that organizational resilience is not only a concept founded on 

actual resources accessible to the organization but also behavioral aspects. While authors such 
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as Tierney (2003) and Vogus and Sutclifee (2007) discusses different important capabilities for 

organizational resilience, there are no universally accepted concepts with measurable attributes. 

These different beliefs, capabilities, and proficiencies are as stated the foundation of the 

analytical framework. This section operationalizes the concepts and binds them together with 

the organization resilience research. 

Within the organizational management and disaster management literature, there are several 

different functions, aspects, capabilities and processes necessary to construct a resilient 

organization and maintain (Xiao & Cao, 2017; Bruneau et al., 2003; Tierney, 2003; Blyth, 2008; 

Manyena, 2006). The term beliefs come from the work of Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) and refer 

to a behavioral process of establishing a common perspective on notions within a system. The 

term capacity refers to the aspect necessary for an organization to function and accomplish the 

core mission and the organizational vision (Valero et al., 2015). Proficiencies are a developed 

term, for the more ‘ideal-normative states’ that organizations are to maintain. Still, there is no 

easy way to define universally accepted resilience attributes or characteristics fully (Xiao & 

Cao, 2017). This issue continues to be relevant within the literature even since the Hyogo 

Framework for Action 2005-2015, that established focus, to some degree, been upon building 

capabilities that allow for flexibility and survivability (Blyth, 2008). Therefore, the analytical 

framework is built upon different concepts that have been persistently reoccurring in the 

literature.  

Belief in Failures and Development 

Blyth (2018) states in his article that resilience is not the opposite of vulnerability, as 

vulnerability, risk or disruption still happens; especially within the humanitarian aid sector, no 

matter the level of preparedness, resources of rigidness. This statement follows one fundamental 

aspect of a resilient organization as discussed by Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007: 3419), as expressed 

by the authors; Two specific beliefs seem to anchor resilient organizations. First is the approach 

to changes, failures or disasters, accepting that things can go wrong, and that failure might 

happen at an exceptional speed. Secondly is a belief in the organization that they can cope with 

these changes if they choose to develop their capabilities to do so. With the literature of 

organizational resilience, several authors express the same line of thought, ‘things can go 

wrong, and we must always try to develop our self to learn from and cope with change.’ “While 

other sectors typically avoid or withdraw from such environments, humanitarian aid and 

development organisations and their staff head toward danger.” (Blyth, 2018: 65).  
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However, the belief that accident might happen does not mean that all work and process for 

preparedness is ineffective. Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) express that organizational resilience is 

to be prepared for any change or adversary and steadily improve and developed in overall 

capabilities, one of those being learning. Akgün and Keskin (2014) and Lengnick-Hall et al., 

(2011) conceptualize this idea in the following way; “Behavioural preparedness is taking 

actions and making investments before they are needed to ensure that an organisation is able 

to benefit from situations that emerge” (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011: 246). Emphasizing, among 

others, the necessity to learn from disruption. Another layer is that a resilient organization 

should act in a fashion that proactively seeks to test and explore possible risks to the system 

(Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). This step emphasizes that the organization must uphold an 

environment that allows for and encourages employees to speak about possible issues and risks. 

Capabilities Necessary for a Resilient Organization 

The system-perspective measurements have been established by Tierny (2003) as the four 

concepts of robustness, redundancy, resourcefulness, and rapidity (Xiao & Cao, 2017; Valero 

et al., 2015; Bruneau et al., 2003). These originate from the field of seismic resilience, as a 

necessity to develop resilient organizations and communities to withstand earthquake-related 

disruptions (Tierny, 2003). These have in recent times also developed a strong position within 

the field of organizational resilience. Redundancy and resourcefulness are the two necessary 

capabilities to establish and maintain a resilient organization. One way of distinguishing these 

two concepts is viewing them as ‘semi-quantitative approaches’, from the beliefs and 

proficiencies. These capabilities are repeatedly found within the organizational resilience 

literature (Tierny, 2003; Bruneau et al., 2003; Biggs et al., 2015; Patron & Johnston, 2017). 

There are some examples within the resilience field that have dealt with these concepts at 

measurable elements of community resilience (Hosseini, et al., 2016). 

Redundancy is the capability of a system to maintain a satisfying function during a disruptive 

event (Tierny, 2003). Bruneau et al., (2003: 746) exemplify this in the following way; “Backup 

resources to sustain operations (e.g., alternative site).” The concept centers around the notion 

that organizations have available resources that can be put into the system at times of need, but 

the notion extends further than resources such as money and technology. Patron and Johnston 

(2017: 199) write that “… if one person could not solve a particular problem, another would 

be able to step forward.”. Meaning that it is not only about tangible resources but also about 

the available experience in human resources, preserving knowledge and experience is just as 

vital. On the notion of redundancy, there are also a few tangible ways of measurement. Biggs 
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et al., (2015: 53) portray redundancy as an ‘insurance’ for system functions. Meaning in essence 

that by allowing for system-functions to have the other system-elements functioning as 

compensation would allow for avoidance of function failure during the disruption. In the case 

of community resilience and on the subject of farming, Biggs et al., (2015: 54) exemplify this 

case: “Redundancy, in this case, is provided by the fact that several crops contribute to the 

provision of food and can be substituted for each other.”   

Resourcefulness is the capacity of a system to identify issues, to establish priorities and 

mobilize resources in an effective way to combat the disruptions (Tierny, 2003). It is about the 

system’s ability to use material and human resources to overcome disturbance, establish 

priorities and achieve goals (Bruneau, 2003). Within disaster management there has been an 

emphasis on improvisation, flexibility, and planning; however, as Boin et al. (2010: 4) express 

themselves on this matter; “Nothing moves without money.” The literature is quite divided on 

what ‘resources’ actually contain. Boin et al., (2010) emphasis on money, goods, and people 

while Bruneau et al., (2003) also discuss technological and informational resources. Resources 

are perceived as necessary in the literature for the ability and capacity to bounce back and 

maintain system functions (Bruneau et al., 2003) “Disastrous events create abrupt changes in 

performance, followed by a gradual restoration to normal performance levels, depending on 

the resources employed.” – Bruneau et al., (2003).  

Proficiencies Necessary for a Resilient Organization 

The two proficiencies of organizational resilience are robustness and rapidity; within literature 

perceived as the ‘end’ that a resilient organization strives to maintain (Bruneau, 2003). These 

two different proficiencies of a system remain central to maintain after establishing the beliefs 

and capabilities necessary. 

Robustness is the proficiency of a system to withstand disruptions without suffering damage or 

loss of function (Tierny, 2003). Bruneau et al., (2003: 746) express that robustness is the “… 

continued ability to carry out designated functions.” Within the disaster management field of 

research, robustness and resilience are sometimes operationalized in two different blocks of 

emergency preparedness or management (Mayada & Yun, 2013). However, the resilience field 

has since Tierny (2003) adopted the concept as one necessary proficiency to be viewed as 

resilient. Standard across most of the organizational resilience field, the perceived concept of 

robustness is coherent with Bruneau’s et al., (2003) view; that it is the ability to carry out the 

mandate, mission or function during disruption, centering around not detaining significant 
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‘degradation in performance’ (Mayada & Yun, 2013. Tierny, 2003). Also central is the notion 

that the system withstands the disruption, not adapt to them (Mayada & Yun, 2013). The 

literature presents some different metrics or ways of measure the robustness of a system, 

although not universally accepted; regarding the system evaluated at hand, the Probabilistic 

Robustness Index (PRI) and the Dynamic Network Robustness (DYNER) measurements are 

the most relevant3. The PRI measures the probabilities of disruptive events, the possible 

outcomes as well as inspection, maintenance, and repair strategies and preparedness (Baker, et 

al., 2008). The DYNER approach leans on the robustness of the network, and the necessity of 

‘backups’ (Singer, 2006). Both these methods rely upon mathematical approaches that are of 

no relevance to this study. However, they do hold notions that allow for different concepts to 

be added to the themes; the focus upon a robust network for the flow of information, 

establishing and maintain strategies and preparedness.  

Rapidity is the proficiency of a system to use and maintain previously stated capabilities, within 

a reasonable timeframe and doing so while avoiding future disruptions (Tierny, 2003). Central 

to rapidity is the ability of a system to minimize the time necessary to ‘bounce back’ to 

functional service and key operations (Bruneau et al., 2003). In the field of resilience, rapidity 

is often seen in the light of the concept ‘speed’; meaning that the concept centers around the 

organizations capability to move from state A state B. “Rapidity is a function of having a large 

crowd from which to draw resources and which facilitates tasks being completed in timely 

ways” (Patron & Johnston, 2017). Unlike robustness, there are few if any methods of 

measurements regarding this concept. However, there are areas of interest viewed as a necessity 

to be able to perform a rapid recovery. Patron and Johnston (2017) emphasize the speed of 

communication, such as the spread of information via social media, or the capability to mobilize 

resources within a reasonable timeframe. The following section below summarizes the 

theoretical chapter and establishes the analytical framework of this study.  

2.4 The Analytical Framework; Beliefs, Capabilities, and 

Proficiencies 

The six different necessities to establish organizational resilience is summarized in Table 1, as 

seen below. The table is central to the analysis of the gathered data. The procedures that the 

                                                 
3 The PRI and DYNER methods of measuring robustness are heavily relayent on a mathematical approach. For 

further reading see Baker et al., 2008 and Singer 2006.  
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establishment of the table follows in Chapter 3.3 (Data Analysis Method). The section describes 

that underlying approach. In essence, this is an operationalization of the theoretical framework.  

The belief in failures and development as previously established originates mainly from the 

work but Vogus and Sutclifee (2007). The beliefs should be seen as necessary throughout the 

whole organization, and essential for an organization in order to actually start working with 

system capabilities and proficiencies. System capabilities are necessary to establish, and 

proficiencies are necessary to maintain organizational resilience and originates from the work 

of Tierny (2003), as visualized in Figure 1. These steps are not forced, but highly likely, to be 

fixed in the following order within the organization.  

 

Figure 1. A visualization of necessary how the beliefs, capabilities, and proficiencies 

cooperate in order to establish and maintain organizational resilience. 

