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Abstract. Resilience is becoming an increasingly important concept for
organization. Unfortunately, there is little known about how this concept
relates to the politics within an organization on a theoretical level. In
this paper a comparative analysis between organizational politics and
the resilience of an organization was conducted. Three perspectives on
resilience were used in order to specify the context of resilience, while two
perspectives on organizational politics were combined together to create
a novel framework which is used to explain its relationship with resilience.
Results suggest that it is possible to make relations between the two
concepts, but future research is needed to make a stronger connection
between organizational politics and resilience.
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1 Introduction

Over the years many organizations have failed due to unanticipated changes and
disruptions. Nokia for example did not anticipate the smartphone revolution,
reducing them from a market leader to a nostalgic brand name. Whereas Block-
buster re-ensured their investors that they should not fear streaming services
such as Netflix just before they became obsolete (Alcacer, Khanna & Snively,
2017; Gershon, 2013). Although one could argue that these organization should
have been able to anticipate these disruptions in retrospect or plan for different
futures, it is simply impossible to predict the future. It is, therefore, inevitable
that at some point in time every organization will find itself in a crisis. The ability
to withstand and recover from such situation with preferably minimal damage
can be referred to as resilience. Due to the increasing uncertainty, turbulence
and complexity of nonlinear dynamics in the world, this concepts has become
increasingly important for organizations (Folke, 2006; Hamel & vlikangas, 2004).

Organizations face challenging decisions when trying to become more re-
silient. Such as deciding to relocate resources from existing profitable products
and processes to innovation efforts (seemingly wasteful experiments), shifting the
focus from optimization to diversification, aggravating employees by introduc-
ing new ways of working etc. (Hamel & välikangas, 2004). In current literature
(unintentional) clues and ’puzzle pieces’ can be found on how organizational pol-
itics and resilience might be related (Dooly, 1997; Peter & Bornemann, 2011).



However, the underlying theories of the concepts of resilience and organizational
politics are not directly being compared or related.

The purpose of this paper is to make an initial effort at bridging these two
concepts on a theoretical level and answer the research question of ”how are
organizational politics related to the resilience of an organization?”. Our thesis
is that organizational politics play a central role in decision making, whereas
how decisions are made and what decisions are made affect the resilience of an
organization (Saleem, 2016).

To answer the research question a comparative analysis will be conducted,
comparing resilience literature through a lens of organizations with organiza-
tional politics. To create a ground for comparison, we will first discuss the fun-
damentals of both resilience and organizational politics in section two and three
respectively. In section four we will discuss how these fundamentals and theo-
ries can be related. The paper will conclude with a discussion of our findings, a
conclusion for the research question and implications for future work.

2 About Resilience

To be able to relate resilience to organization politics we need to have an un-
derstanding of what resilience encompasses in an organizational context. The
concept of resilience can be better understood by subdividing it into three in-
terpretation ’dimensions’, which are engineering resilience, ecological resilience
and social-ecological resilience. Engineering resilience is concerned with the pre-
engineered ability or capacity to efficiently return to a stable equilibrium. Ecolog-
ical resilience focuses on both persistence and robustness by means of being able
to withstand shock, continue operations when something happens etc. Social-
ecological resilience focuses on the adaptive capacities such as learning, innova-
tion and transformability (Folke, 2006). In this paper we will refer to resilience
as an overarching concept for the elements of an organization that contribute
to its capacity ”... to survive, adapt and grow in the face of change and un-
certainty related to disturbances, whether they be caused by resource stresses,
societal stresses and/or acute events” (Kupers, R., 2014: 27).

2.1 Adaptive Cycle of Resilience (ACoR)

Fundamental for understanding the dynamic aspects of resilience is the adaptive
cycle of resilience (ACoR). This model is an adaptation of the adaptive cycle
by Holling, focusing specifically on cyclic business dynamics of organizations
(Holling, 2001). The ACoR as displayed in Figure 1 consists of four quadrants.
Starting in equilibrium, the lower left quadrant. The goals and how to achieve
them are clear for the organizations. There is no urgent need for improvement
outside the existing objectives and business model.

