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Abstract Organizations today operate in an increasingly complex and turbulent
world in which unexpected events are omnipresent. Thus, they need to develop
resilience capabilities to manage unexpected disruptions, maintain high perfor-
mance, and even thrive and grow. In research, there are preliminary indications that
diversity could play an important role in the development of resilience in organi-
zations. However, although there are numerous studies on both resilience and
diversity, the connection between the two constructs remains largely unexplored.
Our paper aims to narrow this research gap by answering the following questions:
What role does diversity play in the development of organizational resilience? What
does this mean for resilience-enhancing diversity management? To answer these
questions, we link existing research on elements of organizational resilience and
outcomes of diversity in organizations. By developing a theoretical framework,
formulating propositions, and discussing implications for further research, this paper
provides a foundation for future empirical research. Moreover, it offers useful
insights into the successful management of organizational resilience.

Keywords Organizational resilience - Resilience capabilities - Diversity -
Resilience-enhancing diversity management

1 Introduction
Due to advancing globalization and the internationalization of business activities,

firms operate in an increasingly complex and turbulent world in which unexpected
events are omnipresent (Grote 2009; McCann et al. 2009). Political and legal
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changes, high market volatility, and global financial crises are only three examples
of turbulence that may threaten a firm’s survival. To be sustainably successful, firms
need to develop organizational resilience, which can be defined as the ability to
anticipate potential threats, to cope effectively with unexpected events, and to learn
from these events in order to produce a dynamic capability that is directed toward
facilitating organizational change (Duchek 2014). Resilience allows for effectively
handling crises and can even be a source of competitive advantage (Hamel and
Vaelikangas 2003; Sheffi 2005) and long-term success (Coutu 2002; Horne 1997).

To develop organizational resilience, firms require adequate resources that
support the development of resilience capabilities such as financial reserves,
redundancy, and positive relationships (e.g., Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003; Gittell
et al. 2006; Vilikangas and Romme 2013). There are preliminary indications that
diversity also plays an important role in the development of resilience in
organizations (see, e.g., Filatotchev and Toms 2003; Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003;
Hong and Page 2004; Baral 2013). We understand diversity as “the distribution of
personal attributes among interdependent members of a work unit” (Jackson et al.
2003, p. 802). Work units may be organizational departments, groups, or teams of at
least three people. Diversity research has demonstrated that diversity within these
work units has an influence on organizational outcomes such as performance (see,
e.g., Glick et al. 1993 or the recent review of Nishii et al. 2018). Accordingly, we
suggest that diversity within work units can support the development of collective
capabilities that underlie an organization’s resilience.

While a large body of previous research addresses the effects of diversity on
organizational and group performance (e.g., Horwitz and Horwitz 2007; van
Knippenberg and Schippers 2007; van Knippenberg and Mell 2016; Srikanth et al.
2016; Guillaume et al. 2017), the possible association between diversity and
resilience has remained largely unexplored. Using an example from the financial
crisis of 2007, the need to research this relationship can be elucidated. In 2011, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) published a report that aimed to answer the
question of why the organization failed to anticipate the crisis. The main reasons
given were “a high degree of groupthink, intellectual capture, a general mindset that
a major financial crisis in large advanced economies was unlikely, and incomplete
analytical approaches” (International Monetary Fund 2011, p. 17). Various authors
analyzed the factors leading to that failure and found a main cause in the leadership
team at IMF, comprised mostly of men with strong socio-demographic backgrounds
and similar life experiences and, therefore, lacking heterogeneity (e.g., Momani
2007; Wagner 2010; Seabrooke and Nilsson 2015). Although the IMF was not
directly affected by the crisis, this example demonstrates that the relationship
between an organization’s anticipatory capacity and its work-unit diversity is a
relevant topic in business practice. Nevertheless, it also indicates the importance of
enhancing knowledge in that area to prevent unexpected events from becoming
major crises. Hence, academic research about the relationship between diversity and
resilience may provide interesting and useful insights into effective resilience
management.

This paper aims to narrow the existing research gap by answering the following
questions: (1) What role does diversity play in the development of organizational
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resilience? (2) What does this mean for resilience-enhancing diversity management?
Our paper addresses these questions conceptually and uses quotes from interviews
with diversity experts as illustration. First, we offer the theoretical background for
both resilience and diversity in organizations. Second, we build on a process-based
conceptualization of organizational resilience to examine the role of diversity in the
development of organizational resilience. We develop a conceptual framework by
linking the existing literature on elements of organizational resilience and outcomes
of diversity within organizations. Our study shows how diversity in work units can
enhance resilience capabilities that underlie three resilience process stages
(anticipation, coping, and adaptation). Furthermore, as diversity does not offer
positive outcomes per se, our study exemplifies the main components of resilience-
enhancing diversity management, which can serve as a moderator for raising the
resilience-enhancing potential of diversity. By formulating propositions, the paper
contributes to future empirical research and provides useful insights into successful
management of organizational resilience.

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Previous research on organizational resilience
2.1.1 The resilience concept

The resilience concept has a long tradition in various disciplines including material
sciences, psychology, and ecology (see, e.g., Williams et al. 2017). Only recently
has the concept gained increasing attention in organization and management
research. Resilience is considered an essential success factor for organizations in
unstable and uncertain times that allows them to cope with various kinds of
disturbances from adverse developments to major crises (McCann et al. 2009). A
resilient organizational system is able to respond successfully to any kind of
disturbance and even thrive in spite of it (Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011; Linnenluecke
2017). Recent research agrees that organizational resilience is a complex,
multifaceted, and multidimensional construct; however, the utilized notions and
definitions of resilience vary greatly depending on the particular research context
(Bhamra et al. 2011; Sawalha 2015; Linnenluecke 2017; Williams et al. 2017).

2.1.2 Resilience process

In organization and management research, resilience is used as an umbrella term for
different perspectives and approaches (Burnard and Bhamra 2011; Duchek
2014, 2019; Linnenluecke 2017; Williams et al. 2017). Early studies in particular
understand resilience as a result or an outcome that can only be described ex post
(Boin and van Eeten 2013). From this perspective, resilience is often defined as the
ability to recover and thus is limited to the phase following adverse events
(Williams et al. 2017). More recently, resilience has been understood as a process
that leads to resilient outcomes (see, e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Burnard and
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Bhamra 2011; Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2012; Duchek 2014, 2019; Williams et al.
2017). This process perspective points to “the dynamic nature of resilience as an
interaction between the organization and the environment” (Williams et al. 2017,
p.- 20). As such, resilience means to effectively respond to adverse events not only
after such events but before and during as well.

2.1.3 Resilience process stages

To date, only a few researchers have provided deeper insights into the resilience
process (see, e.g., Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2012; Duchek 2014, 2019; Williams
etal. 2017). Although the developed approaches vary widely in their main focus, their
understanding of resilience, and their number of suggested process stages, they all
understand resilience as a process that links resources with outcomes and they focus on
discrete elements within this process. Furthermore, they share the assumption that
resilience includes multiple iterations and develops from one crisis to the next.

Building on previous process approaches, we distinguish three resilience stages,
each referring to a different time horizon (before, during, and after the occurrence of
unexpected events) (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2012; Duchek 2014, 2019;
Williams et al. 2017). In greater detail, we divide the resilience process into: (1)
the anticipation stage, (2) the coping stage, and (3) the adaptation stage.

(1) Anticipation refers to the period before adverse situations or crises occur.
Thus far, only a few scholars have called for this proactive perspective on resilience
(see, e.g., Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003; Somers 2009; Burnard and Bhamra
2011). For example, Somers (2009, p. 13) mentions that “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.” This does not mean
completely avoiding crises—this is not possible. Rather, it means to possess the
capability to quickly identify signs of a crisis and react to them effectively.
Anticipation comprises the ability to observe internal and external developments, to
identify potential threats, and—to the extent possible—to prepare for unexpected
events (Somers 2009; Teixeira and Werther 2013; Duchek 2014, 2019). (2) As it is
impossible to anticipate all relevant future events (Lengnick-Hall and Beck 2005),
organizations must also be able to cope effectively with unexpected situations.
Coping generally refers to the development and implementation of solutions for a
specific problem (Duchek 2014, 2019). (3) Adaptation, as the stage following the
adverse event, goes beyond the restoration of organizational functionality and
focuses particularly on the development of new capabilities (e.g., Lengnick-Hall
and Beck 2005; Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011). In this sense, various scholars consider
organizational resilience as a dynamic capability that allows organizations to
actively adapt to new circumstances (see, e.g., Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007; Lengnick-
Hall et al. 2011).

