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Introduction 

For hospitals, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic is an extreme context (Hällgren et al., 2018) 

which bears the potential to advance management and organization science (e.g. Faraj & Xiao, 

2006). In the proposed paper, we report a real-time study on two Swiss hospitals. Like other 

countries, Switzerland is currently facing a second wave of the pandemic after having returned 

to normal activities as the first wave receded during 2020. During this time, and despite expect-

ing the second wave, the studied hospitals appeared to have done little to learn from and prepare 

for the current second wave.  

 

In order to explore this observation, we use organizational resilience that describes the capaci-

ties and processes of organizations to cope with a crisis and maintain functioning (Duchek, 

2020; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007; Williams et al., 2017). The literature 

argues the importance of learning from previous adversities to build resilience (Haunschild et 

al., 2015, p. 1697; Madsen, 2009, p. 872; Weick et al., 1999, pp. 34 & 39; Williams et al., 2017, 

p. 749). At the same time, studies highlight various difficulties (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009, p. 

1350; Baumard & Starbuck, 2005, p. 295; Cannon & Edmondson, 2001, pp. 165–166, 2005, 

pp. 301–303; Edmondson, 2004, p. ii9). Despite these insights, scholars still call for a better 

understanding of learning to advance organizational resilience (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009; Bau-

mard & Starbuck, 2005; Cannon & Edmondson, 2001, 2005; Duchek, 2020; Edmondson, 

2004). One open issue is the limited insights into how organizations learn while coping with an 

adversity, and how this learning during the adversity impacts on learning from the adversity 

afterwards. This niche motivates our research question: How do organizations learn during an 

adversity and how does that impact learning from adversities? 

 

Our ongoing real-time study of two Swiss hospitals coping with COVID-19 enables us to ad-

dress this question empirically. Conceptually, we use the concept of improvisation to better 

understand learning during the pandemic and its impact of learning after this adversity.  

 

Our aim is to complement the predominant planning perspective of organizational resilience 

(Darkow, 2019; Duchek, 2020; Williams et al., 2017) with the improvisational one as Weick 

and Sutcliffe (2007, p. 14) originally proposed. Improvisation is broadly defined as planning 

while acting (Clegg et al., 2002, p. 491). It is a “mixture of the pre-composed and the sponta-

neous” (Weick, 1998, p. 551). We believe that improvisation helps to advance the dynamic and 

complex nature of organizational resilience as it unfolds in situ (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009, p. 
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1329; Kahn et al., 2018, p. 511; Linnenluecke, 2017, p. 25), and allows adding to existing ex-

planations on the difficulties of learning from adversities. 

 

In the next section, we elaborate on organizational resilience and argue for the improvisation 

perspective. The method section briefly sketches our research approach, followed by insights 

into the emerging findings. The discussion points to the proposed contributions, before con-

cluding this short paper.  

 

Background section: Organizational resilience and improvisation 

Learning from adversities is a crucial element of developing organizational resilience 

(Haunschild et al., 2015, p. 1697; Madsen, 2009, p. 872; Weick et al., 1999, pp. 34 & 39; Wil-

liams et al., 2017, p. 749) and two theoretical conceptualizations of organisational resilience 

have emerged: The conceptualization by Duchek (2020, p. 225) has proposed three stages of 

resilience composed of anticipation, coping and adaptation. During the adaptation stage, learn-

ing from the experienced adversity is crucial to develop organizational resilience (p. 231). 

According to this concept, organizations should reflect and learn from the experienced crisis 

and incorporate insights for advancements (p. 231). A second conceptualization highlights that 

feedback loops are central part for learning and for developing organizational resilience (Wil-

liams et al., 2017, p. 249). Feedback loops enhance resilience through “insights and 

perspectives that feed into resource endowments, ongoing organizing, adaptation, preparation, 

and response to adversity” (p. 249).  

 

These two concepts regard learning for organisational resilience as a process stage after an 

adversity occurred. Duchek (2020, pp. 225 & 231) suggests learning as a stage after coping 

with the adversity. In a similar way, Williams et. al. (2017, p. 249) argues for feedback loops 

where organizations learn for future adversities. Thereby, the two concept correspond with a 

planning perspective (e.g. Darkow, 2019). Planning is a sequential process where “actors first 

analyse, then decide on what to do, and then implement that choice” (Cunha et al., 2016, p. 

560).  

 

However, the planning perspective illuminates less on how learning occurs during an adversity. 

This setting is characteristic for the COVID-19 pandemic. It caught hospitals unprepared and 

led them to learn as the crisis unfolded over time, and was not an event like an earthquake 
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(Ciuchta et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2017). An improvisational perspective adheres to this 

empirical phenomenon  (Cunha et al., 2016; Weick, 1998; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). This per-

spective also allows to focus on how resilience unfolds (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009, p. 1329; 

Kahn et al., 2018, p. 511; Linnenluecke, 2017, p. 25); how it works (Duchek, 2020, p. 238); 

and the role of time during an unfolding adversity (Williams et al., 2017, p. 753).  

 

Methods: ongoing real-time process study  

In order to further explore learning during an adversity with an improvisational perspective, we 

are conducting a rare real-time case study (Yin, 2018). We adopt a process perspective to follow 

the events and activities over time (Langley et al., 2013). The field phase started with the first 

wave in March 2020 and is ongoing, situated in two Swiss public hospitals (Hospital A, Hos-

pital B). Therein, our unit-of-analysis are the hospital task-forces that are the central decision-

making bodies to address the COVID-19 pandemic. It provides an extreme context, defined “as 

an environment where one or more extreme events are occurring or are likely to occur that may 

exceed the organization's capacity to prevent and result in an extensive and intolerable magni-

tude of physical, psychological, or material consequences to—or in close physical or psycho-

social proximity to—organization members” (Hannah et al., 2009, p. 898). 

