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ABSTRACT 

The importance of learning for an organisation’s capacity to handle crises is well documented, 

but the processes employed by organisations to this aim remain obscure. Our research employs a 

systematic literature review to synthesise the confounding evidence available on organisational 

learning taking place in a context of crisis. Our aim is to bring forth the dialogue on this important 

topic, map the existing empirical work, evaluate the current state of the literature, and propose 

avenues for future research, as well as contribute to the methodological advancement of systematic 

literature reviews in management and organisational studies. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Research in organisational learning is an established field of study (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2000) that has gained momentum in recent years (Bunderson and Reagans, 2011). By definition, 

crises require organisations to engage in challenging scenarios, which inevitably expose hidden 

weaknesses and strengths as well as collective organisational capabilities (Lampel et al., 2009). 

Crisis events are often indicative of the efficacy of the process of learning within an organisation 

and its capacity to face the disruption caused by the crisis and learn from it (Orth and Schuldis, 

2021), so it is important to study the underlying processes that are adopted in this context, and 

how, through organisational learning, an organisation can enhance its to manage the current crisis 
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effectively and be prepared for the next. 

In this study, we adopt the definition of crisis proposed by Pearson and Clair (1998), who 

affirm that "an organizational crisis is a low-probability, high-impact event that threatens the 

viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of 

resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly" (p. 60).  On its turn, and in 

order to ensure the reader has an introductory definition of the concepts approached on this paper, 

organisational learning has been characterised by Argyris (1989) as the “detection and correction 

of an error” (p. 6) occurring at the organisational level, noting that “an error is any mismatch 

between our intentions and what actually happens” (p. 6). 

The subject of "organisational learning in crisis" is often portrayed in the literature as a 

fragmented area of knowledge (Elliott and Macpherson, 2010). As Broekema (2017) points out, 

“so far no generally accepted definition or framework has been developed” (p. 327), and it is 

“defined and measured in many different ways” (p. 327). These are fair critiques considering the 

volume of dispersed literature and the fact that there is no dominant theoretical framework or a 

standardized body of knowledge.  

There are very few systematic literature reviews that address learning and crisis. We identified 

six SLRs that address the topics of learning and crisis. Four of them are focused on the management 

of crises and approach learning in different extents. Nevertheless, they are focused on niche areas 

that do not allow for extrapolation to an organisational setting. In case, Salamzadeh and Dana 

(2022) appoint learning as a recommendation during and after crisis in their review of the literature 

referring to the management of crisis by small and medium-sized enterprises, Baetzner and 

colleagues (2022) have performed their SLR on the preparation of medical first responders for 

crises, Haskell and colleagues (2021) focus their review on social innovation related to ecological 
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crises, and finally Nohrstedt and colleagues (2018) have studied the collaborative management of 

crisis, which by default would constraint all other types of approaches to the management of a 

crisis.  

The other two SLRs have a very similar object to the one we intend to research, though their 

perspective is not as comprehensive. Sætren and colleagues (2024) have performed a SLR on what 

and how to train for strategic crisis management, therefore approaching the phenomena in a pre-

crisis standpoint. Finally, Brzozowski and Cucculelli (2016) have followed a SLR methodology 

on the topic of learning from crisis, therefore also considering the perspective of learning as a 

result of a crisis event. Furthermore, we consider that the methodological rigour of the SLR is not 

satisfactory. 

Considering this, we argue that no attempt has been made to date to consolidate the 

accumulated research in this field in the same extent, comprehensiveness and rigour as this SLR. 

Such consolidation is key, as it "is a critical first step in priming the pump so that accumulated 

knowledge is made available for interpretation and use" (Rousseau et al., 2008, p. 507). Thus, it is 

imperative to consolidate and synthetize the existing research to create a coherent understanding 

that can advance both theoretical and practical applications in the field. 

 

II. METHODOLOGY 

Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) are typically endowed with high levels of reliability that 

enhances the credibility of the findings and the validity of conclusions. Abiding to the principles 

of PRISMA-P, the protocol of this SLR, detailing the methodological and analytical approach of 

the review (Shamseer et al., 2015, p. 3), has been pre-registered and is publicly accessible online 

(https://osf.io/d79fy) to enhance the study’s transparency and accountability. Following Tranfield 

https://osf.io/d79fy
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et al. (2003) and Macpherson and Jones (2010), minor modifications to the protocol, specifically 

designed to address the particularities of management research, were made to ensure its relevance 

and applicability to the specific research context.  

This SLR follows faithfully the seminal framework proposed by Denyer and Tranfield (2009) 

(also followed by Adams et al., 2016; Nolan and Garavan, 2016; Zahoor et al., 2020; Rojon et al., 

2021), while also taking note of the suggestions made by Macpherson and Jones (2010) and later 

subscribed to by Jones and Gatrell (2014). It is therefore operationalised in line with the five-step 

process outlined by Denyer and Tranfield (2009), arguably the most rigorous strategy for 

conducting a SLR. 

 

a. Question Formulation 

This study aims to systematically review the literature regarding the understanding of how 

organisations learn with and adapt in the context of a crisis. To specify the domain of our SLR and 

the research question it will address, we have first performed a non-systematic review (Rojon et 

al., 2021), also called a scoping review (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009), of the topics of 

organisational learning, crisis management, and especially that of organisational learning in 

contexts of crisis. Scoping reviews allow researchers to "assess the relevance and size of the 

literature and to delimit the subject area or topic" (Tranfield et al., 2003), as well as to "make clear 

the existing basis for the researcher's work and specify where and how the proposed systematic 

review fits into the current body of knowledge" (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009, p. 683). Deriving 

from this scoping review, and in line with Denyer et al’ (2008), the CIMO logic (Context, 

Intervention, Mechanism, and Outcome) was followed to establish our research problem and the 

associated review questionsThe overarching question this research therefore aims to address may 
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be posed as: How do organisations in the context of crises (C) learn and adapt (I) through 

mechanisms of organisational learning (M) in order to successfully manage these crises and 

enhance its capacity of managing crises in the future (O)? 

