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Overview
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• Based on my ongoing program of research on HRM, strategy, capabilities and crisis in the 

Indian IT industry

• Focuses on how leaders navigated through the crisis and managed change 

• Research context is from the Indian IT industry’s IT and BPO sectors (plus insights from 

other contexts)

• Extensive review of literature, qualitative insights from senior HR and business leaders as 

well as other functional heads and implications for practice



Crisis: Its Type and Impacts

• What is a crisis?

• Nature of crisis?

• Does it invoke a standard set of responses?
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Crisis: Its Type and Impacts….

• Crisis, as the word suggests, is ‘a time of intense difficulty or 

danger’ ( noun , Oxford Dictionary, 2016).
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Crisis: Its Nature and Impacts…

• Crisis comes in many forms.

- Natural

- Human Involvement

o Accidental

o Engineered 

o Malicious

A distinction between a natural crisis and a crises created by 

mankind- are there clear distinctions? Or are boundaries getting 

blurred?
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Case Scenario-1

You are the CEO of Anywhereland Airlines headqaurtered in Paradise City. Its 5:00 am on a 

Sunday morning and you receive an urgent call from your colleague who is part of the senior 

management team (SMT). He says,‘ Flight AWA 123 is in trouble...we have lost contact from 

the pilot... the plane was flying over the Deep Blue Ocean...Urgent Meeting for SMT...I will 

inform the SMT, please rush to the boardroom’.

Flight AWA 123 has 129 passesngers and 12 crew on board and was heading for 

Paradise City. As you are driving, you tune in to the radio to catch-up if there is any news, but 

it’s too early. As you enter the boardroom, you can sense the mood is tense and your worst 

fears are now confirmed. SMT is watching news coming in from a Naval frigate saying one of 

its crew members reported a plane sighting with black smoke and an aircraft heading down in 

the Deep Blue Ocean- possibility of a bird strike. As the CEO of the company, what would 

you do next?
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What is the nature of this crisis?

- Natural

- Human Involvement

o Accidental

o Engineered 

o Malicious
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Case Scenario-2

You are the CEO of SportsCo, a health supplements firm based in Fitness City. It is 10:30 pm 

on a Friday night and you and your team are celebrating the successful performance of 

‘Build-Up’ - SportsCo’s most successful Protien Shake Formula. Your Marketing 

Communications Manager receives a message from Rod Harsh, an ex-employee, who now 

works as a Director at Fitness City’s Sports Regulatory body- The Drug Testing Federation. 

Rod alleges that the testing of ‘Build-up’ has revealed the presence of unacceptable levels of 

two toxins. The Federation has also received complaints of serious organ damage from three 

users of the formula. The Federation will hold a press conference and push for criminal 

charges against SportsCo. The celebration quickly turns into a tense meeting- all the key 

people involved with its development, marketing, production, including the product manager 

were present at the venue when the news broke out. During the meeting it became clear that 

the allegations are true and the formula has unacceptable levels of toxic chemicals known to 

cause kidney damage. Also, a colleague mentions how unhappy Rod was when he left 

SportsCo. 

As the CEO of the company, what would be your next steps?
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What is the nature of this crisis?

- Natural

- Human Involvement

o Accidental

o Engineered 

o Malicious

This session is on economic crises such as the GFC- a crisis that was 

designed and caused by humans (by people in for-profit 

organisations, people in power and polity).
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Macro Level explanations

Table 1: Key macro level theoretical approaches explaining the GFC
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Authors  Theoretical 

approach 

Major Thrust 

Boddy (2012) 

Clements and Washbrush 

(2007) 

Babiak and Hare (2006) 

 

Corporate 

Psychopath Theory 

Identifying and assessing these individuals 

and improving their moral intensity 

Knights and McCabe (2015) Leadership  Major assumption is that members of an 

organisation, to view their leaders as 

‘Masters of Universe’ and someone who 

knows it all– such thinking often 

contributes to a crisis.  

 

Stiglitz (2010) 

Chomsky (1999) 

McChesney (1999) 

Neo-liberalism Washington Consensus. Poor policy 

interventions of the state with little 

technical knowledge and/or understanding 

of how economic development occurs. 