In summary, organizational resilience can be defined as the ability to anticipate
potential threats, to cope effectively with unexpected events, and to learn from these
events in order to produce a dynamic capability that is directed toward facilitating
organizational change. Different authors argue that this organizational ability can
only be achieved collectively. They point to the important role of individual
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resources (e.g., Mallak 1998; Riolli and Savicki 2003; Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011;
McCann and Selsky 2012; Shin et al. 2012) as well as team resources (e.g.,
Salanova et al. 2012; Carmeli et al. 2013) in organizational resilience. Conse-
quently, to develop organizational resilience, it is necessary to consider an
organization as a whole and to understand the behavior of its groups and units
(Williams et al. 2017). This is particularly important for the role of diversity, a
phenomenon that spans different levels within organizations.

2.2 Previous research on diversity
2.2.1 Notion of diversity

In the literature, the term diversity is seldom explicitly defined. Researchers use a
variety of labels to refer to diversity, such as heterogeneity, variation, or inequality
(Harrison and Klein 2007), and generally, it can be described as “the distribution of
differences among the members of a unit with respect to a common attribute”
(Harrison and Klein 2007, p. 1200). In the organizational context, diversity is
characterized by the heterogeneity of members within organizational work units
(e.g., Jackson et al. 2003). Work units may be organizational departments, groups,
or teams of at least three people (Jackson et al. 2003) and may be situated at
different organizational levels (e.g., top management teams or organizational
project teams) (Milliken and Martins 1996). Building on previous research and
current developments in diversity research, we use a generic understanding of
diversity as any form that (work-group) diversity may take in an organizational
setting.

2.2.2 Dimensions of diversity

The construct of diversity serves as an umbrella term for various dimensions of
heterogeneity, e.g., gender, nationality, ethnic origin, religion or worldview,
disability, age, sexual orientation, and identity (Triandis 2003). Previous studies
attempted to organize these dimensions into meaningful categories. The most-noted
categorization differentiates between observable (demographic, e.g., race or ethnic
background, age, gender) and non-observable (cognitive, e.g., knowledge and
expertise, skills, values) diversity (Tsui et al. 1992; Jackson et al. 1995; Milliken
and Martins 1996). This distinction is particularly important since visible
differences can lead to reactions based on prejudices and previous experiences.
Another type of diversity that is particularly relevant in the organizational context is
experiential diversity (e.g., education, professional background, industry experi-
ence) (Milliken and Martins 1996). Current societal developments—such as
increasing globalization and the wave of refugees in Europe—have led to the
increasing importance of cultural diversity (for an overview on the construct, see
Cox 1994). However, it is difficult to focus on only one dimension of diversity since
in work groups; various dimensions naturally coexist and influence each other.
Therefore, previous research has already called for the integration of different
dimensions instead of focusing on single dimensions (van Knippenberg and
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Schippers 2007). We follow this call and adopt the widely accepted “diluted”
(Jackson et al. 2003) meaning of diversity without considering different diversity
dimensions. We make distinctions only for illustration, when necessary.

2.2.3 Diversity outcomes

A large body of diversity research focuses on the effects of (work group) diversity
on work-unit outcomes (e.g., Horwitz and Horwitz 2007; van Knippenberg and
Schippers 2007; Srikanth et al. 2016) as well as organizational outcomes (e.g., see
Glick et al. 1993; Nishii et al. 2018). Since this research shows mixed findings in
terms of diversity outcomes, diversity is often called a double-edged sword
(Milliken and Martins 1996). To explain the potential effects of diversity, two main
theories can be considered: the information/decision-making perspective and the
social-categorization perspective (for reviews, see Williams and O’Reilly 1998; van
Knippenberg et al. 2004; Horwitz and Horwitz 2007; van Knippenberg and
Schippers 2007; Jackson and Joshi 2011). Studies based on the information/
decision-making perspective suggest that diversity offers a broader knowledge base
and a range of perspectives that, in turn, can positively influence problem-solving
and decision-making (Williams and O’Reilly 1998; van Knippenberg and Schippers
2007). Negative effects are explained mainly by the social-categorization perspec-
tive, which contends that diversity limits within-unit integration and may, therefore,
be considered a source of intergroup conflict (Horwitz and Horwitz 2007; van
Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). Van Knippenberg et al.’s (2004) categorization-
elaboration model integrates these two perspectives. They argue that every form of
diversity triggers both—social categorizing (negative effects through intergroup
bias) and elaboration of task-relevant information and perspectives (positive
effects)—while the final effect on performance depends on different mediators and
moderators (e.g., relational conflict, cohesion, commitment, task informational and
decision requirements, or task motivation).

Consequently, it can be assumed that the positive effects of diversity on
organizational outcomes must be raised by supporting organizational conditions that
leverage the benefits of diversity and hinder social categorization (Ely and Thomas
2001). Only if diversity is valued and well managed can it help organizations to
respond to current trends and achieve competitive advantages (Cox and Blake 1991;
Gardenswartz and Rowe 1998; Thompson 2016). Accordingly, recent research has
started to investigate contextual moderators of diversity at the team and
organizational levels (see, e.g., van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007; Guillaume
et al. 2017).

Despite extensive research on diversity outcomes, only a few scholars have
highlighted the potential role of diversity for resilience in organizations (see, e.g.,
Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Blatt 2009; Gomes et al. 2014). These first studies
mention only that diversity has the potential to promote the development of
resilience but do not offer a systematic and holistic approach linking the two
constructs. It is the aim of our paper to narrow this research gap. Building on
previous diversity research, we focus on work-unit diversity within organizations
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and examine the direct connection between diversity and resilience as well as
relevant moderators.

3 The link between diversity and resilience in organizations:
a theoretical framework and illustration

In the following sections, we present our theoretical framework on potential links
between diversity and resilience (see Fig. 1) as a result of the reunification of
existing research on potential outcomes of diversity within organizations and
existing research on the development of specific elements of organizational
resilience. To substantiate our theoretical arguments, we use the results of a
qualitative interview study with eleven diversity experts. These experts are diversity
or HR managers in large, international, and listed companies that are located in
Germany and are members of the German Diversity Charter.

In detail, we argue that diversity can play a central role for enhancing
organizational resilience if it is well managed. Based on the broad understanding of
diversity as any form of work-group diversity (see, e.g., Jackson et al. 2003) and a
process-based understanding of resilience (e.g., Williams et al. 2017), we focus on
how diversity might affect the three process stages of organizational resilience
(anticipation, coping, and adaptation). We reason that diversity can lead to the
development and improvement of specific capabilities that underlie these stages.

In the first part, we use the resilience process stages as a structuring framework
and focus on those capabilities within each resilience stage (anticipation, coping,
and adaptation) that are influenced by diversity. We explain what lies behind these
capabilities and refer to findings from resilience as well as diversity research to
clarify the role of diversity for the development of these elements of resilience (see
main effects in Fig. 1; propositions 1-3). In the second part, we develop an
approach for resilience-enhancing diversity management. As mentioned above,
diversity is often described as a double-edged sword (e.g., Milliken and Martins
1996), and it is well known that its positive effects do not develop per se. There is a
need for adequate diversity management to lift diversity to its full potential (see
moderating effects in Fig. 1; propositions 4-6).

3.1 Effects of diversity on organizational resilience capabilities

Previous research has already suggested that diversity may play a pivotal role in
organizational resilience (see, e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Blatt 2009; Gomes
et al. 2014); however, little is known about how diversity can enhance an
organization’s resilience capabilities. Building on previous research on both
resilience and diversity, we will discuss important effects of diversity on different
resilience capabilities.

The basis for all identified diversity effects is the broader knowledge base
associated with diverse work units (Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003). This means that
diversity in organizational work units serves as a source of heterogeneous
perspectives, different cognitive mindsets, and creativity (e.g., Cho 2006). It
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Fig. 1 Proposed effects of diversity on resilience capabilities

provides a larger pool of resources that can be helpful in dealing with unexpected
problems (van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). This is consistent with the idea of
requisite variety and its important role in reducing errors (Weick 1987). Only if the
members of organizational units themselves represent great variety are they able to
deal with the varieties of the unit. If they lack variety, “they miss important
information, their diagnoses are incomplete, and their remedies are short-sighted”
(Weick 1987, p. 112). Our experts also agree that diverse work units can contribute
to resilience by offering a broader knowledge base:

If I look at a team where I have, for example, someone who is a digital native,
someone who is fully in technology, who has recently finished university, and
I have, on the same team, someone who has been with us around forty years,
then I simply have the entire range of knowledge there..... And that is
something that enhances the resilience of the company (Expert H).

