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ABSTRACT

Crisis management has emerged as a crucial field in organizational studies due to
the frequency, intensity, and unpredictability of crises in the modern era.
Organizations today face complex and multi-dimensional threats, ranging from
natural disasters to technological breakdowns, political instability, economic
recessions, reputational scandals, and human-driven disruptions. Effective crisis
management demands a comprehensive framework that integrates strategic
foresight, operational readiness, and attention to human factors. This paper
provides a descriptive synthesis of the crisis management literature, drawing from
three primary perspectives: (1) strategic models and theoretical frameworks such
as those developed by Parsons, Mitroff, Burnett, and Gonzalez-Herrero; (2) applied
tools and systems, particularly risk management techniques and Geographic
Information Systems (GIS); and (3) the human factors dimension, with a focus on
the Treatment Assessment System (TAS) model, which highlights the roles of
morale, loyalty, rumors, and behavioral shifts during crises. By combining these
perspectives, this study argues that crisis management is not solely a technical
process but a socio-technical phenomenon requiring strong leadership,
transparent communication, and organizational adaptability. The discussion
highlights the importance of early warning systems, simulation-based training,
organizational learning, and post-crisis recovery planning. Ultimately, the
integration of strategic models, technological tools, and human responses creates a
holistic framework that enhances organizational resilience and transforms crises
into opportunities for innovation and trust-building.

Keywords: crisis management, organizational resilience, human factors, TAS model,
strategic models, GIS, risk management.

INTRODUCTION

Crisis management in organizational contexts has become one of the most pressing challenges
of the twenty-first century. Globalization, technological dependence, and social
interconnectedness have not only increased the likelihood of crises but also amplified their
potential impacts [1]. A single event can disrupt an organization’s operations, tarnish its
reputation, and threaten its survival. Examples such as the 2008 global financial crisis, the
COVID-19 pandemic, industrial accidents like the Bhopal disaster, and technological failures
such as large-scale cyberattacks illustrate how crises can strike unpredictably and produce
catastrophic consequences [2].
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The term “crisis” is not new. In fact, its roots can be traced back over five centuries, originally
associated with decisive turning points in medicine and politics [3]. However, in organizational
studies, the concept became prominent in the second half of the twentieth century, especially
with the Cold War context where nuclear crises raised the stakes of survival at the national and
organizational level [4]. Since then, the term has expanded to cover not only external shocks
but also internal failures, such as poor governance, lack of transparency, or unethical behavior.
Traditional views of crisis management were reactive, emphasizing damage control after a
disruptive event occurred. Managers were seen as “firefighters” who responded once the
damage was visible, attempting to minimize losses and restore stability [5]. While such
approaches are still necessary in certain circumstances, they are insufficient in today’s volatile
environment. Contemporary perspectives emphasize anticipation, proactive planning, and
strategic preparedness. Organizations must recognize weak signals of potential crises, design
preventive mechanisms, and establish clear procedures for effective response [6].

Crisis management differs from routine risk management. Whereas risk management deals
with predictable vulnerabilities and seeks to minimize probabilities, crisis management
assumes that not all risks can be prevented and that unexpected disruptions will inevitably
occur [7]. Therefore, organizations must prepare for the unpredictable, develop resilience, and
train leaders and employees to act under uncertainty, time pressure, and emotional stress [8].
In the Iranian context, several experiences highlight the importance of organizational crisis
management. Natural disasters such as the Bam earthquake of 2003 revealed weaknesses in
preparedness and coordination, while industrial sectors like oil and gas have also faced
technological accidents and labor-related crises [9]. These examples show that crisis
management is not only a global concern but also a local imperative that directly affects
economic stability and human safety.

This paper seeks to integrate insights from three domains—strategic models, applied systems,
and human factors—into a unified descriptive framework for organizational -crisis
management. The study is structured as follows: the next section presents a detailed literature
review, highlighting theoretical models, applied tools, and human dimensions. Following this,
the discussion section synthesizes these insights into a comprehensive framework. Finally, the
conclusion offers implications for practice and recommendations for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW / RESEARCH STUDY (PART I)

Defining Crisis and Crisis Management

The concept of “crisis” has been defined in multiple ways. Pearson and Clair [2] defined a crisis
as “a low-probability, high-impact event that threatens the viability of an organization and is
characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution.” Burnett [5] highlighted
the suddenness and disruptive nature of crises, emphasizing that they often occur with little
warning and create a sense of urgency. Mitroff and Anagnos [6] expanded this view by noting
that crises can emerge both from external shocks and internal organizational weaknesses, such
as ethical misconduct or system failures.

