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Abstract: The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has placed unprecedented demands
on the whole of society. The public sector human resources (HR) function has played a key role
in responding to COVID-19. This paper considers: How did public sector HR organizations in
Northwest Florida respond during the COVID-19 pandemic? What are lessons learned from the
perspectives of resilience and vulnerability? Interviews were conducted with HR professionals in
Northwest Florida in early 2021. Responses suggested many points that show resilience, sensemaking,
and adaptive capacity. However, some aspects of responses indicate the presence of vulnerability, as
well as concerns with leadership and management.
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1. Introduction

“None of us ever anticipated a pandemic that would last for a year, with people
working at home. We are accustomed to hurricanes and floods and tornadoes, and things
that take people out of commission for, you know, weeks or months. We have reacted, I
think, appropriately in the past by filling gaps where we needed to wear offices when we’re
not able to be occupied, or people’s internet wasn't available, so we had to equip them so
that they could work at home or in a temporary office, but never in our imaginations did
we conjure up the necessity for a staff of ... 700 plus people to be working at home ... I
wish our vision had been broader”—an HR professional in Northwest Florida
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The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has placed unprecedented de-
mands on the whole of society, from individuals to business and governments. The changes
in response were often massive, with few interests escaping impact [1]; where recovery

has occurred, it has unfolded slowly amid the continuing effect of the disease globally.
COVID-19 has created havoc with standard processes, and disrupted the infrastructure of
modern life. Delays and closures have negatively impacted the ability of government and
nonprofit organizations to do the public’s work.

The implications of the response to COVID-19 in public sector organizations are far-
reaching. Organizations have had to make sense of a changing, challenging context, make
adjustments to usual ways of doing business, and still function well enough to accomplish
public goals. The COVID-19 response has illustrated the ingenuity of public sector officials,
and provided examples of problem solving under significant duress, but a lack of optimal
response and failure more broadly in other aspects has called into question the general
resilience, if not sustainability, of public enterprises.

The public sector human resources (HR) function plays a key role in any response to
crisis—this has been the case in responding to COVID-19. Tagarev and Ratchev observed
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://  that the heightened risk from disaster events necessitates increased focus on interdependent
creativecommons.org/licenses /by / capabilities within crisis management functions, of which human resources is an important
40/). facet [2]. HR is central to the ability of government to respond acceptably and as expected.
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Even with the pandemic continuing across the world, much has been published of
value in the academic literature on how organizations have responded. Less has been pub-
lished on how public sector human resource functions, within governments and nonprofit
organizations, have responded to the pandemic and the various challenges associated
with serving organizational missions, addressing personnel needs, and responding to the
changed context and additional requirements brought about by COVID-19.

This paper considers: How did public sector HR organizations in Northwest Florida
respond during the COVID-19 pandemic? What are lessons learned from the perspectives
of resilience and vulnerability? First, literature is considered on resilience, vulnerability,
and the HR function during COVID-19. Materials and methods for the study follow, along
with analysis, discussion, and a concluding statement. HR agencies and representatives
in Northwest Florida were tasked with a momentous responsibility during the COVID-19
pandemic; HR professionals’ responses in interviews suggested many points that show
resilience, sensemaking, and adaptive capacity. However, some aspects of their responses
indicate the presence of vulnerability, as well as concerns with leadership and management,
including inconsistency in official direction that at times hampered efforts to be fully
responsive to the crisis.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Resilience and Vulnerability

This section briefly discusses concepts of resilience, vulnerability, and related concepts
of adaptive capacity and sensemaking. While a full treatment of these concepts is beyond
the scope of this paper, numerous works on these topics exist in the literature [3-11].

Resilience has been an increasingly common term in practice as individuals and
organizations seek to respond effectively to the changing, complex world around them.
While the term is commonly used, there is disagreement on how it is defined. Ecologist
C. S. Holling described resilience as “a measure of the persistence of systems and of their
ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships between
populations or state variables” [12]. Later, W. Neil Adger described resilience as “the
magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system changes to a radically
different state as well as the capacity to self-organise and the capacity for adaptation to
emerging circumstances” [13].

Resilience focuses on ways of transforming and adapting in response to changing
circumstances and particularly crises (crises being “low probability/high consequence
events that threaten the most fundamental goals of an organization”) [14]. This involves
not only how individuals, groups, and institutions respond in the short-run, but also how
they adapt to the circumstances, and maintain or even grow more successful despite the
challenges faced. Individuals and their groups can learn from one another, improving their
responses and ability to serve clients and customers, or in the case of government and
nonprofit organizations, citizens. Individuals that are more connected with others might be
seen as more resilient [15]. It is not enough for society, institutions, and individuals to simply
return to normal, especially if the previous normal represented an unjust system with
weakness in critical areas. Resilience is not simply a matter of within-organization practice
and management; the larger context within which an organization operates plays a role in
the resilience that an organization may achieve [16]. From the perspective of experiences
with COVID-19, Carnevale and Hatak noted the importance of being “forward thinking”
in an era of unprecedented challenges [17], and this is consistent with resilience principles.

