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Abstract  

Public administration systems globally are confronting an era of compounding, cascading disruptions - from pandemics 

and climate-induced disasters to geopolitical instability, fiscal shocks, and the systemic risks of accelerating technological 

change. In this context, organizational resilience has emerged as a central imperative for public institutions, yet scholarly 

understanding of how government organizations build, sustain, and deploy resilience capacity remains theoretically 

fragmented and empirically thin relative to the practical urgency of the challenge. This article develops the Adaptive 

Governance Resilience Framework (AGRF), a theoretically integrated, empirically grounded model of organizational 

resilience in public administration contexts. The AGRF is developed through a systematic review of 96 peer-reviewed studies 

(2003-2025) and validated through cross-case analysis of institutional responses to seven major crisis events across fifteen 

government organizations in Asia, Europe, and Africa. Drawing on complexity theory, organizational learning theory, and the 

crisis management literature, the AGRF identifies absorptive capacity, adaptive capacity, and transformative capacity as the 

three pillars of public sector resilience, specifying their antecedents, developmental pathways, and performance implications. 

Key findings reveal that transformative resilience - the capacity to reconfigure governance systems in response to crisis signals 

is the most consequential and least institutionalized capacity dimension in government organizations; that inter-organizational 

trust networks function as the most critical resilience infrastructure whose development cannot be deferred to the crisis 

response phase; and that governance structures characterized by excessive hierarchical rigidity systematically impede adaptive 

capacity while paradoxically providing the command clarity valued during acute crisis response. The article concludes with a 

structured policy agenda for building institutional resilience in public administration. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

The first quarter of the twenty-first century has delivered an accelerating succession of large-scale disruptions that have 

tested public administration systems with a severity and frequency arguably unprecedented in peacetime history. The global 

financial crisis of 2008-2009, the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020-2022, the intensifying frequency and magnitude of climate-

related disasters, cascading supply chain disruptions, and emerging geopolitical conflicts have collectively demonstrated that 

the capacity of government institutions to absorb, adapt to, and recover from acute disruptions is a fundamental determinant 

of societal welfare and democratic stability (Boin et al., 2017; Lodge & Wegrich, 2014). The concept of organizational 

resilience broadly defined as the ability of an organization to anticipate, prepare for, respond to, and adapt in order to survive 

and prosper in the face of turbulent change (British Standards Institution, 2014) has consequently moved from a specialist 

concern in emergency management scholarship to a central strategic priority in public administration discourse. 

Yet notwithstanding this heightened policy salience, the scholarly literature on organizational resilience in public 

administration remains characterized by significant theoretical fragmentation, conceptual ambiguity, and limited empirical 

cumulation (Duchek, 2020; van der Vegt et al., 2015). Three gaps are particularly consequential. First, dominant 

conceptualizations of resilience in the public sector literature emphasize recovery and continuity the capacity to return to pre-
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disruption equilibrium while undertheorizing transformative resilience: the capacity to reconfigure governance systems and 

emerge from crisis with enhanced adaptive capability (Meerow et al., 2016). Second, the antecedents of public sector resilience 

the organizational, leadership, and institutional conditions that enable resilient responses - have been identified descriptively 

in case studies but have not been integrated into a theoretically coherent framework with explanatory and predictive power 

(Boin & Lodge, 2016). Third, the relational and network dimensions of public sector resilience the role of inter-organizational 

trust networks, cross-sector partnerships, and community relationships in enabling and constraining government resilience - 

have been undertheorized relative to their evident importance in crisis response evidence (Kapucu & Hu, 2016). 

This article addresses these gaps by developing the Adaptive Governance Resilience Framework (AGRF), a 

theoretically integrated model that conceptualizes public sector organizational resilience as a multi-dimensional capacity 

construct and specifies its antecedents, developmental pathways, and performance implications. The AGRF advances existing 

frameworks by: integrating complexity theory, organizational learning theory, and crisis management scholarship within a 

unified analytical architecture; distinguishing absorptive, adaptive, and transformative resilience as analytically distinct 

capacity dimensions with different antecedents and development requirements; and systematically incorporating the relational 

and network dimensions of resilience that have been undertheorized in prior frameworks. 