 Furthermore, the specific review questions (Thomas et al., 2019) that this SLR addresses are: 

i. What are the main theoretical frameworks that contribute to the empirical literature on 

organisational learning in crises? 

ii. What are the mechanisms through which organisations learn in the context of a crisis 

event? 

iii. What are the conditions that enhance the capacity of an organisation to learn and adapt 

in the context of a crisis? 

 

b. Locating Studies 

A critical factor for the success of an SLR is to locate "as much as possible of the research 

relevant to the particular review question(s)" (Denyer et al., 2008).  

The general recommendation to not rely exclusively on a single database, as this may inhibit 

the detection of the totality of articles relevant to the study (Bramer et al., 2017) was followed. 

Thus, a search was performed on the Web of Science, as it is "one of the most comprehensive 

databases of peer-reviewed journals in the social sciences" (Crossan and Apaydin, 2010, p. 1157), 

and on Scopus, generally regarded as"the largest abstract and citation database covering peer-

reviewed literature" (Foss and Saebi, 2017, p. 23). In addition, to ensure that all relevant studies 

would be included in the review, the search through databases was complemented by manual 

searches on specialised publications and tracking citations (cf. Rashman et al., 2009; Nijmeijer et 

al., 2014; Adams et al., 2017; Nofal et al., 2018; Calabrò et al., 2019; Rojon et al., 2021).  
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This allowed the integration of not only additional journal articles but also scholarly book 

chapters, as these often offer "valuable scholarly work" (Fan et al., 2021, 495), and should be 

considered as validated knowledge (Klang et al., 2014). Furthermore, we limited our sources to to 

peer-reviewed journals as these tend to have high impacts in the field and have an associated 

rigorous review process (Rafi-Ul-Shan et al., 2018) and, by definition, a higher quality-control 

framework (Calabrò et al., 2019). We also opted to not include in this review "grey literature", 

considering this is not subjected to the same level of rigour in terms of peer-review processes 

(Rojon et al., 2021).  

Following Tranfield et al. (2003), the next step involved the identification of the most suitable 

keywords and search terms, which specify the domain and limits of the review. This is key as some 

terms may have multiple meanings (Crossan and Apaydin, 2010), while often different terms are 

used to refer to the same concept (Köbis et al., 2021). To avoid any such ambiguities, a systematic 

keyword identification process was applied to the literature on "learning", and "crisis", in order to 

assess which keywords are typically used and therefore should be included in our SLR. This 

process resulted in a variety of key terms, including "rare events" (Christianson et al., 2009; Rerup, 

2009; Maslach et al., 2018; Labib et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2020), "failure" (Baum and Dahlin, 2007), 

"serious errors" (Haunschild et al., 2015), "chaos" (Mintzberg, 2001), "disaster" (Elliott and Smith, 

2006; Madsen, 2009; Beck and Plowman, 2014; Oetzel and Oh, 2014; Broekema, 2016; Hunt et 

al., 2020), "extreme events" (Zhang et al., 2018), "critical incident" (Neal et al., 2006), and 

"catastrophe" (Park et al., 2013), all used in the literature to describe events associated with the 

typology of disruption that is generically associated with a crisis. Furthermore, no limits were 

applied to the date of publication in our literature search, as this could lead to the unwanted 

exclusion of important studies (Rojon et al., 2021). 
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These searches resulted in a total of 6401 publications (3108 from Scopus and 3293 from Web 

of Science), 1139 of which were duplicated and therefore excluded, resulting in a total 5262 

publications for the subsequent analysis. 

 

c. Study selection and evaluation 

In this study, we have included only articles covering empirical studies, of quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed research nature (cf. Sweeney et al., 2019) dealing primarily with 

organisational learning in the context of crisis, as these are deemed as appropriate to establish 

scientific knowledge in a field (Jesson et al., 2011). Following previous established practice 

(Boiral et al., 2018; Nijmeijer et al., 2014; Sweeney et al., 2019; Köbis et al., 2021), articles of a 

theoretical or conceptual nature, or systematic reviews, meta-analysis and editorial publications 

were excluded from the review. Following Nijmeijer et al. (2014), Foss and Saebi (2017), Boiral 

et al. (2018), Dinh and Calabrò (2019) and Fan et al. (2021), only articles written in English have 

been accepted, as this is the lingua franca of scientific literature. 

Upon extraction of the articles identified in the database search, all articles were scanned for 

relevancy (Tranfield et al., 2003; López and Hiebl, 2015; Ueberbacher, 2014), so that only 

publications with a substantive relevance to the research are included for further analysis (cf. Lane 

et al., 2006; Newbert, 2007; Klang et al., 2014). All in all, the inclusion and exclusion criteria used 

for the selection of articles in the review are summarised in Table 1. 