 

The data gathered so far consists of the following: In Hospital A, we observed 34 taskforce 

meetings, 120 documents and protocols thereof, 55 repeated interviews with a physician and a 

nurse; and 26 retrospective interviews with the taskforce members after the first pandemic 

wave. In Hospital B, we received 53 documents and protocols of their taskforce and 31 retro-

spective interviews with their taskforce members. Due to cantonal restrictions, we were not 

allowed on site at Hospital B, which is why it serves as a validating comparison to our main 

case, which is Hospital A. In addition, we gathered approximately 80 documents of external 

data of cantonal and federal authorities, because their regulations impact on the organization’s 

actions. 

 

In the ongoing data analysis we aim to theorize from process data (Cloutier & Langley, 2020; 

Langley, 1999). First, we develop a detailed case description for each hospital and use visual 

mapping to capture the unfolding events, decisions, and activities of the hospitals to cope with 

the pandemic, complemented by the developing regional and federal regulations. Second, we 

follow the search for episodes of improvisation, using the concept of episodes introduced by 
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Hendry and Seidl (2003). This methodological approach allows carving out events of improvi-

sation in terms of their beginning, conduct and ending. Third, we analyse the resulting set of 

improvisation episodes in order to identify the main themes that required responses to the pan-

demic; and the patterns of how organizational members developed these responses and thereby 

learned during the pandemic. Fourth, the analysis focuses on the retrospective interviews con-

ducted during summer 2020, when both hospitals had resumed their previously normal 

operations. This analysis allows validating the themes and patterns of learning during the pan-

demic. More importantly, the analysis reveals the lack of learning after the end of the first wave, 

and illuminates the explanations as provided by the organizational members.  

 

Preliminary findings 

Our study provides a rare example of a real-time study on organizational resilience. The emerg-

ing findings show how organizational members generate responses to cope with the unfolding 

crisis by means of improvisation: First, we observed that each hospital developed their re-

sponses as a reaction to the unfolding events, rather than relying on pre-planned solutions. For 

example, each hospital decided early on against using a prepared crisis response concept. In-

stead, they formed their taskforce consisting of medical specialists who were close to the central 

processes and units of patient treatment, testing, epidemiology, and logistics. 

 

Second, we observed that improvisation implies that learning takes place while coping with an 

adversity. For example, central guidelines like the use of face masks changed subsequently, as 

a response of new regulations and emerging but ambiguous clinical studies. These changes 

occurred recurrently while organizational members enacted them. This face mask guideline and 

other examples underscore such learning for while enacting the responses, indicating a circular 

pattern of improvising to cope with the unfolding adversity. 

 

Third, we observed patterns of interaction. One pattern was making sense of the situation, when 

organizational members acknowledged the uncertainty of the unfolding pandemic. The other 

pattern were directives given to other parts of the organization in order to ensure the implemen-

tation of a response. As these recipients also engaged in their own sensemaking with sometimes 

different conclusions, there was a permanent dynamic which appears characteristic for improv-

isation. During an adversity, planning for a particular response requires coping with uncertainty, 

while responses then require simplicity, and consistency.  
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Fourth, the retrospective interviews confirm that both hospitals did not engage in significant 

efforts to learn from the first wave in order to prepare for the second one. Respondents expla-

nations included statements indicating that they had learned during the first wave, and a second 

wave would just mean to return to the developed responses. Another explanation was the ques-

tioning of learning after the pandemic because the respondents considered the hospitals coping 

during the first wave as successful. These data are surprising also because our field access was 

granted particularly because the task forces initially wanted to use the insights for learning. 

 

Discussion 

The emerging empirical insights are preliminary but suggest two contributions to the literature 

of organizational resilience and extreme context research. First, improvisation complements 

existing explanations for the challenges to learn from adversities during the adaptation stage. 

This explanation is endogenous to improvisation. Improvisation can inhibit learning after the 

adversity if the organizational members perceive their improvisation had been successful. In 

combination with known exogenous factors, like production pressure (Edmondson, 2004), po-

litical power games and personal interests (Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009) we also observed 

empirically, successful improvisation might prevent organizations to learn from an adversity. 

In the hospitals studied, this was even the case despite that organizational members expected 

the second wave in Fall.  

 

Second, we observed that improvisation shifts the time of learning. With improvisation learning 

occurs during the adversity. Thereby, improvisation expands the scope of learning to develop 

organizational resilience from the adaption to the coping stage (see Duchek, 2020). This expan-

sion implies that feedback loops (Williams et al., 2017) can enhance the development of 

organizational resilience not only after but also during an adversity. However, this contribution 

is subject to the condition, that the adversity stretches across time, like the Covid-19 pandemic. 

An adversity as an event, like an earthquake, inhibits learning during the adversity. Actors 

might lack the time actors to make sense of the situation. In addition, time is also required in 

organizational setting to enact a response because several actors are involved in different loca-

tions. 

 



 

 6 

Concluding remark 

Triggered by an empirical observation, we set out to better understand how organizations learn 

from adversities in order to further develop organizational resilience. Our analysis shows that 

improvisation highlights learning during an adversity but hinders it after the adversity. For the 

further development of organizational resilience this insight implies to combine the sequential 

notion of the planning perspective on organizational resilience (e.g. Darkow, 2019; Duchek, 

2020) with the circular and iterative one of improvisation (Weick, 1998, p. 551; Weick & Sut-

cliffe, 2007, p. 31; Wildavsky, 1988, p. 238). In light of today’s increasingly complex and 

dynamic world, both are needed to prepare and mindfully address extreme contexts, like that of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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