In the following, we will show how this variety can affect the three process stages
of organizational resilience (anticipation, coping, adaptation); more precisely, the
specific capabilities that underlie these stages. The identified effects are formulated
as propositions at the end of each section.
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3.1.1 Anticipation capabilities

From a process-based perspective, resilience is not limited to the stage after a
critical event has occurred. It is situated earlier and includes capabilities that are
useful prior to adversity (Williams et al. 2017). In this context, different authors
refer to the anticipation phase of resilience (Burnard and Bhamra 2011; Duchek
2014, 2019, Williams et al. 2017). Anticipation describes the preventive aspects of
resilience. It refers to the ability to detect critical developments within the firm or in
its environment and to adapt proactively (Somers 2009; Ferreira et al. 2011;
Teixeira and Werther 2013). Although this does not mean that resilient organiza-
tions can prevent every threatening event, anticipation capabilities help them to
minimize negative consequences (Madni and Jackson 2009). For example, Somers
(2009) argued that building resilience is a complex process that necessitates a
greater ability to extract and interpret information from the constantly changing
organizational environment. He introduces the concept of organizational resilience
potential, defined as “...resilience that is not presently evident or realized” (Somers
2009, p. 13). Based on Mallak’s (1998) work on latent resilience, he found evidence
that organizational resilience potential could be operationalized by six factors (goal-
directed solution seeking; risk avoidance; critical situational understanding; ability
of team members to fill multiple roles; degree of reliance on information sources;
and access to resources) that should be developed proactively before crises occur.
Those preparation and planning activities build the foundation for effective
responses to critical situations and thus realized resilience. Diversity may have
positive effects on two elements of the anticipation stage: (1) the observation of the
business environment and identification of relevant information and (2) the
preparation for future developments.

(1) Observation and identification Diversity can be helpful for the observation of
(external) developments and the identification of potential threatening develop-
ments. As early researchers in this field, Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) argued that
experientially diverse groups have a higher potential to perceive variations in their
environment and to identify necessary adjustments because their heterogeneity
enhances their capability to sense, register, and regulate complexity. Page (2014)
asserted that cognitive diversity can improve predictive abilities and thus is
particularly important in complex environments. Cognitive diversity produces
different interpretations of signals, which, when aggregated, lead to more accurate
collective predictions. Page also emphasized that diverse work units cannot reduce
complexity or the number and extent of unforeseen events, but that a greater
heterogeneity of ideas within people’s heads “should lead to less collective surprise
and therefore better preparation for the consequences” (Page 2014, p. 275).

Research on diverse top management teams (TMT) has shown that diversity
allows for better environmental scanning and perception of complex environments.
For example, the empirical study by Cho (2006) found that TMT with a higher
magnitude of turnover in membership tended to have a broader scope of
environmental scanning, both within and across different sectors, as such changes
bring in new information sources and environmental scanning practices. Moreover,
the author found that the teams’ demographic heterogeneity positively moderated
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the association between executive turnover and environmental scanning. In her
sample, teams that experienced significant turnover and thus became diverse in their
functional experience, industry tenure, and educational background were especially
better able to scan their external environments extensively, across a larger number
of sectors and in greater depth. Moreover, we know from innovation literature that a
firm’s knowledge base has a significant influence on its ability to identify external
knowledge (e.g., Cohen and Levinthal 1990) by defining the locus of the knowledge
search (e.g., Rosenkopf and Nerkar 2001). The broader the knowledge base, the
greater the amount of information that can be absorbed.

However, there are also indications that diversity may have negative effects. For
example, Sutcliffe (1994) found that functional heterogeneity in top management
teams has a negative influence on accuracy in noticing environmental changes. She
explained that this may be the result of low levels of interaction that hinder deep
analyses and the effective integration of perspectives. Consequently, Sutcliffe
(1994) emphasized the important role of team communication and information-
processing characteristics for positive diversity effects.

Our experts maintain that a heterogeneously assembled work unit can contribute
to resilience by resulting in greater sensitivity and a more differentiated perception
toward a cross-thematic spectrum of potential risks in the business environment.
This refers to market potential and enables better recognition of special customer
wishes and market developments as well as a wider perception of potential crises in
general:

Well, we are very strong in this area: “How is the life of our clients shifting?
What do our customers want?” ... And I think that we can better recognize this
because we have mixed teams that better reflect and know the market.... And
if we do not reflect this in our teams, then we will probably miss both potential
trends as well as risks (Expert F).

The more diverse a team is assembled, the more heterogeneous are...
perceptions of trends and risks (Expert I).

I would say that if I have different approaches and perspectives, then I am
more resilient in the first step because I have probably thought of more critical
things (Expert J).

(2) Preparation Diversity can also improve an organization’s ability to prepare
for unexpected events. Resilience researchers argue that organizations achieve
resilience through preparation, taking into account that preparation does not refer to
a specific event but rather helps to develop general capabilities, knowledge, and
functions that are necessary for managing any kind of unexpected events
(Wildavsky 1991; Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003).

Research points to proactive alignment as a specific form of preparation. For
example, Teixeira and Werther (2013) argued that anticipatory innovation and its
management form the foundation of a resilient organization. Such organizations
anticipate the needs and desires of buyers and are able to adapt proactively—
“reacting to future changes before they happen” (Teixeira and Werther 2013,
p- 335). Anticipatory innovation helps organizations to keep pace in fast-changing
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environments or even to be one step ahead of upcoming changes. In this context,
diversity can be extremely helpful; it is believed to enhance innovation, resulting in
better products and processes (Pregenzer 2014). Diversity research has demon-
strated that diversity can lead to more creativity and innovation (Bantel and Jackson
1989; Cox 1991; Milliken et al. 2003). Innovation research also confirms that
diversity is important for creativity in the new-product development process (e.g.,
Sarin and McDermott 2003; Haon et al. 2009; Hall and Ellis 2010; Acikgdz et al.
2016; Dayan et al. 2017). For instance, there is evidence that functional diversity
may be beneficial for new-product development teams and that this relationship is
especially strong under high project uncertainty (e.g., A¢ikgoz et al. 2016; Dayan
et al. 2017). Therefore, it can be assumed that diversity may help organizations to
better prepare in complex settings. However, previous research has also highlighted
the important role of moderating factors. For example, Haon et al. (2009) argued
that familiarity among team members positively influences the relationship between
diversity and the instrumental use of information, helping teams to transform
diverse knowledge into new products or solutions. Other authors have referred to
effective communication (Keller 2001) or to the role of team leaders (Sarin and
McDermott 2003) as significant factors in increasing new-product development in
cross-functional teams.

In summary, we contend that diverse firms are better able to proactively align and
thus proactively adapt to potential crises. Our experts also mention that diversity can
contribute to proactive alignment. In particular, they note that diversity improves
the proactive development of innovations and new products. This helps organiza-
tions to be successful in the long term and, thereby, contributes to resilience:

By having diverse teams ..., we ideally employ a colorful mix [of people and
abilities], which enables us to develop the right products that will be
marketable for at least 10 years (Expert A).

We use diversity because we strongly believe that having diverse teams means
having colorful and heterogeneous teams, new impulses can be set, and that
new products can be developed. Diversity is the only way to stimulate
innovation (Expert E).

Conclusion Overall, it becomes clear that, although diversity cannot ensure that
organizations will anticipate every threat and will not necessarily reduce the number
or extent of crisis events, diverse organizations may be better able to observe
internal and external developments and identify potential risks, thereby assisting
organizations in the identification of issues before they develop into major crises.
Furthermore, diverse organizations are better equipped to adapt proactively. This
means that diversity helps build a better basis of operations for forthcoming crises,
thus developing a resilience potential (see, e.g., Somers 2009).

Proposition 1 Diversity positively influences the development of anticipation
capabilities by improving (a) the observation and identification of critical changes
within an organization’s business environment and (b) the preparation for future
developments.