Resilience and vulnerability are related concepts. As with resilience, vulnerability is
considered an important factor, but consensus on definition might be described as elusive.
Vulnerability has been defined as the “degree to which a system is susceptible to and is
unable to cope with adverse effects,” with key components in “the stress to which a system
is exposed, its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacity” [13].

Vulnerability study considers ways that society—its members and institutions of all
sorts—are exposed, possibly more than others, to hazards, in ways that might potentially
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limit the ability for organizations and processes to ‘bounce back’ and recover from a hazard.
An inability to recover from a hazard event may turn a relative inconvenience into a disaster,
so addressing vulnerability is an essential aspect of strengthening that can occur before
hazard events. Vulnerability includes not only the point of threat, but also a potential
lack of ability to cope with a potential threat. Serious problems and inconsistencies that
existed before a crisis event persist into the post-crisis environment, potentially becoming
magnified as a result of stress on individuals and groups. Failures to plan and save resources
to mount an effective response can become evident. Organizations are becoming more
aware of the broad range of risks that exist and represent threats, and possible opportunities
to plan and enhance resilience. For example, in 2004 the United Nations issued a report on
threats and risk; the report included comments not only on natural threats, but terrorism,
and, presciently, the potential for global pandemic, given historical instances [18].

Overconfidence itself can be a point of vulnerability. Individually, low self-esteem can
be a source of vulnerability [15]. There can be a rush to ‘return to normal’, with decisions
being made that have less to do with the crisis faced, and more to do with policy and process
tools already available, and a need to move on from the event [8], perhaps prematurely.
Vulnerabilities can also be tied to emotional aspects of responding to crisis, and the ability
to respond to challenges on an individual basis [19]. This can ultimately inform how an
organization responds, through capable management and direction, or explain shortfalls in
this area.

The tendency to show resilience regularly involves displays of adaptive capacity,
which has been defined by as “the potential or ability of a system, region, or community to
adaptto ... effects or impacts ... Enhancement of adaptive capacity represents a practical
means of coping with changes and uncertainties . .. including variability and extremes . ..
enhancement of adaptive capacity reduces vulnerabilities” [20]. Adaptation plays a role in
human resources management in terms of adjusting competencies over time [21]. From a
public sector perspective, though, adaptive capacity can be reduced in intensely political
environments [22].

As a further illustration of interaction and possible enhancement during response
to a hazard or crisis, the ability of individuals and groups to make sense of their circum-
stances and more effectively solve problems can also be a critical aspect of returning to
normalcy. Sensemaking suggests that “reality is an ongoing accomplishment that emerges
from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what occurs” [23]. Sensemak-
ing was described by Sparrow as “emotionally-tinged cognition” in an environment of
complexity and ambiguity [21]. Weick suggested that sensemaking could be a source of
resilience, through “improvisation, virtual role systems, the attitude of wisdom, and norms
of respectful interaction” [23]. Stephens and colleagues made use of sensemaking in the
context of COVID-19, where they recommended a closer relationship between scholars and
communities to make practical, meaningful change [24].

Not all shocks to a system cause the same level of crisis or need for realignment; some
crises rise to a level of severity, termed ontological crisis, that affect people at the level
of identity, and this may ultimately affect sensemaking processes [25]. Belli and Alonso
identified that people may influence one another emotionally, and that emotional contagion
can lead people to respond positively to challenges, or to seeking out information sources
that reinforce what they believe to be true, even if the viewpoint is invalid. Ability to
comprehend and trust, as well as perception of grief and even time, have potentially been
altered by the pandemic, leading to decision-making and interpersonal interaction that is
strained or ineffective [26].

2.2. The Human Resources Function during COVID-19

Human resources development has been defined by McLagan and Suhadolnik as
“integrated use of training and development, career paths, and organizational development
to improve individual and organizational effectiveness” [27]. HR has an essential role in
serving organizations and helping them to accomplish their goals through staffing, but also
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in protecting employees, leading to resilient organizations; more calculating aspects like
risk assessment are balanced with empathy and an awareness of the value of inclusion [28].
The aspects of protecting employees and providing for continuity in organizations came
to the fore during the COVID-19 response; normal processes and approaches were often
inadequate, or in need of considerable revision, in order to allow organizations to continue
during the pandemic, even in reduced capacity.

