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Abstract- Almost in an every-day basis, people all over the world become receivers of a plethora of unexpected tragic 
incidents like product tampering, scandals and terrorism attacks. Indisputably, the field of Crisis Management is considered 
to become a top priority for all organizations. A realistic representation of the expansion of sudden unpleasant incidents in 
Europe, are the actual news headlines of the first quarter of year 2015. Terrorist shootings at the Charlie Hebdo newspaper in 
Paris (8/1/2015), shootings in Copenhagen (14/2/2015), the crash of German wings airplane (24/3/2015) and the denial of 
the pilots to proceed to their working positions the following day are just a few. Despite the nature or the causes of crises, 
they all have a common denominator of hyper importance: human beings. The Department of the HR is empowered with an 
integrated strategic role in the fields of crisis management. Understanding the human factor in all types of crises as well as 
how the employees can be affected or harmed, leaves no other path than the HR to set a new agenda of actions and roles. HR 
Department is the strategic partner in planning, developing, and imposing strategies, within the crisis management 
framework, having as a top priority the protection, anamorphosis and recovery of the employees with the alongside benefit 
of the minimization of losses for the company, both in terms of time and cost. These actions will maintain the operational 
state of the company, protect the employees, both physically and psychologically and enhance their moral. The current 
article is an attempt of a thorough analysis and presentation, regarding the new challenging role, the HR Department has to 
undertake, in order to overcome crisis situations. 
 
Index terms- HR, Human Resources, Crisis Management, new, strategic, role. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
It is a fact nowadays that all organizations are obliged 
to act and develop within an unpredictable and 
unstable environment. Business communities, just 
like in larger societies, both in national and 
international level are vulnerable in every different 
type of disorder, which may result extensively costly. 
Indisputably, in the era of the fastest information 
spreading, and of the constantly altering environment, 
unexpected events such as crises, have become an 
integral part of everyday life of humans, businesses 
and of societies in a widest range.  
 
A handful of the most illustrative examples of 
modern crises, which led to the tragic losses of 
human lives, dismemberment and deportation of 
families and of communities, temporary or permanent 
pause of business operations, collapse of the economy 
and many other direct or indirect negative 
consequences, were the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in 
New York (2001), the tsunami in Indonesia (2004), 
the bombing attacks in London (2005), the terrorist 
attacks in Madrid (2004), the Rita and Katrina 
hurricanes (2005), the catastrophic earthquakes in 
New Zealand (2010, 2011), the tsunami in Japan 
(2011), the terrorist attacks in Paris (2015) and in 
Copenhagen (2015). From the above mentioned, it is 
easily perceived that Crisis Management has never 
been more topical and of greater importance than it is 
today. 
Many organizations, within the framework of 
examining and planning their crisis management 
layout, tend to focus on the methods of crisis  

 
prevention and avoidance of disruptions, setting as 
their top priority, the protection of their assets and the 
restoration of their operational activities in the 
minimum possible time, after crisis. Unfortunately in 
some cases, the needs of the employees are 
overlooked. 
 
It is a wonder, how on January the 9th, 2015, only one 
day after the 8th of January, when the terrorist attack 
in the Charlie Hebdo newspaper occurred, where 
twelve people lost their lives, the surviving reporters 
found the courage to return to their offices. How 
could they be in a position to make ends and return to 
some kind of normalcy? Although employees are 
considered to be the “human resources” of a business, 
they still are living beings. Who is better than the 
Human Resource Department to deal with their 
issues, take care of them and heal their post-trauma 
wounds, helping them eventually to stand on their 
feet again? 
 
Grand Challenges constantly emerge for the HR, 
aiming to overcome crisis situations. The Human 
Resource Department is called to take the 
responsibility of a new essential role, as an integrated 
part of the Planning and Management of 
organizational crises. 
 
The present article aims to enlighten the grand 
challenges, dealt by the HR, in terms of crisis 
management. A constantly increasing number of 
specialists as well as theoretical scientists, highlight 
the strategic role of the HR Department, due to its 
primary responsibility of dealing with a crisis, leading 
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to the necessity of further examination and analysis 
towards issues. This particular paper emphasizes on 
the analysis of the new role- challenge that the HR is 
called to play, through the use of extensive literature 
and real-life case studies. 
 