However, due to external influences or other disruptive events the organi-
zations might be thrown into or slowly move towards a state Crisis in which



uncertainty and need for change arises e.g. current methods (of problem solv-
ing) are not sufficient or sustainable (see upper right quadrant). Subsequently,
when the problems become clear, the organization starts searching for new al-
ternatives, exploring their options and creating new combinations or innovations
(see lower right quadrant).

Fig. 1. Adaptive Cycle of Resilience

Before the organization can move back to an Equilibrium state, decisions
need to be made that includes adjusting business objectives and strategies. This
happens in the Entrepreneurship quadrant. If an organization fails to recognize
that they are in a crisis or when they do not have the ability to innovate and
find new combinations, one of the possibilities is bankruptcy. Abcouwer and
Parson suggest that the main driving factor behind the continuous motion of an
organization within the adaptive cycle is caused by the tension and continuous
balancing act between what an organization wants, what they must do and what



they can do, as the organization is faced with (external) changes and challenges
(Baars, Heyer, Plank & Abcouwer, 2017; Abcouwer, Parson 2011).

2.2 Resilience Architecture Framework (RAF)

It is important to consider that resilience characteristics and capacities vary
between different types, sizes and cultures of organizations. The Resilience Ar-
chitecture Framework (RAF) categorizes organizations into four quadrants based
on their ’system mode’, see Figure 2 (Liminios et al., 2014). The first dimen-
sion of the RAF defines the resilience of an organization (see the vertical axis
of the framework). The second dimension is the desirability of the system state
as an extent to which stakeholders are satisfied (see the horizontal axis of the
framework).

Liminios et al. uses resilience for this framework as organization being either
resistant or adaptive to disruptions in their current state. In other terms as either
engineering and ecological resilient or social-ecological resilient at a fixed point
or snapshot in the adaptive cycle.

Starting in the upper right of the framework. Organizations in the adaptabil-
ity quadrant have a high level of resilience. This resilience is adaptive; thus, such
organizations have the ability to cope with disruptions. Resulting in a high desir-
able system state. These organizations are also more dynamic as they constantly
balance exploration and exploitation.

The vulnerability quadrant considers organizations that have high desirable
systems states. However, the reason why organizations are vulnerable in this
quadrant is because the satisfaction organizations can bring to their stakeholders
is dependent on the situation. Disruptions such as the change in technology are
more likely to determine if outcomes are successful for organizations that fall
into this quadrant. The resilience in this quadrant is, therefore, low.

The next quadrant is the rigidity quadrant. Organizations in this quadrant
have a high engineering and ecological resilience due to strong, rigid structures
and processes. These organizations are more likely to be unaware of or deny
indicators telling them that change is necessary, such as a slow decrease in profit,
sales, etc. Although these organizations might be able to delay the inevitable due
to their engineering and ecological resilience, this position is unsustainable as the
necessity for change will be inevitable at some point.

The last quadrant is the transience quadrant, which contains organizations
that have uncertainty as their main characteristic. Two types of organizations
fit into this category. The first group of organizations are those that are new
in the market. Their resilience still needs to be built up whilst the desirability
of their system state is low. The other group consists of organizations that are
reorganizing themselves. They also share the characteristics of low resilience and
a low desirability of the system state.

Before discussing how organizational politics might affect or relate to these
fundamentals we need to discuss the fundamentals of organizational politics.



Fig. 2. Resilience Architecture Framework

3 Organizational Politics

The purpose of this section is to provide a clear understanding of the concept
of organizational politics. Furthermore, frameworks and examples are given to
expand the notion about the ways organizational politics manifests in day to
day operations.

When defining the concept of workplace or organizational politics, two de-
scriptions are in a constant flux with each other (Randall et al. 1999). The
discrepancy between the two representations is in place due to different inter-
pretations of the concept. Organizational politics is in one instance explained
as an unsanctioned attempt for promoting self-interest at the expanse of orga-
nizational or individual goals (Randall et al. 1999). Other sources state that
organizational politics are an organization wide phenomenon, not limiting the



concept to individuals within the organization (Drory & Romm, 1990). Even
though conflicting definitions of the concept are given, both sources include the
notion of organizational politics as actions of power, influence and control. These
political actions are usually not sanctioned by the organization. However, middle
and upper management tend to keep these power structures in place (Applebaum
et al. 2015).

