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This paper aims to establish a link between aggregate organizational resilience capabil-
ities and managerial risk perception aspects during a major global crisis. We argue that
a multi-theory perspective, dynamic capability at an organizational level and enactment
theory at a managerial level allow us to better understand how the sensemaking pro-
cess within managerial risk perception assists organizational resilience. We draw from
in-depth interviews with 40 managers across the UK’s food industry, which has been able
to display resilience during the pandemic. In sensing supply chain risks (SCRs), man-
agers within both authority-based and consensus-based organizational structures utilize
risk-capture heuristics and enact actions related to effective communications, albeit at
different information costs. In seizing, we found that managers adhere to distinct heuris-
tics that are idiosyncratic to their organizational structures. Through limited horizon-
tal communication channels, authority-based structures adhere to rudimentary how-to
heuristics, whereas consensus-based structures use obtainable how-to heuristics. We con-
tribute to the organizational resilience and dynamic capabilities literature by identifying
assessment as an additional step prior to transforming, which depicts a retention process
to inform future judgements. Our study presents a novel framework of organizational re-
silience to SCRs during equivocal environments, by providing a nuanced understanding
of the construction of dynamic capabilities through sensemaking.

Introduction

During highly uncertain and turbulent times, or-
ganizations frequently face risks and disruptions
across their supply chains (Ambulkar, Black-
hurst and Grawe, 2015; Brandon-Jones et al.,
2014; Dubey et al., 2021; Knemeyer, Zinn and
Eroglu, 2009; Remko, 2020). The importance of
resilience has stood out as a way to understand
how organizations cope with these environments
(Ambulkar, Blackhurst and Grawe, 2015; Chopra
and Sodhi, 2014; Conz and Magnani, 2020; Hill-
mann and Guenther, 2021; Ponomarov and Hol-
comb, 2009; Wulandhari et al., 2022). Organiza-
tions’ resilience is often associated with dynamic

capabilities (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997),
namely their ability to adapt, integrate and recon-
figure their resources to cope and further thrive
in changing conditions (e.g. Ambulkar, Blackhurst
and Cantor, 2016; Brusset and Teller, 2017). Most
empirical studies investigate resilience by retro-
spective analysis, adopting theories which imply
the traditional assumption of rational decision-
makers, such as the resource-based view of the firm
(RBV) (e.g. Ponomarov and Holcomb, 2009) and
systems theory (e.g. Spiegler, Naim and Wikner,
2012). However, evidence shows that during un-
certainties, actors often violate this assumption
(Hinterhuber, 2015; Jiang and Tornikoski, 2019;
Julmi, 2019; Kahneman and Tversky, 1982; Li and

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy
of Management.
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distri-
bution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2F1467-8551.12648&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-08-29


2 Wulandhari et al.

Ahlstrom, 2020). Thus, ‘it remains unclear what re-
silient organisations actually do and how organ-
isational resilience may be achieved in practice’
(Duchek, 2020, p. 216).

Due to lack of information in the face of equiv-
ocal environments, managers are confronted by
insufficient visibility of their supply chains, thus
facing substantive uncertainty in the evaluation
of supply chain risks (SCRs) (Dosi and Egidi,
1991). The advancement of behavioural research
in organizational and supply chain research pro-
vides evidence for the importance of managerial
perceptions of risks in decision-making (Sarafan,
Squire and Brandon-Jones, 2019; Zsidisin, 2003;
Zsidisin and Wagner, 2010), crucial to the devel-
opment of resilience (Ambulkar, Blackhurst and
Cantor, 2016). Sensemaking, defined as a ‘socio-
psychological process that occurs when individuals
face discrepant cues in their environment and in-
volves the retrospective development of a plausible
mental model of the situation that facilitates infor-
mation processing and decision-making’ (Sarafan,
Squire and Brandon-Jones, 2019, p. 237), is con-
sidered useful for noting the behavioural process
of individuals’ risk perceptions in resolving equiv-
ocality (Ellis, Shockley and Henry, 2011; Olcott
and Oliver, 2014; Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-
Jones, 2019). Nevertheless, the literature is still in
its infancy (Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-Jones,
2019). We particularly lack knowledge about how
the process of sensemaking within risk percep-
tionsmay affect the development of organizational
resilience to SCRs (Tisch and Galbreath, 2018;
Whiteman and Cooper, 2011).

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to de-
velop a novel framework to advance our under-
standing of how resilience can be achieved during
equivocal environments, with a particular focus on
investigating the role of managerial risk percep-
tion in assisting the assembly of dynamic capabil-
ities. We adopt an abductive approach to compare
the formation of a new framework with an extant
literature-based theory (Dubois andGadde, 2002).
By taking a behavioural view of dynamic capabil-
ities, we establish the link between aggregate or-
ganizational resilience capabilities and aspects of
managerial risk perception based on heuristics and
organizational structures. To develop theoretical
grounding at the individual level, enactment the-
ory has been adopted to understand the sense-
making process within managerial risk perception
(Weick, 2001), and dynamic capabilities are used

to explore organizational level resilience (Teece,
2007). The global crisis of COVID-19 yields a spe-
cial case of an equivocal situation that is causing
massive supply chain disruption (Queiroz, Fosso
Wamba and Branski, 2022; Shen and Sun, 2021)
and global systemic shock (Bailey and Breslin,
2021; Ivanov, 2020; Verbeke, 2020). It provides us
with a unique and rich context to study the inter-
play between managerial risk perception and the
resilience of organizations to SCRs during amajor
crisis. With an analysis of 40 in-depth interviews
with managers working in the UK’s food supply
chains (FSCs) during the COVID-19 global pan-
demic, we have developed a framework of organi-
zational resilience to SCRs in equivocal environ-
ments.

Our proposed framework fosters a more nu-
anced and comprehensive understanding of how
managerial sensemaking processes can assist the
construction of dynamic capabilities to achieve
organizational resilience to SCRs. Enactment
theory elaborates our understating of the role
of sensemaking within managerial risk percep-
tion in assisting the assembly of organizational
dynamic capabilities (i.e. sensing through enact-
ment, seizing through selection, assessment and
transformation through retention). Furthermore,
an additional step of ‘assessment’ prior to ‘trans-
forming’ is crucial within dynamic capabilities
during equivocal environments which depict the
process of retention, emphasizing the importance
of cause–effect relationships to enhance future
judgements. Our results suggest that the dynamic
capabilities approach varies within different or-
ganizational structures’ communication channels
(i.e. vertical and horizontal), which serve as a
platform to the production of distinct heuristics
utilized within the sensemaking process. Although
at different information costs, both structures (i.e.
authority-based and consensus-based) adhere to
risk-identification heuristics in the sensing phase,
to enact information and actions in the identifica-
tion of risks. Due to different rules of coordination
within each structure, actors follow distinct heuris-
tics during the seizing phase to select appropriate
actions: rudimentary how-to heuristics within
authority-based structures and obtainable how-to
heuristics within consensus-based structures. We
therefore argue that both structures can stimulate
resilience despite requiring different coordina-
tion practices at different levels of information
costs.
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Literature review
Dynamic capabilities of organizational resilience to
supply chain risks

The association of resilience to dynamic capabil-
ities (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997) lies in its
function as ‘evolutionary fitness’ (Hendry et al.,
2019, p. 7), which enables the creation, extension
and modification of the resource base to gener-
ate long-term success. The entailed phases of sens-
ing, seizing and transforming (Teece, Pisano and
Shuen, 1997) help organizations to manage their
resources in order to cope and further thrive to
match the requirements of changing conditions
(Davis, Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2009). Recog-
nizing these capabilities beyond the context of
restoration and maintenance, this capability view
of organizational resilience can be divided into two
different categories within differing temporal con-
texts1: adaptation (i.e. ability to recover and ad-
vance organizational processes and capabilities be-
yondmaintenance and restoration during and after
disruptions) and anticipation (i.e. ability to iden-
tify potential risks to take proactive steps before
disruptions) (Duchek, 2020) (see Table 1 for sum-
mary).