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 presents the systematic literature review. Section 3 develops the theoretical 

foundations of the AGRF. Section 4 describes the research methodology. Section 5 presents findings and discussion organized 

around the AGRF's key propositions. Section 6 addresses practice and policy implications. Section 7 concludes with limitations 

and future research priorities. 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Conceptualizing Organizational Resilience 

Organizational resilience as a scholarly construct has roots across multiple disciplinary traditions including ecology 

(Holling, 1973), systems engineering (Woods, 2015), organizational psychology (Weick, 1993), and strategic management 

(Hamel & Valikangas, 2003). These diverse intellectual origins have produced a rich but conceptually heterogeneous literature, 

with resilience variously conceptualized as a property (a stable characteristic of systems), a process (a dynamic sequence of 

responses to adversity), and a capacity (a developable organizational capability). The property conception, dominant in 

engineering and ecological traditions, risks treating resilience as static and pre-given rather than as something organizations 

actively build and deploy. The process conception, prominent in crisis management scholarship, provides dynamic explanatory 

purchase but risks conflating resilience with crisis response without specifying the organizational conditions that enable 

effective response. The capacity conception, increasingly dominant in organizational and strategic management scholarship, 

treats resilience as a developable, manageable organizational asset the conceptualization adopted in this article (Duchek, 2020). 

Seminal contributions to resilience conceptualization in organizational contexts include Weick's (1993) landmark 

analysis of the Mann Gulch disaster, which identified sense-making capability and improvisation under uncertainty as core 

resilience components; Hamel and Valikangas's (2003) argument for "strategic resilience" as a continuous capacity for strategic 

reinvention rather than a crisis response capability; and Lengnick-Hall et al.'s (2011) framework distinguishing cognitive, 

behavioral, and contextual antecedents of organizational resilience. More recently, Duchek (2020) proposed a process model 

of organizational resilience comprising three sequential phases - anticipation, coping, and adaptation - each requiring distinct 

organizational capabilities. The AGRF builds on this process model while extending it to incorporate the distinctive 

institutional and governance features of public organizations. 

2.2. Resilience in Public Administration: Distinctive Features and Challenges 

Public organizations exhibit a distinctive resilience profile shaped by features largely absent from private sector 

organizations. Boin et al. (2017) identified four characteristics that differentiate public sector crisis management from private 

sector counterparts: political accountability (leaders face democratic scrutiny for crisis responses), multi-organizational 

coordination requirements (effective crisis response almost invariably requires inter-agency and cross-sector collaboration), 

public communication obligations (government institutions must maintain citizen trust and manage public perception 

throughout crisis), and the dual role of crisis cause and crisis responder (government agencies frequently bear partial 

responsibility for the conditions that produce crises while being expected to lead responses). 

Lodge and Wegrich (2014) argued that public sector resilience requires what they termed "administrative capacity" 

encompassing regulatory, analytical, delivery, and coordination capabilities - as the foundational infrastructure on which crisis 

response is built. Governments with degraded administrative capacity whether through austerity-driven capacity reduction, 

institutional neglect, or chronic underinvestment in public management capability are systematically less resilient, a prediction 

borne out in comparative evidence on pandemic preparedness (Fukuyama, 2020) and climate disaster management (Meerow 

et al., 2016). 

The COVID-19 pandemic provided a large-scale natural experiment in public sector resilience, generating comparative 

evidence across more than 190 national government responses. Fukuyama (2020) identified state capacity, social trust, and 

leadership quality as the three primary determinants of national pandemic management effectiveness a finding broadly 

consistent with AGRF predictions but requiring more granular organizational-level theorization to guide institutional design 

and management practice. Wu et al. (2022) examined sub-national government resilience during the pandemic and found that 

inter-organizational network density and pre-existing inter-agency trust relationships were stronger predictors of response 

effectiveness than organizational resources, underscoring the relational foundations of public sector resilience. 

2.3. Crisis Management Theory and Its Relationship to Resilience 

Crisis management scholarship constitutes a major tributary of the organizational resilience literature, offering rich 
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conceptual and empirical resources for understanding how organizations respond to acute disruptions. The dominant 

crisis management framework in public administration scholarship Boin et al.'s (2017) five-phase model of sense-making, 

decision-making, meaning-making, terminating, and learning provides a process account of crisis response that complements 

the capacity account offered by resilience frameworks. Sense-making, in particular, has been identified as a foundational crisis 

management capability: the organizational capacity to rapidly interpret ambiguous signals, construct shared understandings of 

crisis situations, and guide adaptive responses under conditions of uncertainty and time pressure (Weick, 1993). 