Due to the conflicting scope and description of organizational politics, a sec-
ond concept is introduced to specify how political behaviour materializes in the
workplace; the political arena as coined by Mintzberg (1968). The political arena
is described as a set of subtle but complex games, influenced by ambiguous rules
missing any obvious explanation (Ferris et al. 1996). In an organizational con-
text the political arena would describe the intrinsic set of political actions, power
struggles and covert manipulations that fuel group and individuals own agendas.
The behaviour shown in the political arena is usually not authorized and is not
wildly accepted within organizations (Ferris et al. 1996).

However, political play is a natural and ubiquitous process which is critical
to the success within an organization (Ferris et al. 1996). Due to the hierarchical
structure of most organizations, political dynamics are inevitable; e.g a manager
wants to push his own agenda because he or she thinks it is the best course.
Nonetheless, due to upper management not acknowledging his idea, this manager
needs to create other political alliances to ensure his plan is executed. Both the
manager and upper management are both inclined to focus on their own self-
interest because both convinced of their own capacities. An opposite example
are managers who have the goal to optimize their own outputs for bonus gains,
undermining the course of the organization.

Even if political play is an imminent dynamic in organizations, this kind of
behaviour can lead to conflict with individuals or produce groups who are pitted
against each other or against the hierarchy of an organization (Ferris et al. 1968).
Political behaviour has as main reason to maximize self-interest, usually at the
expense of other individuals or the organization. Even so maximizing self-interest
does not exclude the possibility that acting on such premises can be profitable
for the company (Ferris et al. 1968).

Relating back to the discussion about whether the concept of organizational
politics is limited to individuals or an organization wide phenomena; our belief
that it is actually both. This is because the political arena and play is only
limited to individuals whilst having an organizational wide effect due to the
type of relations and interactions between individuals. Since this organizational
wide phenomena driven by individuals, we will focus on explore organizational
politics and the effect on resilience from an individual perspective to form the
basis of creating and understanding the relation.

To gain an better insight in what thrives organizational politics, including
how political action can be seen on a wider spectrum is elaborated upon in the
next paragraph. Due to organizational politics in the field of resilience not being
researched very often, it is imperative to build a model which can be used in



further analysis. To build such a model, several articles are used to construct a
basis.

One important facet describing the dynamics of an organizational politics
is coined by Applebaum et al. (2015); ethical climate. The authors construct
a framework which can be used to categorize political behaviour into differ-
ent subcategories comprised of different abstraction levels. The ethical climate
framework can be used to make analysis easier by enabling the classification of
political behavior. the types of action that can happen within an ethical climate
are summarized in the matrix seen in Figure 3.

Fig. 3. Ethical criterion model

The table shown in Figure 3 has two dimensions: the ethical criterion and the
locus of analysis. The three ethical criteria are egoism (improving one own inter-
ests), benevolence (maximizing the interests of multiple people, thus creating a
front) and principle (adherence to universal standards and beliefs, stating what
is good and wrong). This article only focuses on the individual level because po-
litical behavior mostly is carried out on a personal basis. Within this notion, the
individual will act on the premises of self-interest, friendship and personal moral-
ity. Whereas self-interest and friendship are self-explanatory, personal morality
encompasses the behavior individuals can have on their own notion what is good
and what is bad.

Further iteration on the classification of organizational politics, and more
specifically how to map organizational politics on the spectrum of an ethical
climate is done by Buchanan (2008). The author created a classification stan-



dard which can be used for much needed research in the domain. Due to this
article concentrating on individual political actions only, a specific set is used in
this article. It is duly noted that the subjects explained by Buchanan (2008) are
predominantly negative. This is done on purpose because negative outcomes
from political behavior has a bigger impact than positive political behavior
(Buchanan, 2008). The subjects that are used in this paper are:

– Informal influence
– Selective information
– Gaining and developing support
– Ingratiation
– Associating with influential individuals
– Favouritism
– Keeping your boss happy
– Avoiding criticism
– Blame others
– Creating a favourable image
– Creating obligations
– Rewards, coercion and threat
– Forming powerful coalitions
– Stimulating debate
– Covert manipulation
– Forming in-groups

When focusing on organizational politics as driven by individuals, local and
cosmopolitan dimension from the ethical criterion model can be removed, which
allows us to match it with the topics as proposed by Buchanan (2008). The com-
bination of the ethical climate framework with the categories Buchanan (2008)
stated a new framework can be constructed. This enables the possibility for fu-
ture empirical studies on political behavior and the categorization of the domain.