From an HR perspective, normal processes have likely been impacted in a variety of
organizations by COVID-19, regardless of organization; these might include onboarding,
attracting candidates, compliance issues, maintaining engagement and organizational
commitment, issues with benefits packages, and how flexible environments have impacted
management’s ability to work with available talents [29].

The human resources function is central to the enabling of innovative capacity within
public sector organizations [10]. The HR function has been connected to innovation in the
literature, and is increasingly a matter of strategic importance as organizations are called to
respond with flexibility to a changing environment [30]. Within the COVID-19 pandemic,
concerns about the need for human resources scenario planning were raised. Without
scenario planning exercises included as part of an ongoing active planning program, it can
be difficult for organizations to know how processes and people will respond to extreme
events, or grow potential for resilient responses [31].

In the literature on the control of pandemics and human/organizational factors, Fu
et al. identified qualitative work focusing on “understaffing, lack of medical and emergency
supplies, lack of emergency drills, improper safety protection operation, improper adminis-
tration of epidemic areas, improper surveillance of imported cases of infection, concealed
report on or release of epidemic information, poor technical ability ... insufficient public
intervention, and imperfect management and response mechanisms for emergencies” [32].
Many of these previous studies focus on aspects related generally to human resources,
either on personal readiness to respond to issues, or supervision-related problems [32].

Jones observed that it is the role of HR to protect employees so that they can safely
engage in their work [33]. Keeping workplaces sanitary is essential during a pandemic.
Adjustments may have to be made in how employees are tracked and evaluated when
they are working remotely. Over-reaction or under-reaction by employers can create
serious problems with organizational liability, in reducing staffing too much, or engaging
in discriminatory behavior under the guise of pandemic response [33].

In the context of COVID-19, nonprofit employees raised concerns about loss of voice
within organizations, felt a sense of disempowerment and high levels of stress, and had
concerns about information not being shared with them about decisions affecting the
organization [34]. There have been calls within the pandemic response to balance public
health needs with economic and workplace needs, along with cautions to document the
pandemic as the rationale when terminating employees [35].

2.3. Telework

In responding to COVID-19, governments often turned to working-from-home or
telework arrangements, to allow official functions to proceed [36] while seeking to minimize
disease spread and health risk to staff and the public. Telework has been used to respond to
the extraordinary nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, including calls for ‘lock-down’ type
quarantines in place, but there has been some recognition that telework also provides the
opportunity to accomplish needed tasks with only small adaptations necessary, at potential
savings in infrastructure cost [37]. Telework may “help to motivate the members of the
organization ... balance work and private life, maintain health and productivity, flexibly
plan working hours, experience less stress related to communication, work without being
constantly controlled by managers, and save time travelling to and from the workplace,”
but it could present challenges for socialization, work/life balance, or communication with
management and team members [38]. Availability of remote working arrangements in
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service to public health has revealed serious concerns about societal inequality in some
cases [39].

Interest in work-from-home arrangements is constrained by “unsupportive work
cultures and attitudes, particularly managerial concerns about trust, productivity, and
underperformance... [as well as] inadequate technology and concerns about [policy]
compliance” [40]. Nevertheless, necessity may clear outmoded or unsupported attitudes
when reality dictates; concerns, especially those that speak to distrust of employees, perhaps
say as much about managerial quality as employee commitment and productivity. While
it remains to be seen whether working-from-home will continue beyond the pandemic,
having the plan to use such approaches in place likely increases organizational capacity [40],
even with concerns about how it may negatively impact work-life balance [36].

Beyond teleworking, COVID-19 demonstrated that digitalization of other processes
was essential to keep processing moving forward, as many traditional processes failed due
to the constraints of the pandemic and failing to use technological tools effectively [41].

2.4. Planning and Preparedness

Having plans is important to disaster preparedness, but given the nature of people
in complex or challenging circumstances, it is not reasonable to assume that matters will
always go according to plan. People respond given their motivations and backgrounds;
disruptions do not always have to yield crisis, as they can lead to innovation, but this
tends to require an entrepreneurial mindset [42]. Within public organizations, determining
priorities and the outlay of resources, including human resources, is a subjective matter.
Trade-offs are shaped [43] and it is worth knowing how prioritization decisions are made
in context of crisis situations, such as COVID-19.

Awareness of and ability to respond to vulnerability is an essential part of disaster
preparedness. Vulnerability in a community may present significant constraints on gov-
ernment activities, necessitating heightened collaboration with the private sector or across
governmental agencies [44]. Vnouckova noted how important it is for organizations to be
prepared, to provide for an improved response to events [45]. Medel, Kousar, and Masood
suggested that public organizations working with private sector concerns may yield im-
proved disaster management response; relief goods and services cannot be expected from
systems that are not resilient. Quickness, robustness, flexibility, and agility are desirable
elements of collaboration [46]. However, Mellish, Luzmore, and Shahbaz suggested that
preparedness to respond to pandemics has been undermined by inadequate resources,
deregulation, and privatization associated with larger trends toward neoliberalism [47].