Worse still, decision making is quick and 

information asymmetry is high– leading to 

there a high level of belief in their 

conviction and finally if the policies do not 

work then such decisions are blamed as 

ones where the policy makers weren’t 

informed enough. 

 

De Bruin (2015) 

O'Leary-Kelly and Bowes-

Sperry, (2001). 

Virtue ethics, 

moral intensity and 

technical 

incompetence 

Need to look at epistemic virtues as 

something that is of instrumental value and 

not just acquiring knowledge for its sake. 

Development of individual’s moral intensity 

is  

Buckingham and Nilakant 

(2016) 

Corporate 

Governance 

Highlight the importance of good 

governance and management in managing 

responsibly 

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (pp-9-10)



Key Messages

• Personality and leadership types/style is a real issue

• Problems evident in the neoliberal approaches

• Issue of building moral intensity and education

• Lack of adequate governance systems 
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What response do crises invoke?

Table 2: Select macro-level theoretical approaches explaining the responses to the GFC

13

CSC Public Sector HR Symposium 4-6 July 2017, Manila

Authors  Theoretical 

approach(es) 

Country(ies) and Commentary 

Lange (2014) 

 

Social Capital  and 

Job satisfaction 

23 European countries  

Need to build trust for improving the social 

climate and job satisfaction of employees 

Onaran (2014) Neo-liberalism 

Strategic Choice 

EU, USA, UK and Japan  

There is a clear failing of the strategic choices 

made by the neoliberal system. There seems to 

be a poor understanding of the systemic and 

long-term impacts of the decisions key people 

in power and authority have made.  

 

Huang and Chen (2010) 

Hong (2010), Mu and Siam-

Heng (2012), Zhao (2010) and 

Zhang and Kwan (2010) 

 

Paul (2014), Saha (2014), 

(Banerjee, 2012), Bhowmik 

(2014a), Kapoor (2011), Hirway 

and Prabhu 

Institutional theory 

State interventions  

National business 

systems 

China,  India, Taiwan and Macau 

The state played an active role by removing 

cultural, economic and institutional barriers. 

Managing large scale change requires attention 

to a number of social, cultural and policy 

measures 

 

Remesh (2014) Employee 

representation and 

employability 

India- Control-oriented work environment, with 

little or no transferable skills leaves little room 

for sustained employability of workers and even 

more so an absence of employee-associations in 

the ITeS/BPO industry worsens the 

employment conditions. The need for trade 

union activism and skills-focused development 

is needed 

Ghosh (2011) van Bergeijk et al. 

(2011) 

Institutional theory 

and governance 

Inability to manage deeper political, social and 

governance crisis in Greece and Europe 

Ficther (2014) Global value chains 

(GVCs) and 

While the stated intent of agreements adopted 

by TNCs and their GVCs is commendable, the 

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (pp-30-31)



Key Messages

• Social capital and trust among employees is critical for their 

satisfaction, support and retention 

• The government can and does play an active interventionist role

• Normative pressures reduce opportunities for alternate thinking 

• Poor avenues for employee voice is also a contributing factor for 

lack of agile responses
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What response do crises invoke?- Organisational Level Responses

Table 3.1 Select meso-level theoretical approaches in explaining the responses to the 

GFC in Asia
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Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (pp-44-46)

Authors  Theoretical 

approach(es) 

Country(ies) and Commentary 

Cooke (2010), Ananthram 

(2011).  

 

Talent Management 

in MNCs 

China- investment in training, competitive salary and industry 

outreach programs 

Li, Leung, Young, Xin, Cai, 

& Huang, (2012) 

Yin/Yang China-Harmony and coexistence of hard and soft approaches 

to managing people and business portfolio is vital for 

sustained growth 

Zhu (2005),  Waring and 

Lewer (2013) 

Yorozu, McCann, Hassard, 

& Morris (2013) 

Nam (2013) 

Flexible HRM 

 

Change Management  

Vietnam and Singapore- achieving labour market flexibility 

and re-training and redeployment in a market-oriented 

context  

Japan- overcoming cultural and organisational inertia was 

most challenging. 