 

The theoretical literature regarding organizational resilience has been extensively reviewed in 

order to develop the Analytical Framework as seen in Table 1 (Following page). The framework 

is the final part of this chapter. As stated, Chapter 3.3 (Data Analysis Method) reviews the 

proceedings for establishing the framework.  
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Table 1. Analytical Framework: The Beliefs, Capabilities, and Proficiencies of Organizational Resilience 
  
Main themes (Definitions) Sub-themes 

System Beliefs   
Belief in failures:      

- The acknowledgment that things can go wrong.                                                          
Modelers (References): Vogus and Sutcliffe 
(2007); Blyth (2018) 
. 

A perspective that the possibility of failures and disturbances is always present. 
An organizational approach that deviations does not require the burden of 
proof. 
The organization takes on the responsibility to explore possible risks. 
Encourages employees to speak on the subject of potential issues. 
The organization also values employees who speak about issues. 
An organizational approach that proactively seeks out to test assumptions of 
risk.     
Incorporates a mindset to seek out 'unforeseen' risks, normally not affecting 
the organizations.    

Belief in development:  
- The acknowledgment that the organization can 
develop. 
Modelers (References): Vogus and Sutcliffe 
(2007); Blyth (2018); Akgün and Keskin (2014); 
Lengnick-Hall et al., (2011)  

Upholding the belief that the organization can readily cope with adversity.  
The organization is constantly striving to develop capabilities to improve. 
Has a mindset that the organization and the different systems within can 
constantly be improved upon.  
Consistently encourages learning from events. 
Actively work with the ability to learn from past events and develop system 
resources to do so. 
The organization aims to work and tackle disruptions in a proactive manner.  

 
System Capabilities  

Redundancy: 
. The capability of maintaining or establishing 
backup resources. 
Modelers (References): Tierny (2003); Bruneau 
et al., (2003); Boin et a., (2010); Biggs et al., 
(2015); Xiao & Cao (2017); Patron & Johnston 
(2017)  

The internal capabilities and resources within the organization available to be 
able to maintain function during disruptions. 
Available 'back up' resources, such as alternative sites of operation, technology, 
and workers. 
'Insurance' for system-functions. 
   

Resourcefulness: 
- The capability to mobilize and prioritize. 
Modelers (References): Tierny (2003); Bruneau 
et al., (2003),  
Xiao & Cao (2017)  

The capabilities of the organization to mobilize and use resources in an 
effective way.  
The organizational focus upon using resources efficiently to overcome 
disruptive events.  
The capability of an organization to prioritize during disruptive events.  

System Proficiencies  
Robustness:  

- The proficiency to continue functions during 
disruptions. 
Modelers (References): Tierny (2003); Bruneau 
et al., (2003); Mayada & Yun (2013); Singer 
(2006)  

The ability of the organization to maintain a designated function during 
disruptions.  
Organizational approaches for avoiding degradation in performance. 
Establishing and maintaining business contingency plans.  

Rapidity: 
- The organizational proficiency to overcome and 
recuperate within an appropriate time.  
Modelers (References): Tierny (2003); Bruneau 
et al., (2003); Patron & Johnston (2017); 
Hosseini (2016) 

The proficiency of the organization to 'bounce back' in a timely manner. 
Focusing on approaches of the organization and its systems that allows for a 
minimal amount of time necessary for recovery. 
Preform 'rapid recovery'. 
Emphasizing a speedy recovering from a non-functional state. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design, Methods and Data 

This study adopted a ‘qualitative research approach’, in order to answer the second and third 

research questions; the exploration of organizational resilience in the UN’s policy documents 

and how the organization pursues it in practice. The research approach at hand boasts with a 

long tradition and usages within a broad variety of disciplines (Miles, 1994). In this chapter, 

the research design for the methods and data collection of the paper is presented; 1) The chapter 

introduces the qualitative single-case research design as well as the case study selected; 2) The 

data collection methods; 3) The design of the interview methods; 4) The data analysis method. 

The chapter also discusses the strengths and limitations of the chosen research method, as 

deemed necessary within the literature (Yin, 2009). Initially, this chapter lays the foundation 

for the reasoning behind the ‘case’ study.  

3.1 Single-Case Research Design and Case Selection 

This is an explorative single-case study, focusing on how organizational resilience is 

conceptualized in policy documents and pursued in practice within this case. The single-case 

approach has been adopted for several reasons. First, this approach allows for an exploration of 

a phenomenon within a ‘single social setting’ (Miles, 1994; 24). The approach emphasizes 

research on a phenomenon confined in ‘space and time’ as well as ‘a particular physical and 

sociocultural context’ (Silverman, 2011: 16). Therefore, while not as broad as a study 

comparing multi-cases, the single-case approach allows for in-depth exploration within the 

phenomena (Ritchie et al., 2014). The approach not only allows for an in-depth understanding, 

it also allows for the analyst to maintain a large degree of flexibility in relation to ways to gather 

and analyze data; documents, interviews or observations are just some of the places to search 

within (Yin, 2009), appropriate for the chosen data of this study.  

The research method of case studies has in previous research been used within a broad variety 

of disciplines to expand our knowledge of individuals, organizations and other types of social 

groups (Yin, 2009). As express by Yin (2009: 4) “… the distinctive need for case studies arises 

out of the desire to understand complex social phenomena”. The long-standing tradition of the 

single-case study approach has led to a considerable amount of literature on the subject, 

immersed with not only how to applicate the approach but also its issues and difficulties. These 

challenges and how I faced these adversities will be explored in the following sections.  
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3.2 The case of the United Nations 

The justification for the selection of the case is essential within qualitative analysis due to the 

limitations that the case-selection puts upon a study; it limits not only what conclusion that 

could be drawn but also how ‘confident’ the researcher and the readers feel about the study 

(Miles, 1994: 27). The main reasoning behind choosing the global organization is based on the 

following criteria; 1) the organization to be analyzed and explored had to be perceived as a part 

of the humanitarian aid sector, with a focus upon establishing aid relief and emergency services; 

2) The organization had to operative within environment that is undergoing or has overcome 

humanitarian crises; 3) The organization had to already have initiated or established some work, 

policies or regulations relating to resilience.  

All the criteria are necessary to establish a ‘critical case’ (Yin, 2009: 47), meaning that the case 

itself relates to the theoretical underpinning of this work. The first criteria are based on the 

research of Blyth (2018), as explored in the problem statement (Chapter 1.1) of this research, 

that there is a lack of empirical studies within this area. The second criteria follow the same 

logic, but not limited to, as the previous one; it was also established upon the research of Blyth 

(2018), Boin et al., (2010) that the sector often exists within a hostile environment and their 

continued function might be critical for the society. The last criteria were necessary in order to 

follow gain the possibility to both be able to analyze the policy and practice of an organization. 

As often practiced within qualitative research, the focus is upon a small sample of people to 

explore their context and the phenomena in-depth (Miles, 1994). In order to allow for an 

exploration of the problem distinguish in the earliest chapter of this study the case was chosen 

‘purposive’, meaning that the organization was not chosen at random (Miles, 1994).  

The UN, a global organization and the largest actor within the humanitarian sector, was the case 

selected for this study. Its different sub-organizations within the UN system are many in 

numbers and different in mandate, resources, system-settings and in other areas (Kaufman & 

Warters, 2009). As most readers might have established a concern about, and most rightfully 

so, the UN system is not a “small case”, and as previously stated, there is no real universal way 

that any UN sub-organization might carry out its mandate. The original idea was to establish an 

understanding of one organization with one area of experience and within geographical 

boundaries. However, this idea was at a later stage change in favor of a broader approach. 

Namely, a so-called within-case sampling (Miles, 1994). This means that the UN as an 

organization was to be analyzed, and to make this possible the approach of within-case 

sampling was used to collect ‘samples’ within the case from different sub-organizations. There 
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are several reasonings behind this choice of approach; 1) it is based upon how the UN has 

chosen to work with organizational resilience. The Emergency Management Framework 

(A/67/150: 3) states that: “... the present report proposes a harmonized, integrated and holistic 

framework for emergency management, building upon the previously introduced framework 

and extending its scope.” Meaning that the UN system, as a whole, is to create organizational 

resilience as a means to uphold functions during disruptions in a holistic manner, therefore the 

work to establish organizational resilience should be similar throughout the whole system; 2) 

The first reasoning establishes the second, the holistic approach that the UN has chosen for 

organizational resilience and the broad difference in mandate between the sub-organizations, 

allowing to explore how this mandate might differentiate in its sub-organizations work with 

resilience.  

3.3 Data Collection 

I gathered three different kinds of data; the review of previous literature related to 

organizational resilience (Chapter 2), a thematic analysis of official policies regarding the UN’s 

work with organizational resilience and personal interviews with employees at four different 

sub-organizations within the UN.  

Previous Research 

Previous research (Chapter 2) literature was gathered via online sources such as Umeå 

University Library webpage, Uppsala University Library webpage and Google Scholar. I also 

utilized previous research reviews on the field in order to establish relevant search words and 

phrases, such as articles from the authors such as Manyena (2006), Nojavan et al., (2018) and 

Hosseini et al., (2016). The relevant prominent examples of search words and phrases that were 

utilized; Organizational resilience, resilient organizations, institutional resilience, system 

resilience, organizational robustness, organizational rapidity, resilience in the humanitarian 

sector, capabilities of resilience, establishing resilience, developing resilience, business 

contingency and resilience, disaster management and resilience, emergency services and 

resilience. The Umeå University Library’s Search Help and Guides were also utilized during 

the processes.  
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Policy 

As stated, I have collected and analyzed policy documents of the UN relating to organizational 

resilience; approaching the policy documents as a resource (Silverman, 2011), focusing upon 

the content of the documents. I made use of the United Nation System’s Chief Executives Board 

of Coordination (CEB) online search function, as well as the United Nations Documents 

(UNDOC) webpage, the UN’s own official document database, to find relevant data. The 

CEB’s online source operates in a more thematic approach, as different documents such as the 

A/67/266 is coupled together with other related documents (See Table 2). However, the CEB’s 

online source was shown to lack some documents regarding organizational resilience. 

Meanwhile, the information gathered via the documents from the CEB allowed for a search via 

the UNDOC website. To make sure that the documents held relevant information to the study 

at hand, the following criteria were followed; 1) relevant to the academic topic at hand. This 

was made sure by an extensive review of previous research in the field, as well as the use of the 

thematic matrix (Table 1); 2) the documents reviewed were not directed at a singular sub-

organization within the UN, but established as a framework, publication or resource in a holistic 

(also called integrated) manner; 3) They were searchable via the same words and phrases as the 

previous research. The following Table (2) shows the different documents used in this study:    
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Interviews 

Interviews to gather data permit the researcher to gain insight into phenomena affecting people 

or situations that these people face (Dalen, 2015). The method established for the interview 

follows the procedures of semi-structured and in-depth interviews, following the producers of 

Gubrium and Holstein (2001: 86), Ritchie et al., (2014) and Hay (2016: 158). The semi-

structured interview method is based on three kinds of questions; the main questions that guide 

the conversation to be relevant enough to answer the research questions. Further, probing that 

allows for clarifications of answers and requesting a further explanation from the interviewee. 