@ Springer



398 Business Research (2020) 13:387-423

3.1.2 Coping capabilities

As it is impossible to anticipate all relevant future events (Lengnick-Hall and Beck
2005), organizations must also be able to cope effectively with critical events after
they have manifested themselves. Coping generally refers to the development and
implementation of solutions for a specific problem (Duchek 2014, 2019). Diversity
can facilitate the coping stage because of its influence on (1) sensemaking and (2)
problem-solving in complex settings.

(1) Sensemaking Coping with critical situations is always a combination of
sensemaking and acting (Weick et al. 2005). Only if people are able to understand a
crisis situation can they act on it (e.g., Weick 1993; Weick et al. 2005).
Sensemaking capabilities help organizations to interpret and understand adverse
events and thus build the foundation for problem-solving.

Diversity plays an important role in collective sensemaking, regardless of the
kind of diversity. Weick (2001) argued that the fact of divergence is more important
than the substance of divergence. It is important that people look at things
differently when they size up a problem. Only then can a unit see more than one
member alone could see. Stephens et al. (2013) described diversity as helpful for
resilient coping by constructing a greater variety of interpretations for adverse
situations (see also Eisenhardt et al. 1998; George and King 2007). Similarly, Saurin
et al. (2013) argued that great diversity is important for resilience, as it offers a
deeper understanding of the organizational context, thus providing a more precise
basis for decision making and for actions to take. Diversity studies have also
supported the notion that diverse work units can assist sensemaking processes. For
example, Neill et al. (2007) showed that functional team diversity can promote
organizational sensemaking capabilities. Their study also points to the role of an
open-minded organizational culture as an antecedent of sensemaking capabilities.

Our experts also state that purposefully blended work units foster the ability to
understand and interpret upcoming developments. They maintain that diverse work
units take different views into account, avoid simplified unilateral interpretations of
highly complex business environments, and can, thereby, better evaluate the risk
potential of different developments:

The more perspectives that are represented on a team, the more discussion
arises about how several risks should be evaluated (Expert C).

Such [diverse] teams contain different perspectives ... that is why there might
be less group think within the teams, and upcoming events might be assessed
more critically and differentiated (Expert I).

(2) Problem-solving After the interpretation and understanding of a present crisis,
organizations need to develop concrete solutions to cope with it in a resilient
manner. This includes the appropriate use of gathered information, the transfor-
mation of information into adequate solutions and, finally, the consensual selection
and implementation of the best options in a timely manner (e.g., Delbecq and van de
Ven 1971; Svenson 1979). As crises are complex and cannot usually be solved with
existing approaches, developing solutions demands broad knowledge, the
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interaction of different people (i.e., communication, knowledge sharing, coordina-
tion, conflict resolution), and creativity in making use of limited resources (referred
to by Weick (1993) as “improvisation and bricolage”).

In the resilience literature, the development of adequate and novel solutions in
the face of a crisis is the most frequently mentioned use of diversity for resilient
coping (see, e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Gomes et al. 2014; Pregenzer 2014).
Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) argued that experiential diversity can enlarge the ability
of a work unit to grasp a situation and cope with the details, as their broad
experiences can help their members to better recombine their knowledge, skills, and
abilities into novel solutions (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2002; Weick et al. 1999). In
addition, Pregenzer (2014) asserted that the diversity of skills, personalities, and
perspectives could enhance creativity and innovation, resulting in improvements in
decision making and problem solving (see also Ely and Roberts 2008). This is
supported by the empirical findings of Gomes et al. (2014). In their case study of
teams at a simulated nuclear power plant, they found diversity to be a potential
source of resilient coping. They argued that, due to the variety of potential responses
in unknown and critical situations (in their case a nuclear disaster simulation),
utilizing individuals with a wide range of different backgrounds seems to be useful
for making better decisions (see also Hong and Page 2004).

Diversity research has also linked diversity with the concept of problem solving.
In particular, diversity researchers from the information/decision-making perspec-
tive agree that functional or background diversity provides a range of knowledge,
skills, and contacts that may enhance problem solving (e.g., Bantel and Jackson
1989; Ancona and Caldwell 1992; Williams and O’Reilly 1998; Pelled et al. 1999).
This broader knowledge base may be particularly valuable for coping with unusual
and complex problems; it causes work units to include different information and
reconcile diverse perspectives, which helps them achieve more creative and
innovative solutions (van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). This implies that “at
the core of the positive effects of diversity emphasized in the information/decision-
making perspective lies elaboration of task-relevant information—the group-level
exchange, processing, and integration of diverse information and perspectives” (van
Knippenberg and Schippers 2007, p. 527). Empirical studies have confirmed the
positive impact of diversity on problem-solving and thus positive team outcomes
(Cox and Blake 1991; Watson et al. 1993; Pelled 1996).

However, researchers from the social-categorization perspective have argued to
the contrary. They take the position that “differences between work group members
may engender the classification of others as either ingroup/similar or outgroup/
dissimilar, categorizations that may disrupt group process” (van Knippenberg and
Schippers 2007, p. 517), thereby having a negative impact on team outcomes
(Horwitz and Horwitz 2007). From this angle, diversity is seen as a potential source
of negative aspects such as disruptions, conflicts, or reduced team cooperation (van
Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). This implies that diversity can also be
dysfunctional and slow down the problem-solving process (for empirical evidence,
see Jehn et al. 1999; Morrison and Milliken 2000). Especially in crisis situations, in
which teams must react quickly, this would be problematic. Furthermore, conflicts
and difficulties reconciling diverse perspectives might prevent diverse teams from
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coping effectively with crises. Therefore, diversity management is essential for
ensuring positive diversity effects. Recent research has pointed to the important role
of leadership (Kearney et al. 2009; Hoch 2014) or further supportive conditions such
as team climate and culture, team size, and task characteristics (for reviews, see van
Knippenberg et al. 2004; Guillaume et al. 2017). All these factors may promote or
reduce the potential of diverse teams to solve problems effectively and in a timely
manner.

One very significant moderating factor is task characteristics. Van Knippenberg
et al. (2004) maintained that diversity may be more important for tasks with stronger
information-processing and/or decision-making requirements, as its positive effects
are generated by a more comprehensive group information processing. This is also
supported by empirical evidence. Jehn et al. (1999) demonstrated that informational
diversity is strongly positively related to group performance on less-routine tasks.
Similarly, Bowers et al. (2000) found that diversity is positively related to group
performance on more complex tasks but negatively related on simpler tasks.
Furthermore, Weick and Sutcliffe (2015) noted the importance of bringing expertise
to bear on complex problems. They argued that “HROs cultivate diversity, not just
because it helps them notice more in complex environments, but also because it
helps them do more with the complexities they spot” (Weick and Sutcliffe 2015,
p. 14). Thus, the influence of diversity might be greater in complex critical
situations.

Our experts strongly argue that heterogeneous experiences within work units can
be useful for developing solutions in critical situations:

Having different experiences in the team concerning crisis management as
well as different ideas and tools to handle a specific crisis is a strong advantage
during the process of coping (Expert J).

Everyone has different ideas. That is why there is much more creativity and
innovation [in diverse teams]. In my opinion, this enables the company to
overcome problems and challenges much faster (Expert G).

For this, however, you need many different thinking people to come together
with their experiences quickly and creatively and propose the right solutions.
And I believe this might make the reconciliation process more difficult, the
more people who are involved in a decision. Anyway, the chance is much
better explored (Expert D).

Conclusion Overall, we suggest that diversity plays an important role in the
organizational coping process. In reaction to unexpected events, diversity may
contribute to sensemaking capabilities and allows for a better understanding of acute
crises. Furthermore, diversity can be useful in the problem-solving process,
especially in more complex settings. In summary, we can formulate the following
proposition:

Proposition 2 Diversity positively influences the development of coping capabil-
ities by improving (a) the sensemaking and (b) the problem-solving capabilities of
an organization.
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3.1.3 Adaptation capabilities

Adaptation goes beyond the restoration of organizational functionality and focuses
particularly on the development of new capabilities (e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003;
Lengnick-Hall and Beck 2005; Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007; Huber et al. 2009;
Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011). It refers to adjustments following crises to produce a
dynamic capability that is directed toward facilitating organizational change
(Duchek 2014, 2019; Limnios et al. 2014) and long-term learning (Madni and
Jackson 2009). Organizations can learn from prior crises and thereby be better
prepared for future ones. This helps organizations to broaden their knowledge base,
which, in turn, is a main antecedent of the anticipation dimension. For successful
adaptation, both cognition and behavior are necessary. On the one hand,
organizations must be able to reflect on the critical situation and incorporate the
gained insight into the existing knowledge base. On the other hand, they must be
able to act on this knowledge and produce change (Edmondson 2002). Diversity
may enhance the organization’s ability to (1) reflect on and (2) learn from critical
events.