Pearson and Clair (1998) distinguished between organizational crises that trigger resilience demanding and developing 

organizational adaptive capability through the experience of adversity and those that overwhelm it, producing organizational 

failure or severe dysfunction. This distinction implies that moderate adversity exposure may actually strengthen resilience by 

building organizational learning and adaptive capacity, while extreme or novel crises exceed existing absorptive capacity 

thresholds and require transformative reconfiguration. This theoretical prediction is incorporated in the AGRF as the capacity 

threshold proposition - a key boundary condition governing the relationship between crisis severity and resilience outcomes. 

2.4. Organizational Learning as a Resilience Foundation 

Organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Senge, 1990) provides critical micro-foundational resources 

for the AGRF, specifying the cognitive and behavioral processes through which organizations develop and update the 

knowledge, routines, and capabilities that constitute resilience. Argyris and Schon's (1978) distinction between single-loop 

learning (error correction within existing frameworks) and double-loop learning (questioning and revising the governing 

assumptions that produced errors) maps directly onto the AGRF's distinction between absorptive resilience (restoring disrupted 

functions within existing frameworks) and transformative resilience (reconfiguring governance systems in response to 

evidence that existing frameworks are inadequate). Double-loop learning, and the organizational cultures and leadership 

behaviors that enable it, is theorized in the AGRF as a primary antecedent of transformative resilience capacity the most 

consequential and least institutionalized dimension of public sector resilience. 

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1. Complexity Theory and Adaptive Systems 

Complexity theory (Holland, 1995; Stacey, 1996) conceptualizes organizations as complex adaptive systems (CAS) - 

non-linear, dynamic entities whose behavior cannot be predicted from the properties of their components and which exhibit 

emergent patterns arising from interactions among agents. In public administration contexts, complexity theory has been 

deployed to explain phenomena including policy implementation dynamics (Cairney, 2012), collaborative governance (Ansell 

& Torfing, 2021), and the non-linear dynamics of public sector reform (Lodge & Wegrich, 2014). 

The CAS framework contributes three core insights to the AGRF. First, it establishes that resilience in complex 

environments requires not just robustness (the ability to resist disruption) but adaptability (the ability to evolve in response to 

disruption), and that these two properties exist in productive tension systems optimized for robustness through standardization 

and hierarchy may sacrifice the adaptive flexibility that resilience in genuinely novel environments demands (Holling, 1973). 

Second, complexity theory predicts that resilient systems exhibit redundancy (multiple pathways for achieving critical 

functions), modularity (semi-autonomous subsystems that can absorb local failures without systemic cascade), and diversity 

(varied approaches and perspectives that enhance collective sense making under uncertainty). Third, complexity theory 

highlights the critical role of connectivity the relational networks through which information, resources, and adaptive responses 

flow - as a structural determinant of system resilience (Holland, 1995). 

3.2. The Three-Capacity Architecture of the AGRF 

The AGRF organizes public sector organizational resilience around three analytically distinct but dynamically 

interconnected capacity dimensions, each corresponding to a phase of organizational response to disruption and each drawing 

on distinct theoretical resources. Absorptive capacity - the ability to withstand and contain the immediate impacts of disruption 

while maintaining critical service delivery draws on organizational slack theory (Cyert & March, 1963), redundancy design 

`(Weick, 1993), and crisis management sense-making frameworks (Boin et al., 2017). Absorptive capacity is operationalized 

in the AGRF through four components: resource slack (financial, human, and infrastructure reserves available for crisis 

deployment), operational redundancy (multiple pathways for delivering critical services), sense-making capability (rapid 

situation interpretation and shared understanding construction), and crisis communication capacity (timely, accurate, and trust-

building public communication during disruption). 

Adaptive capacity - the ability to adjust organizational processes, structures, and service delivery approaches in 

response to the changing demands of a disruption episode - draws on dynamic capabilities theory (Teece et al., 1997) and 

organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schon, 1978). Adaptive capacity in the AGRF encompasses inter-organizational 

network activation (mobilizing collaborative relationships with partner agencies, civil society, and community organizations), 

improvisation capability (enabling frontline teams to develop novel solutions within broad strategic parameters), and cross-

boundary leadership (coordinating adaptive responses across organizational and sectoral boundaries). The network activation 

component positions the relational infrastructure of resilience as central to adaptive capacity - a theoretical positioning 

supported by the cross-national crisis evidence reviewed. 