II. THE NEW STRATEGIC ROLE OF THE 
HUMAN RESOURCES DEPARTMENT IN 
CRISIS MANAGEMENT 
 
By definition, a crisis is “a major unpredictable event 
that has potentiality negative results. The event and 
its aftermath may significantly damage an 
organization and its employees, products, service, 
financial condition and reputation.” (Barton, 1993, 
p.2). 
 
Usually, the Human Resource Department, in the 
plethora of organizations, is one of the very few 
departments, which directly deals with the employees 
of a business, having simultaneously the role of the 
major link between itself and the Top Management. 
Additionally it is specialized in encountering personal 
problems and issues of the employees. 
 
When a crisis emerges, the Human Resource 
Department is fully entitled with the responsibility of 
maintaining contact with the employees. The 
reputation and the brand value of the business as well 
as the trust of all involved parties (stakeholders, 
suppliers, employees, customers, investors, the media 
and the government organizations) consist of a 
determinant in the general framework of crisis 
management. 
 
Organization are required to focus on a larger scale to 
the effects that critical incidents may trigger to the 
employees as they can be harmed both physically and 
psychologically. It is very simple, the recovery of a 
business cannot be achieved without its employees. 
(Lockwood, 2005). 
 
A common mistake found on crisis management 
planning is that the human resources of the company 
are set in priority after the planning of the 
organizational systems, operations, infrastructure and 
public relations, according to Premeaux and Breaux 
(2007). In addition, they clearly state that 
organizations have to have an increased awareness of 
the effects of critical incidents on their employees. 
Human Resource practices and procedures must be 
written, when the respective department of the 
organization is in the process of training and 
educating the employees, providing the opportunity 
of contributing in planning and implementing in crisis 
situations (Premeaux and Breaux, 2007). 
 
By following a promptitude well designed and 
organized plan, employees will manage to achieve an 
efficient recovery. The greatest challenge of all is to 

be ready and adequate in providing substantial help to 
the employees, particularly during a crisis period. The 
best and most appropriate entity is the Human 
Resource Department, which holds the responsibility 
of providing assistance any time, under any 
circumstances. Employees may recover and return to 
their former productive state in less time, given that 
they are not responsible for taking care of major 
issues for their families, such as providing them with 
shelter, food, protection and security. This will 
greatly enhance the return to normalcy, or at least to 
some state near that, enabling the business to repose 
its former crisis market value and operational 
sustainability. Unfortunately from extent literature 
there is no consideration, regarding the strategic role 
of the Human Resource Department in contributing to 
the organization to plan, handle and recover from 
crises (Hutchins, Annulis and Gaudet,  2008; 
Hutchins and Wang, 2008; Liou and Lin, 2008). 
 
At the present article an attempt is made in order to 
determine and analyze thoroughly, the responsibilities 
and the activities of the new strategic challenging role 
of the Human Resource Department, which aims in 
overcoming a crisis, within the framework of the 
three-stage crisis model’ pre-crisis, crisis and post-
crisis. The specificity of this article lies on the 
approach of mapping and illustrating realistically all 
the necessary actions that have to be implemented by 
the Human Resource Department as an integrated 
part of the Crisis Management Team (CMT), 
meaning the team which holds the responsibility, in 
any organization, to design and organize the Crisis 
Management Plan (CMP) as well as applying it, 
whenever facing a crisis. The ultimate goal of this 
article is to motivate and challenge the business and 
the scientific world for further study and research, as 
crises have become an integrated part of modern 
organizations and societies. 
 