(1) Reflection Previous research has indicated that diverse work units can be
better in terms of reflecting on a survived crisis. For example, Haunschild and
Sullivan (2002) argued that heterogeneous experiences help organizations to focus
attention on potential causes and perform a detailed analysis, force a situational
analysis, and produce constructive conflict in groups. Moreover, a growing body of
work links diversity with team reflection or reflexivity. Van Knippenberg and
Schippers (2007) argued that divergent viewpoints can stimulate team reflexivity.
Several empirical studies have confirmed this positive relationship between team
diversity and reflexivity (see, e.g., West 2002; Haward et al. 2003; Schippers et al.
2003; Fay et al. 2006). For example, Schippers et al. (2003) studied the relationship
between team diversity and reflexivity more closely and found that this relationship
is moderated by outcome interdependence. Diverse groups that were highly
outcome interdependent were more reflective than groups that were less outcome
interdependent. This can be explained by the group’s common goal that requires
reflection.

(2) Learning After reflecting on a past crisis, learning from this experience is
important for the proactive development of resilience. Learning at the group level
can be understood as an interaction process characterized by “asking questions,
seeking feedback, experimenting, reflecting on results, and discussing errors or
unexpected outcomes of actions” (Edmondson 1999, p. 353). Research on the
management of organizational failure already points to diversity as useful for
learning. Reason (1997) argued that, in crisis situations, organizations are often
aware of active (human) failures but fail to look at the underlying reasons and
conditions. Diversity in perspectives forces organizations to avoid simple interpre-
tations through constructive conflict and deeper discussions about actions to take
(Haunschild and Sullivan 2002). Thus, diverse knowledge bases may reduce the
tendency to focus on the surface and promote organizational function logic instead
of individual blame (Catino 2008) when explaining failures (Gressgard and Hansen
2015).
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Diversity research has also confirmed the important role of diversity in team
learning (see, e.g., Fiol 1994; Edmondson 1999; Gibson and Vermeulen 2003; van
der Vegt and Bunderson 2005; Sun et al. 2017). Recent research has investigated the
effects of team composition on team learning and performance and points to
(demographic or functional) diversity as positive for team learning (Gibson and
Vermeulen 2003; Lau and Murnighan 2005; van der Vegt and Bunderson 2005). For
instance, Edmondson and Roloff (2009) argued that expertise diversity within cross-
functional teams may positively contribute to learning behaviors because it allows
for combining different perspectives and qualified information. They also pointed
out that positive conflict may protect teams from groupthink. Furthermore, several
studies examined variables that mediate the relationship between diversity and team
learning. For instance, van der Vegt and Bunderson (2005) argued that collective
team identification moderates the effects of diversity on learning behavior and
performance. Edmondson (1999) investigated four types of teams (functional, self-
managed, cross-functional-development, and project teams) and was able to show
that team design and leadership can enhance psychological safety and impact
learning behavior.

Many of our experts explain that diverse teams encourage a more differentiated
and more comprehensive reflection of already experienced crises and, consequently,
an improved development of lessons learned and learning from those experiences in
general. They argue that heterogeneous teams, compared to homogeneous ones,
benefit in the interpretation process of experienced crises from their broader
knowledge base, which aids in learning as much as possible from a crisis:

Various perspectives and experiences might also add value to the learning
process of an organization, which includes the development of lessons learned
as well as the further development of the firm itself. When reflecting on the
crisis in the end, the interpretations of it might be different. ... And then, when
transferring lessons learned to the future,... I am truly convinced that the
various perspectives and manifold interpretations can help to make the
company more crisis-proof in the future (Expert A).

Various characters and different types [of people] perceive crises in different
ways. And by collecting and compiling all these perspectives, the most
realistic and honest picture [of the last crisis situation] is generated (Expert G).

In my opinion, a mono-structured firm is not as able to learn as a multi-
structured one because it has less intrinsic motivation for learning (Expert C).

Conclusion The preceding discussion shows that diversity may contribute to
adaptation capabilities. Diversity helps organizations broaden their knowledge base
and, thus, be more successful in the next crisis situation. In particular, diversity can
contribute to a better reflection of experienced crises and to more effective learning
from those crises.

Proposition 3  Diversity positively influences the development of adaptation
capabilities by improving (a) the reflection of and (b) the learning from already-
experienced crises.

@ Springer



Business Research (2020) 13:387-423 403

3.2 Resilience-enhancing diversity management (REDM)

The complexity associated with diversity places organizations in a paradoxical
situation in which diversity is both a great opportunity and a challenge. Previous
research has argued that diversity is valuable for becoming resilient (Sutcliffe and
Vogus 2003); however, heterogeneity can also be dysfunctional and, thus, has
limited value unless it is well managed (Eisenhardt et al. 1998). In our study, many
interviewees highlighted that fact:

You should not forget: At the beginning, diversity means more complexity, so
finding a solution takes a bit longer, but the solution is then more sustainable
(Expert H).

Baral (2013) also clarified that diversity adds further complexity to organizations.
Beyond a certain threshold, diversity can create different problems. The high costs
of trust-building, coordination, and conflict management in diverse teams can
neutralize the positive effects of diversity and even negatively affect critical
organizational functions (Garcia-Prieto et al. 2003; Triandis 2003; Ely 2004; Choi
and Rainey 2010). Milliken and Martins (1996) used the metaphor of a double-
edged sword to argue that diversity may increase creativity but can lead to
dissatisfaction and a lack of identification with the team. In such cases, diversity can
also lead to diminishing resilience (Baral 2013).

To avoid the negative effects of diversity and use its full potential for resilience,
organizations need purposefully designed diversity management. Our study
indicates that, to develop resilience, it is not enough to have diverse work units;
they must also be well managed. One interviewee states:

But there are also many situations where you are well advised to have a
diverse team. But this must be moderated. This needs practice, expertise, you
must be convinced of it. So, this needs certain spadework (Expert B).

This is also confirmed by Baral (2013), whose data indicated a curvilinear
relationship between diversity and resilience. He asserted that appropriate diversity
management practices and policies can minimize the negative impacts of a high
level of diversity (Varughese and Ostrom 2001; Chi et al. 2009; Choi and Rainey
2010). Diversity is a recognizable source of resilience and a competitive advantage
if organizations are able to handle it sensitively. This challenge can be addressed by
resilience-enhancing diversity management (REDM), which can be understood as
the systematic and planned commitment to diversity to achieve high levels of
resilience. REDM aims at fostering positive diversity effects and exploiting
potential chances for resilience while minimizing negative effects resulting from
heterogeneity.

Based on these assumptions, we identified specific components of REDM in the
second step of our analysis. The most important elements are (1) a resilience-
enhancing diversity culture, (2) resilience-enhancing unit conditions, and (3)
resilience-enhancing leadership. In general, these findings correspond with recent
diversity research on moderating variables (on the relationship between workplace
diversity and diversity outcomes) (e.g., Guillaume et al. 2017). However, we focus
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specifically on elements that are of particular importance for the development of
organizational resilience.

3.2.1 Resilience-enhancing diversity culture

First, we consider the role of organizational culture as a moderating variable on the
effects of diversity on resilience. Previous literature has indicated that the positive
effects of diversity depend largely on organizational or contextual factors (Jackson
et al. 2003; Mannix and Neale 2005; van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). In
particular, a culture of diversity that is characterized by the appreciation of variety
and an openness toward differences is likely to accelerate positive outcomes in
diverse work units (see, e.g., Cox 1994; Ely and Thomas 2001; Hothuis et al. 2012;
Guillaume et al. 2017). Thus, we consider two aspects of organizational culture as
central components of REDM, namely valuing diversity and openness and
communication.