 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Empirical studies Conceptual studies, systematic reviews, meta-

analysis and editorial publications 

Peer-reviewed articles and scholarly books, Publications that could not be accessed by any 
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written in English language means at the disposal of the authors 

Publications conducted through qualitative, 

quantitative or mixed research approaches, which 

clearly state its contribution to the phenomena 

being studied 

Publications dealing strictly with the phenomena 

of financial crisis, as these constitute an entirely 

different phenomenon than the one we are 

interested in 

Publications centred on the phenomena of 

learning at the organisational level 

Publications dealing with learning at a level that is 

not specifically "organisations" 

Publications that frame the phenomena of learning 

clearly considering a context of crisis 

Publications dealing with organisational learning 

without clearly describing the implicit 

mechanisms of the learning phenomena 

The phenomenon of the crisis being researched 

must be characterised by one of the keywords 

previously identified, and in line with the 

definition of crisis provided 

 

Table 1 - Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

 

A preliminary screening to assess if the articles selected related to the topic being researched 

(cf. Köbis et al., 2021) was conducted by one of the authors, thereby eliminating all articles that 

did not meet the defined inclusion criteria (cf. Nijmeijer et al., 2014). 4901 publications were 

excluded on the basis of not associated with the objectives of this SLR, while 361 publications 

were selected for further analysis. 

A fundamental tenet of a SLR is the relentless pursuit of bias reduction throughout the review 

process. To control for such bias, all remaining steps of the review were conducted independently 

by at least two authors. This procedure essentially served as a safeguard against potential biases, 

minimising the likelihood of relevant publications being overlooked or inadvertently excluded (cf. 

Edwards et al., 2002). Any conflicts between the reviewing authors' classification were thoroughly 

discussed between all authors, and inclusion or exclusion decisions were made only after 
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unanimous agreement by all authors.1 As a result of this process, from the initial pool of 361 

publications, 156 were excluded from this SLR, leaving us with a refined corpus of 205 

publications for further analysis. 

Subsequent to the preliminary screening, the full text of each publication was screened 

thoroughly by two independent authors against established inclusion and exclusion criteria. This 

process ensured that only those publications exhibiting the required relevance and overall quality 

were selected for inclusion in the SLR (cf. Menghwar and Daood, 2021).  

The analysis of the full text of the 205 publications resulted in the exclusion of further 163 

publications, for the following reasons:  

i. In 71 cases, the publication were not empirical studies, but rather conceptual studies, 

systematic reviews, meta-analysis, editorial publications, or others that were not conducted 

through qualitative, quantitative or mixed research approaches; 

ii. In 60 cases, the publications are not dealing with the phenomena of "crisis" in accordance with 

the terms of this SLR, either because they were not characterised by one of the keywords 

previously defined, not in line with the definition of crisis predefined, or because they referred 

to financial crisis, which have been specifically excluded from the scope of this SLR; 

iii. In 25 cases, the publications are not approaching organisational learning in accordance with 

the conceptual definition adopted in this SLR, either because the learning phenomena are not 

 
1 Additionally, to quantify the degree of consensus among authors regarding the selection of studies, we have 

estimated the Cohen's Kappa (Cohen, 1960) for both the title and abstract screening, as well as the full-text 
screening processes. Deemed an optimal metric for evaluating the reliability of judgements from different 
observers assessing the same object (Hayes and Hatch, 1999), Cohen’s Kappa serves as a "robust and relatively 
conservative measure of inter-rater reliability" (Lyngdoh et al., 2021, p. 520). This rigorous approach ensures the 
validity of our selection process, strengthening the integrity and reliability of our systematic review. The inter-rater 
agreement for this selection process, quantified through the Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, was estimated at 0.63.This 
value falls within the range classified as "substantial" according to the strength of agreement classification 
proposed by Landis and Koch (1977). This denotes a robust level of consensus among the evaluators during the 
evaluation process, thereby underlining its methodological reliability. 
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being captured at the organisational level, because the learning phenomena are not being 

captured in a clear context of crisis, or because the organisational learning phenomena are not 

being described with the required extent; and 

iv. In 7 cases, the full text of the publication could not be accessed by any means at the disposal 

of the authors. 

All disagreements regarding inclusion or exclusion decisions were discussed and resolved in a 

dedicated meeting attended by all authors.2 

Following the described full-text review, the authors implemented a process of hand-searching 

and citation tracking (Rashman et al., 2009; Adams et al., 2016; Calabrò et al., 2019; Sweeney et 

al., 2019), to ensure that no relevant publication not captured by the database search had been 

erroneously excluded from the SLR. All publications identified through this process were 

subjected to the same stringent inclusion and exclusion criteria applied during the initial screening. 

This search yielded an additional 190 publications, none of which were deemed suitable for 

inclusion in the SLR.  

In the final phase of this selection and evaluation process, we embarked on a meticulous review 

of all 42 included publications. The intent was to extract data pertinent to the SLR and to evaluate 

each study for its general quality as a scientific publication. Quality is defined in this context as 

"the appraisal of a study's internal validity and the degree to which its design, conduct and analysis 

have minimized biases or errors" (Tranfield et al., 2003, p. 215).  

This aforementioned systematic literature review process is graphically depicted in the 

PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (adapted from Page et al., 2021b), in Figure 1 below.

 
2 The Cohen’s Kappa coefficient for the full-text review process was estimated as 0.66. As per the guidelines set by 

Landis and Koch (1977), this indicates a "substantial" degree of consensus among the authors. 



 

 

Figure 1 - PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (Page et al., 2021) 

 



 

     IV. DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS  

All the 42 publications were analytically read and categorised according to the script proposed 

by Sweeney et al. (2019). Minor modifications to this script were made to adapt it to the needs of 

our specific review questions. The resultant classification scheme incorporated the identification 

of the year of publication, author(s), purpose of the study, terms and definitions of relevancy for 

the SLR, theoretical frameworks, research design and measurement instruments, mechanisms of 

learning addressed, conditions that enhance learning, mechanisms of adaptation and their effect in 

organisation capacity, context and sample, audience, as well as key findings (in addition to any 

already described in the previous categories). 