Transformative capacity the ability to fundamentally reconfigure governance arrangements, organizational structures, 

and service delivery systems in response to evidence that pre-crisis approaches are inadequate for post-crisis environments 

draws primarily on double-loop organizational learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978), strategic renewal theory (Hamel & 

Valikangas, 2003), and complexity theory's concept of adaptive evolution in CAS (Holland, 1995). Transformative capacity is 

operationalized through institutional learning systems (mechanisms for capturing, analyzing, and institutionalizing crisis 

lessons), strategic flexibility (governance authorization frameworks that allow post-crisis strategic reconfiguration without 
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bureaucratic inertia), and leadership courageous questioning (the willingness of senior leaders to challenge pre-crisis 

assumptions rather than seeking a return to pre-crisis equilibrium). The AGRF theorizes transformative capacity as the most 

consequential dimension for long-run institutional resilience and the one least developed in most public administration 

systems. 

3.3. Relational Infrastructure as the Connective Tissue of Resilience 

Cutting across all three capacity dimensions, the AGRF positions inter-organizational trust networks as the connective 

tissue of public sector resilience   the relational infrastructure that enables absorptive, adaptive, and transformative capacities 

to be activated and sustained across organizational boundaries. Drawing on network governance theory (Koppenjan & Klijn, 

2004), social capital theory (Putnam, 2000), and crisis network management scholarship (Kapucu & Hu, 2016), the AGRF 

theorizes that high-trust, dense inter-organizational networks: accelerate information flows critical for rapid crisis sense-

making; enable resource sharing and joint capacity deployment during absorptive response; facilitate the collaborative 

problem-solving required for adaptive response; and provide the cross-organizational legitimacy for the governance 

reconfiguration involved in transformative response. The AGRF further theorizes that relational resilience infrastructure must 

be developed during non-crisis periods - crisis events are poorly suited to trust-building because of the time pressure, resource 

competition, and blame dynamics that characterize acute disruptions (Kapucu & Hu, 2016). 

3.4. The Adaptive Governance Resilience Framework: Integrated Architecture 

The AGRF integrates these theoretical strands into a four-layer framework. Layer 1 specifies the organizational 

antecedents of resilience capacity: leadership commitment to resilience as a strategic priority, organizational learning culture 

(supporting inquiry, experimentation, and double-loop reflection), governance authorization frameworks (enabling flexible 

response without bureaucratic constraint), and relational capital (pre-invested inter-organizational trust networks). Layer 2 

specifies the three capacity dimensions (absorptive, adaptive, transformative) and their component elements. Layer 3 specifies 

the crisis response processes through which capacity dimensions are activated: anticipation (pre-crisis signal detection and 

preparation), response (crisis-phase capacity mobilization), recovery (post-crisis stabilization and learning), and renewal (post-

crisis governance reconfiguration). Layer 4 specifies four resilience outcome dimensions: continuity of critical services, equity 

of crisis impact distribution across citizen groups, learning gain (enhancement of future resilience capacity through crisis 

experience), and governance legitimacy (citizen and stakeholder trust in public institutions' crisis management). 

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1. Research Design 

This study employs a mixed-method research design combining a systematic literature review (Phase 1) with 

comparative cross-case analysis of crisis response evidence (Phase 2), organized within a critical realist epistemological 

framework (Bhaskar, 1978). Critical realism is well suited to organizational resilience research because it enables theoretical 

explanation of the generative mechanisms that produce resilience outcomes without requiring the assumption of universal 

causal laws an epistemological virtue in a domain characterized by significant contextual variation in how resilience 

mechanisms are activated and constrained. 

4.2. Systematic Literature Review 

Electronic database searches were conducted in Web of Science, Scopus, JSTOR, ProQuest Public Administration 

Collection, and Google Scholar. The primary search string combined: ("organizational resilience" OR "institutional resilience" 

OR "crisis management" OR "disaster management" OR "emergency management") AND ("public administration" OR "public 

sector" OR "government" OR "public organization") AND ("framework" OR "capacity" OR "capability" OR "adaptive" OR 

"recovery"). Searches were limited to peer-reviewed English-language publications from January 2003 to March 2025. The 

initial retrieval of 2,108 records was reduced to 96 included studies following duplicate removal, title-and-abstract screening, 

and full-text eligibility assessment. Inter-rater reliability for screening was kappa = .86 (McHugh, 2012). Data extraction was 

conducted using a structured template capturing theoretical orientation, organizational context, resilience constructs, crisis 

type, analytical method, and key findings. 