3.1 Political categorical framework

The resulting framework focuses on individual actions with the egoism, benev-
olence and principle dimensions, matching the terms to self-interest, friendship
and personal morality. Self-interest explains actions that can be done to improve
the personal position, friendship elaborates on creating a front of like-minded
persons and forms of nepotism. Personal morality focuses on actions which are
carried out by employees not conforming to universal standards and beliefs, thus
acting outside of a normal moral compass. The framework can be seen in Figure
4.

Within the dimension of self-interest, the following terms are categorized:

– Associating with influential individuals: siding with people that have a bigger
influence than the individual.

– Keeping boss happy : ensuring hierarchy is content with performance, even if
that means doing actions that might be bad for the organization



Fig. 4. Political categorical framework

– Avoiding criticism: trying to escape judgment, thus not having the possibil-
ity to improve

– Creating a favorable image: making the problem less than it actually is, is
tied to avoiding criticism

The dimension of friendship elaborates on the terms:

– Gaining and developing support : lobbying for personal ideas
– Ingratiation: the flattery of an individual or group to gain liking
– Favoritism: putting one person or a group of persons first, neglecting possible

pitfalls
– Forming in-groups: creating groups with like-minded people, leads to a bub-

ble without outside influence which can be bad for the creation of new ideas
– Powerful coalitions: constructing bonds with influential people to ensure

their own idea has the premium spot on the agenda.

The last dimension, personal morality is tied to the topics:

– Informal influence: the act of influencing the person on an informal, outside
of work context. e.g. telling someone that he needs to finish something before
he can go home to see his/hers son.

– Selective information: only providing certain information and hiding the rest,
showing only part of the story.

– Blame others: pointing to others as reason of failure
– Creating obligations: obligate other people to do certain things, even if they

are not ethical
– Rewards, coercion and threats: giving employees illegitimate rewards, trying

to pressure others in doing something and threatening with actions when
something is not completed.

– Covert manipulation: unseen manipulation of persons for an individuals own
agenda.



These topics describe the most common actions employees and managers do
to gain a political leverage within an organization. The next chapter will relate
the terms and the framework to the main pillars of a resilient organization and
elaborate on how these could influence the adaptive cycle.

4 Impact of organizational politics on resilience

To establish how organizational politics relates to resilience, the above mentioned
resilience frameworks will be measured against the organizational politics frame-
work (Figure 4). Due to the overlapping aspects of the framework of ACoR, and
Folke, we will combine these two frameworks when comparing it to the organi-
zational politics framework.

4.1 Political play and resilience

Although the political struggle that happens within the political arena is seem-
ingly needed for success within organizations. It arguably also provides some
real caveats to ensure resilience in terms of fostering innovation (ability to make
new combinations) and being able to act quickly to unforeseen circumstances.
It should be possible to quickly reallocated resources from core products and
process to making new combinations. It is admissible that in this instance polit-
ical play, personal agendas, arrogance, nostalgic and the resulting conflict would
only hinder this reallocation from a decision making perspective (Saleem, 2016;
Folke, 2006).

4.2 Impact on the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience

The adaptive cycle of Resilience, see section 2 and Figure 1, describes changing
dynamics organizations will face. The left side of the ACoR (Entrepreneurship &
Equilibrium stage) focuses on enabling efficient recovery towards a stable equi-
librium if a crisis were to occur while also trying to preventing a crisis from
occurring by means of engineering resilience. During a stable equilibrium, orga-
nizations main aim is to improve and optimize their current workflow (exploita-
tion). However, when looking at the Self-interest dimension of the workplace
politics framework in this stage, it can be argued that individuals might not
perform optimally. This is because there is no need to do anything more than
’keeping the boss happy’ or risk criticism from the higher ups. By doing anything
more we mean actually improving and optimizing the workflow and engineering
resilience for example. On a managerial level, individuals might have own per-
sonal agendas based on the their (financial) incentives. In the cases of Intel and
Microsoft, important opportunities of innovation were missed due to lack of fi-
nancial incentives to act on it as these opportunities would not lead to a direct
improvement. In addition, these opportunities were disruptive to the current
workflow of the managers and did not match their self-interest (Valikangas &