However, since most interviewees had different experiences regarding emergency management 

and organizational resilience, the building block of the question sheet follows the guidelines of 

Healey-Etten and Sharp (2010: 162), namely the emphasis on probing; “Probe, Probe, Probe 

in a Nonalien way: The MOST IMPORTANT question for your interviews is probably not on 

your question sheet.” The question sheet (See Appendix No.1) was based on the Analytical 

Framework (Table 1), the same as the analyzes of the policy documents. In-depth interviews 

aim to explore the details of experience, motives, as well as opinions of the interviewees, in 

order to understand and learn their perspectives on the subject (Ritchie et al., 2014); fitting the 

research question to understand the practice of organizational resilience within the UN.  

The underlying process for choosing interviewees follows the ‘purposeful sampling’ 

procedures;  
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“The sample units are chosen because they have particular features or 

characteristics which will enable detailed exploration and understanding of the 

central themes and questions which the researcher wishes to study”- Ritchie et al., 

(2014)  

The criteria for choosing an interviewee followed the same logic as with the policy documents, 

while also adding; employment had to be related to aid relief or emergency management of 

some kind. This is a broad criterion but added the possibility to explore the ‘holistic’ approach 

established in the Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266). In addition, a broader set 

of expertise was also seen as possibly generate knowledge and understanding within sub-

categories of the sector; such as emergency relief, peacekeeping, rehabilitation and so on. 

Four persons were interviewed in this study. The interviewees are from different UN sub-

organizations represents a broad spectrum of representing different mandates of the UN, 

organizational systems, environmental challenges, experience, and knowledge; The UNDP, 

UNJOC, IOM, and UNFPA (For a presentation of the sub-organizations see, Chapter 4). There 

are no mentions of the occupation that the different interviewees hold, the reasoning behind this 

decision is to protect the anonymity for the interviewees. This decision might be seen as 

extreme, however, the subject at, organizational resilience, emphasized robust protection of 

anonymity for the possibility of finding interviewees that could freely talk about the beliefs, 

capabilities, and proficiencies in Table 2.  

The interviewees were contacted via email, Facebook and LinkedIn. The contact was 

established using already known contacts within the UN system. After establishing the initial 

contact an information email was sent about the characteristics of the study, basics of the 

interview, ethics and so on (See Appendix No. 2). Four interviews were held via different virtual 

programs of communication, such as Skype, WhatsApp, and regular phone calls. As the 

interviews were initiated the interviewees were again informed of the ethical underlying (See 

Appendix No.2). All the interviews were recorder via recording software, all the interviewees 

were informed at the start of the interview. All the participants gave their consent to participate 

and to be recorded.  

Ethics 

The ethical guidelines for the interviews follow earlier established recommendations; including 

to protect the participants from a breach of privacy, confidentiality or anonymity, according to 

the extensive framework of Gubrium and Holstein (2001) as well as Ritchie et al., (2014). The 
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interviews were based on informed consent, while also making it clear that the participation in 

the research is fully voluntary and the interviewees had the option to cancel the interview at any 

point or withdraw from the study. All interviewees were also informed that the interview was 

being recorded and asked about their consent in doing so. Following that logic, the interviewees 

were also informed of the aim of the study. 

3.3 Validity and Reliability 

While more heavily emphasized upon in quantitative science, topics of generalization are often 

embedded within qualitative research, especially the reliability and validity of a study (Ritchie 

et al., 2014). In this chapter, I have to the furthers degree possible tried to establish both factors 

of validity and reliability for this study. However, due to the nature of the chosen sources and 

methods used for the collection and analyzation in this study, further clarifications should be 

made. Within academia, there have been several prejudices against a case study approach. One 

reacquiring concern is the ‘lack of rigor of case study research’ (Yin, 2009: 14). Another matter 

is the lack of scientific generalization (Yin, 2009). This is where validity and reliability come 

in. 

According to the procedure of Ritchie at al., (2014), initially validity concerns itself with, the 

degree of which the measurements of the study has been used to successfully ‘capture the 

concepts’ that were intended. In the analytical chapter of this study, the reader will find that by 

using the Analytical Framework (Table 1) established, the analyze successfully captures 

organizational resilience both in policy and practice. Validity also focuses upon a ‘well-

grounded’ link between the concepts and conclusion established within the study (Ritchie et al., 

2014: 357). This is also emphasized in the analytical chapter and the extensive work on the 

previous research as a foundation for the Analytical Framework (Table 1). It also hinges on the 

validity of the gathered data; the confidence that the data is ‘well-founded’ (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

The strength of the data is that it comes both from policies document established by the UN and 

from practitioners in four different sub-organizations. This is called ‘triangulation’, collecting 

data from different sources (Ritchie et al., 2014: 358), and is used to clarify and precise the 

research findings. In summary, the study expresses validity by building on extensive previous 

research and multiple sources of data.  

The place of reliability in qualitative research is a debated one (Ritchie et al., 2014). The main 

idea is that the findings are to be replicable (Ritchie et al., 2014; Yin 2009). Most of the 

questions regarding reliability regarding the previous research and the data relating to the policy 
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documents have already been established throughout the chapter. However, the data gathered 

from the interviews pose some issues with regard to reliability. The interviews proved while 

beliefs and capabilities were often easy to discuss with the interviewees and there were several 

reflections to be made, the proficiencies were sometimes hard to discuss, and probing in regard 

to the procedures of Healey-Etten and Sharp (2010), did not always give results. However, this 

proved less of a challenge for the UNJOC interviewee, most likely because UNJOC works 

closer to disaster management as a sub-organization. This issue will also be discussed in the 

chapter of discussion and conclusion.        

 

3.4 Data Analysis Method 

To analyze the data that was gathered I applied a thematical analysis approach. Thematic 

analysis is perceived as one of the most widely used qualitative methods (Herzog et al., 2017; 

Braun & Clarke, 2013; Nowell et al., 2017). It is extensively used within social science 

disciplines with intentions to analyze ‘experience, perceptions and understandings’ (Herzog et 

al., 2017: 2). In Nojavan’s et al., (2018: 1, 2-3) research to develop ‘a comprehensive conceptual 

model for disaster management’ the authors express the following sentiment on this approach; 

“Thematic analysis is the approach to data analysis and reduction that is used to segment, 

categorise, summarise and reconstruct the qualitative data”. A deductive dimension gathers 

the different themes from a theoretical framework, also known as a ‘top-down’ approach, in 

order to ‘consume the theory’ (Herzog et al., 2017). Meaning, that the theoretical framework is 

used as a filter to manage the data gathered. The approach is also a prominent choice because 

it is not steered by a theoretical framework (Herzog et al., 2017). As such, this explorative study 

utilizes some deductive aspects to establish the Analytical Framework (Table 1).   

The analytical method, as follows in this section, was mainly constructed according to the 

procedure of Silverman (2011: 274-275). Essentially following five core aspects, that are 

prominent within the approach to finalize the Analytical Framework (Table 1); familiarizing 

oneself, initial coding, initial themes, review themes and lastly refine themes (Herzog et al., 

2017; Braun & Clarke, 2013; Silverman, 2011; Belotto, 2018). In practice this was done in 

accordance with the procedures of Silverman (2011); 1) The initial familiarization of the 

dataset, as done in previous research; 2) founding the initial themes, sub-themes, and codes via 

the literature regarding organizational resilience; 3) an exploration to search for the different 

themes within the gathered data, the policy documents, and interviews; 4) a review of the 

themes, by examining them against the gathered data making sure that there was a possible 
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linkage; 5) lastly a refinement of the themes, and comparison the themes against each other and 

the previous research review to examine if there were any possible linkages between the themes.  

The reasoning for choosing a thematic analytical approach hinges on several key factors. First, 

it has already been proven successful within the area of organizational resilience; Nojavan’s et 

al., (2018) article Conceptual Change of Disaster Management: A thematic analysis. Secondly, 

a thematical analysis allows for flexibility within the study, Nowell et al., (2017: 2) express it 

in the following manner: 

“Through its theoretical freedom, the thematic analysis provides a highly flexible 

approach that can be modified for the needs of many studies, providing a rich and 

detailed, yet complex account of data”.  

In summary, the Analytical Framework of Chapter 2, is based on a redundant exploration of 

previous research, trails, and errors, as well as a comprehensive review of the literature on the 

method. The following chapter utilizes the Analytical Framework in order to explore both the 

policies and practices of organizational resilience within the UN. In practice, this means that 

the framework is a filter used to extract essential data on the subject of beliefs, capabilities, and 

proficiencies relating to organizational resilience.  
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Chapter 4. Analysis of Policies 

This chapter utilized the Analytical Framework (Table 1) in the exploration of the policy 

documents (Table 2) to answer the second research question of this paper; How is 

organizational resilience, explored via the Analytical Framework, conceptualized in the UN’s 

policy documents? Initially, the chapter briefly introduces the development of organizational 

resilience within the policies in the UN system, relating to the topic. The chapter is then divided 

into three different areas of analysis; system beliefs, system capabilities, and system 

proficiencies.  

The work with organizational resilience within the UN originated from the sixty-seventh 

session of the General Assembly, as stated in the A/RES/67/254 (2013: 4), the assembly; 

“Approves the organizational resilience management system approach as the emergency 

management framework”. This acceptance was followed by the incorporation of the 

Organizational Resilience Management System: Emergency Management Framework 

(A/67/266: 2012), as the organizations first comprehensive, and employed in practice, 

framework related to organizational resilience. The policy document is stated to be used by the 

UN to establish organizational resilience, not only within its headquarters but “… extended to 

the agencies, funds, and programmes of the United Nations systems” (A/67/266, 2012: 1). 

Organizational resilience was adopted by the UN based on the following logic: 

“Based on international standards and best practices, the framework is intended to 

ensure that the Organization is better prepared to anticipate, prepare for, respond 

to and recover from serious disruptive incidents (emergency, crisis or disaster).” 