2.5. Changing Thinking on High Reliability Organizations and ‘High Probability” Shocks

Amankwah-Amoah, Khan, and Wood wrote that novel shocks like COVID-19, cli-
mate change, and political instability may actually be considered high probability. They
suggested that “none of these developments are novel . .. there have been innumerable
attempts to raise awareness about their high probability and the risks they bring with
them ... their occurrence transcends the past body of recent experience ... dealing with
them will require fundamental economic, political, and environmental changes” [48]. As
so much of public enterprise relies on human resources operations to function well or at
all, it could be said that HR functions constitute ‘high reliability organizations’ [49]. When
‘high reliability organizations’, such as HR as an essential internal service agency, function
well in a crisis, the potential for enhanced trust and value among customers, internal and
external (citizens) is increased.

Figure 1 shows a conceptual framework for public sector HR response during COVID-19.
Influencing the decisions and actions of public sector HR agencies are internal pressures,
including political pressures, employee needs, the needs of fellow agencies within the
entity [50]. Norms and culture within the organization may have an impact. External
pressures encompass intragovernmental pressures, political inclinations of full reopening of
operations and the economy generally, and larger management/organizational leadership
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considerations. Professional practice includes HR norms of service, professionalism, and
ethical responsibility. An influencing factor that has played special importance during
the COVID-19 response was the role of official guidance, including direction from the
Centers for Disease Control (CDC), among other sources. Even if local and state officials
make decisions for response, responding in the fog of war of COVID-19 often challenged
officials to respond with incomplete or incorrect understanding, making the role of CDC in
providing clear, actionable information that much more important. As this information and
direction had a tendency to be changeable at various points in the response, this may have
influenced HR responses in both positive and negative ways. The surrounding environment
is characterized by the disease itself, COVID-19, impacting the other influencing factors
and the HR organization directly.

Internal

PP External
organization L s
needs A
| Public
| [ Sector
\‘ COVID-19 , | "
‘ Response v
HR < cDC
Professional pl:ftf?cci(a)lls;
practice _
guidance

Figure 1. Describing wheel framework: Influences on public sector HR during COVID-19.

3. Materials and Methods

The frame for this study is public sector human resources agencies (in government
and nonprofit organizations) in Northwest Florida. The selection of this area helped narrow
the respondent pool and allow focus on this particular region (which is served by the
regional university where the author is employed) and its response to COVID-19, as a
respondent frame. A goal was to provide for potentially contrasting cases, including large
and small organizations, public sector agencies in both government and nonprofit sectors,
and organizations with different missions and goals, to encourage more robust understand-
ing of phenomena encountered through contrasts, as well as to improve generalizability.
Another consideration was to provide for a representative sample of HR experiences in this
regional frame, but also to identify any particularly negative or exceptional responses [51].
The interviews with HR professionals, having some role in supervision or being respon-
sible for agency recruitments, took place from February 16 through 22, 2021, as part of a
graduate level human resources management course in a public administration program
at the University of West Florida, Pensacola, FL, USA. A range of organizations, includ-
ing state and local government, and nonprofit organizations, were represented among
those interviewed.

The project was reviewed by the IRB at University of West Florida, IRB no. 2020-
055, and each interviewee signed an informed consent form for participation. Interviews
were conducted by students as part of this larger IRB-reviewed and approved project; the
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university encourages student-involved research, but beyond this, interviewing skills are
valuable in the course of human resources practice, so the project served a variety of goals.
Interviewing skills are extensively utilized and refined in the course, and the finer points of
research-related interviewing were included as part of the course offering [52]. Student-
involved research allows for development of critical thinking, and can help students
understand practice, and influence the approaches they use later in their careers [53].

Each interview was conducted using a semi-structured questionnaire with six ques-
tions (see Box 1). Students were directed to consider the types of organizational learning
that may have occurred during the pandemic, and to encourage the sharing of insight
about what worked in responding to the crisis, when developing potential questions. The
students in the course developed the questions with guidance from the instructor, and then
voted on them as a class through a Qualtrics survey; students had a choice of 29 potential
questions, and the top six questions were selected. Each student was allotted 100 points to
vote on various question options, so that they could decide which questions they thought
were best, and how much they supported their choices. The cumulative scores from the
class for each interview question resulted in selection of questions that showed interest in
the COVID-19 pandemic response from resilience perspectives and in learning about how
the pandemic impacted HR activities, to inform future responses.

Box 1. Semi-structured interview questions, Human resources responses to COVID-19. Connection
to research question/literature in italics.