 
III. THE NEW AGENDA OF THE HR 
DEPARTMENT IN THE THREE STAGES OF 
CRISIS MANAGEMENT 
 
Many different models have attempted to illustrate 
crisis management processes. Researchers have made 
efforts to designate a number of different theoretical 
developmental models, in order to be used as tools for 
crisis analysis (Turner, 1976; Fink, 1986; 
Shirvastava, Mitroff, Miller and Miglani, 1988; 
Pearson and Mitroff, 1993; Pauchant and Mitroff, 
1992; Heath, 1998; Ray, 1999; Mitroff, 2005). 
Indicatively, there is the six stage model (Pearson and 
Mitroff, 1993; Mitroff, 2005), the four stage model, 
commonly known as the 4R’s (Heath, 1998) and the 
three stage model. Moreover, the following Table 1 is 
a depictive summary of these models: 
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TABLE 1: Models of Crisis Management 

 
 
At the present article, the three stage model is applied 
with each stage named after its chronicle: “pre-crisis, 
crisis and post-crisis”. According to Seeger, Sellnow 
and Ulmer (2003), “the three stage model is not 
associated with any particular theorists, but it appears 
to have emerged from central research effort as a 
general analytical framework.” (Seeger, Sellnow and 
Ulmer, 2003, p.97). The three stage model has the 
advantage of involving general process characteristics 
and flexible enough for adaptation to specific 
conditions. 
 
The Human Resource Department may conduce to 
the success of its respective organization by 
harnessing and developing employees (McCracken 
and Wallace, 2000). In order to achieve such a level 
of success, it is essential to establish a form of 
strategic partnership, which will target in the 
alignment of the department’s activities with the 
organization’s goals and strategy and its crisis 
management tactics (Garavan, 1991; Wooten, 2005). 
The aligned activities may include the co-operation 
with other managerial departments on operational 
issues, the acknowledgement for threats and 
opportunities and the planning and development of 
new crisis management strategies (Ruona, Lynham 
and Chermark, 2003).Wooten and James (2008) 
underline that every single activity has a parallel 
focus in all the stages of the life cycle of crisis. 
 
Therefore, the challenges, as described in the present 
article, that HR have to undertake at the three stages 
of crisis, aiming to overcome crisis situations, are as 
follows:  
 
A. The Pre-crisis Stage: 
Crisis management is an issue of maximum 
importance, particularly for the HR Department, 
which has to lead proactively, as it is entitled with the 
responsibility of motivating the employees as well as 
with their prosperity. One of the determining roles of 
the HR Department is, ensuring the employees of the 
organization, in terms of security and maintaining the 
value creation under any circumstances. Therefore, 
any operation before facing a crisis, the Human 
Resource Department has the primary role of 
proceeding in: 

i. Informing and preparing. The managers of HR 
Department have a strategic role and 
responsibility in ensuring organizations that have 
a full acknowledgement of their internal 
vulnerable spots of human factor, under any 
different crisis type. 

ii. Training. The members of the HR are obliged to 
train and educate the employees, in relation to 
their level of knowledge and actions that have to 
be taken, in terms of handling a crisis. 

iii. Detecting signals. Frequently, troubles appear as 
minor incidents and unnoticeable due to their 
weak symptoms, passed by easily, particularly 
when the state of mind is weak, the aware is 
concentrated elsewhere and expectations are 
higher than ever(Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007). 

iv. Developing sufficient level of communication. 
First of all the HR Department has to provide 
employees with easy access to communication 
and information media on a 24-hour basis.The 
Human Resource Department is entitled in 
predetermining the methods, by which the 
organization will establish and maintain 
communication with their employees, keeping 
records of them during a crisis and at the post-
crisis phase. It is of high importance and pretty 
challenging, that the employees have to be aware 
of the communication methods with the company 
during a crisis, before it emerges. The existence 
of an alternative communication plan B is of 
equal importance, which will be applied in case 
of any failure of the existing infrastructure (e.g. 
when phone-land lines are not operating). 

v. Encouraging. In conjunction with the two 
previously mentioned actions, the HR 
Department is designated with providing 
inspiration to the employees in speaking up and 
proceeding in reporting anything out of the 
ordinary that may fall into their consideration. 
Detecting a failure is a crucial step, but most 
important of all is to report it. According to 
Weick and Sutcliffe (2007), research has shown 
that people need to feel safe to report incidents or 
they will either ignore them or cover them up 
(Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007, p.50). 

vi. Developing policies and strategies, in relation 
to crisis management in order to avoid panic. The 
HR Department has to have the ability to ensure 
effective methods of human services. 
Simultaneously, the HR has to enable the 
employees to understand and deal with the 
consequences of the psychological impact of 
stress, anxiety and traumatic events throughout 
conducting exercises of crisis simulations. 

vii. Re-assessing and revising whenever it is 
necessary. The HR Department has to constantly 
supervise various training methods of crisis 
management, testing beforehand, evaluating and 
redesigning all the appropriate alterations, which 
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have to be implemented whenever and wherever 
this is necessary. 