(A/67/266, 2012: 1) 

The origin of organizational resilience as an important notion for organizations to withstand 

and bounce back from disruptions has been on a rise since the International Organization for 

Standardization released their document regarding the subject (ISO22301, 2012), see Blyth 

(2018). 

The policies analyzed in this chapter was adopted and intended to be used in practice by all the 

sub-organizations of the UN system; as stated the framework establishes a ‘holistic’ approach, 

for the whole UN-system (A/67/266, 2012). Therefore, the documents have the same 

importance for peacekeeping agencies as for agencies working with migration or food.  
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4.1 System Beliefs within the Policies 

The fundamental beliefs in failures and development organizational resilience have been 

deemed necessary within the field of organizational resilience (Vogues & Sutcliffe, 2007). This 

chapter focuses on how the UN, via policy documents, view the possibility of disturbances. As 

well as, the belief in development of capabilities and proficiencies that allow the organization 

to cope and develop (Valero et al., 2015). The following section analyzes the policies (Table 2) 

established by the UN and explores how, and if, the beliefs established in Table 1 are relevant 

in the documents.  

The Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012), it is stated that: 

 “… the nature of threats faced by the organization, including military or terrorist 

related incidents, critical infrastructure failures and natural hazard events, has 

become more variable.” (A/67/266, 2012: 3) 

It is clearly establishing that the environment that the organization and its sub-organizations 

often functions raises concerns regarding the continuity of the organizational functions. As a 

fundamental view established by both Blyth (2018) and Vogues and Sutcliffe (2007), the 

organization must establish a view that poses failures, disruptions, and disasters as something 

that could happen to any part of the organization. In the same line of thought as Blyth (2018), 

a resilient system is not the same as a system ridden of vulnerabilities. The Emergency 

Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012) document clearly establishes that threats towards 

the organization, in many different forms, is always present. There is also a concern about the 

complexity of the challenges that the organization faces: “There has been a sea of change 

among the threats faced by the United Nations through its explicit targeting by terrorist 

groups.” (A/67/266, 2012: 3). As determined earlier in this paper, both the resilience thinking 

approach and organizational resilience has gained favorable ground within several different 

fields and disciplines due to the focus upon not only know issues but also unforeseen and new 

challenges. In contrast to the literature on organizational resilience, the policy documents do 

not mention climate change as a field of ‘problematic’ change or possible cause for disruption.   

Even more so, the document establishes several thoughts along the line that the organization 

can develop the system to cope with these disruptive events. The ‘vision’ of organizational 

resilience is stated in the A/67/266 (2012: 3):  
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“… implementing an emergency framework enhances the ability of organizations 

to manage the risks of potentially disruptive events through anticipation, 

prevention, protection, mitigation, response, and recovery”.  

As so, underlying belief and trust in development as seen necessary for a resilient organization 

that was emphasize within the literature can be found within several sections of the policy; with 

an emphasis on ‘enhancing the ability’ of the organization. As previously explored, the 

A/67/266 (2012) builds upon international standard practice and the Hyogo Framework for 

Action 2005-2015. The organizational resilience approach seems to allow the organization to 

focus on a more holistic view when it comes to crises and disruptions. This can also be seen in 

the following perspective by the General Assembly on the resolution to engage with 

organizational resilience:   

“To address those challenges, and in response to the understanding express by the 

General Assembly in its resolution 66/247, the present report proposes a 

harmonized, integrated and holistic framework for emergency management, 

building upon the previously introduced framework and extending its scope. The 

framework, termed the organizational resilience management system, encompasses 

all risk-based emergency preparedness and response disciplines and represents 

and evolution of Secretariat’s approach to emergency management and the 

provision of “single operational response”. (A/67/266, 2012: 3)   

This statement indicates the grasp of the organizational resilience approach within the 

organizations; the policy document clearly states that the belief of possible failure and 

development is to be engrossed within the whole of the organization (Xiao & Cao, 2017). 

Organizational resilience, as perceived by the A/67/266 (2012), A/RES/67/254 (2013) and the 

previous research as a concept of the organization's ability to ‘bounce back’, seems to be well 

grounded within the sub-organizations. One of the interviewees stated that: “It’s all about being 

able to ‘bounce back’ in times of crisis and to ensure minimal business continuity.” 

(Interviewee 2, April 2019). As several authors have emphasized, the beliefs are not to be held 

by only some systems of the organization, such as the crisis management office, but the 

organization as a whole (Biggs et al., 2015; Xiao & Chao, 2017).   

However, even with this statement, there is almost no acknowledgment to the importance of 

establishing processes for learning. This was emphasized by several authors, on the topic of 

belief in development, within the field of organizational resilience (Akgün & Keskin, 2014; 
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Lengnick-Hall et a., 2011). Neither within the A/67/266 (2012) or A/67/254 (2013). The only 

real statement that touches the subject is expressed within the Policy on the Organizational 

Resilience Management System (CEB/2014/HLCM/17, 2014: 3): “Maximized organizational 

learning: lessons learned during implementation will be identified, recorded and shared.”  

4.2 Resourcefulness and Redundancy within the Policies 

As stated in Chapter 2, the capabilities of redundancy and resourcefulness are essential to an 

organization that is to engage in the establishment of organizational resilience. As seen in Table 

1, redundancy focuses a lot on internal resources while resourcefulness upon the organizational 

capabilities to utilize resources (Tierny, 2003; Bruneau et al., 2003). As they are both 

capabilities necessary for the establishment, they are sometimes closely linked to each other as 

will be present in the following analysis.  

Regarding these themes, there is an emphasis on establishing trained and prepared internal 

personnel within the policy documents. On the topic of resourcefulness, this has been seen in 

the literature as an important part to establish the capability. Some researches within the field 

of organizational resilience claim that new knowledge must be spread around the organization 

and not buried within a single unit of operation (Bruneau, et al., 2003; Patron & Johnston, 

2017). The organization recognized following line of thought in their policy:  

“The objective of the training initiatives is to equip staff in responsible roles and to 

build capacity at individual duty stations, including skills and knowledge in the 

fields of emergency preparedness, response and follow-up support for survivors.” 

(A/67/266, 2012: 11) 

There is a fundamental focus on establishing resourcefulness and redundancy within the 

organization by training employees to be able to move them between organizations to uphold 

key functions. The importance of this is stressed by Patron and Johnston (2017). This is in 

several cases prominence within the policies, as seen in the following statement:  

 “Recognizing that emergency preparedness capacity is built from the ground up, 

the Emergency Preparedness and Support Team has developed several initiatives 

to empower staff to prepare themselves both personally and professionally for 

emergencies… (A/67/266, 2012: 11) 
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This approach in the policies seems to be well established in the system, one of the interviewees 

stated: “We do train for them (Disruptive events); In UNFPA, you have directives from 

headquarters, from regional level and country office level.” (Interviewee 4, April 2019)  

Not only is there a prominent link to the strengthening of internal resources via extra personnel 

and support teams that undergo training, but there are also several other ‘units’ that is the 

emphasis as extra resources during disruptive events:  

“… the Medical Services Division at Headquarters also coordinates the 

preparatory and response work of the United Nations Medical Emergency 

Response Team, an inter-agency standby cadre of trained doctors, nurses and 

emergency medical technicians from organizations of the United Nations system 

who have volunteered for deployment to crisis sites.” (A/67/266, 2012: 12) 

Another statement within the same policy document also indicates the focus upon 

resourcefulness being strongly linked with the idea of employees:  

“In peace settings, the Unit (The Critical Incident Stress Management Unit of the 

Department of Safety and Security) proves preventive stress management training 

to all United Nations staff…” (A/67/266, 2012: 13) 

These statements within the policy document emphasize the same aspect of redundancy that 

Patron and Johnston (2017) also perceived as an important part; when one person cannot solve 

a problem, there is someone who can.   

There is also some interesting founding within the Progress Report on the Implementations of 

Organizational Resilience Management System (CEB/2015/HLCM/24, 2015: 3):  

“…Organizational Resilience Management System (ORMS) aims to assist the UN 

entities to build and strengthen resilience by aligning and harmonizing efforts of 

emergency preparedness and response.”  

Redundancy is within the literature partly perceived to be available ‘backup’ resources, or 

insurance for the organization that ensures that the organization can continue functions during 

disruptions (Bruneau et al., 2003).  

Aside from this, several aspects within the documents relating to the capability of 

resourcefulness hinges upon the technological dimensions within the system, especially 

communication. One example of this is the establishment of a so-called ‘call center’ to provide 
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information during disruptive events (A/67/266, 2012: 12). This indicates an emphasis on 

communication during disruptive events. There are several other statements within the 

documents that follow this logic:  

“The communications plan would raise awareness and harmonize key messages 

with regard to the emergency management framework, utilizing regular United 

Nations communications channels, including iSeek, report and official documents.” 

(A/67/266, 2012: 6)  

This can also be seen in the following statement within the policy document:   

“Since information-sharing is pivotal both during and after emergencies, the 

Emergency Preparedness and Support Team has developed a database 

management system to address a multitiered response to emergencies where 

medical professionals, stress counsellors, administration leadership and human 

resources officers can share time-sensitive information.” (A/67/266, 2012: 11)  

Having insurance and ‘backup’ facilities or technologies to maintain functions is seen as an 

important part of organizational resilience (Bruneau et al., 2003). The Emergency Management 

Framework (A/67/266, 2012) emphasizes with these statements the importance of being both 

resourceful and redundant within the technological dimension of the system. Interesting 

enough, written within the document is also the following statement: 

“… Create a resilient information and communications technology infrastructure, 

with a request that implementation be funded from existing resources.” (A/67/266, 

2012: 18) 

In essence, the sub-organizations are to establish redundancy in the technological dimension 

but are given no extra resources to do so.  