(1) The aspect of valuing diversity is based on employees’ perceptions of the
extent to which they feel valued and the degree to which diversity is viewed as a
competitive advantage for the organization (Cox and Blake 1991; Gardenswartz and
Rowe 1998; Thompson 2016). Previous research has highlighted the importance of
organizational culture for diversity management by linking it to the stages of
cultural change from a monocultural (diversity-rejecting) to a multicultural
(diversity-accepting) organization (e.g., Cox 1991, 2001). Only in a multicultural
organization where diversity is valued in the sense that it is seen as an opportunity
for learning and integration (Ely and Thomas 2001) can diversity’s positive effects
on work-unit outcomes (Chatman et al. 1998; Chattopadhyay et al. 2004; Homan
et al. 2007) and members of all groups reach their full potential (Cox 2001). In
particular, previous research has indicated that a belief in the value of diversity
increases employees’ identification with a work unit (van Knippenberg and
Schippers 2007; van Dick et al. 2008) and may reduce potential conflicts that can
result from diversity (Chatman et al. 1998; Chatman and Spataro 2005). Thus, a
culture that values diversity can support favorable positive effects and prevent any
negative effects of diversity. This also seems to be the case from a resilience
perspective. In their case study, Groggins and Ryan (2013) showed that a climate
that emphasizes diversity as a central, enduring, and distinctive organizational
attribute is associated with openness not only toward others but also toward error
and change in organizations, thus allowing them to develop the competencies
required to deal effectively with challenges and to support continuous improvement.
Similarly, Lengnick-Hall et al. (2011) proposed that organizations should attach
great importance to individual differences and pluralism as an HR principle for
facilitating the capacity of resilience. Bardoel et al. (2014, p. 287) pointed out that
“if diversity management is used in conjunction with inclusive practices (Childs
2005), employees may develop strong bonds with other employees, supervisors and
managers, and those bonds may serve as a resource, thereby facilitating resiliency.”
Our experts also confirm that employees must feel valued in their diversity to use
their full resilience potential:

@ Springer



Business Research (2020) 13:387-423 405

When employees can be part of the firm in all their plurality, when they are
strengthened in their individuality, then strong teams can emerge, which, in
turn, are more able to react to imponderables..... When energy is used for
avoidance rather than for openly dealing with oneself, individuals are
massively losing productivity, creativity, and resilience, which, in turn, is bad
for the firm. Therefore, successful dealings with personal variety and
strengthening organizational resilience are clearly connected (Expert I).

(2) The second aspect, openness and communication, is at least as important. The
entire organization’s successful commitment to diversity can be achieved only by
applying a proactive synergistic use of diversity at different levels and in different
functions (e.g., Nishii 2013; Dwertmann et al. 2016). This includes a high level of
openness within the organization and the promotion of information elaboration
within work units (e.g., van Knippenberg et al. 2013). For management, this means
it is not enough to value diversity and prevent its negative effects; it must also
inform employees about these attitudes and, most importantly, convince them to
adopt and include these attitudes in practice (e.g., Pless and Maak 2004; Groggins
and Ryan 2013). In this context, research highlights the need for open and frank
communication (Pless and Maak 2004). Hofhuis et al. (2016) found evidence that
trustful and open communication within diverse work units is generally important,
as it mediates the relationship between work-unit diversity and several positive
outcomes (e.g., work-group identification, knowledge sharing), as pointed out by
our interviewees in a similar manner:

I think that communication is very much needed to create a real cooperation,
an open and honest opportunity to communicate in the firm, so that no
employee is afraid to ask critical questions, to identify mistakes and,
conversely, to be allowed to make mistakes (Expert G).

Furthermore, openness and communication are also seen as important factors in
shaping the resilience of an organization, as they help to achieve a shared situational
awareness as well as better interpretation and assessment of critical situations,
thereby leading to more consistent and reliable decision-making processes in such
situations (van der Vorm et al. 2011; Gomes et al. 2014). Accordingly, Lengnick-
Hall et al. (2011) described the creation of a climate characterized by open
communication and collaboration as another important practice for facilitating an
organization’s capacity for resilience.

Consequently, we assume that if the organization succeeds in sharing its positive
attitudes toward diversity, beneficial effects for coping with critical situations and,
thus, for resilience can arise (e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Lengnick-Hall et al.
2011). This open organizational culture can also help to identify and utilize specific
competences for dealing with crisis situations (see, e.g., Burnard et al. 2018), as also
mentioned by one of our interviewees:

If the firm is well informed about the diversity of its staff, it might use specific
abilities of specific people for crisis management that it hadn’t been aware of
before (Expert K).
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To create and ensure a resilience-enhancing organizational culture, important
measures can include managerial information provision (see, e.g., Lenox and King
2004) and diversity trainings (e.g., Roberson et al. 2001; Pendry et al. 2007,
Bezrukova et al. 2012, 2016). For example, diversity awareness training can help to
increase employees’ openness toward diversity inside the organization and create an
understanding of the need for and meaning of valuing diversity. Skill-building
training may further promote specific behavioral skills such as handling conflict or
overcoming communication barriers (Roberson et al. 2001; Bezrukova et al.
2012, 2016). Our interviewees suggest:

This can be the creation of awareness through a “social day.” That can simply
be to have a diversity department and the implementation of diversity in all
products (Expert E).

That generally starts with the management—down from the top—and
diversity management can be helpful through specific training, concrete
examples, best practices of the firm, best practices of other firms, [and]
showing advantages, but also to help managers and employees through
specific training to deal effectively with this diversity (Expert A).

Based on these insights, we can formulate our fourth proposition:

Proposition 4  Resilience-enhancing diversity management can positively moder-
ate the relationship between diversity and resilience by offering a culture of
(a) valuing diversity and (b) general openness and communication within the
organization.

3.2.2 Resilience-enhancing unit conditions

As successful cooperation within heterogeneous units depends on the behavior of
the people involved, current research has raised the question of the role of an
adequate unit design in lifting the potential for diversity in organizations (e.g.,
Harrison and Humphrey 2010; Guillaume et al. 2017) as well as in enhancing their
resilience (e.g., Maynard and Kennedy 2016; Williams et al. 2017). Thus, we argue
that adequate management of three unit conditions—time span, unit composition,
and unit coordination—should be a central part of REDM.

(1) The first unit condition is the time span during which a diverse team works
together. Even early studies pointed out that diverse teams initially tend to perform
worse than more homogeneous teams, but that they become more effective over
time so that their performance can match or even exceed that of homogeneous
groups (e.g., Gruenfeld et al. 1996; Earley and Mosakowski 2000). Our experts
confirm that diverse teams need experience working together in order to perform
well (especially during unexpected situations):

There are situations where diverse teams are useless, especially if they have no
experience working together (Expert B).

Research has shown that temporal and life-cycle factors are important moderators
for positive diversity outcomes (e.g., Jackson et al. 2003; Horwitz 2005; Guillaume
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et al. 2017), as more time working together involves interaction and collaboration
and, thereby, allows group members to get to know each other (see, e.g., Harrison
et al. 1998; 2002; Gonzalez 2010). More specifically, van Knippenberg et al. (2004,
p. 1018) maintained that time allows members of diverse units to develop “the
knowledge, skills, and abilities required to elaborate divergent perspectives and to
develop a shared sense of ‘who knows what’.” Greater unit tenure is also associated
with the development of better mutual understanding, unique interests, values, and a
diversity-oriented team culture (Earley and Mosakowski 2000; Gonzalez 2010) and,
consequently, minimized stereotype-based classifications (Harrison et al.
1998, 2002).

Sufficient time for team development has also been linked to resilience in
organizations. Edson (2012) asserted that team resilience is closely connected to a
group’s life-cycle stage because if team members do not know each other, it is not
possible for them to respond effectively to unexpected events. New teams have not
yet developed a virtual role system (Weick 1993) or relational reserves (Gittell et al.
2006), which are necessary to cope effectively with the unexpected. Researchers
have also highlighted the role of social resources and processes (e.g., social support
climate, social capital, or collective efficacy) in building resilience (e.g., Carmeli
et al. 2013; Meneghel et al. 2016). Their development also needs a certain amount
of time—and even more if teams are diverse and have to overcome difficulties in the
first place.

Therefore, in order to achieve greater resilience, organizations should not change
the composition of their diverse units too often or too quickly. Additionally, in
complex and unstable environments, they should consider assigning responsibilities
to more experienced teams.