1. If you could learn from mistakes made in adapting to COVID-19, what steps, policies, or
procedures would you have implemented earlier? (Adaptive capacity—resilience)

2. How did your organization resolve differences between employees who had to physically
report to work and those that were authorized to work from home? (Vulnerability)

3. Has there been any discussion within your agency about; permanent changes stemming
from the pandemic with regard to teleworking and maintenance of office space? (Resilience—
innovation)

4. How has your organization been handling telework, on-boarding, and (to the extent you have
had any) layoffs during the pandemic? Has this affected employee engagement? (Resilience—
adaptive capacity—changes approaches to support organization continuity)

5. How has employee productivity been impacted by COVID? (Resilience)

6.  Has your agency altered the hiring, on boarding, and initial training process for new staff
members due to the teleworking situation? If so, what are the pros and cons of the new
process versus the previous process prior to COVID? (Resilience—adaptive capacity—changes
approaches to support organization continuity)

A desire for consistency in approach to interviewing figured in discussions about
using a semi-structured interview format. While all students used the same interview
questionnaire, it was understood that respondents might answer them differently, and want
to spend more time talking about certain aspects; as the approach intended to understand
the response from the perspective of those working through it, students were encouraged
to let respondents tell their stories and spend more time when necessary on certain aspects
they deemed important. This noted, the semi-structured interviews allowed for some
consistency, without sacrificing the potential for understanding contexts and the rich detail
of experience offered by respondents [51]. Each question is adequately rooted in the
literature, as responses may confirm or oppugn previous understanding about resilience
and vulnerability.

Each student had the option of interviewing a respondent on their own or with a
fellow classmate. Interview results were submitted mostly as audio recordings, with a few
cases being submitted as transcribed text, or detailed notes. The resulting sample included
27 interviews with a variety of public sector human resources representatives. The collected
interviews were transcribed where needed (some were submitted already transcribed or as
detailed notes), anonymized, and collected into a corpus for analysis.
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4. Analysis

As noted above, the research questions for this project were: How did public sector
HR organizations in Northwest Florida respond during the COVID-19 pandemic? What
are lessons learned from the perspectives of resilience and vulnerability?

Generally speaking, this analysis follows Miles, Huberman, and Saldafa’s flows of
analytical activity: data condensation, data display, and drawing and verifying conclusions.
Condensing data, from interviews for example, makes the data stronger by emphasizing
themes that exist across a slate of interviews. Analytic choices about coding and which
themes are important are interpretive—finding connections between sub-topics that relate
to larger themes. In this case, the interview questions and resulting responses lend them-
selves to existing literature not only on the HR function and the role of management in
responding to crisis, but on resilience and vulnerability in organizations [51].

MAXQDA was utilized for the computer-aided qualitative analysis. Interview text
files were imported into the software for analysis. The resulting corpus was analyzed in
an open fashion, to allow for the development of ideas that could be connected to existing
theory, without predispositions toward certain outcomes, such as levels of resilience or vul-
nerability seen in certain respondent organizations. First cycle coding thus involved initial
coding, which “breaks down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely examines them,
and compares them for similarities and differences” [52]. In the course of open coding,
there was a recognition that responses lent themselves to a resilience/vulnerability theo-
retical approach. Theoretical coding [52] was thus employed to identify central concerns
and the main theme of the corpus as a whole. Codes from the first cycle were organized,
as expected given the grounding in literature, around the major themes of vulnerability
and resilience, with some comments amounting to lessons learned for management and
leadership. Subtopics allowed for more granular understanding of how those concepts
were encountered and understood in practice by respondents. The use of only a few major
category themes simplified the analysis and made the coding decisions from first cycle to
second more direct [54].

The results of the analysis are included in Table 1 as a code frequency table [51]. Major
themes included resilience, vulnerability, and leadership/management considerations,
and account for 89.2% of all codes (447 coded segments), and sub-themes are arranged in
support of main themes. Qualitative textual analysis is somewhat subjective; however, the
themes encountered in the analysis, based upon interview responses, have clear connection
to the literature on organizational resilience (triangulation to and congruency with existing
theory) [51]. Some aspects, such as the importance of telework, have been noted as very
important in COVID-19 response in the literature review, and this emphasis also exists in
the corpus of interviews for this project. None of the responses were particularly extreme,
in a way that would cause concern about their inclusion in the analysis; no bias or deceit
was noted or expected [51]. While no deception was sensed in analysis of the interviews,
and no reason to question the candor of respondents was evident, it is worth noting that
this study rests on the perspectives of the people involved in the response, and the intent is
to tell their collective story, rather than to validate or refute any particular perspective. The
author has previously written and published on the topic of resilience, and has a prolonged
engagement with such study in this field [55].
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Table 1. Code Frequency Table, Analysis of Interview Corpus, NW Florida Public Sector HR Inter-
views (Major themes in bold; major code categories in italics).