Furthermore, a thorough quality assessment has been performed to all reviewed publications, 

in which we used the quality criteria defined by Pittaway et al. (2004), slightly adapted to be 

consistent with the methodology used in this review. The publications’ quality was assessed with 

regards to its elements of theory robustness, implication for practice, methodology and data 

supporting arguments, generalisability, and contribution to knowledge. These elements were 

assessed using a four-point scale ranging between "Absent" (0) and "High" (3). Consistent with 

prior literature (Nag et al., 2007; Keupp et al., 2012), only the articles that obtained a minimum 

score of “Medium” (2) in all quality categories were included in the SLR. Every publication was 

analytically reviewed and categorised (cf. Sweeney et al., 2019), as well as evaluated according to 

its quality (cf. Pittaway et al., 2004) by one author. Unanimous approval of all authors has been 

required to validate the final categorisation and assessment of all publications.  

Out of 42 publications, 5 did not meet such a threshold and were therefore excluded at this 

stage of our SRL. Consequently, we derived a final set of 37 publications that were subject to in 

depth analysis, consisting of data extraction, thematic analysis and narrative synthesis.  
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After thorough analysis of these 37 publications, we have obtained relevant data on how 

organisations can leverage on organisational learning for successful crisis management and the 

resulting enhancement of their capacity to do so. 

Data extracted from the included publications has been synthesised through a process of 

findings clustering (cf. Klang et al., 2014; Nijmeijer et al., 2014; Zahoor et al., 2020; Köbis et al., 

2021; Menghwar and Daood, 2021), followed by narrative synthesis (Nijmeijer et al., 2014; 

Zahoor et al., 2020). This synthesis includes the thematic aggregation of the analysed content (cf. 

Boiral et al., 2018; Hanelt et al., 2020), encompassing theories and methodologies (Nijmeijer et 

al., 2014).  

The thematic analysis, commonly recognised in management and organisational studies for its 

propensity to encourage theoretical development (Rojon et al., 2021), has been conducted with the 

support of the NVivo software (cf. Pittaway et al., 2004; Thorpe et al., 2005; Adams et al., 2016). 

The final pool of publications deemed pertinent to our study and therefore included in this SLR 

can be descriptively characterised in the following manner: 

● Total count of eligible publications: 37; 

● Temporal scope: spanning from 2004 and 2021; 

● Publications published in: 

Source Publications 

Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management 3 

Learning Organization 3 

Organization Science 3 

Disaster Prevention and Management 2 

Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 2 

Long Range Planning 2 

Tourism Management 2 

Group & Organization Management 1 

Industrial Management & Data Systems  1 
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Industry and Innovation 1 

International Journal of Disaster Risk Science 1 

International Journal of Organization Theory and Behavior 1 

International Journal of Public Sector Performance Management 1 

International Review of Public Administration 1 

Journal of Business Research 1 

Journal of Homeland Security and Emergency Management 1 

Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Management 1 

Journal of Risk Research 1 

Journal of Sustainable Tourism 1 

Journal of Travel and Tourism Marketing 1 

Knowledge and Process Management 1 

Management Learning 1 

Policy Studies 1 

Public Management Review 1 

Risk Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy 1 

SAGE Open 1 

Strategic Management Journal 1 

Table 4 - Distribution of publications included in the SLR by journal 

 

With regards to the research design of the 37 publications, the body of research presented is 

quite diverse, with a clear preference for certain research methods and designs. The dominant 

research design of these 37 publications is deductive (n = 23), and the rest is inductive (n = 14), 

coupled with either quantitative (n =10), or qualitative (n = 27) methods. With regards to its time 

span, part of the publications is longitudinal (n = 5), but most of them are cross-sectional (n = 32). 

Also, most of them are exploratory (n = 28), while others are descriptive (n = 5) or causal (n = 4) 

in nature. 

Concerning the audience of the considered publications, over 85% of the papers engage with 

both academic and professional audiences, suggesting an integration of theory and practice, while 

the remaining papers engage with an academic audience, constituting about 15% of the collection.  
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      V. RESULTS  

i. Unpacking the concepts 

 

By delving into the main theoretical frameworks explored in the literature, we seek to provide 

a clearer and more comprehensive understanding of how organizations adapt and evolve amidst 

challenging circumstances. The key frameworks under consideration are: 

 

a) Crisis 

The term ‘crisis’ “originates from the Greek word krisis, which means differentiation or 

decision” (Ghaderi et al., 2014, pp. 630-631), and in an organisational context it is conceptualised 

as having the following key elements (Anderson, 2006, p. 1291): (i) "a triggering event, which is 

so significant that it challenges the existing structure, routine operations or survival of the 

organization”; (ii) “high threat, short decision time and an element of surprise and urgency”; (iii); 

“a perception of an inability to cope among those directly affected”; (iv) “a turning point, when 

decisive change, which may have both positive and negative connotation, is imminent”; and (v) 

“characterised by 'fluid, unstable, dynamic' situations". 

