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ABSTRACT

This manuscript maps the modes of dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic by two public organiza-
tions in the Czech Republic from its beginning to the present day to identify the final form of their
organizational resilience and key factors that influenced it. The Nograsek and Vintar organizational
model, which relies on the crucial role of ICT and its dependence on people, processes, structure,
and culture, was utilized to achieve this objective. Data were gathered from interviews, organiza-
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tions’ websites, and internal statistics. The results show both organizations are characterized by
“bounce forward” resilience influenced by a high level of digitization, democratic/emancipatory
leadership style, professional staff, and supportive organizational culture.

Introduction

In recent decades, the governments of many countries
have faced numerous crises and challenges impacting the
population and economy and often disrupting the func-
tioning of public administration represented by state orga-
nizations. These include terrorist attacks, natural disasters,
political instability, economic and financial crises and espe-
cially recent socio-economic and health crises caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of these social problems,
including the COVID-19 pandemic, are problematic
because they represent a so-called “black swan:” an unu-
sual, unpredictable and rare event with severe widespread
impacts (Alam, 2020; Taleb, 2007). In connection with the
methods by which state and non-state organizations deal
with these situations, the concepts of resilience and orga-
nizational resilience drew the attention of contemporary
scientists. This concept is usually understood as the man-
ner or ability to face these crises while ensuring these
organizations’ functioning (Clement et al, 2023), or
a strategy for its management (Boin & Lodge, 2016;
Wildavsky, 1988). The result can be the organization func-
tioning identically to the way it had before the crisis or the
organizational transformation. In the case of the resilience
of public organizations, which is the focus of this article,
these crises may not only be a test for their survival, but can
also be a trigger for opening a “window of opportunity for

their change” (T.Kim et al., 2021), ideally for their
improved functioning,

Following the above, in this article we present the
experience of selected public organizations before,
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, and its
effect on their organizational resilience. It’s crucial to
highlight that we selected organizations with non-
bureaucratic structures and management styles, as
well as a high level of digitization. Recent studies
have conclusively demonstrated that increased digiti-
zation significantly improves the resilience of both
governmental and non-governmental organizations.
This improvement is primarily achieved by enhancing
the agility of their processes and their ability to effec-
tively respond to unforeseen situations, thereby
strengthening their overall sustainability (Miceli
et al., 2021). Additionally, in order to accomplish the
majority of the objectives of these organizations,
a significant number of employees with flexible and
innovative skills, and the ability to apply them, are
required. As a result, it can be assumed that they will
be better prepared to handle unexpected situations
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Specifically, our objective is to map the modes of deal-
ing with the COVID-19 pandemic in two public orga-
nizations in the Czech Republic from its beginning to
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the present day to identify the final form of their organi-
zational resilience and key factors that influenced it. In
these situations, public organizations are logically
forced to manage the crisis and ensure the continua-
tion of their operations. We focus on individual per-
iods to compare the external pressures caused by the
pandemic and the internal organizational changes as
a response to them. In this context, it has been proven
that the timing of resilience, meaning before, during,
or after a crisis, is very important (Clement et al.,
2023; Meerow et al., 2016; Therrien et al., 2021).

To achieve this goal, we used the model of Nograsek
and Vintar (2014), which enables the examination of
organizational transformation in the current era of the
growing use of digital technologies. It views the organi-
zation as a system composed of five interrelated ele-
ments (technology/ICT, people, processes, culture, and
structure), where ICT is dependent on the remaining
elements and plays a key role as a trigger and driver of
organizational transformation. The key reason for
choosing this model is that its elements have
a relatively general nature (except ICT), and within
them it is possible to identify the absolute majority of
all relevant and specific factors that can influence orga-
nizational resilience. We primarily use this model to
assess the significance of all the variables and their
interdependence in terms of direction, ways, and
strength.

The following text is divided into four parts. In the
first part we define resilience, organizational resilience,
forms and levels of resilience, and characterize the resi-
lience of public organizations and the possibilities of
their investigation. Subsequently, we present key infor-
mation about the method of data collection and analysis
and then our findings, which we summarize and com-
pare with the results of previous studies in the
conclusion.

Literature review

Resilience and organizational resilience, forms, and
levels of resilience

Authors usually put resilience in the context of
a response to crises, disasters, and their management.
It represents historically the central concept in under-
standing complex and interconnected systems across
different academic disciplines such as geography,
urban planning, environmental studies since the mid-
1970s and in public management and administration
since the end of the 1980s (e.g., Chelleri & Baravikova,
2021; MacKinnon & Derickson, 2013; Meerow et al.,
2016; Wildavsky, 1988). The problem is that there is

no agreement as to whether resilience represents “the
ability to deal with a crisis,” “the process of managing
it,” or “an outcome of successful crisis handling” (Boin
et al.,, 2013).

In general, resilience is not well and clearly defined in
the existing literature because scholars cannot agree on
what resilience means, and therefore there is a large
number of diverse and highly contested definitions
(see Meerow et al., 2016; Raetze et al.,, 2022; Shen
et al., 2023). Logically, this is also the case of organiza-
tional resilience.

In recent years, there has been an increase in the
number of studies dealing with organizational resili-
ence, especially of public organizations, in response to
the shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020
(e.g., Fischer et al., 2022; Plimmer et al., 2022; Rajala &
Jalonen, 2022). The problem is that there is a lack of
a standard definition of organizational resilience.
According to Paeffgen, (2023), six different definitions
of organizational resilience can be identified—“the abil-
ity to cope with adversity,” “the ability to adapt to
changes or crises,” “a set of organizational capabilities,”
“recovering from shocks and stresses,” “the capacity to
prepare for or overcome stresses,” and “responding to
changes and emergencies.” The studies above define
organizational resilience mostly as “the ability to absorb
shock and adapt to the new normal.” These authors
claim that the benefits of resilient organizations include
either their reduced signs of decline and faster recovery,
the ability to redistribute resources during turbulent
events efficiently, or the capacity to identify the changes
that matter most and effectively prioritize them, includ-
ing resource reallocation. Resilient organizations thus
have the ability for continuous, positive, and dynamic
adaptation and can transform faster than those lacking
these capabilities (Butkus et al., 2024). The reason is that
the essential element of organizational resilience rests in
organizations’ ability to utilize the knowledge and
experience gained while dealing with crises caused by
unusual, unpredictable and rare events (Butkus et al.,
2023).