4.3. Comparative Cross-Case Analysis 

Fifteen government organizations from nine countries were selected for cross-case analysis using theoretical purposive 

sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989), targeting maximum variation across crisis type, institutional context, organizational level, and 

response trajectory. Seven crisis events provided the analytical anchors: COVID-19 pandemic responses (New Zealand 

Ministry of Health; South Korean Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; Indian District Collectorate crisis management 

units in Kerala); climate disaster responses (Philippines National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council; 

Mozambique National Institute of Meteorology and response agencies); fiscal crisis management (Greece's General Secretariat 

for Public Revenue during the 2010-2015 debt crisis; Cyprus Treasury Department during the 2012-2013 banking crisis); and 

infrastructure disruption management (Singapore Public Utilities Board during the 2018 drinking water contamination 

incident; Japan Cabinet Secretariat crisis coordination during the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and nuclear incident). Data sources 

included official inquiry reports, parliamentary and legislative committee records, independent evaluation studies, journalistic 

investigations, and published academic case studies. Data analysis employed systematic within-case and cross-case pattern 

matching (Miles et al., 2020) guided by the AGRF's theoretical architecture. 
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V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1. Finding 1: Transformative Capacity is the Most Consequential and Least Institutionalized Resilience Dimension  

Across the 96 reviewed studies and the 15 case organizations, transformative capacity the ability to fundamentally 

reconfigure governance arrangements in response to crisis evidence emerged as the resilience dimension most strongly 

associated with long-run institutional performance and the one most chronically underinvested in government organizations. 

The pattern was systematic: organizations demonstrating absorptive capacity (maintaining service continuity during acute 

disruption) were common; those demonstrating adaptive capacity (adjusting processes and structures during the response 

phase) were less common but documented in the majority of better-resourced cases; organizations demonstrating 

transformative capacity (genuinely reconfiguring governance arrangements based on crisis learning) were rare and 

distinguished by specific antecedent conditions. 

New Zealand's pandemic response provided perhaps the clearest illustration of transformative capacity in action. The 

Ministry of Health's rapid reconfiguration of primary care delivery toward telehealth platforms, the reorientation of public 

health communication around science-based transparency, and the post-crisis institutionalization of pandemic preparedness 

infrastructure represented genuine governance reconfiguration rather than mere operational adaptation. The antecedent 

conditions enabling this transformation included: prior investment in organizational learning systems (a formal lessons-learned 

infrastructure developed after the 2019 Whakaari volcanic eruption); a senior leadership cadre with demonstrated commitment 

to evidence-based policy adaptation; and a political authorization environment that rewarded rapid strategic adjustment over 

rigid adherence to pre-crisis plans (Boin et al., 2017). 

5.2. Finding 2: Inter-Organizational Trust Networks are the Most Critical Resilience Infrastructure 

The cross-case evidence provided unambiguous support for the AGRF's proposition that inter-organizational trust 

networks constitute the most critical resilience infrastructure, with network quality being a stronger predictor of response 

effectiveness than organizational resources, formal emergency plans, or technological systems across the seven crisis events 

analyzed. South Korea's COVID-19 response illustrated the trust network hypothesis with particular clarity: the rapid, 

coordinated mobilization of testing, contact tracing, and quarantine capabilities was enabled by pre-existing trust relationships 

between public health agencies, local government authorities, private sector diagnostic laboratories, and community-based 

organizations relationships cultivated through the institutional learning response to the 2015 MERS outbreak (Kapucu & Hu, 

2016). 

By contrast, the Greek fiscal crisis response was characterized by severe inter-organizational trust deficits between 

central government ministries, between the Greek government and European institutional partners, and between government 

agencies and civil society that impeded the coordinated adaptive response that the crisis demanded. The atomized, adversarial 

organizational relationships that characterized pre-crisis Greek public administration became critical resilience liabilities 

during the crisis, when collaborative sense-making, resource sharing, and joint problem-solving were urgently required but 

the relational infrastructure for such collaboration had not been developed (Lodge & Wegrich, 2014). This negative case 

powerfully supports the AGRF's theoretical prediction that relational resilience infrastructure must be built during non-crisis 

periods. 