The first stream explores resilience as an or-
ganization’s ability to absorb shocks to maintain
stability and further examines how they can en-
gage in transformative activities to cope with un-
expected events (Duchek, 2020). It conceptualizes
resilience as an organization’s ability to recover
and survive adverse conditions, develop situation-
specific responses and ultimately engage in trans-
formative activities (e.g. Lengnick-Hall, Beck and
Lengnick-Hall, 2011; van Essen et al., 2015). For
example, Demmer, Vickery and Calantone (2011)
refer to resilience as the organization’s ability to
continually evolve and thrive in the face of ad-
verse and sometimes hostile circumstances, similar
to what others label as ‘strategic offence’ (Limnios
et al., 2014) or ‘strategic resilience’ (Hamel and
Vaelikangas, 2003). In general, this line of work

1While we acknowledge that, in general, the literature on
organizational resilience falls into three main categories,
for the purpose of our study we explicitly delineate orga-
nizational resilience comprising capabilities that are dy-
namically capable of enhancing organizational processes.
Therefore, we incorporate the last category of resistance
and recovery (i.e. the ability of organizations to recover
after disruptions) (Conz and Magnani, 2020; Ducheck,
2020) into our initial adaptation category.

contributes to the resilience field by providing in-
sights into conditions for the development of re-
silience and its internal workings (e.g. Lengnick-
Hall, Beck and Lengnick-Hall, 2011; Ortiz-de-
Mandojana and Bansal, 2016).
The second stream covers resilience prior to the

occurrence of a disturbance (Conz and Magnani,
2020). Researchers have conceptualized resilience
as an attribute that organizations possess before
an event occurs (Somers, 2009). They explore key
resilience measures that firms need to develop, to
sense and respond to different disturbances such
as social, market, financial and operational, and
further assess their organizational impacts (e.g.
Abeysekara, Wang and Kuruppuarachchi, 2019;
Baghersad and Zobel, 2022; Brewton et al., 2010;
Narasimhan and Talluri, 2009; Wagner and Bode,
2008).
Further evidence in the existing literature sug-

gests that organizational success and growth dur-
ing crises can only be achieved by combining dif-
ferent approaches (Alikhani, Torabi and Altay,
2021; Conz and Magnani, 2020; Duchek, 2020;
Williams et al., 2017). Following the procedure
for developing a construct definition based on
prior literature (Ambulkar, Blackhurst andGrawe,
2015; Gilliam and Voss, 2013; Raetze et al., 2021),
we define organizational resilience during equivo-
cal environments based on the two-capabilities ap-
proach (i.e. adaptation and anticipation) as: the
ability of organizations to identify potential risks in
order to take proactive steps, along with the ability
to recover and advance organizational processes and
capabilities beyond maintenance and restoration.
While the extant literature provides important

insights into the dynamic nature of resilience
(Conz and Magnani, 2020; Duchek, 2020), the
context-dependent value of dynamic capabilities
should be acknowledged (Wilden et al., 2013). The
unprecedented crisis of COVID-19 further empha-
sizes this notion by bringing ‘the importance of in-
terdisciplinary scholarship to the forefront’ (Bud-
hwar and Cumming, 2020, p. 1), prompting ex-
aminations of resilience through combinations of
theoretical underpinnings. For instance, to bring
a novel approach to resilience during COVID-
19, Ivanov (2021) presents an integrative concep-
tualization of resilience based on different exist-
ing frameworks. Building on the socio-technical
characteristics of digital platforms, Floetgen et al.
(2021) develop the concept of platform ecosystem
resilience in the context of COVID-19. Modgil,
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Table 1. Differing capability view of organizational resilience definitions

Resilience with the capability of… Author(s)/year Resilience definition

Adaptation
(i.e. ability to recover and
advance organizational processes
and capabilities beyond
maintenance and restoration
during and after disruptions)

Tognazzo, Gubitta and Favaron
(2016)

‘Organisation’s capacity to adjust to challenging conditions
like environmental shocks, and emerge from them
strengthened and more resourceful’ (p. 772)

Ambulkar, Blackhurst and Grawe
(2015)

‘Firm’s resilience to supply chain disruptions is defined as
the capability to be alert to, adapt to, and quickly
respond to changes brought by a supply chain
disruption’ (p. 122)

Lengnick-Hall, Beck and
Lengnick-Hall (2011)

‘The firm’s ability to effectively absorb, develop
situation-specific responses to, and ultimately engage in
transformative activities to capitalize on disruptive
surprises that potentially threaten organization survival’
(p. 244)

Vogus and Sutcliffe (2007) ‘The maintenance of positive adjustment under
challenging conditions such that the organization
emerges from those conditions strengthened and more
resourceful’ (p. 3418)

Demmer, Vickery and Calantone
(2011)

‘Ability to continually evolve and thrive over time in the
face of adverse, and sometimes hostile, circumstances
which naturally arise in dynamic environments’ (p. 5398)

Anticipation
(i.e. ability to identify potential
risks in order to take proactive
steps before disruptions)

Morais-Storz and Nguyen (2017) ‘Ability to dynamically reinvent business models and
strategies as circumstances change, to continuously
anticipate and adjust to changes that threaten their core
earning power and to change before the need becomes
desperately obvious’ (p. 96)

Ortiz-de-Mandojana and Bansal
(2016)

‘The incremental capacity of an organization to anticipate
and adjust to the environment’ (p. 6)

van Essen et al. (2015) ‘Firm’s capacity to perceive, avoid, absorb, adapt to and
recover from environmental conditions that could
threaten their survival, is subject to similar contentions’
(p. 167)

Boin and van Eeten (2013) Precursor resilience ‘prevents budding problems from
escalating into a full-blown crisis or breakdown’ (p. 431)

Somers (2009) Resilience ‘is more than mere survival; it involves
identifying potential risks and taking proactive steps (…)
to ensure that an organization thrives in the face of
adversity’ (p. 13)

Source: Adapted from Conz and Magnani (2020) and Duchek (2020).

Singh and Hannibal (2021) further explore the ap-
plication of artificial intelligence to develop supply
chain resilience to withstand extreme disruptions.

Furthermore, there is growing awareness of how
COVID-19 has exposed the vulnerability of the
food industry and systems (Fan et al., 2021).
We argue that although the importance of food
chain resilience has been continuously empha-
sized by prior studies (e.g. Hendry et al., 2019;
Leat and Revoredo-Giha, 2013; Stone and Rahim-
ifard, 2018), the accentuated fragility of this sec-
tor caused by COVID-19 warrants further exam-
ination (Burgos and Ivanov, 2021). In the spirit
of maintaining this momentum, we fuse the be-
havioural perspective with dynamic capabilities to
highlight the role of managerial risk perception

to further promote the understanding of resilience
during the equivocal environment of COVID-19 in
the food sector.