Following the above, two different conceptualiza-
tions (forms, pathways) of resilience are usually used
in the existing literature: “bounce back” or “bounce for-
ward” (also called “engineering” or “recovery” resilience
in the first case and “ecological” or “transformative”
resilience in the second) (Bartuseviciene et al., 2022;
Mihoti¢ et al., 2023). The core distinction between
them is whether the new equilibrium is the same as
the status quo or whether new structures emerged dur-
ing the response to the crisis. In this context, Clement
et al. (2023) identified a third form (pathway) of resi-
lience labeled “bounce beyond”. While “bounce forward”



leads to the improvement of the functioning of the
system, “bounce beyond” represents the implementa-
tion of improvements and at the same time the increase
of capacity to manage difficult situations through newly
adopted solutions and practices. According to these
authors, the “bounce forward” strategy is in the case of
organizational resilience more focused on the re-orga-
nization of work and work from home (WFH), and the
“bounce beyond” strategy is more focused on digitaliza-
tion in general.

In addition to different forms of resilience, it is pos-
sible to distinguish “multi-level” and “single-level” resi-
lience (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010), which are
significant with regard to whether the object of investi-
gation is an organization (in the first case) or an indivi-
dual (in the second case). In this context, Fischer et al.
(2022) recommend combining both these approaches
because they believe that an organization can only be as
resilient as its staff, but organizational resilience can also
foster individual resilience.

Factors influencing organizational resilience during
a crisis and gaps in current literature

The studies published so far that deal with factors affect-
ing the resilience of organizations during a crisis can be
categorized into two streams, depending on whether
they focus on factors influencing “organizational resi-
lience” or “social resilience.” In this context, Keck and
Sakdapolrak (2013) defined “social resilience” as con-
sisting of the following three dimensions:,coping capa-
cities“as the ability of social actors to cope with and
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overcome all kinds of adversities, ,,adaptive capacitie-
s“as their ability to learn from past experiences and
adjust themselves to future challenges in their everyday
lives, and ,transformative capacities“as their ability to
craft sets of institutions that foster individual welfare
and sustainable societal robustness toward future crises.
Social resilience is often represented by “individual resi-
lience” and “resilience of teams” within an organization,
which are also known as “psychological” resilience and
“collective” resilience (f.e. Sommer et al., 2016; Raetze
et al., 2021; Mokline & Abdallah 2022). Both organiza-
tional and social resilience depend, among other things,
on the type and method of communication, organiza-
tional learning ability, and agility (f.e. Y. Kim, 2021;
Orth & Schuldis, 2021; Yagmur & Myrvang, 2023).

A closer look at these studies reveals that important
factors affecting organizational resilience and social
resilience during crises include personality traits, devel-
opmental skills and competencies, positive attitudes,
emotions, and age at the individual level. At the collec-
tive level, interactions and communication, the role of
leaders and managers, and organizational learning also
play a significant role (see Figure 1 in more detail).

In this context, there are numerous studies that pri-
marily focus on the influence of digitization (Burlacu
et al., 2022; Fischer et al., 2022; Profiroiu et al., 2024),
organizational culture and leadership (Madi Odeh et al.,
2023; Plimmer et al., 2022), and crisis management
(Boin & Lodge, 2016; Eckhard et al., 2021; Lenz &
Eckhard, 2023) on the resilience of public administra-
tion organizations. The second type of studies often
reveal “hidden” findings about the characteristics of

INDIVIDUAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL RESILIENCE

o Stable attributes based on personality traits: dispositional optimism, self-monitoring, core self-
evaluations, extraversion, agreeableness, openness to experience, conscientiousness, and emotional stability

¢ Developmental skills and competencies: work experience, job expertise, technical and time-management
skills, the ability to use different positive coping styles, emotional competencies (i.e., emotional intelligence,
reflective abilities, and aspects of empathy) and social competence

o Positive attitudes and emotions: hope, optimism

o Positive relationships: trustful and collaborative connections; positive relationships and social support
from leaders and coworkers, support from the private environment (e.g., family, friends, and community)

e Age: older employees reported higher resilience than younger employees (Scheibe et al. 2022)

TEAM/COLLECTIVE RESILIENCE

o Intersubjective interactions: massive exchanges, shared representation, collective consciousness,
collaboration, solidarity, mutual aid

¢ Generic interactions: actions and assembly rules not used before as less formalized rules and procedures,
more flexible and decentralized structure, new organizational diagrams based on trust, accountability

e Strategic internal communication: including crisis communication

e Improvisation and tinkering of the organization at all its levels: strategic and organizational

* Role of leaders and managers: transformational leadership (attributed charisma, idealized influence,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration)

¢ Organizational context factors: job designs based on autonomy and empowerment, employee-oriented
human resource management (HRM) practices

e Organizational learning: a result of individual dispositions, motivation and management leadership

Figure 1. Key factors affecting the resilience of organizations classified according to whether they are part of individual/psychological
or team/collective resilience. Source: authors based on Y. Kim (2021), Monternel et al. (2023), Mokline and Abdallah (2022), Orth and
Schuldis (2021), Raetze et al. (2021), Scheibe et al. (2022), Sommer et al. (2016).
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individual types of public administration employees,
and the third type of studies focus on the effect of
communication on resilience (the exception is Roeder
& Bisel, 2023). At the same time, there is limited and
under-explored research on the relationship between
risk management and change management on one side
and organizational resilience on the other side (Mhlanga
& Dzingirai, 2024).