 
B. The Crisis Stage: 
Ordinarily the duration of the crisis stage is smaller, 
compared to the pre-crisis and post-crisis stage. On 
the other hand it may have an enormous impact on the 
organization and its employees. When a crisis is 
mishandled or is not dealt appropriately, more time 
will be required in order to achieve operational 
sustainability, including the employees’ return to 
normalcy. At the crisis stage, the main responsibility 
of the HR is to allocate the natural position of its 
employees as well as what is essential for them to 
return to a normal operational state. Precisely HR is 
required to be capable of: 
I. Identifying any possible losses of Human 

Resources. Outside the framework of the 
financial analysis and of the estimation of 
financial and material loss, during a crisis, an 
estimation has to be made, measuring the 
damages and the costs, in terms of human 
resources.Meanwhile, it may estimate the 
number and the type of the employees (how 
many and who) that are required, for the purpose 
of restoring the system. 

II. Acting for the employees and their security. 
The members of the HR have to develop systems 
and methods, which will ensure the control and 
the direct availability of information, regarding 
the employees’ security.It is a major 
responsibility, both for the HR Department and 
for the organization, to secure and obtain 
whatever is necessary for satisfying the primary 
physical needs of its employees. 

III. Decision making under pressure. During this 
stage the threatening event usually leads to an 
undercurrent of negative emotions such as fear 
and anxiety (Smith and Ellsworth, 1985). 
Wooten and James (2008) are strong supporters 
of the opinion that these types of negative 
emotions may severely affect the ability of one in 
control to make wise decisions. Making sound 
and quick decisions under pressure is one of the 
cornering stones of effective crisis handling. 

IV. Ensuring that the required communication is 
established. It is highly crucial for the 
employees that have stayed on in their 
workplaces, to have the ability to contact 
immediately with their families particularly after 
a tragic incident such as an earthquake, a fire, 
etc. The emotional state of the employees is 
affected as well as their ability to concentrate on 
their tasks, from having the opportunity to ensure 
the safety of themselves and of their families. 
Communicating effectively can be perceived as a 
method of measurement of a well-designed 
strategy for motivating employee 
commitment.According to Coombs (1995) 
employees have to be aware of what has 

happened, how should they act, and if how they 
will be affected from the crisis.  

V. Supporting and overcoming fear. The HR has 
to maintain a direct interface with the morale of 
the employees, during and after a crisis. Most 
crisis never reach to an end soon. Long term 
consequences include uncertainty, fear, drama, 
anger and depression. As Mankin and Perry 
describe “fear has a lasting impact, it gets your 
attention and then refuses to give it back” 
(Mankin and Perry, 2004). Fear is concealed 
inwardly in every human being, but it manifests 
under certain circumstances and in different 
levels to every individual. The HR Department is 
required to proceed in actions, which will 
primarily focus on minimizing the negative 
consequences. 

VI. Providing sentimental support. Sentimental 
and emotional support and preparation, 
considering the possibility of a crisis may consist 
of the most difficult as well as the most crucial 
factor of all. Any form of denial of the real and 
actual situation must be eliminated and 
confronted straight forward. Various arguments 
exist, in relation to the support and acceptance of 
a crisis from humans. The sentimental support 
has more than obvious psychological, moral and 
brain extensions. The top management in co-
operation with the HR department have to re-
determine the consideration of some elements, 
which until now, were apprehended from a 
different angle. The new assessment should be 
based on realism including themselves as 
victims. 