A behavioural view of dynamic capabilities during
equivocal environments

Applications of dynamic capabilities have gained
considerable scholarly attention, being commonly
combined with supporting theoretical stances. For
example, dynamic capabilities have been grounded
in RBV (e.g. Brusset and Teller, 2017), systems
thinking (e.g. Cezarino et al., 2019) and, more re-
cently, the application of artificial intelligence (e.g.
Belhadi et al., 2021; Modgil, Singh and Hannibal,

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.



Organizational Resilience to Supply Chain 5

2021). Despite providing significant value in show-
casing the importance of capabilities and resources
requiring dynamic adaptation to the changing en-
vironment, most of these studies are rooted in a
simplistic ‘reductionist’worldview (Pettit, Croxton
and Fiksel, 2019) (see Table 2 for summary). It
implies the ‘traditional’ lens of rational decision-
makers where, according to Boudreau et al. (2003),
several assumptions of human behaviour are in-
volved: people are (1) not the main phenomenon
under study; (2) deterministic in their behaviour;
(3) independent; (4) unchanging in their abilities
and behaviour; and (5) emotionless.

However, supply chain risk management
(SCRM) is essentially human-centric, where the
success of any strategy relies heavily on individuals
and/or teams to evaluate risk sources, to reduce the
probability and consequences of their occurrence
(Manuj and Mentzer, 2008). These ‘traditional’
models are not well equipped to explain the role
of individuals, who are ultimately responsible
for understanding and processing risks, in taking
mitigative actions (Cantor, Blackhurst and Cortes,
2014). In this regard, the literature has highlighted
the importance of studying the effect of human
behaviour on supply chains’ and firms’ perfor-
mances through behavioural research to address
the gaps between the prediction of salient the-
ories and actual practices (Sarafan, Squire and
Brandon-Jones, 2019; Tangpong, Hung and Li,
2014). Nonetheless, no prior research has looked
closely into how risk perceptions as a behavioural
aspect may facilitate dynamic capabilities within
resilience.

To deal with limited information and substan-
tive uncertainties, actors form subjective percep-
tions of risks that rely on a range of socio-
psychological processes and decision heuristics
(Sitkin and Pablo, 1992).Mostly influenced by past
experiences (Kull, Oke and Dooley, 2014) and or-
ganizational environments (Grudinschi, Sintonen
and Hallikas, 2014; Smallman, 1996), risk percep-
tion has been regarded as a psychological factor
that affects the efficacy of risk management and
resilience strategies (DuHadway, Carnovale and
Kannan, 2018), particularly during equivocal en-
vironments (Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-Jones,
2019; Zsidisin, 2003; Zsidisin and Wagner, 2010).

Equivocality denotes the extent to which multi-
ple meanings are linked with uncertain situations
where information is limited and arises when ‘(i)
derived meanings are subject to infinite revisions

as events unfold and conflicting individual and
social explanations are invoked, and (ii) relative
superiority of a particular explanation remains
ambiguous’ (Weick, 2001, p. 10). During these
situations, heuristics influence risk perceptions as
cognitive shortcuts by simplifying mental strate-
gies for quick and efficient information processing
(Newell and Simon, 1972; Visschers and Siegrist,
2008). These heuristics or ‘simple rules’ – such
as Yahoo’s rules for alliance formation (Rindova
and Kotha, 2001) and Omni’s rules for charter
change (Galunic and Eisenhardt, 2001) – enable
flexibility, yet coherent capture of problems and
issues that guide decision-making and actions.
Further research suggests that heuristic-based

risk evaluation is generally established on pecu-
liar features such as previous knowledge and ex-
periences (Maldonato and Dell’Orco, 2011). Bing-
ham and Eisenhardt (2011) further highlight that
firms can learn and utilize heuristics through or-
ganizational process experiences. In this sense,
the relevance of organizational structures as the
conditions that enable or constrain individual
and collective interactions and communications
(Felin et al., 2012) becomes a salient compo-
nent that affects SCR perceptions and decision-
making (DuHadway, Carnovale and Kannan,
2018; Kull, Oke and Dooley, 2014). Based on hi-
erarchies, the literature has divided organizational
structures into their most fundamental forms:
authority-based and consensus-based (Nickerson
and Zenger, 2004). These different structures will
exhibit distinct communication flows and decision-
making processes which dictate the extent to which
knowledge and information are transmitted (Fe-
lin et al., 2012). When compared to authority-
based structures, the horizontal communication
flows within consensus-based structures increase
the likelihood of knowledge integration (Arrow,
1974), which in turn promotes lower information
costs, namely the ‘cost of collecting and process-
ing information needed for output and investment
decisions […]’ (Casson, 1999, p. 86).
The above discussion on previous litera-

ture highlights the importance of risk percep-
tions within dynamic capabilities and resilience
decision-making based on heuristics and orga-
nizational structures. However, organizational
literature based on risk perceptions remains
scant (DuHadway, Carnovale and Kannan, 2018;
Kull, Oke and Dooley, 2014; Sarafan, Squire and
Brandon-Jones, 2019). Therefore, a behavioural

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Table 2. Summary of selected empirical dynamic capabilities research with supporting theoretical lenses

Author(s)/year Research focus Theoretical lens Research approach

Altay et al. (2018) To examine the effects of supply chain
agility and supply chain resilience on
performance under the moderating
role of organizational culture

Organizational culture Quantitative, survey of
organizations involved in
humanitarian operations

Arend (2014) To examine the dynamic capabilities
within entrepreneurial ventures and to
investigate further the differences in
how dynamic capabilities benefit firm
performance

Entrepreneurship Quantitative, survey of
SMEs in the USA

Battisti and Deakins
(2015)

To investigate the role of dynamic
capabilities in a post-disaster
environment

Proactive posture and
resource integration

Quantitative, survey of small
firms in a post-disaster
environment

Brusset and Teller
(2017)

To examine how resilience can be
achieved by mapping the relationships
between the practices, resources and
processes over which a manager has
control

Resource-based view (RBV) Quantitative, survey of
supply chain managers

Cezarino et al. (2019) To examine the factors that support the
development of dynamic capabilities
towards sustainable management

Systems thinking Qualitative, single case study

Chen and Chang
(2013)

To explore the influences of green
dynamic capabilities and green
transformational leadership on green
product development performance,
and investigate the mediation role of
green creativity

Green creativity Quantitative, survey of
electronic industries in
Taiwan

El Baz and Ruel (2021) To investigate the role of supply chain
risk management in mitigating the
effects of disruption impacts on supply
chain resilience and robustness in the
context of COVID-19 outbreak

Resource-based view (RBV)
and organizational
information processing
theory (OIP)

Quantitative, survey of
French firms

Han and Li (2015) To demonstrate the relationship between
intellectual capital and innovative
performance, and to specify the
boundary conditions and mechanisms
of the relationship from a
knowledge-based dynamic capability
perspective

Knowledge-based view
(KBV)

Quantitative, survey of
middle to senior managers
in China

Karimi and Walter
(2015)

To examine the role of dynamic
capabilities in the performance of
response to digital disruption

Disruptive innovation theory Quantitative, survey of
senior executive of
newspaper companies

Karman and
Savanevičienė (2021)

To develop and examine a model in
which dynamic capabilities affect
sustainable competitive advantage via
sustainable practices and the mediating
role of organizational ambidexterity

Sustainable competitive
advantage and
organizational
ambidexterity

Quantitative, survey of
organizations from the
Baltic region

Lee, Kung and Li
(2015)

To examine the development of dynamic
capabilities in service multi-units with
different cultural distances through the
routines of embedded social capital
and knowledge archetype

Social capital Quantitative, survey of
MNCs in the Taiwanese
service industry

Modgil, Singh and
Hannibal (2021)

To examine how artificial intelligence is
considered and employed by
organizations to enhance supply chain
resilience

Artificial intelligence (AI) Qualitative, semi-structured
interviews

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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lens of enactment theory that details the sense-
making process within managerial risk perception
allows an investigation into how these processes
may assist the phases and assembly of dynamic
capabilities.