In the presence of a specific combination of factors
shaping individual and collective resilience as listed in
Figure 1 within an organization, the concept of “collec-
tive mindfulness” can be achieved. It represents
a capability that involves unique processes of idiosyn-
cratic organizing (Weick et al., 2008). These processes
occur through extensive social interactions and the
actions of individuals within organizations, countering
the tendency toward inertia, and supporting the ele-
ments of anticipation, detection, and response to unex-
pected events (Paul & Perwez, 2023; Petitta & Martinez-
Cércoles, 2023). In other words, it is a microfoundation
level capability by which organizational resources can be
used to develop and sustain the collective capability of
organizational resilience (Shela et al., 2024).

The resilience of public organizations and the
potential for their investigation

As mentioned above, the large number of studies deal-
ing with the resilience of public organizations has grown
significantly in recent years. These studies often consid-
ered resilience as a “strategy” for dealing with risk and
the unanticipated problems it may cause (Ansell et al.,
2021), and their goal is to explain how administrations
manage crises or extreme events (Boin et al., 2010; Duit,
2016). At the same time, strategies in the public sector
can be seen as a means to improve public service per-
formance and ultimately administer better services
(Clement et al., 2023). Furthermore, these strategies
are significantly influenced by the “context” of the
given organization (Janssen & van der Voort, 2020).
The reason is the fact that public organizations repre-
sent public policymakers and/or their implementors
that do not only respond to external shocks: these poli-
cies are embedded in policy processes and dynamics
subjected to path dependence, agency and power and
“by attaching new (identity) rules to existing ones, the
original rules that structured actors’ behaviors across
the subsystem are gradually adjusted to consider emer-
ging circumstances” (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009, p. 16).

In this literature, resilient public administration is
often defined as administration “able to adapt to the
new circumstances and, in some cases, able to learn
from the difficulties experienced to innovate and

improve for the future” (Clement et al., 2023, p. 21).
In this context, resilience has become a central concept
when analyzing complex public governance systems
(Boin et al., 2010 ; Boin & Lodge, 2016; Capano &
Woo, 2017). The reason for the emergence of these
studies is the fact that contemporary governments are
increasingly facing turbulent problems that require
robust governance solutions/strategies that represent
“the ability of one or more decision-makers to uphold or
realise a public agenda, function, or value in the face of
the challenge and stress from turbulent events and pro-
cesses through the flexible adaptation, agile modifica-
tion, and pragmatic redirection of governance
solutions” (Ansell et al., 2021, p. 952). According to
these authors, enhancing the future capacity to respond
to turbulent problems by means of designing, combin-
ing, and executing robust governance strategies requires
both administrative reform and reinvention of public
leaders on several dimensions.

Organizational resilience has been studied under var-
ious theoretical perspectives that emphasize different
factors that influence it, which are often present in
their naming—“the (tangible and intangible) resource-
based view,” “the dynamic capability perspective,” “the-
ory on organizational ambidexterity” based on the abil-
ity to pursue incremental improvements and
discontinuous innovation simultaneously, “social-capi-
tal theory” focused on social relationships within and
outside the organization, and “upper echelons theory”
that emphasize top managers’ decisions grounded in
their traits and behavior (see more closely Su & Junge,
2023).

Existing studies dealing with organizational resili-
ence use different analytical approaches and tools to
examine it. One of them is, for example, “The
Framework of Adaptive Action” developed by
Reichenbach et al. (2021). It enables the exploration of
the organizational capacity to adapt and learn through
the interrelation of three queries: “What” happened and
did not happen that was expected to happen, “Now
What” to find the implications of the insights gleaned,
and “So What?” to examine the meaningfulness of the
experience and the lessons learned that might be useful
for the future. Another approach uses the three-dimen-
sional “Organizational Resilience Framework of Public
Sector Organizations” created by Butkus et al. (2024). It
examines the interrelationships between “planning,”
“adaptation,” and “enhanced learning,” where “plan-
ning” is acknowledged as an organizational capacity
that enables preparation for unknown unknowns,
“adaptation” signifies the organizational capacity to
respond and adapt during or after crises, and “enhanced
learning” reflects the organizational capability to absorb



and leverage the new knowledge accumulated during
crises. At the same time, many other analytical tools are
widely used, including “The Dynamic Capabilities
Framework,” “Complexity Theory,” “Organizational
Learning Theory,” and, in recent years, especially the
theoretical framework of the link between diversity (in
culture, unit conditions, and leadership) and resilience
in organizations, anticipation, coping, and adaptation
capabilities (see Mhlanga & Dzingirai, 2024 for details).

With regard to the above definitions, forms and
levels of resilience and possibilities of their investiga-
tion, in our analysis presented in this article: (1) we
perceive organizational resilience as an organization’s
ability to react to unusual, unpredictable and rare events
so that its functioning is preserved and possibly even
improved and the experience of handling past events
leads to better handling of them in the future, (2) we
investigate resilience both as the ability to deal with
a crisis, as the process of managing it, and also as an
outcome of successful crisis handling, (3) we find out
whether the organizations were able to resist changes,
whether they returned to the preexisting equilibria or
whether they transformed and reached a new equili-
brium after the crisis, (4) we use both multi-level and
single-level analytical perspectives on resilience, and (5)
we apply Nograsek and Vintar model of organizational
transformation presented below to identify the factors
that influenced the final form of organizational resili-
ence of the two organizations examined. The reason for
selecting this model is that it enables us to encompass all
the factors found in the literature and mentioned above
within the organization that impact its resilience, and to
explore the connections between them.