The events that fall in the categorisation of ‘crises’ are characterised in the literature as being 

“highly unique and unpredictable situations” (Broekema et al., 2017, p. 326), “largely defined in 

terms of their low probability of occurrence, high impact, and ambiguity” (Herbane, 2014, p. 2), 

of a large scale (Min, 2019), with “severe consequences for individuals, organizations and society” 

(Haneberg, 2020, p. 140), requiring them to take decisions in adverse contexts (Schiffino et al., 

2017), undermining the organisational stakeholders “basic assumptions about the system within 

which they work” (Carmeli and Schaubroeck, 2008, p. 179). 
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b) Organisational Learning 

The concept of organisational learning encompasses “both the institutionalization of 

knowledge into the collective organizational know how, and the encoding of knowledge into the 

organizational doctrine or mission” (Keyes and Benavides, 2018, p. 229)., This is seen to be “more 

than the sum of individual learning within organizations”, a process that “requires lesson-drawing 

and knowledge dissemination to become embedded throughout the organization” (Deverell and 

Olsson, 2009, p. 3), which is “generally recognized as a useful way to study the dynamic relation 

between information and knowledge, on the one hand, and organizational action and change, on 

the other” (Dekker and Hansen, 2004, p. 131). The concept of organisational learning also appears 

to refer to “processes of making and updating routines in response to organizational experiences” 

(Min, 2019, p. 228), systematic in nature (Orth and Schuldis, 2021), with effects on “beliefs, ideas, 

culture, policies, knowledge, procedures, routines, structures, protocols, legislation and behaviour” 

(Broekema et al., 2017, p. 328), and aiming to result in “a decrease in the likelihood that an 

organisation will experience a disaster in the future” (Madsen, 2009, p. 862). 

 This conceptual definition serves as the theoretical building block upon which other theories 

and empirical studies are built, including those of learning culture (Moynihan, 2009), 

interorganisational learning (Haneberg, 2020), multi-level learning (Zhou et al., 2018), knowledge 

management (Wang, 2009) and knowledge creation (Qadri et al., 2021), all of which emphasise 

the importance of understanding how organisations learn and adapt during crises. 

 

c) Other theoretical frameworks 

Nyman (2019), drawing on research by Gerlak and Heikkila (2011) and Heikkila and Gerlak 

(2013), introduces us to the collective learning framework (CLF), which suggests that 
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organisational learning "is part of social learning theory with an emphasis on building 

organisational memory based on the experiences of individuals both tacit and explicit knowledge, 

interacting in a team or group” (Nyman, 2019, p. 334). Furthermore, he emphasises that this 

definition has strong links to the learning loops framework proposed by Argyris and Schön (1978). 

Elliott and Macpherson (2010) link organisational learning and crisis management by 

discussing the role of recursive learning in the context of crisis management. Recursive learning 

transforms the acquired knowledge into social practices, informed by institutional norms, 

landscape, and by the utilisation of tools and technologies. This type of learning involves the 

creation of artefacts symbolising the learning that has taken place, thereby forming a network of 

connections and exchanges that firmly affect the progression and resolution of events (Elliott and 

Macpherson, 2010).  

On its turn, Deverell posits that “managerial abilities to process information and make 

reasoned choices are reduced during crises due to analogical reasoning” (2010, p. 685). This 

constraint in managerial decision making (and, by extension, in the organisation’s capacity to 

learn), is explained through the lens of the threat rigidity hypothesis, which suggests that the 

conditions of a crisis event make it much more difficult, at least, to experience learning during the 

crisis (Elliott and Macpherson, 2010). 

Another recurring theoretical lens in the literature is 'risk management', which in this context 

can be defined as “a systematic application of management practices to identifying, analysing, 

treating, and monitoring uncertainties to better advise crisis management” (Wang, 2009, p. 446). 

This emphasises the importance of perceiving (Zhang et al., 2018), identifying, assessing, and 

mitigating the inherent uncertainties and potential hazards that come with crises (Nyman, 2019; 

Oetzel and Oh, 2021).  
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This theoretical lens interrelates with the idea of resilience (Rochet, 2007; Elliott and 

Macpherson, 2010; Nyman, 2019; Bhaskara and Filimonau, 2021; Mithani et al., 2021; Orth and 

Schuldis, 2021), defined by Mithani, Gopalakrishnan and Santoro as “the ability of a system to 

retain or return to its normal position after an externally induced shock that threatens its survival” 

(2021, p. 2). Orth and Schuldis discuss resilience as the “ability to anticipate and absorb external 

disruptions, learn from them and adapt for future challenges, while still pursuing their core 

objectives” (2021, 509). Rochet suggests that resilience is “the amount of disruption needed to 

transform a system from one stable state to another system that will be more complex and stable 

with a better ability to deal with the issues of its environment” (2007, p. 9) echoing that 

organisations must cultivate their resiliency to navigate crises effectively (Elliott and Macpherson, 

2010). 

 

ii. Decoding the mechanisms 

 

In the academic dialogue on organisational learning during crisis situations, several salient 

learning mechanisms are repeatedly emphasised. This synthesis brings these perspectives together 

and explore the similarities and unique insights these may offer. 

A crucial phase in navigating a crisis is the process of sensemaking, which can be compared 

to a "battle over interpretation" due to the possibility of the existence of conflicting interests among 

different organisations and stakeholders in defining the crisis. Conversely, this sensemaking 

process could potentially act as an obstacle to efficient crisis management, particularly as it may 

become a platform for competing interests (Mueller-Seitz and Macpherson, 2014). 

In terms of the level as which learning occurs, the literature refers to the fact that 

organisational learning may occur at three different levels: individual, group and organisational 
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(Zhou et al., 2018). Considering this composition of learning levels, Ghaderi, Mat Som and Wang 

argue that “some definitions emphasize individual learning in organizations, others argue that 

organizational learning is more than individual learning despite the recognition of individuals as 

active agents" (2014, p. p.628), highlighting the important role of individual learning in the context 

of organisational learning and the fact that such learning post-crisis is a continuous process that 

goes beyond the crisis event itself (Broekema et al., 2017). With regards to the first, “individual 

learning happens among specific employees”, while “group learning takes place across employee 

groups and/or clusters”, and, in its turn, organisational learning “occurs at an aggregate level of 

company's leadership” (Bhaskara and Filimonau, 2021, p. 366). 

Another theme that is frequently mentioned in the literature is the timespan of learning. 