(2) The second important unit condition is wunit composition. From the
categorization—elaboration model (van Knippenberg et al. 2004) and similar
concepts, we know that diversity usually creates a better foundation for the
elaboration of task-relevant information and perspectives, but that it can also hinder
the use of this knowledge because of interpersonal disagreements. As managers
have control over several compositional variables (e.g., demographics, types of
diversity, unit size), it is argued that they should create diverse units purposefully in
a way that allows for effective performance (Guillaume et al. 2017), which is also
highlighted by our experts:

... teams are not randomly mixed ..., but consciously built. And then [the
challenge is] to get the right people in the right mix—old/young, man/woman,
different nations with all sorts of variety (Expert C).

Diversity seems to be generally supportive for an organization’s resilience, as it
provides a broader collective knowledge base—meaning different viewpoints,
competencies, and repertoires (Weick 1979; Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003). However,
research also indicates that specific forms of diversity are particularly helpful for
encouraging the use of this knowledge, while other forms can potentially hinder this
process. It is argued that experiential diversity (a mix of generalists and experts)
helps teams to identify critical developments and act on that (Westrum 1991) as
well as to recombine the existing knowledge into novel solutions (Weick et al. 1999;
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Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2002). In contrast, strong deep-level differences (regarding
basic values, attitudes, and beliefs) and strong differences in team members’
dispositional affect are associated with negative impacts on a team’s crisis
effectiveness by causing an increased perception of differences and more negative
emotions, thus reducing social integration and, indirectly, team performance
(Harrison et al. 1998; Bell 2007; Harvey 2013; Kaplan et al. 2013). Consequently,
organizations have to be aware of these connections and should use this knowledge
to compose diverse units with a view to resilience promotion.

(3) The last unit condition is adequate unit coordination. As mentioned, it is
not only the duration that units work together that makes them successful but also
behavioral mechanisms. For example, Harrison et al. (1998, 2002) argued that
collaboration (understood as time spent in interactions) allows unit members to
exchange personal and task-related information and thus supports performance by
enhancing social integration. Similarly, Horwitz (2005) stated that the frequency
and duration of member interactions moderate the relationship between a unit’s
diversity and its performance, as interaction allows unit members to integrate and
develop a team identity (Gersick 1988; McGrath 1991). These complex,
underlying processes of well-functioning diverse units are also highlighted by
our interviewees:

... there isn’t one feature ..., but a combination that makes teams of different
people into high-performing teams that can effectively respond to crises
because they live variety—knowledge sharing, trust, support, celebrating
successes as teams, hope and honest communication, integrity, constructive
feedback, et cetera (Expert I).

By taking a deeper look at such mechanisms, recent literature has illuminated the
role of unit coordination. Zoogah et al. (2011, p. 254) described coordination as “a
behavioral mechanism that facilitates transformation of team inputs to outputs
(Kozlowski and Bell 2003) and can facilitate team performance.” They point to the
special importance of coordination for diverse work units, as those units must align
their behaviors, goals, and activities in order to manage their interdependencies. By
examining their assumptions within a sample of strategic alliance teams, they found
robust support for the moderating role of coordination between gender diversity and
team effectiveness and partial support for the moderating role of coordination
between nationality diversity/functional diversity and team effectiveness. In
addition, conceptual research has underscored the importance of relational
coordination capabilities, as they are likely to promote social integration and
well-being in diverse units (van Knippenberg et al. 2013; Guillaume et al. 2017).

In a similar vein, resilience-related research has emphasized the meaning of
coordination (e.g., van der Vorm et al. 2011; Maynard and Kennedy 2016).
Salanova et al. (2012) found evidence that coordination is an important interper-
sonal resource for a healthy and resilient organization (HERO) and a source of
teamwork. In a more focused follow-up study, Meneghel et al. (2016) demonstrated
that coordination as an important team resource positively contributes to team
resilience. Faraj and Xiao (2006) argued that specific expertise coordination
practices (e.g., knowledge sharing) are necessary to manage distributed knowledge
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and ensure the timely application of the needed expertise. Gittell (2002) showed that
the performance effects of coordination mechanisms (e.g., team meetings) are
mediated by relational coordination (a relationship-intensive form of coordination).
Relationships characterized by shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect
lead to high levels of coordination and thus positive performance effects (Gittell
2001, 2002).

To ensure resilience-enhancing unit conditions, organizations have to be aware of
the micro-mechanisms existing in diverse units and can utilize a broad set of
supportive practices and tools. Validated instruments exist to assess the professional
expertise (e.g., van der Heijden and Verhelst 2002), work-related competencies
(e.g., Naquin and Wilson 2002), and central diversity aspects of organizational
members (for deep-level diversity, see, e.g., Goldberg 1992 and Phillips 2003; for
dispositional affect, see, e.g., Watson and Tellegen 1985; Watson et al. 1988).
Competence-management systems could be beneficial (see, e.g., Hustad and
Munkvold 2005; Draganidis and Mentzas 2006) for saving this knowledge and
using it for compositional reasons. Moreover, to foster collaboration processes,
organizations can use specific team-building activities (e.g., Ammeter and Dukerich
2002; Salas et al. 1999), team training (e.g., Leedom and Simon 1995; Bezrukova
et al. 2012), and team rewards (Harrison et al. 2002).

In summary, our next proposition is:

Proposition 5 Resilience-enhancing diversity management can positively moder-
ate the relationship between diversity and resilience by providing several unit
conditions such as (a) sufficient time for effective teamwork, (b) suitable unit
composition, and (c) adequate unit coordination.

3.2.3 Resilience-enhancing leadership

Current research agrees that leadership is critical for the performance of diverse
work units (e.g., DiTomaso and Hooijberg 1996; Eagly and Chin 2010; Greer et al.
2012; Homan and Greer 2013). This leads to the assumption that leadership is also
important for raising the resilience-enhancing potential of diverse work units and
thus is a central element of REDM. While leading heterogeneous units is already a
significant challenge, leading diverse units and realizing their resilience-enhancing
potential is even more difficult. Leaders must foster the positive effects of diversity
(see, e.g., Williams and O’Reilly 1998; van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007) and
simultaneously prevent negative diversity effects (see, e.g., Horwitz and Horwitz
2007; van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007). To fulfill this task, leaders must have
certain leadership qualities and appropriate leadership styles.

(1) The first aspect of adequate leadership involves certain gualities of the leader.
Geert Hofstede pointed out that leading in diverse environments is like playing
several musical instruments; it calls for different attitudes, skills, and knowledge
(Connerley and Pedersen 2005), which is also highlighted by our experts:

... Because there is more discussion and more... friction. This is one of the
challenges.... To provide the teams with a prejudice-free environment, that
these teams can unfold (Expert C).
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Leaders must ... be open to different personalities and backgrounds, and
create a fruitful team atmosphere. Furthermore, they must handle more
discussions and conflicts. To cope effectively with these challenges, leaders
must possess various traits, abilities, and experiences. This needs practice,
expertise, and you must be convinced of it (Expert B).

Leaders need to develop awareness, which means being open to and
understanding other perspectives (Connerley and Pedersen 2005). Stephens et al.
(2013) stated that diversity can only be helpful for coping with and adapting to
adverse situations when leaders understand their own and others’ perspectives
(Eisenhardt et al. 1998) and are able to produce a variety of ways of interpreting
adverse situations (George and King 2007). Furthermore, leaders need to possess
specific skills and abilities, e.g., they must be able to learn and adapt, manage
relationships, and cope with ambiguity (e.g., Maznevski and DiStefano 2000). They
should also be highly resilient, as there is a positive relationship between a leader’s
resilience and employee work performance (Gooty et al. 2009; Walumbwa et al.
2010; Avey et al. 2011). Finally, leaders should be experienced in working with
different people and different situations and thus have a broad knowledge base.
Research has shown that, especially under stressful conditions, leaders with high
levels of leadership experience demonstrate more effective performance (e.g.,
Fiedler 1994). Additionally, leadership experience can help leaders strengthen
positive attitudes toward diversity and develop relevant leadership skills (Caligiuri
and Tarique 2012).