Materials and methods

As already mentioned in the introduction, in this paper
we try to map the modes of dealing with the COVID-19
pandemic in two public organizations in the Czech
Republic from the pre-pandemic period in March 2018
to the present day to identify the final form of their
organizational resilience and key factors that influenced
it. The first of the two investigated organizations repre-
sents an independent administrative body and an orga-
nizational component of the state (“Deconcentrate”)
with a nationwide scope responsible for activities in
the area of education. It represents an administrative
body and an organizational component of the state
accountable for evaluating, monitoring, and controlling
conditions and quality of the educational system in the
Czech Republic. The second organization (“the
Agency”) is a state strategic partner that provides infor-
mation and communication services for the rescue
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service, security forces, and the public administration.
Both organizations are relatively robust medium-sized
and characterized by a higher degree of digitization,
efficient management, and professional staff long before
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the intro-
duction, it was mentioned that both of these organiza-
tions are primarily non-bureaucratic and have a higher
degree of digitization. Furthermore, a large portion of
their employees possess flexible and innovative skills,
which they can apply effectively. For this reason, we
chose them for our research, assuming that they will
be more flexible and resilient and better equipped to
handle unexpected situations caused by the COVID-19
pandemic compared to purely bureaucratic
organizations.

These organizations thus stand out from the vast
majority of public administration organizations in the
Czech Republic, which have had an unchanged form for
decades, historically influenced by administrative devel-
opments in neighboring Austria and Germany. The
Czech state administration is highly centralized and
employs a top-down policy style in many areas.
However, it is relatively fragmented, and the coordina-
tion quality is often at a medium to lower level, with
limited opportunities for citizen participation. The
administrative culture prioritizes justice and integrity,
but places less emphasis on the public interest. The
public sector is moderately open to citizens depending
on the type and layer of public administration. Key
values include efficiency, openness, and transparency.
Management is mostly mixed or procedural, bureau-
cracy is relatively high in some areas and discretion is
low to medium. The level of digitization of services is
below the EU average. Although societal consultations
are utilized at an average level in policy-making, there is
better coordination and implementation as well as
a higher use of evidence-based instruments, improved
regulatory quality, and adherence to the rule of law.
However, citizens’ trust in the government is low due
to decreased transparency in government activities and
a lack of control over corruption (Nemec & Spacek,
2018).

To achieve our goal, we used the Nograsek and
Vintar (2014) model, an upgrade of Leavitt’s (1964)
well-known Diamond Model, often used to analyze the
influence of technologies upon organizational change.
Specifically, these authors added the element of organi-
zational culture to Leavitt’s model of an organization as
a system of four elements (people, structure, tasks, and
technology) and rearranged it. Moreover, they empha-
sized the crucial role of ICT as a trigger and driver of
organizational transformation dependent on the
remaining elements of the organization (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. The Nograsek and Vintar model presumed the central
role of technology in organizational transformation. Source:
Nograsek and Vintar (2014).

This assumption makes it possible to formulate the
hypothesis that the greater the degree of digitization
of organizational processes, the more successfully the
organization will react to unusual, unpredictable and
rare events (for example, by using information technol-
ogies that enable WHF). Using this model, we identify
the specific factors that influenced organizations’ result-
ing resilience, including their extent, order, and inter-
dependence in direction, ways, and strength. Given that
both organizations were highly digitized before the pan-
demic, we are interested in what other key factors influ-
enced the resilience of these organizations and whether
they differed from each other.

ORGANISATIONAL ATTRIBUTES

For the needs of our research, we operationalized the
Nograsek and Vintar model to the form shown in
Figure 3.

We obtained the specific data needed to achieve
our goal from three sources. First of all, from
October to December 2022 we conducted 11 semi-
structured deep interviews with respondents from
both organizations (two top managers, seven middle
managers and two public servants) based on
a predefined questionnaire. The interviews were con-
ducted following a prepared script, which allowed for
gathering detailed information about the character-
istics and connections of the specific factors in the
Nograsek and Vintar model before, during, and after
the pandemic. Individual interviews were recorded,
transcribed into MS Word, and analyzed using the
Atlas.ti program. The information gathered from
these interviews was analyzed using the open induc-
tive coding method. During this process, the vari-
ables mentioned earlier were identified, named, and
examined for their mutual relations and connections
in the interviews. We also utilized the websites of
these organizations, as well as internal documents
and statistics provided by their leaders. These data
sources allowed us to gather crucial information
about the goals of both organizations, their struc-
tures, job content of individual positions, internal
and external interaction and communication pro-
cesses, as well as the number and types of employees.

ELEMENTS

Technology

e Use of ICT (internally and externally)

People o Partnership

o Leadership style
o Competencies and skills

e Recruitment, dismissal, replacement, and redeployment
o Work complexity and extent of work per employee
e Communication channels

e Automation, elimination, transference, and coordination of activities
e Vertical or horizontal integration

Processes

o Information flows and information sharing (inter-personal, intra-organisational)
e Process control and process management
e Sourcing (inside, outside)

Structure

o Formalisation (set of rules, procedures, instructions, and written communication)

e Specialisation (division of work and distribution of tasks within different
positions)

o Standardisation of procedures

o Centralisation versus decentralisation (with regard to competence)

e Decision-making (vertical, horizontal, territorial)

o Hierarchical authority (number of levels)

o Networking (degree of inter-organisational horizontalization)

e Flexibility through shared knowledge

Culture

o Artefacts (visible, tangible, overt, verbally identifiable)
e Espoused values

e Basic underlying assumptions

e Behaviour

Figure 3. Analytical framework of monitored organizational elements and their attributes related to change. Source: authors.




Results

The situation before, during and after the COVID-19
pandemic in the “technology” element

As already mentioned, both organizations are charac-
terized by a higher level of digitisation many years before
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, even compared
to the situation in the private sector. More specifically,
almost all employees in both organizations had land-
lines, mobile phones, laptops, and remote access
through VPN, enabling connection to internal organi-
zation software and common software used for daily
work. Compared to Deconcentrate, the Agency was
more digitized (it owned its own certified, robust, and
high-quality software system, electronic signatures, and
software tools for working from any location, including
from a car).