4.3 Rapidity and Robustness within the Policies 

Rapidity is the proficiency to maintain a ‘speedy recovery’ while robustness relates to 

withstanding disruptions (Tierny, 2003), as seen in the Analytical Framework (Table 1). As 

previously stated, the UN and its sub-organizations have a broad spectrum of functions. The 

documents, especially the A/67/266 (2012) express the importance of capitalizing and 

developing these aspects of the system:   
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“Experience gained during the inter-agency pandemic planning and business 

continuity planning exercises points to the potential value of adopting a common 

emergency framework in coordination with the specialized agencies, funds, and 

programmes.” (A/67/266, 2012: 6) 

The analysis of the policies document via the themes of rapidity and robustness generated some 

findings that related to these proficiencies. One of the seven core elements of organizational 

resilience is ‘business continuity’ (A/9/09, 2014: 3). Policies regarding this seems to be well 

established within the sub-organizations, one of the interviewees stated: “We have what we call 

a business continuity plan; if something happening here? If so, only the essential people that 

would come to work.” This concept has close ties with robustness as seen in the Analytical 

Framework (Table 1). While emphasized as a core principle within the documents, neither the 

Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266: 2012) nor the Emergency Management 

Framework Progress Report (CEB/2015/HLCM/24: 2015) shows that any substantial focus 

was given to this establish these proficiencies within the policies. Within the Emergency 

Management Framework, it is stated that: “… all departments of the Secretariat are expected 

to identify critical applications and implement a plan to ensure their continuity” (A/67/266, 

2012: 22) 

This statement does emphasize the pro-active work to secure robustness within the 

organization. As seen within the previous research, to establish robustness pro-active work is 

an essential part of maintaining these proficiencies within the system (Tierny, 2003; Singer, 

2006). There is also some stress on the post-disruptive stage:  

“To aid continual improvement, the regime should be parried with a structured 

follow-up mechanism to track identified gaps and variances, and the corrective 

actions required to address them.” (A/67/266, 2012: 6) 

Aside from pro-active measures, following the same logic as within the capabilities, there is a 

focus upon maintaining the proficiencies via human resources. In accordance with the previous 

research related to robustness and rapidity, Patron and Johnston (2017) have indicated the 

importance of not only focusing upon resources like capital but also personnel and their 

expertise. As expressed in the following statement:  

“Build internal capacity to enhance the Organization’s response and crisis 

management through training programmes for emergency support roles.” 

(A/67/266, 2012: 22) 
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As also seen in the previous section of capabilities, there is some focus upon the technological 

dimension within the organizations. There seems to be within the report a lot of focus upon 

technological rapidity and robustness, especially information and communications. The 

Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012: 13) states:  

“… critical technology support after a disruption that adversely impacts the critical 

business functions of the organization.” 

4.4 Summary of Organizational Resilience in Policy 

The analytical part and its findings will be discussed in Chapter 6 (Discussion and Conclusion). 

This section summarizes briefly the analytical exploration of organizational resilience within 

policy documents established by the UN.  

Policies within the UN, especially the Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012: 

3), frames the organizational vision of failures and development to be on par with what the 

organizational resilience literature necessary regarding system beliefs. There is a clear vision 

that the organization and its sub-organizations often operates within hostile and disruptive 

environments. However, there is an obvious lack of the affirmation of the importance and 

challenges of ‘unforeseen’ challenges due to climate change within the policy documents. 

There are few instances showing focus upon lesson learning. Within the policies there is a more 

prominent focus upon pro-active work via testing system and training.   

Regarding the capabilities and proficiencies relating to organizational resilience established in 

the Analytical Framework (Table 1), there is a focus upon establishing resilience via the means 

relating to human resources. The proficiencies necessary to maintain to establish organizational 

resilience was less prominent than the capabilities. The exploration shows a relevant amount of 

focus on technological resilience, with no express concerns about regarding additional 

resources. 
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Chapter 5. Analysis of Practice 

This chapter, as the previous one, uses the Analytical Framework (Table 1). The chapter aims 

to gain insight concerning the practice of the organization, in order to answer the third research 

question; How is organizational resilience, explored via the Analytical Framework, pursued in 

practice within the UN system? This chapter mainly draws data from the interviewees employed 

at the four different sub-organizations (Chapter 1.4). However, practices regarding 

organizational resilience was also found within documents such as the Progress Report on the 

Implementation of Organizational Resilience Management System (CEB/2015/HLCM/24, 

2015).  

5.1 System Beliefs in Practice    

Initially, concerning the theme of belief in failures (Table 1), there is a strong emphasis on 

meeting, accepting and exploring potential risk and ‘unforeseen challenges’ within 

organizational resilience (Biggs et al., 2015; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007); as such, the field of 

organizational resilience acclaims the ability of an organization to look outside the ‘known 

potential risks’ to the organization. However, on the theme of belief in failure one important 

note was taken early on; it is not only a difficult and, sometimes, a highly abstract topic of 

conversation but also potentially ‘loaded’.    

“UNAMIR was surprised by the events in Rwanda, and the magnitude of events. 

They didn’t see it come, UNAMIR was in the logic of a peace process. UN was taken 

by surprises, and when peacekeepers were killed, the UN decided to pull out.” 

(Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

The UN is no entity without a history. In one of the world’s largest humanitarian organizations, 

existing and functioning for decades, failures are almost bound to happen. The UNJOC agent 

recites probably one of the organizations most well-known failures, the genocide in Rwanda. In 

practice, there seems to be an emphasis on the awareness of potential failures and the possible 

impact of disruptive events. As also represented in the following quotation:   

“Reality is that most of the time, nothing happens, and then you’re on routine. But 

when you’re on that routine, you have to be on standby and alert on whatever crisis 

comes your way. And the crisis can be man-made, as said, the example of a terrorist 

attack. But the crisis can also be a natural disaster. Or just a traffic disaster. 

(Interviewee 2, April 2019)  
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The interview disclosed several interesting findings in relation to the sub-organization’s belief 

in failures. As stated in the previous chapter, within the policies there is a perspective on failures 

that they take multiple forms. On the topic of belief in failure, one overarching aspect is the 

pro-active work towards facing potential risks and disruptions, for the possibility to face the 

complexity of disruptions. One of the interviewees stated that:   

“So, the two things are complementary. The planning is all about imaging what 

would happen and how we would react to it. The test is testing the plan, team and 

the procedures.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

It is clear, however, that not all organizations are equal in the eye of failures, even if all the 

interviewed personnel, in their different organizations, work in unstable environments. The 

failures, disruptions or crisis they face are different regarding the geographical area but also the 

mandate of the organization: “It’s hard to generalize, probably some countries are better at 

dealing with a crisis than others. The lessons learned; you know.” (Interviewee 1, April 

2019). Another interviewee stated that: “In terms of disaster and risk managing, we are very 

much focused on the bricks and mortars.” (Interviewee 3, April 2019) In practice, there seems 

to be a linkage between potential failures and the organizational mandate. As well as a 

connection between the previous risk affecting the organization and the view on potential risk. 

One of the interviewees express the following: “In the context that I work on, I haven’t 

experienced a natural disaster that has impacted our work. “(IOM, Interviewee 1, April 2019)  

On the second theme in the Analytical Framework, belief in development (Table 1), there 

are several sub-themes. The ‘learning’ aspect of this theme has been a recurring concept in the 

academic field of organizational resilience (Akgün & Keskin, 2014); claiming that through 

learning from failures, there is a possibility to capitalize from the newly gained knowledge in 

order to bolster organization resilience. In practice, this seems to have a more prominent role 

than within the policies. As seen in a statement, from the UNJOC Interviewee:  

“We do learn, but we also forget. In the sense that when something goes badly 

wrong, we have a culture of best practices in the sense that we analysis what goes 

wrong, lessons are learned and then spread within the mission or even system-wide 

in different systems; policies are then adapted and so forth. “(Interviewee 2, April 

2019)  
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Correspondingly, in practice, the sub-organizations within the UN system also makes use of 

external actors to develop from failures:  

 “These monitoring evaluations and learning processes are being more and more 

implemented into the task. Depending on what you’re doing, and if something has 

happened you have different ways to evaluate what happened. Sometimes it’s 

external evaluations. It’s being more and more used; it brings another view on what 

happens. It’s not the same as the view of people who have been working within the 

organization every day. “(Interviewee 1, April 2019)  

As so, both the interviewees from IOM and UNJOC emphasized that there are organizational 

procedures to incorporate learning from failures in practice.    

Exploring how the organization encourages learning, in practice, was not the easiest question 

to answer for the interviewees. There was some answer regarding this, expressing examples of 

different opportunities for employees to raise concerns about potential risk:   

“Monitoring and evaluation happen differently according to the project; some 

happen regularly some happens every sixth month or so. In those exercises, these 

things can be reflected. Staff might be able to speak about an observation about a 

potential risk.” (Interviewee 1, April 2019)  

While bigger disruptions affect organizations differently, there seems to be, especially from 

some interviewees a belief that the sub-organization can not only learn from mistakes but also 

that the organizations can readily cope with adversity. A lengthier example was given by the 

interviewee from UNJOC:   

“One positive example is, the peacekeeping mission in Mali, where there was a 

peace deal between two groups. However, at the same time, there was still a French 

military operation ongoing, chasing down the last Jihadist terrorists in the region. 

For some reason, we at the UN thought that these two different conflicts that took 

place at the same time in the same space were separated. That was obviously not 

the case, so when the UN peacekeepers were deployed, to support the peace talks 

between the government and the rebels. There was an active conflict ongoing by 

the France military; what we might have foreseen was that the jihadist could pose 

a danger, the French military was hard to get, and few, and hard to find. So they 
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started to attack UN compounds and ambushing UN convoys. And then most of the 

UN peacekeeping in the north were actually military from West African countries, 

they were badly prepared for this kind of warfare. They were conventional infantry, 

but no experience with IEDs (Improvised explosive device), or complex attacks 

with IEDs and ambushes. They also had little experience with indirect fire attack, 

when somebody fires just a few mortar rounds or rockets at a distance. They had 

real difficulties in managing that. The UN, as casualties went up, had to react. 

Several different actions were taken, the staff was trained in dealing with 

IEDs, assets such as trucks were armored, and also camps were better protected, 

via bunkers, walls, sensors.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

Lessons learned and belief in development seems to have a deep rotated place within the 

practice of UNJOC, an organization close to peacekeeping missions. While the other 

organizations also have a system to learn from failures, it seems clear that there is no holistic 

way of working with lessons learned.   

5.2 Redundancy and Resourcefulness in Practice 

As the authors Biggs et al., (2015) wrote, the redundancy of an organization could be described 

as an ‘insurance’. A system that establishes the capability of redundancy has the ability to gather 

resources from other possible areas to continue functions. Like most organizations, it centers 

around the monetary capital that the organization has to its disposal (Bruneau et al., 2003). 