Enactment theory

Enactment theory (Weick, 1995, 2001) has been re-
garded as a rich theoretical background to show-
case the behavioural process of managerial risk
decision-making during equivocal environments
(Ellis, Shockley and Henry, 2011; Olcott and
Oliver, 2014; Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-Jones,
2019). It proposes that experiences shaped by psy-
chological and social processes determine how in-
dividuals and organizations ‘make sense’ of their
environments (Kieran, MacMahon and MacCur-
tain, 2022; Mayson and Barrett, 2017; Weick,
1995, 2001). Sensemaking, being the foundation of
enactment theory, is explained through its closed-
loop socio-psychological process comprising en-
actment (i.e. actions and previous understandings
that provide ‘raw’ materials for events), selection
(i.e. attachment of meanings to actions by con-
structing plausible stories) and retention (i.e. stor-
age of cause–effect relationships that inform future
judgements) activities (Weick, 1969).

As a result, authors have emphasized psycho-
logical and social factors within organizational en-
vironments which affect managerial actions and
decision-making. For instance, using identity en-
actment theory, Thatcher and Zhu (2006) suggest
that actors’ exposure to ‘psychologically strong sit-
uations’ within organizations (e.g. formal regula-
tions enforcement and informal norms) acts as an
external reference for their perceptions and ac-
tions. By combining institutional theory with en-
actment theory, Jensen, Kjærgaard and Svejvig
(2009) investigate the implementation of informa-
tion technology in hospitals and highlight how
these systems shape actors’ identities and author-
ities which influence their actions. In the con-
text of supply disruptions, Ellis, Shockley and
Henry (2011) propose that decentralization and
team diversity could reduce the level of equivocal-
ity, which in turn influences perceptions of supply
risk. Similarly, Oliveira and Handfield (2017) sug-
gest that open communication with suppliers can
improve risk perception. However, despite grow-
ing acknowledgement of and interest in the use
of enactment theory and sensemaking within or-

ganizational research, the literature is still in its
infancy (Kieran, MacMahon and MacCurtain,
2022; Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-Jones, 2019).
Specifically, the understanding of how sensemak-
ing can assist managerial risk perception and
decision-making within organizational resilience is
absent.

Theoretical background: Sensemaking
in dynamic capabilities

As sensemaking ‘concerns the psychological and
social processes through which individuals derive
meaning from their experiences’ (Ellis, Shockley
and Henry, 2011, p. 82), it fits naturally with dy-
namic capabilities, which require the process of ac-
quiring knowledge resources and information in
order to generate an understanding of uncertain
environments prior to developing any responses
(Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Kogut and Zan-
der, 1992). Therefore, we draw similarities between
the sensemaking process and dynamic capabilities,
since both theories concern individuals’ and orga-
nizations’ ability to understand external environ-
ments to accordingly respond and adapt to the
perceived environment (Teece, Pisano and Shuen,
1997; Weick, 1995).
The execution of actions within the ‘enactment’

process, related to building close and effective com-
munication and interconnectivity within and out-
side organizations, is essential so that actors can
recognize different signals in equivocal environ-
ments (Oliveira and Handfield, 2017). This infor-
mation facilitation can thus aid the understand-
ing of uncertain environments and identification
of risks during the phase of ‘sensing’. Commonali-
ties across individuals’ cognitivemaps as a result of
effective communication can guide the ‘selection’
of sensible interpretations of actions (Weber and
Glynn, 2006), which therefore can accommodate
the adoption of appropriate measures to ‘seize’ the
sensed risks. Lastly, the retention of cause–effect
relationships associated with risks and responses
can further inform the judgement of the recon-
figuration of tangible and intangible assets dur-
ing ‘transforming’. Together, the combination of
dynamic capabilities and sensemaking provides us
with a preliminary research model to study the re-
silience of organizations to SCRs during equivocal
environments (Figure 1).

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Figure 1. Theoretical linkage between dynamic capabilities and enactment theory

Drawing on this point, we argue that taking the
behavioural perspective to further expand our un-
derstanding of organizational resilience to SCRs
in equivocal environments is a valuable contri-
bution to theory and practice (Ellis, Henry and
Shockley, 2010; Ellis, Shockley and Henry, 2011;
Sarafan, Squire and Brandon-Jones, 2019), and
further aims to address the limitations of prior
studies identified by scholars, as indicated in the
above sections.

Methodology
Research context

This qualitative study explores the underlying
managerial sensemaking processes accounting for
organizational resilience to SCRs in the UK food
sector during the COVID-19 pandemic. The rare
global crisis of COVID-19 has yielded a unique
worldwide disruption context (Ruel et al., 2021).
The food sector is considered particularly valuable,
as it displays resiliency through functionality and
continuity assurance along its chains, despite ex-
periencing major disruptions (OECD, 2020). The
complications of SCRs in the food industry are sig-
nificantly more profound compared to imperish-
able chains given their traits of seasonality, supply
spikes and perishability (Behzadi et al., 2018). This
pandemic heightens these complications due to the
lack of information regarding (i) the nature of the
event, (ii) the causal relationship of the event and
(iii) the availability of mitigation plans (Milliken,

1987), thereby displaying an environment that is
equivocal.

TheUK setting was selected for its unique traits,
including self-sufficiency concerns due to a heavy
reliance on European imports and the remnants
of Brexit, which could complicate and alleviate
COVID-19 impacts (Do et al., 2021; Garnett, Do-
herty and Heron, 2020). Despite challenges, the
UK’s FSCs have been found to demonstrate a high
degree of resiliency (Mitchell et al., 2020).

The qualitative research design was chosen for
its ability to generate a rich and coherent anal-
ysis of managers’ abilities and motivations, and
the recognition of differences between consensus-
based and authority-based organizational struc-
tures with reference to managerial behaviour and
mental models (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles, Huber-
man and Saldana, 2018). The sample aims to
draw these variations in a process-oriented man-
ner and allows for the study of decision-making
with heterogeneous organizational structures and
outcomes.