Understanding how organisations learn in crises also requires considering the temporal dimensions 

of learning. In terms of the temporal aspects of learning from crisis, we distinguish between ‘intra-

crisis’ and ‘inter-cris learning’. While the first implies real-time learning by crisis management 

actors, the latter involves insights from previous crises to inform present crisis management 

scenarios (Mueller-Seitz and Macpherson, 2014; Lee et al., 2020). 

‘Inter-crisis learning’ has a richer information corpus, largely because it is less challenging to 

document than intra-crisis learning and it is recognised in the literature as being of significant 

importance (Madsen, 2009; Chebbi and Pündrich, 2015; Schiffino et al., 2017; Currie-Mueller, 

2018; Oetzel and Oh, 2021). 

Also, the literature is quite consensual in underlining the important of vicarious learning, 

i.e., learning through the experiences of others (Madsen, 2009; Currie-Mueller, 2018; Min, 2019; 

Betten et al., 2021; Oetzel and Oh, 2021). This occurs through two major mechanisms. The first 

mechanism is observation: learning originates from the observing and making sense of how an 
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event affected a peer. The second mechanism is networking: learning originates from transfers of 

knowledge between networking partners (Min, 2019). For example, Min discusses learning 

‘spillover’, a particular type of learning from networking that occurs when “the knowledge from 

one firm's experiences can spill over to other firms through interfirm interactions” (2019, p. 228). 

Another topic that emerges from the literature is the role of forgetting and unlearning. The 

potential adverse influence of forgetting on crisis management is noteworthy. Inadequate measures 

to solidify and preserve experiential knowledge within organisations may diminish preparedness 

and undermine effective response to subsequent crises (Oetzel and Oh, 2021). 

The act of unlearning, which can be described as “the reversible process of intentionally 

discarding routines based on mental models” (Orth and Schuldis, 2021, p. 510), is instrumental in 

navigating crises (Ghaderi et al., 2014; Orth and Schuldis, 2021) as it facilitates the detaching of 

non-adequate frameworks and methodologies that may no longer hold relevance in evolving 

landscapes, therefore requiring “unlearning of previous beliefs primarily as a way to make room 

for new knowledge” (Ghaderi et al., 2014, p. 644). The role of unlearning extends beyond an 

isolated procedure, as it can also increase the assimilation of new insights during transformative 

phases. Consequently, unlearning is understood to exert broader organisational effects, such as 

strengthening an organisation's responsiveness to change (Oetzel and Oh, 2021). 

In exploring cognitive dimensions of organizational learning, Rerup (2009) advocates for 

attentional triangulation, wherein three facets of attention—stability, vividness, and coherence—

play a crucial role in identifying issues “that have the potential of having critical consequences for 

the organization" (Rerup, 2009, p. 876). Moreover, through this lens the concept of cognitive 

learning is emphasised, which encapsulates the evolution of an organisation's fundamental beliefs 

or assumptions as it assimilates new experiences (Deverell and Olsson, 2009). 



ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING IN CRISIS: A SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 

21 

 

Finally, the seminal work of Argyris and Schön (1974; 1978; 1996) on single, double, and 

triple-loop learning resonates across multiple authors' works (Carmeli and Schaubroeck, 2008; 

Deverell and Olsson, 2009; Moynihan, 2009; Thompson, 2012; Chekkar-Mansouri and Onnee, 

2013; Ghaderi et al., 2014; Chebbi and Pündrich, 2015; Schiffino et al., 2017; Nyman, 2019; Lee 

et al., 2020; Bhaskara and Filimonau, 2021; Jaaron et al., 2021; Qadri et al., 2021).  

The authors underline the need for organisations to move beyond single-loop learning, which 

is in fact “appropriate for routine, repetitive operations” and “allows organizations to do the same 

things better" (Moynihan, 2009, p. 189), being therefore a “simple and instrumental process”, 

supporting the follow-up of “theories-in-use, such as missions, rules, plans, policies or protocols" 

(Lee et al., 2020, p. 246). It can be described as a straightforward problem analysis framework 

(Jaaron et al., 2021), such as an error-and-correction process (Carmeli and Schaubroeck, 2008). 

With regards to double-loop learning, the literature refers to it occuring when organisational 

stakeholders “test and change the basic assumptions that underpin their mission and key policies" 

(Moynihan, 2009, pp. 189-190). Nevertheless, it is “a more reflective process that involves 

questioning the legitimacy of existing theories-in-use. It focuses on assessing and updating the 

values and assumptions underlying extant policies in light of new situations and seeking new 

solutions if necessary" (Lee et al., 2020, pp. 246-247). Also, according to Jaaron, Pham and 

Cogonon, it requires “system-wide thinking to facilitate profound shifts in business offerings” (p. 

1033) and “offers problem analysis and rectification of errors that are associated with a change in 

the rudimentary beliefs, boundaries, time horizon, goals, and values" (2021, p. 1037). 

Triple-loop learning is the one that occurs at a more transformative layer, representing “an 

upheaval of organizational goals, means, values, and desires” (Nyman, 2019, p. 350) 
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iii. Conditioning learning and adaptation 

 

In the realm of organizational learning, understanding the factors that facilitate effective 

learning in the context of a crisis is fundamental. The literature highlights several conditions, 

supported by empirical findings, that enhance an organization's ability to adapt. The following 

table summarizes these key conditions: 

 



 

Categories Conditions Authors 

Experience 

and 

knowledge 

management 

Adopting double-loop learning practices Moynihan (2009); Lee et al. (2020) 

 Capacity to forget and unlearn unsuitable practices or protocols 
Ghaderi et al. (2014); Chebbi and Pündrich (2015); Broekema 

et al. (2017) 
 Collective perception and attitude towards crises Herbane (2014); Zhang et al. (2018); Mithani et al. (2021) 
 Establishing clear mandates for individuals to manage problems  Rochet (2007); Nyman (2019) 
 Improved signal detection Paraskevas & Altinay (2013) 
 Leveraging crises as audits to identify weaknesses Christianson et al. (2009) 
 Mechanisms to formalise, codify, and share lessons Paraskevas & Altinay (2013) 
 Post-crisis knowledge maintenance Chebbi & Pündrich (2015); Currie-Mueller (2018) 

 Previous experiences with crises (with the impact-fullness of these experiences 

influencing preparedness) 

Christianson et al. (2009); Deverell (2010); Ghaderi et al. 