It is important to distinguish between crisis and disaster. While the terms are often used
interchangeably, disasters typically refer to large-scale external events such as earthquakes,
floods, or wars. Crises, on the other hand, may originate internally and can include product
recalls, reputational scandals, or governance failures [7]. Brent [10] argued that disasters are
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exogenous shocks largely beyond the control of organizations, whereas crises often expose
endogenous weaknesses in managerial structures and decision-making. Crisis management is
thus more than disaster response. It involves a systematic set of processes aimed at prediction,
prevention, intervention, and recovery [8]. It requires not only technical planning but also
psychological readiness and cultural adaptability.

Research Study

The Crisis Life Cycle:

One of the most influential ways to conceptualize crises is through the life-cycle approach.
Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt [11] proposed that crises follow a pattern similar to living
organisms: they are born, grow, mature, and eventually decline or resolve. This cyclical
perspective underscores that crises are not static but dynamic processes with identifiable
stages.

Burnett [5] refined this idea by introducing a four-phase model:

1. Shock - the sudden emergence of a disruptive event that destabilizes organizational
routines.

2. Deterioration - the crisis worsens as systems fail and uncertainty increases.

3. Chronic stage - prolonged instability where the organization struggles to contain
damage.

4. Resolution - recovery and adaptation occur, sometimes leading to organizational
learning.

Parsons [12] added another layer of nuance by classifying crises into three types:
o Immediate crises, which occur with no warning and demand instant action (e.g.,
industrial accidents).
 Emerging crises, which provide weak signals over time but may be ignored until they
escalate (e.g., product quality issues).
o Sustained crises, which last for months or years and require long-term strategies (e.g.,
reputational decline).

Mirzaei [8] emphasized that the most crucial stage is the pre-crisis phase, where organizations
must pay attention to weak signals. Failure to recognize these signals is often due to
organizational inertia, denial, or overconfidence. Once the crisis fully erupts, decision-making
becomes constrained by limited time, high ambiguity, and emotional stress. The key insight
from life-cycle models is that prevention and preparedness are as important as response and
recovery. Organizations that invest in forecasting, scenario planning, and simulation exercises
can often mitigate the scale of crises or prevent them from escalating in the first place.

Strategic Models of Crisis Management
In addition to life-cycle models, several strategic frameworks have been proposed to help
organizations classify crises and develop structured responses.

Parsons’ Typology

Parsons [12] introduced a typology that remains influential. By dividing crises into immediate,
emerging, and sustained, his framework emphasizes that managers must adapt strategies
based on the temporal nature of crises. Inmediate crises require rapid decision-making under
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extreme uncertainty, while emerging crises demand vigilance and early intervention. Sustained
crises, on the other hand, test long-term resilience and often involve reputational damage or
systemic weaknesses.

Burnett’s Crisis Matrix

Burnett [5] created a matrix model that uses three dimensions:
e Threatlevel (low vs. high).
e Time pressure (short vs. long).
e Response options (few vs. many).

By combining these dimensions, Burnett identified 16 different crisis categories, providing
managers with a diagnostic tool to evaluate the escalation potential of crises. For example, a
high-threat, high-time-pressure crisis with few response options (such as a sudden industrial
explosion) requires a very different approach than a low-threat, low-time-pressure issue (such
as minor product complaints).

Mitroff's Framework
Mitroff and Anagnos [6] proposed one of the most comprehensive frameworks, classifying
crises along two key dimensions:

e Internal vs. external origin.

e Technical/economic vs. social/behavioral nature.

This yields four types of crises:
1. Economic/technical internal (e.g., system failures, product defects).
2. Economic/technical external (e.g., cyberattacks, supply chain disruptions).
3. Social/behavioral internal (e.g., employee strikes, ethical misconduct).
4. Social/behavioral external (e.g., protests, political pressure).