RESILIENCE Coded Segments % of Theory Theme % of All Coded Segments

Sensemaking /brainstorming/adaptive

. 45 19.0% 9.0%
capacity/teamwork
Technology/ mfra?tructur.e enhancements, incl. o 10.1% 4.8%
zoom meetings/Microsoft Teams
Remote work/telework 24 10.1% 4.8%
Productivity maintained or improved 26 11.0% 5.2%
Virtual onboarding 19 8.0% 3.8%
Employee engagement high 12 51% 2.4%
Work the same, just virtual 19 8.0% 3.8%
Work/Life balance 2 0.8% 0.4%
Employment maintained 20 8.4% 4.0%
Potential of long—tern} permanent 20 8.4% 40%
changes/options
Subtotal-Resilience group 211 89.0% 42.1%
VULNERABILITY
Delays and failures
Telework/distances drawbacks 17 10.4% 3.4%
Personal protective equipment (PPE) should 3 1.8% 0.6%
have been mandated earlier o o
Technology/infrastructure needed 18 11.0% 3.6%
Slow start in response/delays 9 5.5% 1.8%
Emotional aspects not well-addressed 0.0%
Employee engagement limited or not well 15 9.2 3.0%
understood
Productivity decreased 10 6.1% 2.0%
Sick leave use and abuse/absenteeism 2 1.2% 0.4%
Policies unclear or lacking 0.0%
Policy for telework 13 8.0% 2.6%
Needed more detailed policies 4 2.5% 0.8%
Needed accurate job descriptions 2 1.2% 0.4%
Over-confidence 1 0.6% 0.2%
We responded well/did a great job 12 7.4% 2.4%
Asking wrong questions / not acknowledging 4 25% 0.8%
uncertainty
Assuming impacts fro'm‘ disease would be 2 1.2% 0.4%
brief/minimal
Systemic vulnerability (including additional
expense, manual processes, and reliance on 4 2.5% 0.8%
young people/trainees)
Outdated or presumptive views 0.0%
Changes are COVID-only 7 4.3% 1.4%
Initial suspicion of remote work 2 1.2% 0.4%
Pointedly stating remote work will not continue 1 0.6% 0.2%
Responses to disease inappropriate 0.0%
COVID still rampant, employees still sick 2 1.2% 0.4%
Office protocols/ responding to Fhangmg CDC 17 10.4% 3.49
requirements (negative)
Subtotal-Vulnerability group 145 89.0% 28.9%
LEADERSHIP/MANAGEMENT/SUPERVISION 0.0%
Leadership/communication important 9 8.9% 1.8%
Training 14 13.9% 2.8%
Lack of clarlty in direction/CDC had adverse 1 1.0% 0.2%
impact on response
Information flow to employees 3 3.0% 0.6%
Changed work environment 12 11.9% 2.4%
Partial return to work 2 2.0% 0.4%

Flexible arrangements based on employee needs 11 10.9% 2.2%
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Table 1. Cont.

RESILIENCE Coded Segments % of Theory Theme % of All Coded Segments
Return to office/telework ended 5 5.0% 1.0%
Essential workers 6 5.9% 1.2%
Employees unhappy returning to office 5 5.0% 1.0%
Some employees r}ot allow?d to work 5 5.0% 1.0%
remotely /job function
Long-term impacts of (;OVID on workforce 2 2.0% 0.4%
planning
Office space 12 11.9% 2.4%
Negative repercussions of poor leadership 2 2.0% 0.4%
Lack of foresight/imagination 2 2.0% 0.4%
Subtotal-Leadership group 91 90.1% 18.2%
TOTALS-ALL GROUPS 447 89.2%

The above caveats noted, the study’s data, including the MAXQDA analysis file, are
available upon request to the author, for the sake of transparency.

5. Discussion

The presence of vulnerability prior to the impacts of COVID-19 likely did have a nega-
tive impact on responses, limiting resilience and the potential for systems to adapt and for
organizations to achieve their goals. Organizations that exhibited resilient behaviors were
more able to adapt to changing circumstances, and this was often represented in thoughtful,
considered responses from officials representing these agencies. HR professionals in the
sample seemed astute and honest about the response to COVID-19. These professionals
responded that issues resulting from COVID-19 were often crushing, but as professionals
they were focused on service quality and organizational mission, to serve clients and stake-
holders (internal and external). Some public sector HR organizations in Northwest Florida
responded during the COVID-19 in ways that showed resilience in the face of challenge,
but some others allowed vulnerabilities to limit the potential positive benefit of responses.
The tendency toward slow decision making, errant pre-pandemic approaches, and denial
of the threat and severity of COVID-19, were all notable. A discussion of the major thematic
areas derived from the analysis of interviews, as noted above in Table 1, follows. This
discussion is structured around the major themes, with subthemes providing additional
detail that either confirms or challenges existing understanding about HR responses during
COVID-19.