During the crisis, none of the organizations experi-
enced major disruptions caused by moving the agen-
das to the digital realm, as they had been ready since
before the pandemic. The move to new ways of
online communication caused by the introduction
of WFH for almost all employees required the
increased involvement of IT staff, rapid purchase of
new software, and employee training. The staff train-
ing went smoothly because most of the employees of
both organizations had already been trained. The
only novelty was the introduction of video

Observed phenomena
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conferences. IT workers had to ensure the function-
ality and sufficient capacity of the information tech-
nologies needed for the performance of WFH. In the
case of Deconcentrate, there was a shift in the digi-
tization of internal organizational operational pro-
cesses during the crisis that completely replaced
“paperwork.” But these were not caused by the pan-
demic, as they had already started earlier as a natural
organizational development process.

An analysis of the impact of the pandemic on tech-
nology in both organizations showed that the “digital
maturity” of both organizations in the pre-pandemic
period minimized the long-term influence of the pan-
demic on technology. Perhaps the only thing that the
pandemic caused in both organizations was online
training of employees, the possibility of using remote
access and home offices, and continued use of online
video-conferencing software with external actors and
WFH employees. All the above key findings are sum-
marized in Figure 4.

The situation before, during and after the COVID-19
pandemic in the “people” element

Both organizations are characterised by professional staff
that is mostly stable in turnover: most employees are
highly qualified long-term, with sufficient competencies
and expertise corresponding to their work positions. All

Deconcentrate Agency

PRE-PANDEMIC SITUATION

No major disruptions moving into digital settings

Mobile phones, computers, and laptops available X X
X
L (except for
Most agendas digitised X . L.
interorganizational
procedures)
Remote access through VPN used by certain groups of X X
employees
Digital tools used for communication with remote employees X X
Electronic signature for managers and selected employees X
High-quality software for internal organisational operational X
processes
Software for on-line communication used with employees in the X
field
More information placed on the Intranet X
Purchases of new software needed X X

PROBLEMS DURING PANDEMIC

X X

Occasional troubleshooting for VPN and hardware issues
IMPACT OF CHANGES AFTER THE END OF PANDEMIC

Speeding up the full digitisation of interorganizational process

X

WFH staff and external actors

agendas (without the influence of the pandemic) X
The introduction of new priorities such as IT intranet security X
Continued use of on-line video-conferencing software with X X

Figure 4. Summary of the pre-pandemic situation, problems, and changes during the pandemic, and impact of changes after the end

of the pandemic in the “technology” element. Source: authors.
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managers, as well as many ordinary officials, have rela-
tively high levels of discretion. On the other hand, the
two organizations have long-term and permanent dif-
ferences in their staff structure. While Deconcentrate
preferred mainly younger workers who are flexible, “cre-
ate changes” and are characterised by high competence
and a demand for higher discretion, in the Agency, only
half the workers fit this description. The other half
consists of middle-aged and older workers who prefer
predefined work tasks defined by rules because of their
previous experience with employment in state bureau-
cratic organizations.

In both organizations, job rotation for a few employ-
ees and home offices for almost all employees were
introduced at the beginning of the pandemic as
a response to the government’s decision to implement
a lockdown (except for directors and other key workers
ensuring the organization’s functioning). This circum-
stance led to the replacement of the current face-to-face
communication between employees within the organi-
zation and between the organization and external actors
through digital communication channels. The new way
of working using online tools has led to workers gaining
new experiences and expanding their existing digital skill
sets.

Since the beginning of the pandemic, the Agency has
also gradually massively increased the number of newly
hired employees, because it had to provide many new
services. The consequence was a massive increase in
work activities and the related workload of most employ-
ees compared to Deconcentrate, where workers in some
workplaces, in contrast, had a light workload.
Furthermore, WFH required the application of ade-
quate managerial competencies by managers in both
organizations to lead remote teams because different
management methods had to be used for employees
with different personality traits. Specifically, workers
accustomed to physical presence at work and compli-
ance with rules were often less productive than workers
performing jobs requiring extensive discretion and
innovative thinking.

In the post-pandemic period, the number and struc-
ture of employees of both organizations remained stable
and unchanged. At the same time, we identified three
areas where the pandemic had an impact. First, there
was the development of competencies and acquisition of
digital skills by employees in both organizations and
managerial skills by top- and middle managers in
Deconcentrate. In this context, it has been shown that
applying an “emancipatory leadership” style in the
Agency, which gives workers enough autonomy to
solve complex tasks, often leads to better performance.
Furthermore, online communication with remote

workers and external actors has been shown to be equally
or even more time- and economically- effective than face-
to-face meetings (, Work teams have learnt to cooperate
more even across different departments, for example, net-
work infrastructure and server infrastructure workers’).
Finally, WFH remained widely used by many workers in
both organizations, and in some workplaces, their use
has even increased compared to the pre-pandemic per-
iod ("Workers have learnt to work from home, use all
communication technologies, and I think there is nothing
that can catch them by surprise”). All the key informa-
tion is presented in Figure 5.

The situation before, during and after the COVID-19
pandemic in the “processes” element

In the period before the COVID-19 pandemic, the reg-
ulation of processes within both organizations took place
centrally based on the decisions of the headquarters and
the heads of organizational units in accordance with
laws, internal regulations, and organizational rules.
Key activities within the organization were secured
through face-to-face meetings of top and middle-level
managers, which were often of long duration. Middle-
level managers subsequently communicated with their
subordinate employees through personal meetings and
e-mail communication. In the Agency’s workplaces
focused on IT development, lower-level managers had
significant autonomy in decision-making, control and
management of processes compared to Deconcentrate.
At the beginning of the pandemic, both organizations
faced the challenge of responding appropriately to the
government’s declaration of a state of emergency and
a curfew. Their top management responded to this request
by introducing a mandatory home office for almost all
employees and a remote communication system for internal
employees and external actors. The only exception was
a limited number of management staff who ensured normal
operations, and staff from the communication and mar-
keting department. Several employees of selected work-
places of Deconcentrate used job rotation. Information
flows and information sharing were therefore moved to
an online mode. At the same time, both organizations
successfully ensured the testing of employees present at the
workplace, the provision of masks, hand disinfectant, and
workplace ionization. The activities mentioned above
required the establishment of processes related to the
creation of documents and measures that enabled WFH
and job rotation, on the one hand, and the purchase of
equipment and the organization of testing, on the other.
However, both organizations struggled with the fact
that their existing crisis management plans were not
well suited to dealing with a pandemic. At the same
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Deconcentrate Agency