5.3. Finding 3: Hierarchical Rigidity Creates a Resilience Paradox 

A theoretically significant finding that emerged inductively from the cross-case evidence is what the authors term the 

hierarchical rigidity resilience paradox: governance structures characterized by high hierarchical formalization provide 

command clarity and decision speed during acute crisis response phases (absorptive capacity enablement) while 

simultaneously impairing the adaptive flexibility and double-loop learning required for adaptive and transformative resilience 

capacity. This paradox was observable across multiple cases. Japan's Cabinet Secretariat crisis coordination during the Tohoku 

earthquake demonstrated exceptional command coherence in the acute response phase a direct consequence of the formalized 

crisis command structure established in Japan's Disaster Response Basic Law. Yet the same hierarchical structure that enabled 

rapid command coordination impeded the adaptive reconfiguration of emergency response approaches as the crisis evolved 

into the complex nuclear dimension, with hierarchical information gatekeeping slowing the sense-making processes on which 

effective adaptive response depended (Boin et al., 2017; Weick, 1993). 

The Philippines National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council's typhoon responses revealed the opposite 

configuration: a more networked, community engaged organizational structure that excelled at adaptive response rapidly 

reconfiguring resource allocation and service delivery approaches as typhoon impacts evolved - but struggled to maintain the 

command coherence needed for effective absorptive response in the immediate crisis impact phase. These findings suggest 

that resilient public organizations require governance structures that can modulate between hierarchical command and network 

adaptive modes as crisis phases evolve a dynamic governance architecture that current institutional design frameworks do not 

adequately specify. 

5.4. Finding 4: Leadership Courageous Questioning as the Key to Transformative Resilience 

Consistent with the AGRF's theoretical architecture, the cross-case evidence identified leadership courageous 

questioning - the willingness of senior leaders to challenge pre-crisis governance assumptions and authorize fundamental rather 

than incremental post-crisis reconfiguration as the key individual-level enabler of transformative resilience capacity. In 

organizations that achieved genuine post-crisis transformation, senior leaders systematically demonstrated three behaviors: 

publicly acknowledging the inadequacy of pre-crisis approaches (rather than defending institutional performance); creating 

protected time and authority for deep crisis learning processes; and championing governance reconfiguration proposals that 

challenged established organizational routines and power arrangements (Hamel & Valikangas, 2003). 
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The contrast between Singapore's PUB response to the 2018 drinking water incident and the Cyprus Treasury's response 

to the banking crisis illustrates this dynamic. Singapore's senior leadership rapidly commissioned an independent systems 

review, publicly acknowledged regulatory monitoring gaps, and authorized a fundamental reconfiguration of water quality 

monitoring architecture behaviors reflecting leadership courageous questioning. Cyprus's senior Treasury leadership, facing 

intense political pressure and reputational threat, resisted systemic reexamination of the pre-crisis regulatory framework, 

producing an organizational learning response focused on operational procedure rather than governance reconfiguration - a 

pattern consistent with Argyris and Schon's (1978) concept of defensive routines that impede double-loop organizational 

learning. 

5.5. Finding 5: Equity of Crisis Impact as an Undertheorized Resilience Outcome 

The systematic literature review revealed that the dominant outcome dimension examined in public sector resilience 

research is operational continuity the maintenance of service functions during and after disruption while equity of crisis impact 

distribution across citizen groups is substantially undertheorized and underemphasized as a resilience outcome. Cross-case 

evidence consistently demonstrated that crisis impacts are not uniformly distributed: vulnerable citizen groups including 

persons with disabilities, elderly populations, economically marginalized communities, and geographically remote citizens 

systematically experience disproportionate crisis impacts and slower recovery (Meerow et al., 2016). Governance 

organizations that treated equity of impact as a primary resilience outcome explicitly measuring and managing differential 

crisis impacts across citizen groups demonstrated both more equitable crisis outcomes and higher citizen trust scores in post-

crisis assessments. 

