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Crisis situations give rise to many of the most compelling stories of human potential.  Material and financial aid is spontaneously provided.  People and communities creatively use available resources to solve unanticipated problems.  Individuals put themselves in danger to help others and in extreme cases may even die as a result.  Heroism, altruism, adaptability, resilience, and sacrifice are all positive behaviors which emerge under the pressures and needs of a crisis. 

Yet it also times of crisis that expose cracks and fissures in the organizational structures in which we live and work.  Routines that support the efficient execution of tasks turn out to be brittle, breaking down as their implicit assumptions are violated.  Structures and relationships that support allocation and distribution of resources fail in the dynamic environments of many crises.  Authority and communications structures, which under normal circumstances facilitate collective action, can, in unusual conditions, make it all but impossible.  The same situations that can give rise to the most positive behaviors, can also reveal fundamental weakness in normal ways of organizing.       
Business continuity management (BCM) is an area of management practice that focuses on increasing an organization’s ability to continue critical operations under adverse conditions (Hiles & Barnes, 1999).  Traditional descriptions of BCM tend to focus on the creation of Business Continuity Plans, emphasizing activities such as needs and impact analyses, strategy selection, response specification, and plan testing (Barnes, 2001). In these discussions of BCM, the goal is to design a contingency plan so that the organization will be better able to weather the disruption associated with a crisis.
On the surface this approach to organizational design seems to be similar to traditional ‘scientific management’ techniques that work from somewhat negative assumptions about human nature.  Analysis is conducted by ‘knowledgeable experts’ in anticipation of abnormal situations.  Based on that analysis, standard operating procedures are created so employees will “know what to do”.  This approach assumes that situated volition and cognition are fundamentally undesirable; performance (or reliability) improvements are expected to occur when contextualized creativity is reduced or eliminated.      

While it is possible to engage BCM from this negative, Tayloristic perspective, it is our contention that a positive design perspective is both more informative, and ultimately more practical, as a basis for characterizing the key elements of effective Business Continuity Management.   On one hand, the reality in many organizations is that these activities are often undertaken for the sake of the activities themselves.   Business Continuity Plans are created because “everyone should have a plan”.  Plans are audited because of regulatory requirements.  In these organizations, once a plan is created and the auditors leave, BCM concerns fade quickly away.  However, anecdotal evidence from organizations that have extensive experience with BCM suggests that effective BCM practices are best characterized as a positive design process – the process of creating an organization that capable of conducting efficient operations under “normal” conditions and while still enabling positive individual and collective action under unusual conditions. Skilled BCM practitioners know that the objective of Business Continuity efforts is not to create a plan used only in disasters, but rather to create a resilient organization – to foster the development of structures and cultures in which positive individual and collective responses to the unexpected are leveraged to enable organizational to operate effectively under a wide variety of circumstances. 
However, while BCM is an increasingly well developed area of practice, the processes associated with designing resilient organizations are understudied in organizational studies and information systems management.  Paradoxically, while traditional organizational scholarship has tended to focus on negative aspects of human behavior it has tended to view the structures, routines, and technologies involved from an generally optimistic perspective.   Consequently, while many studies consider how individuals can undermine the positive qualities of organizations, rarely do we ask how organizations and technology should be designed to leverage the positive aspects of human behavior. 

One significant exception is scholarship which examines the ability of organizations and individuals to reliably apply complex technologies in dynamic, high risk environments.  This work, which includes the normal accident (Perrow, 1984) and high reliability organization (HRO) streams, asks how human cognition, structure, and technology are combined in organizations that are able to achieve unexpectedly reliable performance in the face of almost overwhelming complexity.  Recent theorizing regarding the role of collective cognition in high reliability organizations and how that might also apply in traditional organizations (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999) provides a foundation for examining BCM activities from a positive design perspective.  Likewise, new work on the nature of routines in organizations provide additional insight for understanding how some of the traditional elements of organizational design might play a role in positive BCM efforts (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). 

Some specific questions that arise from a characterization of BCM as positive organizational design include:

· Specialization vs. general infusion:  Collective cognition arguments suggest that without a wholesale infusion of particular approaches into the organization the ability of BCM efforts to create any meaning resilience is severely limited.  While many HROs seem to reflect this principle, most business rely on specialized BCM professionals and departments.  To what degree is it possible (or perhaps even desirable) to create specialized units responsible for preparedness?  What are the limitation or risks of such an approach?  

· Nature of BCM specialists and practice: BCM professionals have historically been an “interesting breed”.  Tasked with the work of imagining disaster, changing the organization in ways that may detract from everyday operational efficiency, and responding to the unexpected they are regularly faced with work that many people choose to avoid.  What are the dispositional characteristics of an effective BCM professional?  What do they know and do? What roles do they play in the organization?  How do their social networks affect the organizational design efforts? 
· The power of negative thinking in positive design:  Collective mindfulness theory (Weick et al., 2001; Weick et al., 1999) suggests that organizations that are willing to actively consider the possibility of internal failure are more likely to mange the unexpected well.  This suggests, somewhat paradoxically, that negative self-attributions can play an important function in the positive process of developing organizational resilience.  How do resilient organizations and individuals perceive unexpected situations and self-attribution and how do different strategies affect responses to subsequently situations?   

· Role of humor in BCM: Humor is known to play an important role in helping individuals cope with the pressures and stresses of disasters. Anecdotal evidence suggests that humor also plays an important role in BCM design efforts.  What role does humor play in the creation of an organization that is able to engage unexpected situations in a positive fashion?  

Disasters are when we see some of the greatest stories of human potential. However, in most cases, there is an unsung hero or villain – the organizational and social structures that either magnify or hinder the individual’s positive response.  Sometimes organizations can foster it, leveraging positive behaviors to achieve notable outcomes.  Other times, organizational structures and systems can squelch and squander it leaving devastated individuals, organizations, and communities in their wake. While inquiries are often mounted into the negative, there is a pressing need for systematic investigation of the successes if we are to better understand the role that designed aspects of organizations play in firms’ ability to weather the large and small crises inevitably occur.
References
Barnes, J. C. 2001. A Guide To Business Continuity Planning. New York: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Feldman, M. S. & Pentland, B. T. 2003. Reconceptualizing Organizational Routines as a Source of Flexibility and Change. Administrative Science Quarterly, 48(1): 94-118.

Hiles, A. & Barnes, P. (Eds.). 1999. The Definitive Handbook of Business Continuity Management. New York: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Perrow, C. 1984. Normal accidents: Living with high-risk technologies. New York: Basic Books.

Weick, K., Sutcliffe, K. H., & Obstfeld, D. 1999. Organizing for high reliability: Processes of collective mindfulness. Research in Organizational Behavior, 21: 81-123.

Weick, K. & Sutcliffe, K. H. 2001. Managing the Unexpected: Assuring High Performance in an Age of Complexity. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.