Korea- prior experience of managing change was a better 

predictor of success in managing GFC induced changes 

Jaussaud and Liu (2011) Institutional theory  China- Local firms adopted mimetic mechanisms of MNCs 

HRM best practices as a way to deal with the crisis. Provision 

of training was one such vital practice 

Muurlink, Wilkinson, Peetz, 

& Townsend, (2012) 

Threat-rigidity theory Australia- Authors caution that rigidity acts both as an 

antecedent and a cause of the crisis and highlight the 

importance of heterogeneous experiences and informal 

learning in dealing with crisis situations 

Thatton (2015) Collaboration New Zealand- Earthquake crisis highlights the role of 

collaboration between and within organisations as vital in 

dealing with crisis 

Nilakant, Walker Rochford 

and van Heugten (2013) 

Adaptive resilience New Zealand- Earthquake crisis research points to building 

adaptive resilience through leadership, learning culture and a 

collaborative culture between different affected stakeholder 

groups 

Kim, Bae and Yu (2013) HRM configuration 

theory, strategic 

choice  and change 

Korea-Move from a control-oriented approach to a high-

performance HRM approach. Firms exercised strategic 

choices in moving to one or another configuration. 



Key Messages

• T&D, competitive salary and industry outreach programs were 

critical in retaining key talent

• Flexibility too requires investment in T&D

• Challenges were high in overcoming cultural and institutional 

inertia

• Overcoming rigidity is critical; sharing of diverse and informal 

learning experiences is invaluable in this context

• Collaboration and cooperation is critical
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What response do crises invoke?- Macro-Level Responses

Table 3.2: Select Meso-level theoretical approaches in explaining the responses to the 

GFC in Europe
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Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (p. 51)

Authors  Theoretical 

approach(es) 

Country(ies) and Commentary 

Jaidi and The´venet (2012)  Managing change and 

emotions 

France- Emotions and perceptions matter, especially 

in times of managing adverse macro-economic 

change such as the GFC. 

Zona (2012) Financial Slack and 

performance 

management systems 

Italy-Utilisation of slack resources through clear and 

stretch performance management targets 

Martin and Gollan (2012) Corporate governance 

and strategic choice 

UK- highlights the societal embeddedness of firms 

and that leadership must exercise strategic choices 

that are conducive to the wider institutional 

environment  

Decramer, Smolders, 

Vanderstraeten and Christiaens, 

(2012) 

Nissen & Paawe (2012) 

Institutional theory 

strategic HRM 

and  

Dynamic capability 

 

  

European universities- coercive institutional 

mechanisms were most efficient in deploying 

change.   

In a crisis firms need to renew and recreate the core 

skills, competencies and routines for agility 

Felstead (2016) Human Capital theory UK- investment in human capital increased in times 

of a crisis 

Marchington and Kynighou 

(2012) 

Business models, 

economic cycles and 

strategy 

Firms exercise strategic choices during their 

evolution. Context matters– e.g. there as differences 

are significant between CME and LME contexts in 

adopting employee involvement and participation 

programs. 

Sparrow, Farndale and Scullion 

(2013) 

Global Talent 

Management 

UK & US MNCs- highlights the importance of a 

best-fit and contextual approach to HR 

Bellmann and Gerner (2012) Institutional 

embeddedness  

Germany-Social partnership approach is 

institutionally embedded which helped build the pact 

for competitiveness strategy 

Zagelmeyer, Heckmann and 

Kettner (2012) 

Strategic Choice Germany-  the impact of internal and external 

influences on strategic choices affects leaders in 

their implementation of firm-level adjustment 

practices 



Key Messages

• ‘Stretch’/’aspirational’ performance management targets 

• Managing emotions and perceptions

• Importance of contextual embeddedness in decision-making

• Importance of leaders and managers making strategic choices in 

relation to investment in human capital and dealing with 

institutional forces
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Overall Messages and Key 

Frameworks

• Context and institutional environment matters 

• Strategic choices ARE VITAL

• As is the role of HUMAN AGENCY 

• Individuals – Leaders and Managers- exercise choices for resource allocation 

decisions and framing a response

• Heightened role of learning and development

• Organisational learning and unlearning

• Quality of human agency and agentic choices matter

• Choice of investment in certain capabilities and HRM and management 

practices is critical

• Market-sensing ability and to learn from it fast is a capability that has to be 

invested in
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Theoretical Foundations…..