5.1. Resilience

As may be expected, with a shift to virtual work in many cases in the public sector,
many comments tended toward technological infrastructure requirements, the provision of
which allowed organizations to return to productivity, some with considerable success. The
analysis suggests that a major effort was in provisioning the means to work-from-home,
often to a large employment base. To this end, much of the conversation from a resilience
standpoint addressed adaptive capacity and sensemaking; HR professionals were not
only part of the team for problem-solving in public organizations—they often served a
leadership role in such efforts. One official indicated that “There’s been a tremendous
amount of creativity that’s come out of [the] team as well. So we’re managing, and ...
there’s been good and bad. That’s come from this learning. And we're grateful. And I think
we’ll be better for it. When it’s all said and done.” Problem solving and working together
with team members was a central theme, which indicates resilient tendencies.

A point for resilience is the use of remote work/telework during the pandemic. Many
respondents indicated that productivity levels went up, with some noting that there was im-
proved work/life balance, as well as enhanced understanding (and a sense of appreciation)
between employee and employer. The mission of organizations, in many cases, became



COVID 2022, 2

112

the central consideration, and employees and organizations recommitted themselves to
public service. While telework was an important aspect of work during the past year for
the HR professionals interviewed, an aspect of response variation among organizations
is the shift to virtual work and electronic processing. Some organizations have embraced
this and plan to continue to make use of the changes, and benefits realized, as they move
back to ways of working that are more like what had previously been considered normal.
Others utilized electronic processing of documents and virtual interviews, but seem to
have little interest in continuing any of these changes in the post-COVID environment.
School districts, particularly, were noted as making temporary changes, seeing their work
as in-person for both delivery of services to students and administrative tasks in support
of district activities. An exception is virtual/Zoom-based interviewing, which has been
increasingly accepted as a help in moving forward with consideration of candidates out of
the immediate area, beyond simply avoiding in-person contact during the pandemic.

Employers might see long-term potential in being able to hire staff from anywhere,
engaged via telework, and thus increase their organizations’ pool of talent beyond the
office’s immediate physical vicinity. This is a shift that required employers to move beyond
suspicion and distrust of the telework construct, which assumed that productivity would
suffer if employees worked from home. The experience of COVID has shown the opposite
in many instances—that employees work hard, and complete tasks, from home, and also
appreciate the enhanced work-life balance as a benefit. This potentially results in an
improved employer-employee relationship, sense of empathy, and ownership of the work
product from the perspective of the employee as participant in achieving organizational
goals, rather than serving as a means to an end. HR can advocate for employee well-being.
This echoes a point made by Collings, McMackin, Nyberg, and Wright, who suggested that
“COVID-19 highlights the need to recalibrate the discussion on the tactical versus strategic
role of strategic HRM” [56]

5.2. Vulnerability

Respondents noted a range of concerns and problems that occurred in the COVID-19
response. Many of the problems, initially at least, seemed to stem from a lack of clear and
timely direction. Some were prone to denial in the face of the threat—for example, one
respondent described an organization that used a food thermometer to check employee
temperatures, even though there should have been some recognition that the readings
would be inaccurate. The result of such an approach was, of course, that no one had a fever,
so all had to report to work—a dangerous prospect, especially at the height of the pandemic.
This could point to the impact of emotional contagion in COVID-19 response [26].

The slow decision-making at the outside interfered with organizational responses,
including for the HR function. One official commented that “it definitely was a very
slow start. And we weren't really geared up for it. So being reactive to it ... definitely
had a negative impact ... for a couple of months.” Others mentioned that response to
the pandemic remained poor, lacking awareness: “We're still struggling with you know,
employees, their illnesses [at the time of the interviews]. COVID is still rampant throughout.
So we do have some employees that have been working from home on a regular basis for
fear of returning to work, if we’re able to support that we do and we try for a permanent
solution. We really have not devised the plan yet.” Statements that agencies had done a
good job with the response might be considered overconfident, in light of the delays and
failures that had been experienced, the challenging nature of the pandemic in practically
every respect, and a need (stated in some instances) to acknowledge uncertainty, rather
than willfully charging ahead.