Redundancy within the UN and the sub-organizations is a difficult subject. As the interviewee 

from UNJOC also states regarding the capability: 

“The UN does not have the possibility to allocate budget, store resources, 

Hammarskjöld had big dreams of UN had their own army and all that, but you know 

that’s not the case. Even by Its nature and the reality of things. We have to ask every 

year, again and again, about the budget for a particular peacekeeping mission.” 

(Interviewee 2, April 2019) 

The UN sub-organization differentiate themselves in practice due to their budget, the mandate 

and so on; still, all the interviewees emphasized the importance of money and the difficulties 

with it. Again, Bruneau et al., (2003) stated that, while often overlooked within the disaster 

management literature, monetary capital is an essential part of being resilient. This challenge 

has also been present within the Progress Report of on the Implementation of Organizational 
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Resilience Management System (CEB/2015/HLCM/24, 2015), as stated within the report; 

UNIDO (United Nations Industrial Development Organization) has issues implementing the 

organizational resilience framework due to lack of resources. The same goes for the IAEA 

(International Atomic Energy Agency). On the topic of economical difficulties, the interviewee 

from the IOM stated:  

“This is not the case of UNHCR or UNICEF, they get money from a private donor. 

97 percent of our money comes from donors. That’s why election and new political 

decisions can affect our ways of functioning.” (Interviewee 1, April 2019) 

Another aspect of the subject of the monetary dimensions of both redundancy and 

resourcefulness is the process to attain funds in practice:  

“We get a mandate from the UN security council. We have to negotiate the budget; you 

want us to do this and this, we propose and state how much money we need. Every year 

that’s a fight, and we don’t know how much money we will get.” (Interviewee 2, April 

2019) 

The IOM, UNJOC, and UNDP expresses concerns regarding the economical dimension of 

redundancy; stating that in practice, there are organizations that with the right mandate had a 

prominent more lucrative pool of money to take from. IOM refers to UNHCR or UNICEF while 

the interviewee from UNJOC reflects upon the WHO:  

“Different organization can spend a different amount of money. WHO could use a 

so-called ‘blank check’, as in, the organization could use as much money as they 

wanted to stop the outbreak.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

Again, there is also the aspect of redundancy in human resources as the authors Patron and 

Johnston (2017) emphasized. The interviewee from UNJOC state an interesting perspective on 

this:  

“The thing about military and police employees is that they’re different. You have 

different police officer, go for one year in a peacekeeping mission. There’s a lot of 

different in the level of preparedness, some arrive properly brief, as they know what 

to expect and how to deal with different people from different countries. While other 

people you must explain everything. This process repeats itself again and again and 

again. It’s a bit of a vulnerability for the organization. Because we see a lot of new 
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faces in the peacekeeping mission, these new people always need to be informed 

and update how the UN is to deal with crisis and major disruptions.” (Interviewee 

2, April 2019) 

The interviewee from IOM emphasizes that there is a way of working within the organization 

that allows for redundancy in regard to human resources: “You have to make sure that all the 

employees are aware of the values, policies and routines.” (IOM, Interviewee 1, April 2019) 

So while some organizations have to work with the potential loss of knowledge, due to the 

nature of employment, other sub-organizations have a more stable approach to retaining their 

employees and keeping them up-to-date with routines and so on.   

The second capability, resourcefulness centers around the capability of an organization to 

mobilize resources and prioritize during disruptions (Bruneau et al., 2003). As stated by the 

UNJOC interviewee, mobilization is not an easy thing, but necessary:  

“When it’s really necessary, the resource mobilization is there. Often, it takes a 

crisis to move resources. The very nature of UN is not like a member states, certain 

countries, in the development world, allocate budget to be prepared for major crisis 

around the world.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

The same view that mobilization sometimes is an challenge that is hard to deal with is also 

upheld by the interviewee from the UNDP: 

“If there are many UN agencies involved in a single strategy, there is a tendency 

that everybody will go their own way with their own donor funding, and not really 

coordinating. It’s very difficult to handle that, it’s like herding cats. Ideally, you’d 

have a coordinating unit at the top of this structure with a veto it can use to keep 

the agencies in line, but this is very difficult to get, because the other agencies will 

fight this to the nails at headquarters level. Everybody talks about coordination, but 

nobody wants to be coordinated.” (Interviewee 3, April 2019) 

The last answer, expressed by the interviewee from UNDP, portrays not necessarily a system 

facing a disruptive event. However, the interviewee does raise concerns regarding how the 

different sub-organizations within the UN sometimes hinders mobilization. However, during 

crises the interviewees describes a practice of coordination and mobilization. Apart from the 

previous statement of the interviewee from UNJOC, another one stated:  
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“The other agencies, WFP (World Food Program) support in the area of food 

Rations and WHO (World Health Organization) on health-related issues such as 

water and sanitation. The different UN organizations intervene and look at their 

different mandates.” (Interviewee 4, April 2019) 

Another challenge surfaced concerning the capability of resourcefulness. The gathering and 

sorting the abundant masses of information (Biggs et al., 2015). The issue at hand is described 

as following by the interviewee from UNJOC:  

“It's about how to manage it and selected, separate between what’s necessary and 

what’s useful, and what’s not necessary and useful.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019) 

The issue with the amount of information also makes the act of sharing information more 

challenging, one this subject the same interviewee stated:  

“Given that UN peacekeeping is multi-dimensional there is an emphasis on an 

integrated approach, to achieve objectives. That implies joint operations, hence, 

joint operational planning and joint information sharing. You can’t coordinate your 

actions if you don’t share information and are on the same page, both literally and 

figurative speaking.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019) 

5.3 Robustness and Rapidity in Practice 

As seen in the Analytical Framework (Table 1), the proficiencies of organizational resilience 

centers around both being capable to face of adversity while avoiding degradation in 

performance and, if necessary, rapidly recover from disruption (Tierney, 2003). As this study 

has reviewed, this notion relates to ‘business contingency’, and this can be also be seen in the 

practice of the organizations. Initially, the importance of establishing and maintain the 

proficiency to be robust in the face of adversity is prevailing in the interviewees. The 

interviewee from UNJOC approached this discussion via another example.   

“But the 2010 earthquake in Haiti knocked out the UN’s HQ, killing several people. 

Eventually, the organization bounced back but that was from the outside, from New 

York and other members-states of the system coming to the rescue. But the first days 

were total chaos because leadership was decimated, communication was down, a 

lot of dead people, within and outside the UN mission. (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  
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Previous devastating failures in maintain robustness, sometimes resulting in loss of life, 

diminishing reputation and so on, illuminates the importance of capability in the eyes of the 

interviewees. The interviewee from UNFPA (Interviewee 4, April 2019) said: “What can we 

do for women who are pregnant? In the mist how disaster, how can we make sure that they can 

deliver safely.” Stressing the importance of being able to continue functions even during 

disruptions. This importance of robustness for humanitarian aid organizations is also 

emphasized in the literature by Blyth (2018). These previous failures seem to be an important 

force behind the given emphasis on the matter, as the same interviewee stated, regarding the 

topic of what organizational resilience mean for the UN: “It’s all about being able to ‘bounce 

back’ in times of crisis and to ensure minimal business continuity.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)  

In practice, some statements from the interviewees regarding the work to maintain robustness, 

most of the answers relate to pro-active work; in order to ensure that robustness is maintained 

during disruptive events:  

“The most important thing is having plans and procedures. That’s what holds an 

organization together, especially in a crisis. Hence also the importance of training. 

You make plans, thinking of all the bad things that could happen to you and your 

mission. These plans have to be communicated in order for everyone to know what 

and how to act. It’s also important that there’s exercises, workshops or stress 

tests. “(Interviewee 2, April 2019)   

The academic field of organizational resilience also showed several ways of ‘quantifying 

robustness’. The PRI measurement developed by Singer (2006) in regard to the robustness of 

an organization, examines mainly the probabilities of disruptive events, possible outcome of 

said event. These first ‘variables’ of a semi-qualitative concept sets the UN in an interesting 

light. However, the process of establishing robustness is no easy task; the different systems of 

the sub-organizations requires different ways to establish this. However, the differences 

between the sub-organizations, their specific mandate, and expertise, is viewed as a possible 

positive aspect in practice. The Interviewee from UNJC states:   

“In December 2013, when the fighting started in South Sudan, it took the UN by 

surprise. We were bunkered in for a couple of days. We saw thousands seeking help 

within the UN camps, this was not as simple as one thinks it is. We had to adjust the 

camp, build toilets and acquire food, water. Before you know it, you have 
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a cholera outbreak. It’s basically like someone unexpectedly organizes a festival in 

your backyard. You have to adapt so quickly. Despite the challenges, we managed. But 

as much as planning and policies are necessary, it takes dedication and routine. It’s 

often people who make a difference.” (Interviewee 2, April 2019)   

At the same time, the mandate of the mission controls a lot of the work for the UN sub-

organization. The interviewee from UNDP also stresses the importance of the political aspects 

of the sub-organization:   

“In fragile states, there is a real need to get the political issues right – 

reconciliation between the political groups, demobilization of armed groups, 

reforming the army et cetera, but these are issues that external organizations like 

the UN have only a very limited influence over. This is why in these cases we focus 

on the more concrete, short-term issues like restoring infrastructure, putting the 

lights back on, providing water, and supporting dialogue and reconciliation 

between groups and do ‘damage control. It’s easier to get a political agreement 

with the government, and funds from donors for as well.” (Interviewee 3, April 

2019)   

In practice, the proficiency of robustness within the UN system and its sub-organizations 

centers upon the mandate, the support of countries and their political will. Yet, in practice there 

are another challenge regarding available resources relating to maintaining robustness. In the 

Progress Report of the Implementation of Organizational Resilience Management System 

(CEB/2015/HLCM/24, 2015: 22) the IAEA states that: “Building and maintaining plans and 

capacity to test and implement them requires buy-in and significant resources.” 

Rapidity revolves around the proficiency to minimize the time to ‘bounce back’, as seen in the 

Analytical Framework (Table 1). As stated by several authors found in the previous research 

chapter (Tierney, 2003: Bruneau, 2003); the capability centers around the system’s ability to 

make a rapid recovery after being affected by the disruption. If we look at the possibilities to 

establish rapidity there are several aspects arising within some of the organization in relations 

to the ‘speed’ of things. The interviewee from UNDP stated the following about the employee's 

own organization:  

 “UNDP is a procurement organization and recruiting private companies in a 

country like Iraq is a lengthy process, as we have to check their antecedents and 
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financial background to prevent corruption. This means a ‘safe’ process, but it 

takes time to award a contract and start the work. We work on big projects, 

moreover, like water treatment plants and electrical substations, so these are long-

term undertakings. This is a very different mandate than humanitarian actors, who 

are supposed to be quick and flexible. UNDP is more like an ‘oil tanker.’ It does 

what it’s supposed to do, transport oil, which you cannot do on a little, light boat, 

but it means it’s hard to turn around and maneuver once a course has been set. 