 
C. The Post-Crisis Stage: 
By definition, as it was mentioned above, crisis is an 
unpredictable incident, with potential negative results 
and multidimensional extensions. The exact same 
occurrence and its consequences may cause 
catastrophic losses for an organization, its employees, 
its products and services, its financial situation as 
well as its reputation (Barton, 1993). 
 
Nonetheless, these organizations just like societies 
that have overcome major crises, have gained 
valuable experience and were taught by crisis itself, 
making them even more healthier compared to their 
pre-crisis stage period.  
 
Till now, the role of the HR department has been 
analyzed including the grand challenges in preparing 
and managing crisis. Moreover, the role and the new 
emerging challenges of the HR department will be 
analyzed at the post-crisis stage, after the successful 
outcome of an organizational crisis. To be accurate 
the HR department, during the post-crisis stage has 
the responsibility of: 
I. Monitoring and taking care of the moral 

support and the mental health of the 
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employees.Fear, psychological stress, 
uncertainty as well as the possibility of arising 
stressful situations will persist to exist, due to the 
nature of the human psyche and of the reaction 
mechanisms against traumatic experiences. 
Lockwood argues that “organizations need to pay 
greater attention to the impact of critical events 
on employees, their families and the community. 
Business recovery and operational sustainability 
cannot occur without employees” (Lockwood, 
2005, p.3). 
Very often, crisis management planning 
emphasizes on the recovery of systems, 
operations, infrastructure and public relations, 
placing humans on the bottom of their priority 
list, which is a huge mistake. 

II. Maintaining counselling. One of the most 
common errors, which can be allocated after a 
crisis, is the limited time counselling provided by 
the HR to the employees. Customary, the time 
period of this procedure, is initiated during the 
crisis, at the danger phase and is terminated with 
the expiration of this stage, abandoning 
essentially the employees, overlooking their 
reactions. People tend to seal over’ establishing a 
continuous monitoring process by the HR in case 
someone requires further post-trauma support, 
given by experts is a necessity. 

III. Learning and studying carefully the crisis 
lessons. “Organizational learning focused SHRD 
strategies emphasize critical reflection, 
organizational socialization, tacit learning, 
learning from mistakes, and action-centered 
learning” (Wang, Hutchins and Garavan, 2009, 
p.40). Various scholars and specialists have 
underlined that crises may trigger organizational 
learning. Brockner and James (2008) argue that 
crises can be seen as the birthplaces of 
opportunities, instead of threats, as long as 
managers involved in decision making have a 
prior-experience or use the experience of others’ 
in changing the operational strategies and 
methods, in terms of managerial tactics and 
behavior. Against the perception of many, a 
crisis may enhance individual and organizational 
learning. 

IV. Redesigning and re-evaluating.Human 
Resource experts and their respective HR 
development techniques, have to be active and 
provide assistance to emergency and crisis 
situations. The essentiality for re-evaluation, in 
the case of an absolute emergency, is highlighted 
by Premeaux and Breaux by the following: “Of 
the many stages in crisis management and 
organizational learning, it usually takes a 
massive disaster such as September 11th or 
Hurricane Katrina to make Emergency 
Management and Human Resource Specialists to 
re-think their emergency management plans. It is 
only after a crisis that organizations go through 

three stages, defensiveness, openness, and 
forgetfulness” (Premeaux and Breaux, 2007). 

V. Sharing the same values. The fundamental 
values, the deeper ulterior motive, the senior 
purpose of the organization, the vision of its 
founders, the philosophy and the culture of a 
company are substantial elements for the growth 
of the organization, as well as its survival and 
immediate recovery from a crisis (Parrett, 
2007).The share value, the same vision for social 
contribution and the trust between the HR team 
and the employees can definitely become the 
driving force of overcoming any form of crisis. 

VI. Remembering. One of the most common 
attributes of human nature, in particular of the 
human brain mechanism, is to delete unpleasant 
memories and incidents, replacing them with 
pleasant ones. Within the framework of the 
challenging roles of the HR department, is to 
provide frequent reminding teasers, underlining 
the past crisis realistic existence, (that it was a 
real event, which took place), and the power of 
soul in conjunction with the efforts they made, to 
successfully overcome it.  