Mitroff [1] argued that organizations often underestimate the “soft” crises—those related to
ethics, reputation, and behavior—while over-preparing for purely technical disruptions. In
reality, reputational crises can be as devastating as physical disasters.

Gonzalez-Herrero’s Integrated Model

Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt [11] advanced an integrated symmetrical model of crisis
communication. Their approach stressed that organizations must maintain two-way
communication with stakeholders during crises, not merely push information outward.
Transparency, dialogue, and credibility are vital for maintaining trust.

Crisis Management vs. Risk Management

A frequent conceptual challenge is distinguishing crisis management from risk management.
Risk management focuses on identifying vulnerabilities, calculating probabilities, and
implementing safeguards [7]. It is largely preventive, operating under the assumption that risks
can be quantified and minimized.

Crisis management, however, begins where risk management ends. It acknowledges that
despite preventive measures, crises will occur, and thus emphasizes preparedness, rapid
response, and recovery [3]. Smith [4] noted that crisis management is broader because it
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includes not only technical responses but also social, psychological, and reputational
considerations.

For example, a risk management team may identify that an organization’s data servers are
vulnerable to cyberattacks and implement firewalls and backup systems. But if a large-scale
attack occurs despite these measures, crisis management comes into play—focusing on how
leaders communicate with stakeholders, how quickly operations are restored, and how trust is
rebuilt.

In this sense, crisis management and risk management are complementary, not mutually
exclusive. Together they form a continuum of organizational resilience.

Tools and Technologies in Crisis Management

In modern crisis management, technology plays a crucial role in enhancing the ability of
organizations to predict, monitor, and respond to crises. Two of the most widely discussed tools
in this area are Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and risk assessment methodologies.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS)

GIS technology allows organizations to collect, analyze, and visualize spatial data, which can be
critical in times of crisis [3]. For example, during natural disasters such as floods or
earthquakes, GIS can map vulnerable areas, track resource distribution, and provide real-time
information for decision-makers. In industrial sectors, GIS can simulate potential hazards and
model the effects of accidents, such as chemical leaks or oil spills [13].

Doosti [3] highlighted the role of GIS in Iran, noting that it provides a practical tool for
emergency response agencies and large corporations in high-risk industries such as oil and gas.
GIS not only aids in predicting crises but also improves resource allocation by identifying which
areas or departments require urgent attention.

Furthermore, GIS can be integrated into business continuity planning (BCP). By simulating
disruptions, organizations can identify weak points in supply chains, infrastructure, or logistics.
This makes GIS an essential component of proactive crisis management strategies.

Risk Assessment and Business Impact Analysis

Risk assessment methodologies are another essential tool. Herbig [7] described risk
assessment as a systematic process of identifying threats, evaluating their probability, and
measuring their potential impact. The goal is to reduce uncertainty and prioritize
vulnerabilities.

One widely used approach is Business Impact Analysis (BIA). Myers [14] argued that BIA helps
organizations evaluate how different types of crises—whether technical, social, or natural—
affect profitability and operational continuity. By quantifying losses and identifying critical
business functions, managers can prioritize which areas must be safeguarded most intensively.

Paton, Smith, and Violanti [15] further developed systemic risk audits, which analyze
vulnerabilities not only at the organizational level but also in the broader network or
community. This approach recognizes that crises are rarely isolated; they often spill over into
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interconnected organizations, industries, or regions. While GIS and risk assessment
methodologies significantly improve organizational preparedness, they have limitations. Most
importantly, they often neglect the human and psychological dimensions of crises, which can
be decisive in determining whether an organization successfully weathers a crisis or collapses
under pressure.

Human Factors in Crisis Management

Crisis management is not only about systems, structures, and technologies—it is equally about
people. As Levinson [16] argued, organizations are fundamentally social systems, and ignoring
the human dimension can undermine even the most technically robust crisis plan. Employees’
reactions, behaviors, and emotional responses often dictate the success or failure of crisis
response strategies.

The TAS Model

The Treatment Assessment System (TAS), originally developed for assessing trauma in medical
and emergency contexts [14], has been adapted to organizational crisis management to capture
employees’ cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses during crises. TAS emphasizes that
crises trigger more than operational disruptions—they also evoke uncertainty, fear, and
adaptive behavior within organizations.