(2014); Herbane (2014); Zhang et al. (2018); Zhou et al. 

(2018); Lee et al. (2020); Betten et al. (2021); Mithani et al. 

(2021); Oetzel and Oh (2021) 
 Routines amplifying learning Elliott & Macpherson (2010); Ghaderi et al. (2014) 
 Shared vision concerning the management of the crisis and its aftermath Chebbi and Pündrich (2015) 

Human 

Resources and 

Leadership 

Active preparation, engagement, and involvement of staff and leadership 

Anderson (2006); Rochet (2007); Carmeli and Schaubroeck 

(2008); Doerfler and Baumann (2014); Schiffino et al. (2017); 

Nyman (2019); Betten et al. (2021); Jaaron et al. (2021) 
 Continuity of key staff and leadership during crises Bhaskara & Filimonau (2021) 

 Granting staff legitimacy to take action towards managing adversities 
Mueller-Seitz and Macpherson (2014); Keyes and Benavides 

(2018) 

 Having staff with previous experience in crises 
Ghaderi et al. (2014); Broekema et al. (2017); Zhang et al. 

(2018) 
 Having staff with troubleshooting roles Rerup (2009) 

 Heightened managerial accountability and leadership capacity  
Chekkar-Mansouri and Onnee (2013); Herbane (2014); Lee et 

al. (2020) 

 Retaining and empowering leadership and staff experienced in dealing with 

crises  

Anderson (2006); Madsen (2009); Doerfler and Baumann 

(2014); Schiffino et al. (2017); Zhang et al. (2018); Min 

(2019); Betten et al. (2021); Bhaskara and Filimonau (2021) 

Organisational 

culture 
Attention to processes, details, and interdependencies Carmeli & Schaubroeck (2008) 

 Capacity to communicate effectively Herbane (2014) 

 Centralised structure to manage and prepare for crisis situations 
Moynihan (2009); Chekkar-Mansouri and Onnee (2013); 

Schiffino et al. (2017); Lee et al. (2020) 
 Collective and convergent sensemaking efforts Mueller-Seitz & Macpherson (2014) 
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 Decentralised crisis management approach 
Deverell & Olsson (2009); Chekkar-Mansouri & Onnee 

(2013) 
 Encouraging exploration, error tolerance, and experimentation Carmeli & Schaubroeck (2008); Nyman (2019) 

 
Enhanced flexibility and adaptation 

Rochet (2007); Deverell (2010); Elliott and Macpherson 

(2010); Thompson (2012); Herbane (2014) 

 High tolerance for failures and psychological safety Carmeli & Schaubroeck (2008) 

 Institutionalisation of explicit knowledge Oetzel & Oh (2021) 

 Nurturing organisational resilience Nyman (2019); Orth & Schuldis (2021) 

 Openness for sharing information Dekker and Hansen (2004); Broekema et al. (2017) 

 
Organisational environment prone to knowledge codification 

Christianson et al. (2009); Moynihan (2009); Paraskevas and 

Altinay (2013); Jaaron et al. (2021); Oetzel and Oh (2021) 

 

Organisational environment prone to knowledge creation 

Dekker and Hansen (2004); Paraskevas and Altinay (2013); 

Chebbi and Pündrich (2015); Zhang et al. (2018); Zhou et al. 

(2018); Jaaron et al. (2021) 

 

Suitable organisational culture 

Christianson et al. (2009); Thompson (2012); Ghaderi et al. 

(2014); Broekema et al. (2017); Keyes and Benavides (2018); 

Zhou et al. (2018); Jaaron et al. (2021); Qadri et al. (2021) 

 
Willingness to learn from others 

Carmeli & Schaubroeck (2008); Doerfler & Baumann (2014); 

Oetzel & Oh (2021) 

Information 

Management  
Capacity to foster data collection to support decision making Lee et al. (2020) 

 Existence and suitability of established tools, infrastructure, and norms Elliott and Macpherson (2010) 
 Reliable and credible information flow Anderson (2006); Keyes & Benavides (2018) 

External and 

contextual 

influence 

Active interorganisational alliances Mithani et al. (2021) 

 External environmental factors Broekema et al. (2017); Lee et al. (2020); Jaaron et al. (2021) 
 Geographical proximity to the crisis event Betten et al. (2021); Mithani et al. (2021) 
 Leveraging convergent interests Mueller-Seitz and Macpherson (2014) 
 Politicisation of crisis management (may enhance or constrain) Dekker and Hansen (2004); Deverell (2010) 

 
Vicarious learning (learning from the experience of other organisations) 

Wang (2009); Currie-Mueller (2018); Lee et al. (2020); Betten 

(2021) 

Table 5 – Conditions that enhance learning in crises 



 

VI. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study begins by unpacking the key theoretical frameworks related to organisational 

adaptation in the face of crises. The components defining a crisis are well-established in the 

literature, characterised by unpredictability, high impact, and urgent decision-making under 

adverse conditions (Anderson, 2006; Herbane, 2014; Broekema et al., 2017; Haneberg, 2020). In 

contrast, organisational learning encompasses a broader conceptualisation, serving as the 

theoretical foundation for various interconnected frameworks. 