PRE-PANDEMIC SITUATION

Organisation sufficiently staffed and stable in terms of staff

from selected workplaces

turnover X X
Highly qualified staff with sufficient competencies X X
Work-from-home used by certain groups of employees X X
Preference for face-to-face meetings with the exception of X
employees from selected workplaces

High level of discretion of all managers and line employees X x

CHANGES DURING PANDEMIC

participate in the services provided

A need to adapt to new forms of online work X X
Increased employee skills thanks to educational activities X X
New managerial competencies acquired to lead remote teams X X
Increase in partnerships with external actors who began to X

PROBLEMS DURING PANDEMIC

Immediate changes in staff allocation to manage the pressure X X
Hiring a large number of new employees X
Decrease of productivity of some workers in WFH. X X
High workload for most employees X
Low workload for workers at some workplaces X

IMPACT OF CHANGES AFTER THE END OF PANDEMIC

phase ended

Newly gained managerial skills X X
More effective liaising with external stakeholders X
Some form of WFH remained to be used after the pandemic X X

Figure 5. Summary of pre-pandemic situation, problems and changes during the pandemic, and impact of changes after the end of

the pandemic on the “people” element. Source: authors.

time, the organization’s management started to hold
regular and frequent meetings (usually several times
a day). Problems also occurred with the unexpected
consequences of impersonal online communication with
existing and newly acquired workers working at home-
office in the Agency. In the first case, some home office
workers were initially less efficient, deliberately did not
use cameras, and did not perform according to their
managers’ expectations (e.g., some payroll workers). In
the second case, new employees who only knew each
other through e-mail communication were recruited.
After the end of the pandemic, personnel meetings
began to be reintroduced in both organizations, but only
between top and middle management and with less fre-
quency than before the pandemic. At the same time,
hybrid meetings with internal employees and external
actors were more frequently used in both organizations.
This made internal organizational processes more efficient,
especially in Deconcentrate, where this form of commu-
nication had not existed before the pandemic (Figure 6).

The situation before, during and after the COVID-19
pandemic in the “structure” element

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, both organizations
were characterized by a linear hierarchical structure
consisting of a central organization and regional units.

While the top management of the organizations used
hierarchical management, subordinate workplaces used
decentralised management. Matrix management was
used in the Agency, which consisted of
a predominantly democratic style of leadership based
on partnership, which was fully in the hands of the
middle- and line managers. In both organizations,
many different organizational units cooperated, form-
ing permanent networks based on flexibility and knowl-
edge shared among workers from these workplaces.

The structure of both organizations did not cause sig-
nificant problems after the pandemic and their key ele-
ments remained unchanged. While the role of the Agency
management increased during the pandemic, leading to
a more top-down approach to tasks, the structure and
decision-making procedures in Deconcentrate remained
unchanged.

It was the same even after the end of the pandemic,
when no major adaptations were made in the area of
organizational structure in either organization
(Figure 7).

The situation before, during and after the COVID-19
pandemic in the “culture” element

From before the COVID-19 pandemic to the present,
the culture of most workplaces in both organizations
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Observed phenomena Deconcentrate Agency
PRE-PANDEMIC SITUATION

Internal processes defined by clear legal and internal X X
regulations, and organisational rules

Middle-level managers perform tasks requested by top X X
management

Face-to-face meetings of top managers and middle-level X X
managers as main collaboration tool

Lower-level managers are given significant autonomy in X
decision-making, control and management of processes

Some processes are contracted out to outsourcing organisations X

Communication processes switched to online settings

CHANGES DURING PANDEMIC

X

New processes to allow for purchase of equipment and

Existing crisis management plans are not well suited to the

X

X

organisation of tests
PROBLEMS DURING PANDEMIC

remained

pandemic X X
Ne\y meetings were scheduled to ensure the continuation of X x
services

Shift in work allocation across teams to manage workload X

IMPACT OF CHANGES AFTER END OF PANDEMIC

Increased use of hybrid meetings X

Observed process adaptations and changes in formalisation X

Figure 6. Summary of the pre-pandemic situation, problems and changes during the pandemic, and impact of changes after the end

of the pandemic in the “processes” element. Source: authors.

has been characterized by openness, loyalty, and friendli-
ness. Employees adhere to the values of mutual trust and
respect, personal responsibility and professionalism
based, among other things, on relevant skills, objectiv-
ity, and impartiality. Relations with external actors are
also professional. These values are found to a large
extent, especially among employees in workplaces that
require complex thinking and flexible task-solving.

As mentioned in the section focused on the people
element, two groups of employees in the Agency have
different and, to an extent, even opposite organizational
values. From this perspective, the Agency is a hybrid
organization in which one-half represents the nature of
the state sector with a “culture of people from offices”

Observed phenomena
PRE-PANDEMIC SITUATION

structure

The organisation operates under a clear linear hierarchical

with “tunnel vision” (we label them “rule-preferring
employees”). These employees prefer hierarchical man-
agement, compliance with established rules, the struc-
turing of work activities, and the location where they are
performed. (Respondents stated that “They are not will-
ing to solve things in a different way than they are used
to,” and at the same time, “these workers are usually nice,
do work as a mission, perceive a sense of importance, and
need praise for doing a good job”). The second half
represents a “culture of people from big corporations”
with “flexible and innovative skills” (we label them “dis-
cretion-preferring employees”). These employees require
democratic management, broader discretion, and flex-
ibility concerning working conditions. Although the

Deconcentrate Agency

A combination of central and regional units is applied

o

Management is rather decentralized

Matrix management is applied

among some employees from different workplaces

CHANGES DURING PANDEMIC

Key elements of organizational structure remained unchanged.