In some instances, problems that existed before the pandemic became more obvious
as vulnerabilities during the response. An example of this is inaccuracy in job descriptions,
or where the job description did not match the work of the job in practice. There can be
a tendency to lump similar jobs under the same classification, but in reality, the jobs are
quite different. The differences between the jobs in practice become more apparent in



COVID 2022, 2

113

challenging contexts, and it can become very clear that the jobs are quite different and must
be responded to uniquely given the context (some positions, for example, cannot work
remotely, while others have activity that is amenable to telework). Changes to compensa-
tion/classification systems can be slow; in an emergency environment, the organization
may not be able to respond quickly to vulnerabilities. Unfortunately, seeing where the
vulnerabilities exist requires a good deal of imagination, to identify where problems could
occur given certain stressors.

Processes and policies essential to performing work were sometimes not in place;
learning often occurred via making mistakes. Connecting this point with the literature,
with sensemaking as an enacted process, learning cannot exist for its own sake in the
management of a crisis—there needs to be a connection with the creation of resilient
practices, so that the organization can respond more effectively in future [57]. Shifting
requirements, including CDC directives, were mentioned as challenges.

Speaking to resilience and returning to normal, several respondents made a point to
define changes like telework and other adjustments as temporary. The pandemic made
the move to telework necessary. There was even some admission that the telework system
worked well—beyond the expectations of managers—but the goal was to go back to
how things were done before for COVID, as much as possible. There were points made
about initial suspicion of working from home, which gradually gave way as the potential
for productivity in telework became more apparent. “It was realized quickly that some
employees that were working from home were not meeting the requirements and causing
conflict. Their productivity was low, and those office workers were asked to return to
the office to work.” However, the supporting comments seem to indicate that a lack of
productivity was more an exception than the rule, especially for professionals committed
to the agency/organization mission.

5.3. Management and Leadership Considerations

Respondents emphasized the importance of management communication in the re-
sponse. Navigating the changed work environment, and addressing needs such as virtual
training, were consistent comments. Negative comments centered on a lack of leadership
and foresight in the response.

Some of the variation associated with COVID-19 response in the interviews in this
study was associated with the type of organization. Some organizations, notably cor-
rectional facilities, cannot provide for remote work or have their provision of services
virtualized, so challenges in protecting staff and clients are innate. However, these chal-
lenges are exacerbated through bad choices being made, willful ignorance on the part of
leaders and decision-makers, and expressions of overconfidence in the face of uncertainty.
In this respect, simple vulnerabilities are made points of critical weakness. This resulted
in impacts to individuals and ultimately the organization that were far worse than if un-
certainty was admitted and appropriate precautions were taken earlier, even if this may
have meant undesirable admissions for political considerations or incurring additional
costs. Poor leadership sets a tone that results in high absenteeism, abuse of sick leave, and
poor morale, all of which negatively impact the organization and service of its mission.
COVID-19 response has been an exceedingly costly proposition, but it is hubris to think that
there was a cheap way out of responding to it. Such approaches turn a costly inconvenience
into a personal and organizational disaster.

Sociodemographic information was not collected on interview respondents—this
may be seen as a limitation of the study. However, some respondents had concern about
their responses being tracked to them personally and it was decided that only essential
information—the responses to the questions—would be collected, beyond the consent form.
Given that student researchers were involved, the approach was simplified, to assure a
minimum of practical concerns with the interviews, but also that potential respondents
would want to participate and not be unduly burdened.
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6. Conclusions

There are significant implications to this research. It is clear, as the literature on re-
silience and vulnerability has shown, that organizational problems and shortfalls before
a crisis persist into event response, and perhaps even worsen. The time to address vul-
nerability is before an event occurs. Barring adequate preparation, organizations rely on
staff members’ problem solving and sensemaking skills. It is quite possible that the public
sector has entered a new era of awareness of risk and threats, and a need to have capacity to
respond and provide for continuity of operations. While the interviews conducted for this
study point to a strongly resilient response in some cases—including sensemaking activity
and readily discerned examples of adaptive capacity—other interviews indicated serious
concerns about response, which indicate vulnerability pre-pandemic, and missed opportu-
nities in response and recovery. More could have been done to prepare for risks—not just
COVID-19, but for future organizational challenges that stretch the ability of organizations
to solve problems, to the point of threatening the existence of organizations themselves,
and even the lives of staff members.

While this research is exploratory in nature, the findings are worth additional consider-
ation. Itis less reasonable to conclude that organizations have been caught entirely unaware,
especially in an area that has had to address natural disaster response and recovery in
recent years. What this shows is an inability in some cases to generalize response tactics, to
suit different threats and still keep organizations ready to serve important public purposes.
When organizations responded more successfully, with clear leadership and direction, they
had the ability to engage in sensemaking, adapt to changing circumstances, and ‘figure it
out.” Future research might consider this and other aspects of the response, not only in
addressing the potential for future pandemics, but to generalize approaches to enhance
resilience, reduce levels of societal vulnerability, and improve management/leadership
responses to future threats.
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