Data collection

Sampling. To achieve an organizational resilience
theory in equivocal environments and to elab-
orate the different conditions (i.e. consensus-
based and authority-based organizational struc-
tures) under which such a theory operates, primary
data is collected (Miles, Huberman and Saldana,
2018). In identifying our chosen firms, we follow
Nickerson and Zenger (2004) by fundamentally

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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differentiating organizational structures based on
their hierarchies. An authority-based hierarchy
typically relies on centralized decision-making ac-
tivities and vertical communication flows (Arrow,
1974), whereas a consensus-based hierarchy con-
stitutes cross-functional teams, which promotes
horizontal communication channels among differ-
ent functions (Hoopes and Postrel, 1999). With
this rationale, the data collection began by con-
tacting firms within the UK’s food industry sup-
ply chain tiers which fall into our criteria of both
consensus-based and authority-based structures
through a variety of different professional net-
works. We then seek the appropriate respondents
(i.e. directors and managers directly involved in
the risk decision-making processes before and dur-
ing COVID-19 periods) within the selected organi-
zations, who further validated our categorization
of the two organizational structures. This is con-
ducted by firstly explaining the difference between
the two structures at the beginning of each inter-
view, and thereafter asking each interviewee to de-
scribe their organizational structure to further ver-
ify our categorization. Thus, by using theoretical
sampling, interviewees were purposively sampled
rather than randomly selected to enable compara-
bility and variance of the relevant concepts (Eisen-
hardt and Graebner, 2007). This allowed adjust-
ment and expansion of the sample throughout the
data collection and analysis process (Corbin and
Strauss, 2014).

Semi-structured interviews. Between April and
June 2020, 40 semi-structured interviews (Table 3)
were conducted, which varied in duration from 45
to 70 minutes. Such an interview sample is com-
parable to similar studies, adequately reflects the
heterogeneity of manager views and represents the
food industry’s organizational resilience capabili-
ties and managerial risk perception aspects dur-
ing major global crises (Saunders and Townsend,
2016). Due to social distancing measures, all inter-
views were carried out via Internet-based confer-
ence calls. Semi-structured interviews following an
interview protocol (see Table 4) allowed the struc-
turing of discussions and facilitated the explo-
ration of emerging themes (Charmaz, 2014).Notes
were made during the interviews on issues raised,
and the immediate thoughts of the researchers.
Anonymity and confidentiality were assured, while
informed consent was obtained via email.

Additional data sources. The interview tran-
scripts with actors are the main data source.
They were triangulated with two other sources:
(i) archival materials available online and those
which were provided by the informants; and (ii)
expert validation, for avoiding retrospective bias
(Golden, 1992), to verify whether our impressions
during the interview process were reflected in the
secondary data sources. Specifically, archival ma-
terials provided background information on the
companies, including their risk management rules
and procedures. We had access to documents cap-
turing the risk management procedures, which en-
abled a better understanding of the approaches
prior to the COVID-19 period. We contacted four
experts from two consulting firms in the UK food
sector through professional networks to conduct
an expert validation step, including informal dis-
cussions through Internet-based calls to assure the
internal validity of the study’s findings and conclu-
sions (Golden, 1992).

Data analysis

An abductive approach is a non-linear and iter-
ative process of collecting and analysing data to
match theory with reality (Dubois and Gadde,
2002).We adopted thismethod to compare the for-
mation of a new framework with extant literature-
based theory and new evidence from this study.
Abductive inquiry is particularly suitable for pur-
suing theory development (i.e. refining existing
theories, when the researchers have prior knowl-
edge of suitable theoretical concepts but are open
to new insights) (Miles, Huberman and Saldana,
2018; Van Echtelt et al., 2008).
NVivo 10, a computer-assisted qualitative data

analysis software, was used to organize, struc-
ture and code all collected data mentioned above.
Data were first coded individually using an open-
coding method to allow the emergence of salient
themes and capture the diversity and subjective
nature of risks (Corbin and Strauss, 2014; Miles,
Huberman and Saldana, 2018). A constant com-
parison technique by Corbin and Strauss (2014)
was then adopted to travel back and forth be-
tween theory and data, to pursue a robust and
comprehensive theoretical framework (Charmaz,
2014). The codes were repetitively re-read along-
side the original transcripts to isolate the rele-
vant concepts and variables, and to discern differ-
ences and similarities among respondents. Codes

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Table 4. Interview protocol

Section Questions

Introduction - Please provide a brief overview of your company and your responsibilities within the
company

Prior to COVID-19: Normal
business operations

- Can you describe the organizational structure of the company?
- Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, how did your company with that structure normally
identify and manage supply chain risks?

During COVID-19: Sensing
through enactment

- In general, what do you think of the impacts of the emerging COVID-19 outbreak on
your operations?

- Please provide the types of risks that your firms are currently facing. How did you
identify these risks, for example, from reliable information sources or gut-feeling or
past experiences?

- To what extent does the existing organizational structure influence this risk
identification stage?

During COVID-19: Seizing
through selection

- After these risks were identified, how did you evaluate and respond to them? Did these
responses come from existing written procedures, or past experiences or any other
sources, for example, observing actions of other firms? Please provide an example of a
particular type of risk to elaborate this point.

- To what extent does the existing organizational structure influence your formulation of
responding strategies?

- Are there any additional factors that strongly influence your success in formulating the
response(s) during pandemic disruptions like COVID-19?

Post COVID-19: Assessment
& transformation through
retention

- In your view, how will this COVID-19 pandemic affect your organization, risk
management process and resilience level in the short and long term?

Figure 2. Data structure

were arranged in a hierarchical structure with 15
first-order categories and five second-order themes
that were associated with two aggregated dimen-
sions: sensemaking within dynamic capabilities
and attributes of managerial sensemaking pro-
cesses (Figure 2). We considered the higher-level
construct of organizational resilience as a summa-

tion of lower-level managerial decision-making,
captured through enactment theory (Weick and
Roberts, 1993). This permitted an exploration of
the underlyingmanagerial sensemaking cognitions
that affect SCR decision-making activities in the
specific context of COVID-19, ultimately account-
ing for organizational resilience.

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Figure 3. A framework of organizational resilience to supply chain risks during equivocal environments – sensemaking within dynamic
capabilities

Research quality

We adopted measures in line with those pro-
posed by Aguinis and Solarino (2019) and Gib-
bert, Ruigrok and Wicki (2008) to enhance the
transparency and replicability of the study. Table 5
summarizes the measures taken to ensure method-
ological rigour.

Findings and discussion

We structure our findings along the stages of dy-
namic capabilities during equivocal environments
that were assisted by the phases of managerial
sensemaking processes: sensing through enact-
ment, seizing through selection, assessment and
transformation through retention (see Table 6).We
further explain the different heuristics utilized dur-
ing phases of sensing and seizing that were con-
tingent upon different organizational structures
(see Table 7). This section discusses the identi-
fied patterns against the theoretical background
at the outset and develops propositions aimed
at condensing the main findings to an empiri-
cally grounded model of organizational resilience
to SCRs during equivocal environments (see
Figure 3).