A critical insight into organisational learning is that it extends beyond individual knowledge 

to the institutionalisation of collective knowledge (Keyes and Benavides, 2018), thereby shaping 

organisational beliefs, routines, and behaviours (Broekema et al., 2017; Min, 2019) This 

understanding is essential for studying how organisations learn and adapt during crises.  

Furthermore, integrating risk management and resilience frameworks underscores the 

importance of managing uncertainties and adapting to disruptions. These frameworks emphasise 

the necessity for resilient and adaptive organisational cultures that can thrive during crises (Wang, 

2009; Elliott and Macpherson, 2010; Nyman, 2019; Mithani et al., 2021; Orth and Schuldis, 2021). 

The sensemaking process during crises is identified as a critical practice where conflicting 

interests can both aid and hinder effective crisis management (Mueller-Seitz and Macpherson, 

2014). Temporal dimensions of learning, distinguishing between intra-crisis and inter-crisis 

learning, are crucial, with the latter providing richer information for organisational preparedness 

(Madsen, 2009; Chebbi and Pündrich, 2015; Schiffino et al., 2017; Currie-Mueller, 2018; Oetzel 

and Oh, 2021). Also, vicarious learning through observation and networking, along with the 

process of unlearning outdated practices, is essential for organisational adaptation (Madsen, 2009; 

Currie-Mueller, 2018; Min, 2019; Betten et al., 2021; Oetzel and Oh, 2021).  
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Finally, we focused our attention on the conditions that enhance the capacity of an organisation 

to learn and adapt in the context of a crisis. Our synthesis identifies several key factors that foster 

an organisation's adaptive capabilities, underscoring the urgent need for organisations to cultivate 

skills in experience and knowledge management, human resources and leadership, organisational 

culture, information management, as well as external and contextual influence. These conditions 

collectively enhance the resilience and adaptive capacity of organisations facing crises. Integrating 

these conditions not only prepares organisations to manage immediate crises but also equips them 

to anticipate and navigate future disruptions, ensuring sustained performance and growth. 

 

Insights from our study allow us to identify a number of directions for future research, which 

we encourage the academic community to explore. The first promising area of development is the 

foundation of methodological standards to the execution of SLRs. There are several brilliantly 

performed systematic literature reviews in the field of management and organisational studies, as 

well as seminal publications with methodological guides on how to execute SLRs, but there are 

still many academic journals publishing SLRs that lack the scientific rigour that should be 

characteristic of SLRs. In claiming this, we subscribe to Hiebl's argument that "future systematic 

reviews of management research could be made even more structured, transparent, and 

comprehensive" (Hiebl, 2023, p. 251). Secondly, we argue that future research could explore 

further the role of organisational resiliency as a condition for organisational performance, 

especially in adverse contexts, such as crisis. Organisational resiliency has the potential to be 

researched empirically through numerous perspectives, and the scientific community would 

benefit from having further theorisation and methodologies to understand and measure 

organisational resiliency. 
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Finally, we argue that there is an increasing need to understand how organisations have 

changed in the post-pandemic world (referring to the global outbreak of COVID-19). The way 

organisations operate in this new reality is enormously different from how they used to before the 

pandemic, therefore further research is needed to assess how several aspects of organisational 

systems and ways of navigating them have been adapted and developed. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

We have explored the underlying processes of organisational learning through which 

organisations enhance their capacity to manage current and future crises. This comprehensive 

research addresses the fragmented understanding of this relationship. This SLR offers a clear 

picture of the complexity of our overarching review question, underlining the efficiency of the 

methodology employed, within which we expect to adhere to the imperative efforts against the 

increasingly visible “replicability and reproducibility problem in management research” (Hensel, 

2021, p. 577). Adhering to stringent SLR methodological guidelines, we collated 6401 

publications and read 42 in full, through a systematic approach to reduction.  

By meticulously analysing and integrating empirical evidence from established scholars, this 

synthesis provides a comprehensive framework that outlines how organizations can effectively 

manage crises. The methodological rigor employed ensures that the insights and recommendations 

are not only theoretically sound but also practically applicable. This pioneering work sets a new 

standard in the field, bridging the gap between academic research and practical application, 

therefore providing a robust foundation for developing resiliency-driven organizational strategies 

and guiding future academic studies. 

Though we have endeavoured to ensure the rigour of this study, it is not without its limitations. 
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The first limitation refers to the rigour of the SLR itself; because of its rigour, there are chances 

that highly relevant literature to the phenomena being reviewed has not been included in the study.  

Secondly, due to the size of our initial database, the first screening of the article titles and 

abstracts, aiming to exclude those obviously not meeting the defined inclusion criteria, has been 

performed by one author. Though we are confident that this has not impacted the conclusions of 

this study, it is worth mentioning that this may have increased the risk of bias, notably considering 

that in single abstract screening around 13% of relevant studies are missed (Gartlehner, 2020). 

Thirdly, in the course of this SLR, and because we have adopted a conservative approach in 

the selection of keywords to refer to a phenomenon being studied, we have noted that some papers 

might not have the most suitable keywords indicated in their metadata, which increases reasonably 

the difficulty of considering them in the early stages of an SLR. We encourage researchers to make 

sure their publication’s metadata is accurate and extensive enough to be easily detected by whoever  

might be looking for it.  

Finally, it is worth noting that we have constrained our search to English-language publications 

only, and there are certainly very valuable publications written in other languages, which for that 

reason have not been included in our SLR. 
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