Humanitarian agencies are more like that light speed boat.” (Interviewee 3, April 

2019) 

The metaphor used by the interviewee, describing the sub-organization as an oil tanker, 

visualizes how the system might be lacking in areas concerning rapidity, while stressing that it 

is not an issue. The question about the mandate of the organization is always present; there is a 

big difference between different sub-organizations in practice. The interviews establish that the 

ability to maintain the proficiencies of the sub-organizations centers a lot on the political will 

within the UN and of the member-states. As stated by the IOM interviewee:  

“The organization is constantly changing from what we learn. But changing also 

takes time, United Nations agencies, especially IOM has member-states that not 

only within the UN but also member-states directly connected to the IOM. 

“(Interviewee 1, April 2019) 

4.4 Summary of Organizational Resilience in Practice 

The analytical part and its findings will be discussed further in Chapter 6 (Discussion and 

Conclusion). This section summarizes the analytical exploration of organizational resilience in 

practice regarding the relevant sub-organizations. 

In practice, the sub-organizations are not equal in the eyes of failures. Some organizations are 

more shows more experience regarding facing challenges due to their organizational nature, 

such as mandate, environment, resources and so on. Also, depending on the urgency of the 

event at hand, there seems to be both capabilities and proficiencies to act resiliently. Learning 

from failures has, as stated, a more prominent role in practice. This can also be stated about 

resources; the interviewees from IOM, UNJOC, and UNDP all stated concerns regarding 

establishing capabilities and maintaining the proficiencies of resilience and the lack of resources 

to do so.   
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The interviewees do portray an organization that has issues with coordination, mobilization, 

and resources. However, there is also a prominent voice that expresses a ‘holistic’ system that 

in times of disruptions is able to mobilize and coordinate on a massive scale.  
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Chapter 6. Discussion and Conclusion 

I set out to explore organizational resilience within the humanitarian sector, to generate 

knowledge and insight on a subject that has been neglected by academia (Blyth, 2018). This 

was done by exploring and reviewing the literature within the field of organizational resilience 

(Chapter 2), to establish an answer in accordance with the first research question. In turn, this 

enabled the operationalization of core concepts for establishing and maintain organizational 

resilience, as visualized in the Analytical Framework (Table 1). The second and third research 

questions, emphasizes expanding knowledge and understanding concerning how the UN 

establishes and maintains organizational resilience in policy and practice by utilizing the 

framework. This chapter aims to present and further discuss some of the knowledge gained by 

exploring the data.  

The ‘humanitarian sector’ cannot be boiled down to one sole unit. The UN system and its sub-

organization present a fascinating and complex case within the sector due to its multiple areas 

of expertise and mission mandates. Meanwhile, there is no easy way to observe or comprehend 

‘organizational resilience’ (Xiao & Cao, 2017). The International Organization for 

Standardization (ISO22301) that has been cited defined the concept as being able to uphold 

critical functions after disruptive events, at minimum business continuity for as long as possible. 

Likewise, the central query within the organizational resilience field, how to adapt to, and 

conquer unforeseen change (Xiao & Cao, 2017: Boin & Eeten, 2013), is diffuse and abstract. 

As the chapter of previous research progressed, it stood clear that the notion is far more 

diversified than an initial overview can portray. However, interesting enough the broad 

understanding of organizational resilience is a well-established understanding as seen in the 

gathered data. Several of the sub-themes were also present in the gathered data. 

Furthermore, the Progress Report of the Implementation of Organizational Resilience 

Management System (CEB/2015/HLCM/24, 2015: 3) document also focuses upon establishing 

resilience via ‘aligning and harmonizing efforts. A ‘holistic’, ‘single operational response’ or 

‘integrated’ approach has been given a lot of attention within the organizational resilience field; 

Xiao and Cao (2017) stated in their paper that organization resilience is a notion that should 

exist on multiple levels of “the system”. Meanwhile, the interviewees also portray that in 

practice, the holistic approach established in the policy is far from absolute reality. With these 

initial points stated, the following sections discuss the perceptions of beliefs, capabilities, and 

proficiencies in relation to policy and practice within the UN system.  
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6.1 Belief in Failure and Development in Policy and Practice 

As stated by Langeland et al., (2016), a resilient organization takes varying approaches in order 

to face and overcome adversity. The notion of ‘belief in failure and development’ is something 

that is stressed throughout the field of organizational resilience. Once again, I want to recall 

Blyth’s (2018: 64) statement that ‘resilience is not the opposite of vulnerability’. The policy 

document Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012: 3) documents state that the 

disruptive events have ‘become more variable’ and that there is a ‘sea of change’ regarding the 

conceivable threats facing the organizations. The complex and developing nature of disruption 

is a grim reality for the humanitarian sector. 

Nevertheless, what is absent in policy and practice is statements regarding the unforeseen 

disruptive events of climate change, that has been ‘headlining’ the resilience field. 

The imaginable issues that might come from climate change, evokes grave concerns by several 

of the authors within the field of resilience (Walker & Salt, 2006: Biggs et al., 2015). Likewise, 

present in the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015, is the underlying assessment by the 

organizational resilience field that nothing or no one is a “one-man island”. The authors Biggs 

et al., (2015), Walker and Salt (2006) are just some of those within the field of resilience 

that emphasizes a more complex relationship within the social-ecological system (SES); 

asserting that maintaining the belief that a system exists within isolated space, will only lead to 

issues down the line. There is no doubt that the literature proclaims a pivotal role for the 

‘unforeseen changes’ relating to climate change, and that the same concerns are lacking in both 

practice and policy within the UN system. There is no denying the challenge to deal with an 

issue of there is no focus upon the potential challenges.  

Biggs et al., (2015) also state the issue that resilience in all different systems cannot increase 

simultaneously. Within both the policies and practices of the organization, there is a prominent 

focus that points towards a belief in development relating to the technological dimension. As 

the policy analysis presented, there is an ‘organizational will’ to enhance the ability and 

capabilities of the organization to manage disruptive events regarding technological 

development. This notably in the Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012) and 

the data gathered from the interviewee employed at the UNJOC. Meanwhile, in practice, the 

prominence of ‘lessons learned' seems to be further present than in the policy. However, there 

still is a clear difference between the sub-organizations. The interviewee from 

UNJOC portrays a strong and clear belief of the importance of lessons learned and portrays not 
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only processes of it but also exemplifies cases. While the interviewee from IOM expressed the 

issues with both time and resources to establish results from the processes of ‘lesson learning’. 

It data gathered shows that the themes of system beliefs strongly relates to the mandate and 

experience of the organizations.   

6.1 Redundancy and Resourcefulness in Policy and Practice  

While not on the same level of normative concepts as rapidity and robustness, as the author I 

encountered some issues with exploring and analyzing these capabilities within the data. The 

example of redundancy given by Brunea et al., (2003) was to have ‘backup’ resources in order 

to continue operation as well as an ‘insurance for system functions’ by Biggs et al., (2015). 

Resourcefulness is perceived as the capability to prioritize and mobilize resources within the 

organizational resilience field (Brunea et al., 2003). There are several thought-provoking 

discoveries regarding these capabilities in the analytical chapters. Several of the interviewees 

stated that the UN is not like other organizations; due to the mandate that is given from the UN 

General Assembly or the Security Council, in these cases. The interviewees from IOM and 

UNDP express the issues with donor money and the negotiation of budgets that are constantly 

reoccurring each year. As Boin et al., (2010) expressed; without money, there is no movement.  

As cited from the interviewees employed at the UNJOC and UNFPA regarding mobilization, 

when it is necessary, it is possible. However, a statement by the UNDP also demonstrates an 

internal struggle between different sub-organizations. If the system as a whole can organize and 

mobilize together in times of disruptions, as stated by the interviewee from UNJOC, there is a 

possibility to take advantage of each organization’s expertise. An example is the expertise of 

organization UNFPA, as the interviewee expressed that during disruption, the organization 

focuses on delivering their functions. The task to aid in the delivery of newborns does not 

become less relevant in a time of disruptions. The UNJOC expresses some cases where 

coordination and cooperation have shown good results for the organization. Meanwhile, in 

policy there were also several findings regarding how to ease mobilization of human resources, 

however, there were no cases of this present in practice. The policy documents also established 

a clear will to be able to mobilize information, via different means of communications. The 

analytical part also established the emphasis on the importance of information-sharing, in the 

Emergency Management Framework (A/67/266, 2012).  

The importance of mobilizing and attaining backup resources holds distinctive importance 

within the system. Information-sharing might also have an important function while 



 

52 

 

prioritizing. However, the exploration shows that there is no clear-cut holistic way of viewing 

or practicing these capabilities.  

6.2 Robustness and Rapidity in Policy and Practice 

The focus for organizational resilience has for the main part been flexibility and survivability 

since the publishing of the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 as stated by Blyth (2018); 

these concepts strongly relates to robustness and rapidity. Valero et al., (2015) stated that 

organizational resilience is not only vital for the organization itself, but also for the wellbeing 

of the community. As stated previously, this view is also present within both policies and 

practices. However, while the importance is given, exploring and discussing robustness and 

rapidity was a tricky challenge. Blyth (2018: 65) stated that to establish organizational resilience 

a system must engage with both ‘abstract concepts and tangible needs’. With this logical, 

robustness and rapidity should be perceived as normative and abstract proficiencies essential 

for organizational resilience. Still, both proficiencies proved a formidable challenge and a 

maybe even ‘loaded’ topic for discussion. 

It is tough to deny that the humanitarian sector operates in environments causing further 

‘vulnerabilities’ than most other sectors due to the uncertain and sometimes hostile 

environments, as written by Blyth (2018). In this sense, it is insufficient to evaluate robustness 

via the measurable semi-qualitative tools of the organizational resilience literature; the 

Probabilistic Robustness Index (PRI), as the PRI measures the probability of disruptive events. 