Sensing through enactment: Identifying SCRs
during COVID-19

This study shows that pandemic interruptions to
business operations affected the flow of informa-

tion. The absolute availability of some informa-
tion, its timeliness and reliability, served to further
complicate operational continuity. In many cases,
actors were simply unable to provide reliable in-
formation given the cumulative uncertainties along
value chains.
According to behavioural research, when infor-

mation is limited, heuristics are often deployed
as cognitive shortcuts to capture problems or op-
portunities that make decision-making more ef-
fective (Eisenhardt and Sull, 2001). For example,
heuristics can be used as boundary rules to se-
lect which opportunities to pursue, leave or ig-
nore (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011). Heuristics
are essential in unpredictable environments (Davis,
Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2009), particularly when
perceiving risks. Similarly, our findings show that
interviewees utilize risk-capture heuristics consist-
ing of boundary rules to identify SCRs associated
with COVID-19 through past experiences.With an
average of more than 20 years on-the-job practice
in the food industry, our research identified man-
agerial experience as an important predictor in de-
ploying perceptions (John and Björkman, 2015;
Kooij and Boon, 2018), and in our case ‘horizon
scanning’, crucial to notice and bracket limited
available data that informs the identification of
risks:

… I think I’ve been here [in the food industry] long
enough to kind of know what are the risks that we
will face. You know, there are other recent situations
or events that have had as much of an impact on

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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business… the impact on commodities, Brexit, trade
deals and what not. The Greta Thunberg effect, plas-
tics […] So COVID-19 is just one of many experi-
ences that have had an impact. (Interview AD)

This experience prompted the utilization of
the risk-capture heuristics: identification of risks
through repeating actions from similar past situa-
tions such as Brexit and trade deals. The intervie-
wees used these heuristics for the identification of
risks during an equivocal environment.

We further extend this by highlighting the ele-
ments that inform these heuristics, associated with
different organizational structures in place. Fol-
lowing Felin et al. (2012), we define organizational
structures as conditions that enable or constrain
individual and collective interactions within an or-
ganization, which in turn will affect the dissemina-
tion of knowledge and information.

When reducing equivocality in identifying risks,
the interviewees state that the consensus-based
structures seem to have an advantage, having en-
joyed the functionality of strong cross-functional
team culture. This is further strengthened through
their frequent partner and market engagements,
which have proved helpful to identify and discuss
SCRs at hand. Therefore, these activities display
a frequent enactment of previous and current ac-
tions (Weick, 2001):

The global nature of COVID-19 has trumped usual
commercial sensitivity across the sector and led to
truly open communication throughout the supply
chain. And at least for us, this also helps, in terms
of information that we get from our partners. (Inter-
view AK)

Furthermore, these companies have always con-
centrated on factors that might affect the profit
and turnover of the organizations through specific
risk assessment systems (e.g. threat assessment,
critical control points and hazard analysis – sys-
tems which are an industry-wide management pro-
cess). This resonates with prior literature, which
underlines the importance of digital technologies
to ensure organizational and supply chain visibil-
ity in securing business continuity during extreme
disruption (i.e. COVID-19) (Papadopoulos, Baltas
and Balta, 2020; Yang et al., 2021), such as orga-
nizational information and decision support sys-
tems, which enable coping strategies (Ellis, Shock-
ley and Henry, 2011; Zsidisin et al., 2004).

Conversely, authority-based structures struggle
at gathering industrial knowledge and informa-
tion to reduce equivocality during COVID-19. The
majority of authority-based structures seemed to
enact actions by investing heavily in acquiring ad-
ditional assistance from external agents (i.e. insur-
ance brokers, external consultants, trade bodies) to
provide information and additional support dur-
ing the outbreak. Moreover, by having limited or-
ganizational controls in terms of cross-functional
team engagement culture, these organizations were
further confronted with difficulties in enabling ef-
fective communication:

There is limited internal evaluation of risk. What
there is, is predominantly from weekly and monthly
financial figures with no formal structure to assess-
ment and measurement of risk categories per se […]
So I would say we struggle there. And for COVIDwe
are getting some consultants in to help us with this.
(Interview R)

Overall, both structures can ‘sense’ or identify
COVID-19-related risks through the enactment of
building or having established effective communi-
cations, assisted by the utilization of risk-capture
heuristics. Furthermore, to reduce environmen-
tal equivocality, authority-based structures invest
more (enact more actions) to receive informational
support, compared to the already existing hori-
zontal communication channels within consensus-
based structures, resulting in higher information
costs as analysed above.

P1a: During equivocal environments, organiza-
tions (individuals) can sense or guide their recog-
nition of SCRs through the utilization of risk-
capture heuristics and by enacting actions related
to effective communications that are contingent
upon the level of cross-functional teams’ engage-
ment and industrial knowledge.
P1b: Due to vertical communication channels,
authority-based structures are more likely to ex-
pect higher information costs as compared to
consensus-based structures that already exhibit
existing horizontal communication channels.

Seizing through selection

The interviews show differences in the heuris-
tics utilized during the seizing phase of the two
types of organizational structures, as they seldom
have equal levels of information acquisition and

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.



22 Wulandhari et al.

dissemination abilities. Instead, there is a trade-
off between these abilities and the availability of
space and flexibility created that are associated
with specific developed heuristics. This ability is
derived through decision hierarchies and rules of
coordination based on the organizational struc-
ture in place. These structures dictate the level of
organizational space and flexibility, which in turn
affect the distribution and breadth of informa-
tion and knowledge, thereby extending the basic
assumption that organizational structure reduces
environmental equivocality by facilitating sensible
information and group minds (Ellis, Shockley and
Henry, 2011; Weick, 2001).

Our interviewees admit that although the
authority-based structures offer basic systems (e.g.
risk registers) to support their decision-making,
their risk management decision hierarchies and
processes remain siloed with limited internal eval-
uations, lacking standardization and rules of co-
ordination. Structure in place only allows ‘senior
leaders’ or ‘subject matter experts’ to assess ap-
propriate actions towards the identified risks. They
also show that this process does not have a ‘clear
pathway’ (Interview AG), ‘lacks transparency’ (In-
terview H) and further ‘negates the use of teams’
(Interview W). Management scholars have argued
that authority-based structures do not promote
the horizontal communication channels needed to
support such knowledge sharing amongst peers
(Nickerson and Zenger, 2004). Consequently, in
turn they have limited distribution and breadth of
knowledge.

However, in our case the limited space and flex-
ibility created through the issues above induce ac-
tors to resort to simple rules, based upon individu-
als’ judgement as rudimentary how-to heuristics in
guiding them to select and execute actions to elim-
inate plausible options:

Our system is not well integrated enough to take ac-
count what everyone is doing at the moment. So, it’s
like we have to just make decisions to resolve issues
as best we can alone […] what we hold on to is sim-
ply to increase flexibility and maybe just to simplify
our current operations in each department, whatever
that is. (Interview N)

Other respondents have also mentioned the uti-
lization of these simple rules, which focus on fi-
nancial management through initiating warehouse
outsourcing and local material sourcing, as ‘addi-
tional short-term stocks of key high-demand items

could be bought from local suppliers’ (Interview
P). Interviewee M responds typically:

More acute cash management […] changes to terms
where possible with customers and suppliers, re-
moval of non-essential spending and CAPEX.

Moreover, by relying on these heuristics, the
managers’ courses of action selection within
authority-based structures allow them to select op-
tions for resolving the SCRs, which have ‘worked
so far’ in resolving risks (Interview C). Our
data showcased that although constrained by
lack of horizontal communication amongst peers,
these rudimentary how-to heuristics can surpris-
ingly be as accurate or even outperform analyt-
ically complicated and information-intensive ap-
proaches considering that information, knowledge
and time are available (Eisenhardt and Sull, 2001).