Key dimensions of TAS in organizational settings include:

1. Rumors - During crises, uncertainty fuels the spread of rumors. DiFonzo and Bordia
[17] found that corporate rumors, even when unverified, can strongly influence
employees’ perceptions and behavior. Rumors thrive in environments where
communication is unclear or inconsistent, leading to distrust and panic. Effective crisis
communication strategies must therefore address rumors proactively.

2. Morale - Morale refers to the collective spirit of employees—their courage, trust in
leadership, and willingness to endure hardship. Brenneman [18] argued that morale is
essential in sustaining organizational resilience. In crises, morale often declines due to
stress and uncertainty, but strong leadership and transparent communication can
mitigate these effects.

3. Loyalty - Sagini [19] defined loyalty as the psychological commitment of employees to
their organization. During crises, loyalty is often tested. Employees may feel abandoned
or insecure, leading to disengagement or turnover. Conversely, effective crisis
management can strengthen loyalty by showing care for employees’ well-being.

4. Behavioral Shifts - Paton et al. [15] noted that crises often cause shifts in organizational
behavior, such as changes in meeting agendas, redistribution of roles, or altered
communication patterns. While such shifts may be necessary for adaptation, they can
also cause confusion and inefficiency if not managed properly.

5. Business Continuity - Myers [14] emphasized that employees’ adaptability is a
cornerstone of business continuity. Even with robust technical systems, organizational
functions collapse without motivated and cooperative staff. Business continuity thus
depends as much on human commitment as on physical infrastructure.

Psychological and Social Dimensions
The TAS model demonstrates that psychological responses—fear, stress, uncertainty—interact
with social dynamics—loyalty, morale, rumor-spreading—to shape organizational outcomes.
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For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many organizations found that their continuity
depended not only on digital infrastructure but also on maintaining trust, empathy, and
communication with employees [20].

In this sense, human factors are not peripheral to crisis management—they are central. A
resilient organizational culture can compensate for technological gaps, while weak morale or
poor communication can nullify even the best technical systems.

DISCUSSION
The integration of strategic models, technological tools, and human factors provides a
comprehensive lens for understanding and improving organizational crisis management. While
each dimension structural frameworks, technological preparedness, and human adaptability
offers distinct insights, their combined application reveals deeper truths about how
organizations survive and even thrive during crises.

Strategic Models in Practice

Strategic models such as those of Parsons [12], Burnett [5], and Mitroff [6] provide theoretical
clarity by categorizing crises into types, phases, and dimensions. In practice, however, crises
rarely fit neatly into one category. For example, the 2008 global financial crisis began as an
“emerging crisis” with weak signals in the subprime mortgage market but quickly escalated into
a “sustained crisis” that lasted years and reshaped global economies [21]. Strategic models are
useful for initial orientation, but they require flexibility and real-time adaptation.

Parsons’ typology is particularly relevant for managers who must decide whether to act
immediately or monitor signals. Burnett’s matrix provides a structured diagnostic tool for
gauging threat levels and response options. Mitroff's framework, meanwhile, highlights the
importance of recognizing “soft” crises, such as ethical scandals or reputational damage, which
may not appear as urgent as technical failures but can be equally devastating. For instance, the
Volkswagen emissions scandal was not an external disaster but an internal ethical crisis that
cost billions and severely harmed brand reputation [22].

Technology as an Enabler, Not a Solution

Technological tools like GIS and risk assessment methodologies enhance crisis preparedness,
but they should be seen as enablers rather than solutions. GIS, for example, was instrumental
during the 2010 Haiti earthquake, helping humanitarian organizations map damage and
allocate resources [23]. Similarly, during the COVID-19 pandemic, GIS dashboards tracked
infection rates globally, providing vital data for public health and organizational decision-
making [24]. Risk assessment methodologies like Business Impact Analysis (BIA) are crucial for
identifying which organizational functions are most vulnerable and must be prioritized.
However, over-reliance on quantitative tools can create a false sense of security. As Taleb [25]
famously argued in his theory of “black swans,” rare and unpredictable events often defy
probabilistic models. Thus, while risk management reduces uncertainty, it cannot eliminate it.
Crisis managers must accept uncertainty as a constant and prepare for the unexpected.