(2) Beyond that, different leadership styles have been discussed as being
appropriate in diverse work units (e.g., Somech 2006; Klein et al. 2011; Greer et al.
2012). The most studied are transformational leadership (Bass and Riggio 2006) and
leader-member-exchange (Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995). In the resilience context,
transformational leadership in particular has been mentioned as a resilience-
enhancing leadership style (Harland et al. 2005; Morgan et al. 2015; Sommer et al.
2016). It is associated with greater levels of positive affect and lower levels of
negative affect, thereby leading to greater resilience among team members (Sommer
et al. 2016). In general, it can be said that leadership styles characterized by healing
relationships, increasing trust, and solving conflicts are best suited to access the
resilience-enhancing potential of diverse work units, as such styles may limit
subgroup formation and foster exchange processes (e.g., Homan and Greer 2013). It
is also important for leaders to be able to adapt their leadership style to
accommodate different people and situations (see, e.g., Kuchinke 1999; Liu et al.
2003; Yu and Miller 2005). This is confirmed by one of our interviewees:

... if we have a leader who leads five different generations, to what extent is he
able to respond to individual needs? Let me give another example: An
employee who is new and very young, perhaps just graduated university ...
needs another leadership style than someone who has been in the firm for
thirty years. And that’s, I think, something our superiors have a great influence
on, our team leaders. And it is important to train them or simply provide
support in order to respond to different needs (Expert H).
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To ensure adequate, i.e., resilience-enhancing, leadership of diverse work units,
important measures include purposeful leader selection, e.g., based on their
leadership experience; specific leadership training, e.g., resilience training (Robert-
son et al. 2015); and general support for dealing with this difficult task, e.g., through
opportunities for exchange with colleagues (Foerster and Duchek 2017).

Our last proposition is:

Proposition 6 Resilience-enhancing diversity management can positively moder-
ate the relationship between diversity and resilience by fostering (a) certain
leadership qualities and (b) adequate leadership styles.

4 Implications and Future Prospects

There is a large body of research on both organizational resilience and diversity in
organizations. Although a few studies have already pointed to the potential link
between diversity and resilience (see, e.g., Sutcliffe and Vogus 2003; Hong and
Page 2004; Baral 2013), no research to date has attempted to link these two concepts
at a deeper level. To the best of our knowledge, our paper is the first to offer a
systematic connection of the elements of organizational resilience and the outcomes
of diversity. In detail, we develop a theoretical framework that builds on a process-
based approach of organizational resilience (Duchek 2014, 2019) and indicates the
potential effects of diversity on underlying resilience capabilities. It can be shown
that there are several potential effects of diversity (basically, work group diversity)
on the three process stages of resilience (anticipation, coping, and adaptation).
Based on our research, different theoretical and methodological implications for
future research as well as practical implications for the resilience-enhancing
management of diversity can be deduced; these are presented in the following
sections.

4.1 Theoretical implications

Understanding organizational resilience as a process that depends on underlying
process capabilities and routines (Duchek 2014, 2019) has proven to be a fruitful
approach for investigating the effects of diversity on organizational resilience. In
contrast to previous approaches that often treat organizational resilience as an
outcome and identify resilience sources without explaining the underlying
mechanisms of these connections (e.g., Horne and Orr 1998; Mallak 1998), the
process-based approach offers a clear analytical framework that can serve as a basis
for theoretical as well as empirical investigations on the effects of further important
antecedents of organizational resilience (capabilities).

Furthermore, our study demonstrates that we can learn much from other research
streams and, thereby, enhance our understanding of organizational resilience. In
particular, our paper shows that we can build on diversity research to enhance our
understanding of the resilience process and underlying process capabilities. The
connection of diversity and organizational resilience has proved to be an interesting
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subject of investigation and one that requires further analysis. There is much
research on the effects of diversity on both team- and organizational-level outcomes
and, more recently, on moderating effects that have to be considered. While our
work has attempted to link these two research streams on a more general level,
further research might consider specific aspects in greater detail. For example, we
occasionally suggest that there are specific effects of different diversity dimensions
(e.g., demographic versus experiential diversity) but do not offer deeper insights on
this point. As Milliken and Martins (1996) argued that different diversity types have
different effects on organizational and team outcomes, and further research could
investigate individual connections in a more focused approach.

Moreover, we use a broad understanding of diversity in work units and refer
to different teams at different levels (e.g., top management teams or project teams).
Thus, further research might focus on the role of diversity in the resilience of
specific teams or organizations. For example, research has shown that project and
entrepreneurial teams (e.g., Blatt 2009; Edson 2012; Amaral et al. 2015) as well as
small- and medium-sized companies (e.g., Bhamra et al. 2011; Demmer et al. 2011)
require high levels of resilience because of their limited resources and the uncertain
and volatile environments in which they operate. It can be assumed that such units
could particularly benefit from diversity, as it is a resilience resource that is
relatively easy and inexpensive to acquire.

Additionally, along with other current research, we point to moderating factors
that must be considered in order to realize the positive effects of diversity (e.g., van
Knippenberg and Mell 2016; Guillaume et al. 2017). In particular, our study
suggests the use of resilience-enhancing diversity management (REDM). The
developed framework points to the main components of REDM and provides first
insights into its implementation. However, the concrete design, implementation, and
application of REDM require further examination and specification. Although we
consider diversity to be important for resilience, it can be presumed that resilience
may also be an important moderator for the relationship between diversity and
performance. Therefore, further research could examine the reverse connection as
well as interrelationships.

4.2 Methodological implications

To investigate the relationship between diversity and resilience, further research
could extend and enhance our framework empirically. On the one hand, our paper
illustrates the effects that diversity can have on resilience. Further studies might
investigate in greater detail how these effects can be achieved. Because qualitative
studies are not aimed at statistical generalizations (Mayring 2007), our results can
be used as a starting point for quantitative analyses in order to validate and extend
our findings. For this purpose, future studies could build on our formulated
propositions.

On the other hand, further research could focus on the influence of diversity on
the resilience of teams or organizations in greater detail. For this purpose,
qualitative research methods seem to be suitable. For example, ethnographic studies
(Rosen 1991; Ybema et al. 2009) can provide deeper insights into complex practices
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and processes that shape these connections. Beyond that, future research could take
a longitudinal perspective to provide more information about the implementation,
development, and changes of diversity and resilience-enhancing diversity manage-
ment (for longitudinal studies on other diversity management approaches, see
Carrell et al. 2006; Sippola and Smale 2007).

4.3 Practical implications

Our findings have a number of implications for managerial practice. We propose
that there is a need for diversity in organizations, as diversity can help enhance
organizational resilience. Thus, organizations should not attempt to avoid hetero-
geneity. Instead, they should enhance their knowledge base by including different
people, perspectives, and backgrounds. This can be realized through open-minded
and goal-oriented personnel recruitment and employment (Roberson et al. 2017).
However, our paper also shows that it is not enough to build diverse work units
(McKay and Avery 2005). Organizations also need appropriate diversity manage-
ment that allows for effective use of the diversity potential at the work-unit level, as
well as the transformation of work-unit outcomes into organizational-level
outcomes (Jackson et al. 2003). For this purpose, (human resource) management
must help to create a culture of diversity, train their (team) leaders at different
organizational levels, and help employees cope with problems associated with
diversity (Shen et al. 2009). Organizations could employ diversity managers who
support necessary changes professionally (Dobbin and Kalev 2015).

5 Conclusion

The present paper analyzed the relationship between (work-unit) diversity and
organizational resilience, which previously has scarcely been examined. For this
purpose, we developed a conceptual framework building on a process-based
understanding of organizational resilience (Duchek 2014, 2019) and connected the
existing literature on elements of organizational resilience and outcomes of (work-
unit) diversity. The findings indicate the potential role of diversity in enhancing
organizational resilience by contributing to the development of different capabilities
underlying the three stages of the resilience process (anticipation, coping, and
adaptation). Our study shows the relevance of diversity in all three stages. In
particular, diversity can influence the development of anticipation capabilities by
improving the observation and identification of critical changes and preparations for
future events. By improving sensemaking and problem solving, diversity can
promote coping capabilities. Finally, diversity can enhance organizational ability to
reflect on and learn from critical situations and, therefore, promote adaptation
capabilities. Furthermore, the study suggests resilience-enhancing diversity man-
agement (REDM) as a moderator for exploiting the full potential of diversity in
enhancing resilience. Organizations have different opportunities to realize this
potential. In particular, they can create a specific diversity culture (valuing and
open), ensure particular unit conditions (time span, composition, coordination), and
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deploy (team) executives with appropriate leadership (qualities and styles). In
summary, our paper contributes to the connection of two research streams and
provides initial insights into the resilience-enhancing effect of diversity as well as
the effective management of organizational resilience capabilities in diverse
organizations. Moreover, it points to the necessity to intensify research in this area
in order to shed light on the complex relationship between diversity and
organizational resilience. Our findings can be used as a foundation for future
empirical research.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, dis-
tribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were
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