 
IV. GRAND CHALLENGES FOR HR IN 
TERMS OF CRISIS MANAGEMENT 
 
The modern requests of the market and of the 
societies, have driven to the establishment and 
adoption of an innovative agenda of grand challenges 
for the organization and their respective individual 
departments. The HR department could not be 
excluded in this case. The differences and the 
potential alterations in the infrastructure, production 
lines and operating procedure, may be brought 
forward with ease. On the other-hand, it is difficult, 
costly and intriguing to achieve a high level of 
adaptability of the employees in the new operational 
framework. It is even harder to accomplish wise and 
relevant training and preparation, in order to be able to 
deal with an unexpected critical situation, a tragic 
incident or a crisis, whenever it occurs, without being 
possessed by panic, physical or psychological 
weariness. 
The responsibility and the grand challenge of the HR 
department is to head and provide inspiration to the 
total of the employees, aiming at a time-efficient 
recovery and restitution of the daily operational 
normalcy. 
 
At the previous part of the article, there has been a 
structured attempt of analyzing the new challenging 
and strategic role, which HR department is cited to 
the practice, focused in overcoming crisis situation. 
Based on the three-stage theoretical model, the 
activities were determined in each separate phase’ 
before crisis, during crisis and after crisis. 
An attempt to illustrate this role is made on the 
following Figure 1: 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926 Volume-2, Issue-4, Apr.-2016 

Grand Challenges For Hr Aiming To Overcome Crisis Situation 
 

59 

 
FIGURE 1:Grand Challenges for HR in terms of Crisis 

Management 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the suggested actions that have to 
be implemented, by the HR department, in terms of 
crisis management, and how may they interact 
together, in the three stages of crisis. It can be 
perceived as a basis or as a useful tool of the 
contribution and of the action planning of the HR as 
an integrated part of the Crisis Management Plan –
CMP and of the Crisis Management Team- CMT. 
 
The Human Resource Department as well as the crisis 
management researchers are entitled with organizing 
and implementing empirical studies, which will 
enable them to collect both qualitative and 
quantitative data for the purpose of testing in practice 
the applicability and the effectiveness of the present 
recommendations. All of the above is crucial 
importance due to the fact that the suggested 
recommendations are a result of crisis management 
analysis and of strategic HR literature study and 
collection. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Unfortunately, similarly to the majority of the 
practitioners of Crisis Management, there are not any 
beaten tracks that can be applied as nostrums for all 
forms of crisis. Every crisis is unique and is governed 
from multiple factors of different volume and size 
and may have a totally different impact to every 
organization. In combination with the individual 
personality, the entity, the personal experiences and 
the unique personality characteristic of each 
employee, it can be easily perceived that common 
lines of actions for managing a crisis are from 
minimum to unheard. 
“As noted, the relationship between the HR 
department and crisis management in general has not 
received much attention by HRD scholars, nor 
championed by HRD practitioners” (Hutchings and 
Wang, 2008; Wang, Hutchings and Garavan, 2009). 
The same applies for scholars and practitioners for 
crisis management. More attention and interest must 

be given to the role that HR can embrace aiming to 
overcome crisis situations due to the fact that every 
organization’s greatest asset is its employees. 
 
It is a grand challenge for Human Resource to 
implicate and accept their respective new role as a 
member of the Crisis Management Team. At the 
present article a structured attempt was made to 
analyze the new strategic role of the HR department, 
as well as the actions that have to be implemented in 
the three stages of crisis (Pre-crisis- Crisis – Post-
crisis), in order to lead the Human Resources – the 
employees- of the organization to successful 
management and effective confrontation of 
organizational crisis, including the smooth recovery 
of the company to a normal operational state, as it 
was before crisis. 
 
An effort was made to encourage HRD experts and in 
general, anyone who is responsible for crisis 
management in organization, to increase their level of 
awareness and to examine thoroughly the role that 
HR may contribute in the effective management of 
crises and in crisis preparedness. At the same time, it 
constitutes another grand challenge for crisis 
management practitioners to broaden their current 
boundaries and embrace the contribution of HR. 
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