Human Factors as the Decisive Variable
Perhaps the most decisive factor in crisis management is the human dimension. The TAS model
emphasizes that during crises, employees’ psychological and behavioral responses can either
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amplify chaos or stabilize the organization [14]. Rumors, for example, often spread faster than
facts, especially in the age of social media [17]. Unchecked rumors can undermine leadership
credibility, as seen during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic when misinformation
about the virus’s origin and treatment created widespread confusion [26].

Morale and loyalty are equally critical. High morale can inspire extraordinary effort, while
declining morale can lead to disengagement and attrition. During the 9/11 attacks in New York,
many organizations located near Ground Zero reported that employees voluntarily returned to
work, despite trauma, out of loyalty and solidarity [27]. Conversely, in cases where employees
felt abandoned or unsafe, turnover spiked, exacerbating organizational instability.

Behavioral shifts are often necessary for adaptation, but they must be guided by clear
communication. For example, during the COVID-19 crisis, remote work became the norm.
Organizations that provided technological support and empathetic leadership saw smooth
transitions, while those that failed to address employees’ emotional and logistical needs faced
productivity declines [20].

The Socio-Technical Nature of Crises

The interplay between technical systems and human factors underscores the socio-technical
nature of crises. Crises are not purely structural or purely psychological they are hybrid
phenomena that require integrated responses. For example, in the Bhopal gas tragedy of 1984,
technological failures combined with poor safety culture, inadequate training, and lack of
transparent communication. The disaster not only caused thousands of deaths but also left a
legacy of mistrust and reputational collapse for Union Carbide [28].

Similarly, the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011 demonstrated that even technologically
advanced societies are vulnerable when human and cultural factors such as denial, lack of
preparedness, and insufficient communication interact with technical failures [29].

Leadership as the Unifying Factor

Leadership serves as the bridge between strategic models, technology, and human factors.
Leaders must interpret models, deploy technologies, and manage people’s emotions
simultaneously. Transparent communication is particularly vital. Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt
[11] stressed the importance of symmetrical communication—engaging stakeholders in two-
way dialogue rather than one-way messaging.

Case studies reveal the difference leadership makes. Johnson & Johnson’s handling of the
Tylenol poisoning crisis in 1982 is often cited as a benchmark. The company immediately
recalled products, communicated transparently, and prioritized consumer safety over profits.
This not only resolved the crisis but strengthened public trust [30]. By contrast, BP’s response
to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 was criticized for lack of transparency, downplaying
risks, and poor communication. The result was lasting reputational damage and financial losses
exceeding $60 billion [31].

Toward a Holistic Framework
The integration of insights from strategic models, technological tools, and human factors leads
to a holistic framework for crisis management:
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1. Anticipation - using risk assessments, weak signal detection, and scenario planning.

2. Preparation - conducting simulations, building crisis teams, and investing in GIS and
BIA.

3. Response - applying strategic models to structure decisions, while prioritizing
transparent communication and employee morale.

4. Recovery and Learning - analyzing what went wrong, addressing weaknesses, and
transforming crises into opportunities for organizational renewal.

This framework highlights that crisis management is not about avoiding crises altogether but
about developing resilience the ability to absorb shocks, adapt, and emerge stronger.

CONCLUSION

This paper has explored organizational crisis management through the integration of three
major dimensions: strategic models, technological tools, and human factors. Strategic
frameworks such as those proposed by Parsons [12], Burnett [5], and Mitroff [6] provide
valuable ways to categorize crises and guide decision-making. Tools such as GIS [3] and risk
assessment methodologies [14,15] strengthen the capacity for anticipation and preparation.
However, the decisive variable in crisis management is often the human factor, as highlighted
by the TAS model [14]. Employees’ morale, loyalty, and behavioral adaptability shape whether
crisis plans succeed in practice.

The discussion has shown that crises are socio-technical phenomena, where structural systems
and human responses interact. Historical examples from the Tylenol poisoning [30] to the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill [31] demonstrate that leadership and communication determine
outcomes as much as technical readiness. Successful crisis management requires not only
infrastructure and planning but also culture-building, empathy, and trust.

Ultimately, organizational crisis management is not about eliminating crises but about
cultivating resilience: the ability to absorb shocks, adapt to uncertainty, and emerge stronger.
By integrating models, technology, and human factors, organizations can move beyond survival
and use crises as opportunities for learning and innovation.
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