PROBLEMS DURING PANDEMIC

Networking and flexibility based on shared knowledge exist

>
b P el

No major problems observed regarding organisational structure.

IMPACT OF CHANGES AFTER THE END OF PANDEMIC
No major lasting adaptations in the organisational structure. X X

Figure 7. Summary of the pre-pandemic situation, problems and changes during the pandemic, and impact of changes after the end

of the pandemic in the “structure” element. Source: authors.



first group of workers is unwilling and often unable to
perform sudden, uncertain, and unplanned tasks (such
as those caused by a pandemic), this does not cause
problems for the second group because it is often
a welcome challenge for them.

During the crisis, the original cultural values pro-
moted before the pandemic were preserved, and some
of them increased in both organizations. In the Agency,
there was an increase in group responsibility and
togetherness, especially among employees with “flexible
and innovative skills.” In Deconcentrate, there was an
increase in trust due to people having to work together
within and across different teams and an increase in the
sense of belonging and attachment to the organization
(“A new team was formed, its members got to know each
other, there was a strengthening of mutual trust asso-
ciated with knowing one’s own limits and the ability to
rely on other workers in the department”).

However, three types of problems occurred during
the pandemic. The first was the frequent complaints of
Deconcentrate employees about the fact that some work-
ers at WFH worked little or not at all, and some even
stopped communicating with their superiors (“Some
employees confused working from home with being on
vacation, making it difficult to reach, manage and control
them”). This problem was quickly solved by introducing
regular monitoring of the work performance of these
employees and the quality of the work performed. The
other two problems concerned the employees’ fear of
COVID-19 infection and the feelings of isolation of
some WFH workers due to the absence of social con-
tacts (which was manifested in their being less helpful
and more irritable). In both cases, the management
strongly supported these employees by offering profes-
sional psychological help.

The need to often quickly and effectively deal with
the large shared workload of the managers and their
employees of both organizations WFH through online
communication channels led to several positive and
negative impacts that persisted after the end of the
pandemic. These impacts specifically relate (1) to the
improvement of interpersonal communication between
workers in the same workplace and across different
workplaces; (2) to the strengthening of their mutual
trust, respect, importance of togetherness and corporate
identity; (3) to employees’” willingness to continue using
ICT, and (4) to the alienation of some employees who
avoid others and show little interest in informal com-
munication with them. The positives mentioned above
tested employees’ abilities to deal with unexpected situa-
tions and strengthened their professionalism and aware-
ness that they are able to face possible future crises. In
other words, workers have become more resilient,
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especially those of the Agency with “flexible and inno-
vative skills.”

In this context, it was essential to find that even in
challenging situations that cannot be dealt with in
advance but at the same time require a quick solution,
the managers and other employees of the Agency were
able to effectively solve problems and learn new ways of
working in a short time (“Employees have started coop-
erating more, showing an increased interest in each
other, and noticing each other’s efforts,” “They are
now better prepared to face potential crises, as they
have gained experience in handling crisis situations
and have recognized the need to implement emergency
mode”). At the same time, returning to face-to-face
meetings led workers to realize the importance of
social relationships, especially social communication
between workers, which is more effective today
because they can act faster and more flexibly
(Figure 8).

Summary of main findings

From the above findings, it follows that both organiza-
tions are characterized by a higher degree of digitiza-
tion, efficient management, and professional staff long
before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, while Deconcentrate
was able to provide good quality services, the Agency
was even more efficient than before the pandemic.
According to the Norgasek and Vintar model, the
changes occurred mainly in the elements of “people,”
“culture,” and “technology” in both organizations. The
element “processes” faced only temporary adaptations,
and the element “structure” remained unchanged. The
influence of “technology” and “people” areas on orga-
nizational “culture” can be considered an essential pro-
cess. In this context, many interviews showed the
strengthening of employees’ self-confidence, mutuality,
responsibility, cooperation, and thus their common
value of professionalism due to their higher ability to
perform tasks successfully in an uncertain environment.
This experience strengthened the ability of workers to
deal with unexpected situations flexibly and thus face
possible future crises.

Both organizations’ individual, successive and
mutually similar responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
are illustrated in detail in Figures 9 and 10 below.

Conclusion

Our analysis shows that both organizations examined
are characterized by resilience of the “bounce forward”
type. While Deconcentrate has demonstrated the ability
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Observed phenomena

Deconcentrate Agency

PRE-PANDEMIC SITUATION

prescribed tasks

togetherness

Atmosphere of openness, loyalty and friendliness X X
The value of mutual trust and respect, personal responsibility X X
and professionalism prevails

Employees who prefer democratic management and wider

discretion that enable complex thinking and flexible task X X
solving

Employees who prefer to follow established rules and limited

discretion that support narrow thinking and the fulfilment of X X

CHANGES DURING PANDEMIC

The pandemic increased a sense of group responsibility and

X

teams, and a sense of belonging and attachment to the
organisation

Negative reactions to different approaches to WFH.