Conversely, the interviewees emphasize that the
consensus-based structures can acquire diverse
knowledge sets by promoting peer information-
sharing. A consensus-based hierarchy involves
having individuals collectively agree on a search
path and create a commonly shared language that
integrates their specialized knowledge, via exist-
ing horizontal communication channels (Arrow,
1974). This shared identity facilitates a compre-
hensive group mindset (Weick, 2001), which en-
ables rules of coordination to influence search and
learning directions (Kogut and Zander, 1996) and
reduces information costs. Typically comprised of
cross-functional teams, our respondents exhibit
business continuity plans of crisis management
within the group and operating business levels.
This also involves strict procedures and controlled
events on ‘what to do next’ when faced by certain
SCRs:

[we have a] business risk committee at parent (multi-
national) group level which maintains a comprehen-
sive risk register includ[ing] financial risks and some
other functional risks. The business also has a cri-
sis management (business continuity) plan at both
group and operating business levels. Coincidentally,
shortly before COVID-19 struck, one Division had
completed crisis management retraining across the
whole business, including remote working andmove-
ment of operations to co-packers. (Interview AJ)

The involvement of our respondents in cross-
functional teams challenges the actors’ bounded
rationality by exposing them to new perspectives
and ways of solving identified SCRs. Including the
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selection process of seizing identified SCRs, this
structure allows sensible interpretations of actions
through group minds (Ellis, Shockley and Henry,
2011;Weick, 2001), permitting actors to utilize ob-
tainable how-to heuristics:

We realized how important it is to have this kind of
culture or mindset if you like. We not only have clear
communication, but also discuss issues across teams
which I think is very valuable during times like this,
especially you are talking about risks right. To see
other perspectives and then see how we can use it to-
gether. (Interview U)

Furthermore, the ‘availability’ of heuristics is
not only derived as an individual experience, but
a communal one. As the process of sensemaking
involves a selection of cues based on familiar sit-
uations (Weick, 1995, 2001), by being exposed to
multiple perspectives through meetings and peer
discussions, actors can select cues on the basis of
obtainable how-to heuristics within the organiza-
tion. The dispersed power and decision-making
apparatus of consensus-based hierarchies creates
resources (in our case information) more readily
available to support managers in their decision-
making (Felin and Zenger, 2014).

Finally, we note that organizational structures,
regardless of type, allow the production of differ-
ent heuristics for managers when selecting appro-
priate actions for identified SCRs during the pan-
demic.

P2a: Regardless of the type, both authority-based
and consensus-based organizational structures
serve as a platform that allows the production of
different heuristics that can be used to seize the
SCRs through actions/responses and to further
provide meaning, a contextually rational expla-
nation, of the chosen actions/responses.
P2b: The space and flexibility created through
the limited horizontal information and knowl-
edge sharing of authority-based structures en-
able the production and utilization of rudimen-
tary how-to heuristics, simple basic ‘how-to’ rules
that guide actors in selecting actions/responses to
SCRs.
P2c: The established rules of coordination made
through stronger horizontal information and
knowledge sharingwithin consensus-based struc-
tures enable the production and utilization of ob-
tainable how-to heuristics, the communally avail-

able ‘how-to’ rules that guide actors in selecting
actions/responses to the SCRs.

Assessment and transforming: A process of
retention

Our results extend prior resilience research that
hinges on dynamic capabilities (e.g. Brusset and
Teller, 2017; Eltantawy, 2016; van Essen et al.,
2015) by suggesting that both types of organi-
zational structures can achieve resilience during
equivocal environments, despite mixed findings
within this section. Some organizations have be-
gun to change their organization’s risk manage-
ment strategies accordingly, and some are still in
the process of ‘assessment’. Considering our re-
search question, our findings suggest that com-
panies still being in the assessment stage before
changing their routines does not necessarily mean
that resilience cannot be achieved.
In relation to the sensemaking process, this as-

sessment period before transformation depicts the
retention process of objectifying the ‘plausible
story’ or courses of action that have been deployed
in the selection process (Weick, 1995, 2001). This
is in line with prior studies that underline the im-
portance of reducing equivocality through acquir-
ing and developing information regarding cause–
effect relationships (i.e. mitigative actions and their
consequences) (Ellis, Henry and Shockley, 2010;
Ellis, Shockley and Henry, 2011; Weick, 2001).
Due to the nature of this study, by collecting data
during the height of the pandemic, our respon-
dents still have limitations regarding understand-
ing the outcome of their actions (i.e. the cause–
effect relationships).
Companies that have transformed their organi-

zation processes are taking amore holistic perspec-
tive of future potential risks, and how existing re-
sources can be better applied to repeated systemic
issues via prioritization, to decide which capabili-
ties should be developed. This allows firms toman-
age their limited resources in developing dynamic
capabilities (Zsidisin et al., 2004):

In late February, a company COVID-19 risk com-
mittee was formed to manage policy review, changes,
and supply chain considerations. The company re-
ports weekly to customers on COVID-19-related risk
information in its own operations and supply chain.
(Interview D)

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Whilst others are also completely re-writing
their pandemic risk assessment tools, most ex-
isting transformations are very ‘top-line’, reflect-
ing a need to address issues around people,
products, plants and communication plans. Other
transformations also conducted by companies in-
clude more operational matters, such as individual
training and development, management awareness
training and having a ‘correct IT infrastructure’ ca-
pable of supporting a flexible workforce. Addition-
ally, COVID-19 highlights how quickly fear of the
unknown can develop, putting businesses at signif-
icant risk, so organizations should ‘expect the un-
expected’ (Interview B).

Some respondents also revealed that the trans-
formations were not significant due to their suc-
cessful responses to the crisis. For example, due to
their Brexit preparation, risks of financial distur-
bance were reasonably balanced, as their budget-
setting had been conservative for some time (Inter-
view AI). Others explained that by sticking closely
to the government’s advice and acting early and de-
cisively, they were already more than three weeks
ahead of most companies in their sector. Although
these responses are labelled ‘conservative meth-
ods’, they imply that the organization has depicted
resiliency by being able to respond successfully to
the crisis.

However, some of the respondents raised aware-
ness and concerns of the cost implications when in-
corporating risk management strategies for some-
thing that ‘only happens once in a lifetime’ (Inter-
view P). In longer timeframes, some firms iden-
tified a need to regain control of direct labour
sourcing and protect their workers, to avoid losing
knowledge and experience. Although the COVID-
19 crisis is still ongoing, the response for organi-
zational transformation of maintenance regarding
continued renewal practices remains rather uncer-
tain, due to their evaluation process. Our respon-
dents’ responses are generally concernedwith deal-
ing with the present problems. And that:

[It is] too early to say definitely what the long-term
changes will be, but a better understanding of sup-
ply chain resilience will feature, along with improved
communication. (Interview F)

P3: In equivocal environments, both authority-
based and consensus-based organizations em-
ploy an assessment stage that depicts the cause–
effect relationships of the committed action
performed to the SCRs as a process of retention

prior to the transformation that will further con-
strain and or influence the interpretation and se-
lection of future actions and transformations.