Gibbert, 2005). The second dimension Friendship describes how gaining and de-
veloping support can be a key aspect for lobbying personal ideas. When this is
organized properly, it can have a positive effect on engineering resilience, since
individuals are empowered to share their ideas for improving and optimizing
the current workflow. However, other aspects in this dimension like ’powerful
coalitions’ and ’favoritism’ might disempower individuals, which might end up
preventing useful knowledge from being shared. The third dimension Personal
Morality might play a role in influencing the employees into certain unethical ac-
tions. Depending on the kind of manipulation, this dimension might undermine,
but does not have to affect engineering resilience.

Social-ecological resilience is essential for the right side of the ACoR (Crisis
& New Combination stage). This resilience is concerned with dealing with dis-
turbances by means of having the capacity to adapt, innovate and transform.
There are a lot of aspects within framework 4 that have an impact on dealing
with changes. Firstly, the dimension of Self-interest might make people hesitant
on acknowledging the disturbances in fear of criticism, their reputation or be-
cause it simply is not in their interest. In this phase an aligned interest is of
key importance to urgently innovate and transform. Secondly, the dimension
of Friendship describes how groups and coalitions are formed. This forming of
camps if you will, might lead to more conflict and finger pointing instead of
the necessary problem solving. In addition, as also described in the previous
section, sharing new ideas and imitating new combinations or innovation might
be hindered by powerful coalitions or encouraged by friendships and support.
Empowering individuals to share knowledge is of key importance for the social-
ecological resilience. Lastly, the third-dimension Personal morality states that
employees might be forced to act based on rewards or peoples agendas. These
agendas might not accord to dealing with changes, thus hindering the Social-
ecological resilience. The agendas on a managerial level

4.3 Impact on the Resilience Architecture Framework

The RAF categorizes organizations based on their system mode (Figure 2). Or-
ganizations who fit in the Rigidity quadrant tend to stay in their stable equi-
librium, due to their inflexible organizational system state or due to the lack of
resources in order to initiate a change in the system. This change in the system
can be postponed by people of self-interest in the organization. Specifically, the
category creating a favourable image in self-interest is highly applicable in this
situation. Even though the problems of these types of organizations are visible
in terms of business performance, people could lower the urgency to tackle the
problems in the organizations in order to avoid criticism and therefore create a
favourable image for themselves.

For organizations who fit in the transience quadrant, organizations must
develop their resilience and desirability of the system state. The new and expe-
rienced organizations located in this quadrant must be led to a direction that
results in success. Friendship may occur in these situations where a solution



must be found in order to break out of the transience quadrant, since the overall
trend of the categories aims at gaining an advantage to pursue a certain idea.

Overall, all actions may be applicable for organizations in any system quad-
rant. Consequences of these actions may lead to a switch in quadrant, affecting
the level of resilience or desirability of the system state. The most likely quadrant
in which an organization may end up in is the transience quadrant, due to the
negative consequences of organizational politics. In this quadrant the resilience
and desirability of the system state is the lowest among all quadrants.

5 Discussion

When comparing the fundamentals of resilience several potential relations be-
tween organizational politics and the resilience could be identified. Firstly, when
looking at the combined framework of the ACoR and the model of Folke, we
argued how organizational politics might have a an impact on the resilience of
an organization. The key insight is that organizational politics might hinder
or prosper the creativity and productivity of individuals within an organiza-
tion through the dimensions of self-interest, friendships, and personal morality.
However, this paper mostly state the negative effects that politics can poten-
tially have on resilience. The organizational politics framework can also be used
as guidelines to effectively organize politics to prevent these negative effects or
even foster individuals towards more resilience.