The Indian District Collectorate crisis management units in Kerala state demonstrated this equity orientation most 

explicitly: their pandemic response protocols incorporated explicit equity impact monitoring, targeted resource deployment to 

identified vulnerable communities, and community-level feedback mechanisms that detected emerging service gaps before 

they became crises within the crisis. This institutionalized equity orientation was traced to Kerala's broader tradition of 

community-embedded public service delivery and its deliberate investment in community-level governance infrastructure 

(Fukuyama, 2020). These findings argue for formal incorporation of equity of crisis impact as a first-order resilience outcome 

in public administration frameworks a conceptual expansion that the AGRF institutionalizes. 

Table 1. AGRF Capacity Dimensions: Components, Antecedents, and Evidence Base 

Capacity Dimension Core Components Key Antecedents Evidence Strength 

Absorptive Capacity Resource slack; Operational 
redundancy; Sense-making; 

Crisis communication 

Administrative capacity; 
Preparedness investment; 

Command architecture 

Strong (74 of 96 
studies) 

Adaptive Capacity Network activation; 

Improvisation; Cross-

boundary leadership 

Relational infrastructure; 

Leadership flexibility; 

Governance authorization 

Moderate-Strong (58 

of 96 studies) 

Transformative Capacity Institutional learning; 

Strategic flexibility; 

Courageous questioning 

Org. learning culture; 

Leadership commitment; 

Double-loop reflection 
systems 

Moderate (31 of 96 

studies) 

Note. AGRF = Adaptive Governance Resilience Framework. Evidence strength reflects frequency of documentation in the systematic 

literature synthesis. 

Table 2. Cross-Case Evidence: Crisis Response Profiles Across Selected Government Organizations 

Organization Crisis Event Absorptive Adaptive Transformative Primary Outcome 

NZ Ministry of 

Health 

COVID-19 

Pandemic 

Strong Strong Strong Transformative Success 

South Korea CDC COVID-19 

Pandemic 

Strong Strong Moderate Largely Successful 

Kerala 

Collectorates 

COVID-19 

Pandemic 

Moderate Strong Moderate Equitable Response 

Philippines 

NDRRMC 

Typhoon Response Moderate Strong Weak Adaptive but Fragmented 

Mozambique 

INAM 

Cyclone Idai 

(2019) 

Weak Moderate Weak Partial Failure 

Japan Cabinet 

Secretariat 

Tohoku 

Earthquake/Nuclear 

Strong Weak Weak Mixed - Paradox Case 

Singapore PUB Water 

Contamination 
2018 

Strong Strong Strong Transformative Success 

Greek Gen. 
Secretariat 

Sovereign Debt 
Crisis 

Weak Weak Weak Crisis Overwhelm 

Cyprus Treasury Banking Crisis 
2012-13 

Moderate Weak Weak Partial Recovery 

Note. Ratings reflect qualitative assessment based on systematic multi-source archival evidence analysis. NDRRMC = National Disaster Risk 

Reduction and Management Council; INAM = Instituto Nacional de Meteorologia; PUB = Public Utilities Board; CDC = Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention. 

VI.  IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND POLICY 

6.1. Institutionalizing Resilience as a Strategic Priority 
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The evidence consistently demonstrates that resilient government organizations treat resilience capacity building as a 

continuous strategic priority rather than an episodic response to crisis events. Governments should embed resilience as a formal 

strategic planning obligation, requiring each agency to develop and publicly report against a resilience development plan 

specifying absorptive, adaptive, and transformative capacity investment targets. National central agencies treasury, cabinet 

office, or prime minister's departments should provide normative guidance, diagnostic tools, and peer learning infrastructure 

to support agency-level resilience planning, consistent with whole-of-government resilience frameworks developed by the 

OECD (2020) and the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR, 2015). 

6.2. Building Relational Infrastructure Before Crisis Strikes 

The evidence that inter-organizational trust networks are the most critical resilience infrastructure and that trust cannot 

be effectively built during crisis response carries an urgent practical implication: governments must invest systematically in 

relational infrastructure development during non-crisis periods. Mechanisms include: mandatory inter-agency exercise 

programs that build operational familiarity and trust among crisis response organizations; formal inter-organizational 

partnership agreements that create structured relationships before they are needed; secondment and rotation programs that 

develop cross-agency professional networks at operational levels; and community engagement programs that build the 

government-community trust relationships on which equitable crisis response depends (Kapucu & Hu, 2016; Boin et al., 2017). 