Contributions and implications

This paper sets out to develop a novel frame-
work that explains how organizational resilience
to SCRs can be achieved during equivocal envi-
ronments caused by extreme uncertainties, focus-
ing on investigating the role of managerial risk
perceptions in assisting the assembly of dynamic
capabilities. The results contribute to the current
literature on resilience and sensemaking in several
ways (see Table 8). First, by following the proce-
dure for developing a construct definition based on
prior literature (Ambulkar, Blackhurst andGrawe,
2015; Gilliam and Voss, 2013; Raetze et al., 2021),
we extract and compare extant definitions of re-
silience. By expanding resilience based on two dif-
ferent capability approaches (i.e. adaptation and
anticipation) during equivocal environments, we
contribute to current resilience researchwhich sug-
gests that organizational success and growth in
crises can only be achieved by using different ap-
proaches in combination (Alikhani, Torabi andAl-
tay, 2021; Conz andMagnani, 2020;Duchek, 2020;
Williams et al., 2017).

Based on our data analysis and findings, we pro-
pose a unique and novel perspective in the inves-
tigation of resilience during COVID-19 by com-
bining dynamic capability and enactment theory.
The explanatory power of the combined theo-
retical lenses provides a richer interpretation of
organizational resilience during equivocal environ-
ments. A behavioural perspective of sensemak-
ing offers a more nuanced understanding of the
construction of dynamic capability phases. Re-
sults emphasize that the production and utiliza-
tion of heuristics to reach resilience during equivo-
cal environments differs between authority-based
and consensus-based structures. Information and
knowledge play an important role in the utiliza-
tion of risk-identification heuristics. The verti-
cal communication channels within the authority-
based structures limit the sharing of information
and knowledge between peers. To overcome this,
authority-based organizations usually make con-
siderable investments to acquire additional infor-
mational support from external bodies. By con-
trast, consensus-based structures usually rely on

© 2022 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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their innate ability to quickly gather informa-
tion and knowledge locally through internal re-
sources. Therefore, information costs are expected
to be lower compared to the authority-based struc-
tures. Furthermore, rules of coordination con-
tribute to the production of different heuristics
that are utilized in selecting appropriate actions for
the identified risks. Rules of coordination are par-
ticularly important for authority-based structures
since they can increase the level of distribution
and breadth of knowledge within the organiza-
tion and reduce the expected information cost. The
study’s findings corroborate sensemaking research,
which suggests that richer group minds facilitate
equivocality reduction by having shared overlap-
ping experiences and knowledge (Ellis, Henry and
Shockley, 2011; Weick, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe and
Obstfeld, 2005).

Despite the differences concerning information
costs, our findings emphasize that both structures
use heuristics to identify risks. The sensemak-
ing theory asserts that sensible interpretations of
equivocal environments are facilitated through or-
ganizational structures and systems (Ellis, Henry
and Shockley, 2011; Weick, 2001). Our findings
revealed that respondents within authority-based
structures are aware of the limited breadth of in-
formation and knowledge associated with verti-
cal information flows within this setting. However,
despite limited horizontal information channels
within the firm, authority-based structures empha-
size that ‘it creates flexibility for us to rely on our
own judgements’ (Interview K), to resort to simple
rules (i.e. rudimentary how-to heuristics), to guide
them to select and execute actions. Conversely,
consensus-based structures enjoy a profound in-
formation bank through groupminds enabling ob-
tainable how-to heuristics.

The findings of this paper also extend the
literature on dynamic capabilities and resilience
research, particularly during equivocal environ-
ments. While the phase of transformation is found
in the dynamic capabilities process of organiza-
tions, we further identified a prior step of assess-
ment, an integral step in the process during equiv-
ocal environments. Assessment depicts a retention
process of objectifying ‘plausible stories’, or ac-
tions deployed during the process of seizing. This
finding tallies with prior studies that underline
the importance of reducing equivocality through
acquiring and further developing information for
cause–effect relationships, the mitigative actions

and consequences of actions, retained for future
decisions (Ellis, Henry and Shockley, 2011; We-
ick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005). Overall, we not
only contribute to recent calls to incorporate per-
sonal attributes of human agents (i.e. risk percep-
tions) within resilience research (Sarafan, Squire
and Brandon-Jones, 2019; Tangpong, Hung and
Li, 2014), but also add to the dearth of empirical
investigations of resilience during crises (Duchek,
2020; Linnenluecke, 2017). We provide additional
insights into the sensemaking literature by as-
serting the different types of heuristics produced
through different organizational structures.

This study has several implications for prac-
titioners who seek to develop organizational re-
silience in high environmental uncertainty and
equivocality. This study reveals that organiza-
tional systems and human bias are the determin-
ing factors for managerial ability to perceive and
deploy mitigative actions towards SCRs. Conse-
quently, we recommend that companies initiate
strategies such as building robust decision support
systems, which can strengthen effective commu-
nication and interconnectivity, enabling a further
reduction of the effect of human biases. Cross-
department training programmes, such as crisis
management and business continuity plans, have
been mentioned as useful tools for facing uncer-
tainties and increasing the level of available heuris-
tics within firms. We recommend that companies
consider a thorough prioritization of critical ca-
pabilities and inter-relationships during the assess-
ment phase, before finally realizing their poten-
tial to achieve resilience. Lastly, external assistance
such as consultants, trade bodies and audit or-
ganizations may also provide useful benchmarks
of the organization’s views, attitudes and perfor-
mance against identified risks.

These findings revealed the importance of
heuristics during sensemaking through different
structures, still unexplored in the literature. Such
an interpretation of the results hopefully encour-
ages future research to investigate other aspects
that might contribute to such heuristics produc-
tion. However, we do not suggest that our di-
chotomization of the two organizational struc-
tures represents a company ‘type’ beyond this nar-
row perspective. It is likely that abundant variables
of the organizational structure itself may influence
the production of different heuristics and decision-
makers’ approach to the process of sensemaking,
along with its contribution to the resilience of
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organizations. In this regard, our current sample
is not equipped to provide such reliable analysis
and conclusions. We invite future research to sub-
ject our findings to study other elements of orga-
nizational structures apart from hierarchies, such
as work specifications, unit of command, sphere
of control, authority and responsibility, and de-
partmentalization (Robbins and DeCenzo, 2009).
In a micro perspective, we further invite scholars
to explore detailed individual aspects such as age
and culture that might complement the sensemak-
ing process within dynamic capabilities. Moreover,
since this research is specifically contextualized for
the crisis of COVID-19 within the UK as a devel-
oped country, we invite researchers to conduct fur-
ther qualitative studies in different settings (e.g. de-
veloping countries and other sectors) to bring im-
portant nuances into this academic discourse.

Conclusion

This study develops a framework of organiza-
tional resilience to SCRs during equivocal envi-
ronments that builds on an abductive approach
as a starting point to provide insights into differ-
ent elements of the sensemaking process support-
ing dynamic capabilities within two different or-
ganizational structures. Results reveal important
nuances (see Figure 3). In sensing risks related
to equivocal environments, both structures utilize
risk-capture heuristics despite higher information
costs within authority-based structures. Concern-
ing seizing, due to a higher level of distribution
and breadth of knowledge, consensus-based struc-
tures utilize obtainable how-to heuristics to se-
lect appropriate actions. Conversely, rudimentary
how-to heuristics are utilized by authority-based
structures within this phase. We further identi-
fied assessment as an additional step in dynamic
capabilities during equivocal environments prior
to transformation depicting the process of reten-
tion, which emphasizes the importance of cause–
effect relationships to enhance future judgements.
Nonetheless, as discussed in the contributions
and implications section above, further research is
required to deepen our understanding of how re-
silience may differ in equivocal contexts.
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