The Dynamic Network Robustness (DYNER) might be a more impactful tool due to the 

emphasis on the technological tools in both policy and practice; as also emphasized in the 

literature by Bruneau et al., (2003). The Emergency Management Framework (2012) and the 

UNJOC interviewee also expressed the importance of this subject. The amount of information 

and the different ways it can be gathered and faked is a challenged that poses several issues for 

most organizations.  

Another interesting discovery is voiced by the interviewees in this study. The UNJOC 

interviewee exemplifies different cases in which the UN has been facing different disruptive 

events; UNAMIR in Rwanda during the genocide and UN in Haiti during the natural 

disaster. These examples were used by the interviewee to present cases where the UN has been 

deemed to fail to uphold their functions during disruptions. Meanwhile, the interviewee from 

UNJOC also present examples were organizations could in recent time uphold and maintain 

processes that were perceived as ‘core’ for the organization. In contrast, the UNDP presented 
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another reality, a perspective that could also be claimed to be shared with the IOM. The last 

two mentioned sub-organization relays on not only the political will of the UN but also member-

states and the government of the state they are occupying. In terms of robustness, the question 

arises if there really is necessary with a ‘holistic approach’. The interview from the UNDP also 

clarified that, via a brilliant metaphor, that some sub-organizations within the UN does not 

move with the same rapidity as other organizations and that it is alright for the mandate at 

hand. There is no doubt that peace-keeping missions have much to gain by not failing to deliver 

core functions during disruptions, as well as organizations mentioned in the interview such as 

WHO, UNHCR and so on. Yet, emphasizing robustness and rapidity in each sub-organization 

just in order to establish organizational resilience might have negative effects. This takes us 

back to Duit et al., (2010), and their statement regarding the issues with resilience clashing with 

core concepts within the field of social science. As the interviewee from UNDP state, it is ‘ok’ 

for them not to be a speedboat, it is not their part of their ‘core identity’.  
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Chapter 7. Final Remarks 

These are the conclusion I draw from this study; the UN system and its sub-organization have 

several challenges present in the process of establishing and maintain organizational resilience. 

In practice, this centers a lot on the available resources, the very core of the UN system, the 

mandates, political will, and the cooperation with member-states also have an essential role in 

this. However, I urge that the knowledge gained from this thesis does not present an 

organization that is in dire need of scrutinization, but an organization that offers a lot of 

knowledge and practices in regard to the beliefs, capabilities and proficiencies essential for 

organizational resilient. The level of mobilization and robustness portrayed in the more recent 

cases in the data shows that in practice, the UN can with a great force ‘bounce back’ from 

disruptions and continue to deliver key functions.  

The ’holistic’ approach established within the policy is most likely due to the impactful rise of 

importance organizational resilience has been given in both academia and practice. Some 

authors warned that the approach and concepts of organizational resilience could come in 

conflict with already fundamental aspects of established practices within the field of social 

studies. I would emphasize the metaphorical conclusion by the interviewee from the UNDP, 

that being a big oil tanker is not necessarily a bad thing. Not all sub-organizations need to be 

rapid or robust. However, the capability and proficiency to mobilize and aid the system in the 

time of crises have been perceived, and I concur, an essential process; for the wellbeing of both 

the organization and the possible affected community.  

For further research, there are two different dimensions I would perceive essential to tackle. In 

this thesis, I present an Analytical Framework based on key concepts within the organizational 

resilience literature. However, further development of an analytical framework based on semi-

quantitative measurable variables relating to the sectoral challenges and systems is needed. 

Meanwhile, the thesis has only casually touched the surface of the humanitarian sector. There 

are several more different types of organizations within the sector. An exploration and analysis 

of organizational resilience in different organizations will only expand upon the academical 

field that is perceived to be neglected (See Blyth, 2018).  
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Policy documents 

United Nation Chief Executives Board for Coordination. High-level Committee on 

Management. Progress Report on the Implementations of ORMS. CEB/2015/HLCM/24 

(2015) 21 September 2015 

United Nations High Committee on Management. Policy on the Organizational Resilience 

Management System – Singed. A/9/09 (2015) 1 December 2015 

United Nation General Assembly. Report Adopted by the General Assembly. A/67/677 

(2013). 7 June 203 

United Nation General Assembly. Report of the Secretary-General. Organizational Resilience 

Management System: Emergency Management Framework. A/67/266 (2012). 7 August 2012.   

United Nation General Assembly, Sixty-seventh session. Provisional Agenda of the Sixty-

Seventh Regular Sessions of the General Assembly A/67/150 (2012). 20 July 2012. 
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Appendix 1. 

Interview guide 

1. Introduction of interviewer 

My name is Robin Åslund. I’m a student at Umeå University in Sweden, currently attend the 

master’s program of Crisis management and peace building. The interviews are for my master 

student dissertation. The thesis focuses upon the concept ‘organizational resilience’, and if 

organization within the humanitarian sector has the capabilities to uphold and maintain it. 

Resilience is the ability of an organization to ‘bounce back’ and maintain key functions during 

disruptions, such as natural or man-made disasters. 

- How much time the interview is probably going to take.  

- Anonymity of participants. 

- If recording is ok. 

- If the interviewee has any questions before the interview beings, or if he/she 

wants me to repeat myself.  

- I’m grateful that you took your time to participate.  

 

If possible, I would like you to image your organization’s capabilities and abilities, not your 

own as an employee.  

2. Questions 

2.1 On the subject of Beliefs 

Initially, I would like to ask some questions about the core beliefs or views routed within the 

organization. One example could be:  

At my former employment within the Swedish Migration Agency, as a case officer, one of the 

core beliefs within the organization that was the work we did represented the political will of 

the people via democratically elected representants. Everyone at the agency knew that it was 

our task to follow and uphold the laws regarding migration. It was introduced to new 

agencies via training, policy documents and older employees.  

This exemplifies how a belief could be seen as accepted by the organization as a whole. I put 

no value on whatever or not it’s fact, only that it’s a common way of viewing the 

organizations place and purpose. 

Question: How does the organization view crises? Are failures and disruptions a part of the 

organization, something bound to happen? Or is the system so well prepared and strongly 

developed that it could not happen.  

• Examples: Some organizations, such as the Nuclear powerplants has works in such a 

way that failures are seen as things that must not happen. Therefore, they put in place 

such a strong of a system to prevent failures that it could be viewed as close to 

impossible to happen. While other organizations know that failure might happen at 

any given moment and tries in different ways to mitigate the risk and damage.   
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Question: Imagine if something goes wrong, either due to external or internal factors, how 

does your organization deal with failures?  

 

Question: Do you perceive your organizations work actively towards testing and finding 

possible risk within the system?  

Question: What do you think about your organizations ability to learn from failures, 

disasters?   

• Examples: Establishing new routines or development towards a safer working 

environment? One example on a larger scale could be seen in the notion of 

responsibility to protect, and the aftermath of the genocide in Rwanda in 1994.  

Question: What do you think about the organizations ability to benefit from failures, disaster 

and crises?  

• Examples: Benefits could be  

Question: What do you think about your organizations ability to learn and develop a system 

that has the possibility to withstand disturbances?  

2.2 On the subject of actual capabilities. 

Now I would like to move on to some questions about the factual capabilities within the 

organizations, such as resources. It could be resources such a monetary funds, material or 

human resources, such as available employees.  

Question: If your organizations were to face an unforeseen crisis, what would you say about 

the possibility for an organization to continue carrying out designated functions?  

• Example: One example comes from the disaster supply chain, tasked with delivering 

essential goods, such as food and water, to communities stricken by disaster. During 

hurricane Katarina the US authorities had great trouble establishing supply chain due 

to infrastructure being damage during the disaster.  They also lacked several different 

elements to establish a supply chain, such as fuel, drivers and money.  

Question: What do you think about your organizations ability to use its own resources to 

maintain function? 

Question: Does your organization have available back up resources to continue function in a 

timely matter?  

Question: If your organizations faced a disruption, what would you say about the 

organization’s possibility to, in a timely matter, ‘bounce back’ to functional service and key 

operations? 

• Example:  

Question: If a disaster were to erupt and your organization were to be facing with a 

challenging adversity; What’s your view on your organizations capacity to establish key 

issues? The organization’s ability to determine what the greatest issues to their organization 

and employees are? 
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Question: What do you think about your organizations ability to establish priorities in the 

face of a disruptive event?  

Question: In the face of a disruptions, what’s your view on your organizations capability to 

mobilize resources?  

3. Ending remarks 

Do you have any questions or thoughts that you want to raise?  

I will in short repeat some of the opening remarks.  

• Anonymity 

• Recall participation 

• Will receive a copy of the study when done 
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Appendix 2. 

 

Dear potential participant, 

My name is Robin Åslund; I’m currently searching interviewees for my master’s dissertation 

at Umeå University in Sweden. My area of study is within the discipline of peace and conflict 

studies, with a focus upon crisis management.  

My study, in short, aims to understand if the UN has the capacity to establish resilient 

organizational systems; A resilient organization is one that can ‘bounce back’ from disruptions, 

such as natural or human-made disasters, while also be able to maintain key functions during 

disruptions. In other words, I’m interested in understanding how you view your organization's 

capabilities and abilities, with questions as these:  

• Do you believe that your organization might face unforeseen disasters or crisis, if so, do 

you think your organization could learn and develop from them?  

 

• Your view and thoughts on your organizations’ ‘robustness’; What you think about the 

organization's ability to overcome operational disruptions caused by disasters?  

 

• How you view the organization’s ability to act rapidly in the face of disaster, to change 

the course of action and even mandate while also assisting disaster victims. 

 

• What do you think about your organization's possibility to use its current resources to 

withstand disasters and meet the needs of disaster victims and their communities? 

 

• How do you view your organization's ability to keep upholding routine task during 

possible disturbances, while also helping victims and their community to cope with 

disasters?  

The study follows the ethical guidelines of social science studies. Participation is fully 

voluntary. Participants of the research have anonymity; I will only write the name of the 

organization you were or is currently employed at. You will have the opportunity to recall your 

participation in the study at any time. No unauthorized individuals will have access to the 

material gathered from the interview during the process of analyzing. The analyzed material 

will be presented within a master’s thesis; you will be more than welcome to read the final 

product.  

The interview can be held via Skype, Facebook or phone, depending on your preference. You 

are free to pick a time for the interview to your liking, I’m available all hours of the day.   

If you’re interested in participating or have any further questions? If so, you are more than 

welcome to contact me. 

Robin Åslund 

Department of Political Science, Student of Peace and Conflict Studies. 

roas0008@student.umu.se 
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