6.3. Developing Governance Structures with Dynamic Authorization Flexibility 

The hierarchical rigidity resilience paradox identified in the cross-case evidence argues for governance architecture 

reform that enables dynamic modulation between command and network modes as crisis phases evolve. Practical mechanisms 

include: tiered crisis authorization frameworks that pre-authorize delegated decision-making at operational levels for defined 

crisis scenarios while preserving command coherence for acute-phase response; flexible organizational protocols that specify 

transition triggers between centralized and decentralized operating modes; and crisis role clarity documentation that defines 

authority and accountability for both command and network operating modes. The New Zealand crisis management 

framework, which incorporates explicit mechanisms for transitioning between normal governance, emergency response, and 

recovery coordination modes, offers an institutional design model (Boin et al., 2017). 

6.4. Creating Post-Crisis Learning Architecture 

Building transformative resilience requires that post-crisis learning processes be institutionalized as a standard 

governance obligation rather than an optional organizational improvement activity. Governments should establish independent 

post-crisis review mechanisms with the authority, resources, and political protection needed to conduct genuine double-loop 

inquiry rather than defensive single-loop review. Critical design features include: independence from the agencies under 

review; explicit terms of reference requiring examination of governance framework adequacy (not merely operational 

performance); structured consultation with affected citizen groups including vulnerable and marginalized communities; 

published recommendations with government response and implementation tracking; and formal mechanisms for 

incorporating learning into agency resilience plans and national emergency frameworks (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Hamel & 

Valikangas, 2003). 

6.5. Elevating Equity of Impact as a Core Resilience Accountability 

Governments should formally incorporate equity of crisis impact as a primary resilience outcome measure, with 

reporting obligations parallel to operational continuity measures. Crisis management frameworks should require: pre-crisis 

equity vulnerability mapping identifying at-risk citizen groups and their specific vulnerability profiles; crisis response equity 

protocols specifying targeted resource allocation and differentiated service approaches for identified vulnerable groups; real-

time equity impact monitoring during crisis events; and post-crisis equity outcome assessment incorporated into formal review 

processes. This institutional reorientation would represent a significant governance innovation in most jurisdictions, requiring 

dedicated investment in data infrastructure, community engagement capability, and equity analysis expertise within crisis 

management organizations (Meerow et al., 2016). 

VII.  CONCLUSION 

This article has developed and evidenced the Adaptive Governance Resilience Framework (AGRF), a theoretically 

integrated model of organizational resilience in public administration that distinguishes absorptive, adaptive, and 

transformative capacity dimensions and specifies their antecedents, developmental pathways, and outcome implications. The 

AGRF advances the public sector resilience literature by integrating complexity theory, organizational learning theory, and 

crisis management scholarship within a unified analytical architecture; by theorizing inter-organizational trust networks as the 

connective infrastructure of public sector resilience across all three capacity dimensions; by identifying the hierarchical rigidity 

resilience paradox as a structural governance challenge that current institutional design frameworks inadequately address; and 

by elevating equity of crisis impact as a first-order resilience outcome alongside operational continuity. 

The cross-case evidence analysis provided substantial support for the AGRF's core theoretical propositions while 

generating important inductive insights particularly the identification of leadership courageous questioning as the key 

individual-level enabler of transformative resilience and the hierarchical rigidity paradox as a structural boundary condition 

on adaptive and transformative capacity in high-formalization government environments. These findings have direct 

implications for how governments design crisis governance architectures, develop leadership capability, invest in relational 

infrastructure, and institutionalize post-crisis learning. 

Several limitations merit acknowledgment. The cross-case analysis draws on publicly available archival evidence, 

which may underrepresent internal organizational dynamics and leadership behavior that are not documented in public records. 

The case selection, while theoretically diverse, overrepresents high-income country contexts relative to the global distribution 
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of government crisis management experiences. Future research should pursue primary data collection with crisis management 

practitioners across diverse national contexts; develop and validate quantitative instruments for measuring the AGRF's capacity 

dimensions; and test the framework's propositions through longitudinal organizational studies spanning multiple crisis events 

within the same organizational contexts. 

The era of compounding disruptions that public administration systems now confront makes organizational resilience 

not a specialist concern but a foundational governance imperative. Governments that invest deliberately in absorptive, 

adaptive, and transformative resilience capacity - and in the relational infrastructure that makes those capacities deployable 

across organizational boundaries - will be better positioned to serve their citizens through the disruptions that lie ahead. The 

AGRF offers a theoretically grounded, empirically validated roadmap for that strategic investment. 
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