The pandemic increased trust within and between different

PROBLEMS DURING PANDEMIC

X

X

some workers WFH

Improved interpersonal communication

Fear of COVID-19 contagion and then feelings of isolation of

IMPACT OF CHANGES AFTER THE END OF PANDEMIC

X X

Increased atmosphere of trust, respect, and togetherness in

workplaces and between workplaces X
An increase in the work engagement of employees, which led to

the strengthening of their corporate identity

Willingness of workers to continue using ICT X

face-to-face contact with others

Alienation and deliberate avoidance by some employees of

IR T I I I e

Figure 8. Summary of the pre-pandemic situation, problems and changes during the pandemic, and the impact of changes after the

end of the pandemic in the “culture” element. Source: authors.

to function smoothly during and after the pandemic, the
Agency has even seen an increase in the productivity of
their employees due to the rise in work agendas during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic contributed to
an increase in IT security and the acceleration of the
digitization process within the organization. But these
were already at a high level in both organizations several
years before the pandemic. This is because both types of
organizations have historically pursued agendas that
require a high degree of digitization. Although half of
the agency’s agendas are bureaucratic and are carried
out by employees who prefer following the rules, the
other half requires innovative types of employees who
prefer having more discretion. The hypothesis formu-
lated in the methodological part, which claims that the
greater the degree of digitization of organizational pro-
cesses, the more successfully the organization will react
to unexpected and uncertain events, proved valid. We
have thus confirmed the findings of many previous
studies conducted, especially for private sector organi-
zations, that digital maturity significantly increases
organizational resilience (e.g., Forliano et al., 2023;
Rotem & Fisher, 2022).

At the same time, digital technologies were not the
only key factor that contributed to the ability of both
organizations to function smoothly during the

pandemic, as e.g., Nograsek and Vintar (2014) or
Clement et al. (2023) assume. We specifically identified
five other key factors that contributed to the successful
functioning of both organizations and thus supported
their ultimate resilience, which previous studies have
already confirmed (we refer to the individual factors
mentioned below).

The first factor is “organizational management”
both focused on the recruitment and employment of
exclusively professional workers and able and willing
to flexibly set management processes and working
conditions that reflect the diversity of organizational
workplaces and personalities of individual employees.
In existing studies, this factor tends to be part of the
“strategic planning” process (Butkus et al., 2024;
Sellberg et al., 2018). The second, directly related
factor concerns “professionally educated and trained
employees” for specific job positions able and willing
to further train and educate themselves and fulfil their
work tasks one hundred per cent (cf. Stone-Johnson &
Weiner, 2020; Uhomoibhi et al., 2022). The following
two factors include “decentralised management” and
“leadership skills” related to the democratic and eman-
cipatory “leadership style” of middle- and line man-
agers based on their ability to flexibly lead/manage
different types of employees (innovative “discretion-



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 13

REQUEST 1 REQUEST 2
Democratic Authoritative Processes
leadership leadership .
based on higher based on - /" (=~ .
discretion and regular V LY TS
work flexibility control of / Efficient management ! e
N,
subordinates / 7'y v AN
o / \ \\
L L] § e e e e e e 1 \
l"‘ T T NTm—— R N
f ] )
i v | W
1 1
. . ] 1
Organisational ! Technology (ICT) : Structures
culture ! i Hierarchical structure,
R > q :
ecentralized
Value of loyality and i Higher degree of E management
5 . 1 o . H )
professionalism ! digitisation ! democratic leadership
X i 2 !
1 1
RESULT1 i  RESULT2 | STEP 1 : A i ,*
Normal or higher ~ Low or no \ Enabling . . ! :"
\ a0
productivity andy productivity, \‘ remote a = ’,: /
. [ |
higher ability to % andincrease % access for =B = / #
deal with ‘0§ 50c1al \ WEH Oy v - / //
unexpected d'Sf‘a‘QEf by \ / ,//
events by “rule- SS~o . People e e
“discretion- preferring -l | & -
preferring employees” “‘ il
employees” v.. . SRR Competent and skille
P g workers
‘0. es*®
Tagpgun?®
STEP 3 Use of STEP 2
new/digital Introduction
communication of WFH and

channels

job rotation

Figure 9. lllustration of Deconcentrate’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Source: authors.

preferring employees” requiring freedom and auton-
omy vs bureaucratic “rule-preferring employees”
requiring rules and clear order) through tools that
strengthen their motivation and thus work productiv-
ity (cf. Lundqvist & Wallo, 2023; Madi Odeh et al,,
2023; Rodrigues et al., 2022). This type of leadership is
also labeled as “dynamic” (Tucker & Lam, 2014) or
“professional development” (Gron et al., 2019). In the
last case, it is “organizational culture” characterized by
the ability and willingness of employees to share infor-
mation and experience, support each other and coop-
erate in solving both daily expected and new and
unexpected tasks, events and problems through
mutually effective communication (cf. Bui et al,
2019; Sapta et al., 2021).

Our research also shows that, although many pub-
lic administration organizations may function in
a purely bureaucratic manner, having adaptable and
innovative employees with high individual resilience
is essential. These employees are highly capable of

being socially resilient, especially when working
together as a collective.

The findings above confirmed the assumption of the
theoretical resilience model proposed by Buktus et al.
(2024), which assumes mutual relations between plan-
ning, adaptation, and enhanced learning. Experience of
employees with unexpected and uncertain events and
crises and the need to adapt to them namely leads to
the acquisition of new knowledge and skills that can be
used for planning solutions to potential situations of
this nature in the future. Our findings thus show that it
is crucial to pay attention to and develop all the factors
mentioned above to increase the organizational resili-
ence (not only) of public organizations and thus
increase the probability of their successful handling
of various unusual, unpredictable and rare events in
the future. This finding also concerns the need to
examine how the diversity within an organization,
including both observable and unobservable heteroge-
neity of its members, impacts the development of
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Figure 10. lllustration of the agency’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Source: authors.

resilience in organizations, as highlighted by Duchek
et al. (2020).

In this context, we acknowledge that our research was
conducted on only two case studies with a limited number
of employees. Therefore, we believe that future research
should be more comprehensive. Specifically, we recom-
mend conducting more in-depth investigations, especially
focusing on the influence of organizational culture, parti-
cularly the concept of “collective mindfulness” mentioned
in the literature review section, in a wider range of public
administration organizations and the various personality
types of public administration workers on its resilience. It
is important to compare these factors carefully, as very

few studies have explored this area so far (for example,
Sakikawa, 2022; Zhu & Li, 2021). Additionally, it would be

beneficial to conduct similar research in different types of
state organizations and compare the results thoroughly.
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