When comparing the RAF with the new organizational politics framework,
three important discoveries were made. One discovery is the relation between
organizations in the rigidity quadrant and organizational politics under the cate-
gory self-interest. More activities in this category of organizational politics might
lead to a postponed period in the rigidity quadrant. The second discovery is the
relation between the transience quadrant and organizational politics related to
friendship. The main point of this discovery is that results of this type of or-
ganizational politics may lead to a solution to move out of this quadrant. The
last discovery is the applicability of all activities of the novel framework on each
system mode.

The difference between the comparison of the fundamentals of resilience and
the RAF is the inclusion of a positive impact of organizational politics. When
looking from the perspectives of organizations in the transience quadrant, ac-
tivities in the dimension of friendship may lead to a switch in quadrant, since
ideas may flourish due to these kinds of activities. As a result, the resilience or
desirability of the systems state may grow as well.

As mentioned in the introduction our thesis is that organizational politics
play a central role in decision making, whereas how decisions are made and these
decisions affects the resilience of an organization . We think this thesis holds as
the political play might hinder or delay important decisions. Especially decision
that require individuals to set aside their personal agenda and self interest for
the better of the company. However we would also argue that it is not limited
to decision making as organizational politics, as discussed above and in section



5, might also hinder the acknowledgment of disturbance, sharing of knowledge
and ideas. This might hinder organizations from noticing or accepting that their
in or moving towards a crisis while also potentially making it harder to innovate
and make new combinations when necessary.

5.1 Limitations

Due to the small scope and limited resources we were unable discuss more funda-
mentals or theory concerning this concept. This is important because resilience
is still a rather vague and top down concept. Discussing and analyzing it from
more angles might have provide more ground to relate and more clearly identify
the relation(s) with organizational politics improving the overall argumentation.
Similarly, organizational politics is also a rather abstract concept. We found a lot
of inconsistencies regarding the scope and perspective of what the scope actually
encompasses, further adding to the difficulty of relating the two concepts. Also to
proof the validity of these potential relations empirical evidence is needed. Com-
bining the topics of Buchanan (2008) and ethical framework of Appelbaum et
al. (2005), we tried to create a tangible understanding of the concept to compare
it with resilience. Whereas Buchanan has an arguably negative scope focusing
on short term self interests and questionable morality topic. It is also admissi-
ble that for example improving the resilience or profit of the organization, or
focusing on team interests might be of (longer term) self-interest. In this line of
argument there are likely more dimensions and scopes worth exploring in this
complex organizational and social system for relating the concept of resilience
and organizational politics.

5.2 Future work

So far, we have only looked at how the concepts of resilience and organizational
politics are related on a theoretical level. To support the notion of a relation
between resilience and organizational politics in the future, empirical evidence is
needed for case studies that concern both topics which can be compared against
each other. Moreover, as mentioned in the discussion, another way to continue
this work is by analyzing both concepts from other perspectives. This enables
research done in this domain to find more common grounds such as different
organizational cultures; including relations to both resilience and politics. In a
broader perspective relating these concepts, topics and frameworks in this article
might also be achieved by using different methods. For example, working towards
an ontology might be more insightful and achievable then trying to define each
of these concepts and topics.

Overall we underestimated the interrelation complexity between both con-
cepts. We think that it could proof valuable if one could anticipate the effect on
an action on the level of organizational politics on the resilience of the organi-
zation. Or that resilience goals can be more easily translated back to change on
organizational politics.



6 Conclusion

In this paper we discussed how organizational politics can be related to the
resilience of an organization by means of comparing and relating the funda-
mentals of both concepts from a theoretical perspective. For the fundamentals
of resilience, we described how the concept can be subdivided in engineering,
ecological and social-ecological resilience, introduced the adaptive cycle of re-
silience to give an perspective of dynamic aspects of resilience. Ending with the
resilience architecture framework, categorizing different types of organizations.
For the context of organizational politics, two views on organizational politics are
analyzed and used in order to create a framework used to examine its influence
on resilience. To answer the research question: ”how are organizational politics
related to the resilience of an organization?”, we can conclude that some bridges
can made between the concepts, especially in the areas of organizational politics
regarding the ethical criterion on the individual level. Common grounds found in
this paper for the concepts of resilience and organizational politics are decision
making, fostering of innovation (new combinations) and the acknowledgement
of disturbance as an organization.
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