• Institutional theory

• Strategic choice theory

• Human Agency theory

• Market-based organisational learning and management 

capabilities

• HRM and management practices 
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Empirical Evidence…Indian IT Industry  
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Table A.1. Key informants from the four in-depth case studies  

 
Case 

Organisations 

CEO/ 

Country 

Manager 

HR 

Manager 

T&D 

Manager 

Project 

Manager 

Quality 

Manager 

Employees Business 

development 

Manager 

Total 

A (BPO)  3 3  1 2 1 10 

B (ITSS)  2 2 2 1 2 1 10 

C (PROD) 1 1  2  3 1 08 

D (KPO)   1   1   02 

Total 1 6 6 4 3 8 3 30 

 

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (p. 164)



Empirical Evidence…Additional industries and countries

• India, Greece and UAE

• HR Consulting

• Manufacturing Industry

• Management Consulting
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Empirical Evidence…contd



Legend: H= High, M= Medium, L= Low, N=None, M–H= Medium to High, M–L= Medium to Low.

Nature and extent of training
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Training characteristics 

Extent (Volume)

A B C D

1 Induction (weeks) 4 -5 Weeks 2 -5Weeks 4 Weeks 2 Weeks

2 Product/process/

project specific (weeks)

1 -2 Weeks 3 -4 Weeks 1 week.

Next 3 -6 months they are deployed 

on a live project, with mentoring 

support. Steep learning curve

As above

3 MDP (weeks) Up to 2 Weeks Role dependent Limited to senior managers Role dependent

4 Total (weeks) 4 -9 Weeks 5 -9 Weeks 4 -5 Weeks 2 Weeks

5 Classification M -H H M -H M -L

6 Expected annual training 

(for all staff — post induction)

Need -based 40 hours Nothing specified. Need/project -

based but mostly informal 

Firm -and role -specific

Training characteristics 

Nature (Diversity)

A B C D

1 Internal infrastructure H H M (Informal and less structured) M -L 

2 External trainers L L L (only specialist)

H (Parent company resources)

L

3 Formalisation (Evaluation) M H(65% pass rates) L L

4.     Total Training by Type

- Technical and role -specific (%)

95% 85 -90% 90% (mostly domain -specific 

technical training)

90%

- General /behavioural (%) 5% 10 -15% 10% (external for managers FLM 

training, constructive confrontation, 

performance management)

10%

Empirical Evidence…contd



24

CSC Public Sector HR Symposium 4-6 July 2017, Manila

SHRM PRACTICES AND ORGANISATIONAL CAPABILITIES

ORGANISATIONS

SHRM PRACTICES AND 

ORGANSIATIONAL CAPABILITIES

FIRM A FIRM B FIRM C FIRM D

STRATEGIC HRM APPROACH

Rewards and performance management 

Career planning 

Recruitment skills levels

M-H

M-L

H

M

H

H

H 

H 

H

M

M

M-L

CAPABILITIES

Market orientation (MO) 

Information sensing, Information dissemination  and 

organisational response

H(3) M(2) M(2) M-L(2)

Learning orientation (LO)

Commitment to learning, open-mindedness and 

shared vision

M(4) M(4) H(3) M-L(2)

Quality management 

Investment in quality, sharing of information, 

continuous improvement & teamwork

H(5) M(3) H(3) M-H(2)



Strategic Choice and Degree of Leeway
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        Organisations  

 

 

Practice impacts 

                            A                              B                       C                               D 

Strategic Choice High innovative 

behaviour (active 

development)  

Moderately Innovative 

behaviour (active development)  

High innovative 

behaviour (active 

development)  

Conformist behaviour (Neutral) 

 

Institutional  

environment 

Largely munificent 

environment. 

Mimetic institutional 

approach  

Very expansive 

 

Mimetic institutional approach  

Very favourable  

 

Mimetic institutional 

approach 

Adverse environment for 

banking industry  

Regulative institutional 

approach 

Degree of Leeway High degree of financial 

leeway. High levels of 

skill and resource 

leeway. Open 

collaborations and 

business opportunities  

 

Limited financial leeway 

following acquisition. High 

levels of skill and resource 

leeway.  Poor quality of inter-

functional coordination reduced 

its ability to successfully 

exercise choice 

High degree of financial 

leeway. Limited levels 

of skills leeway 

domestically, but a very 

strong technical and HR 

leadership at the 

subsidiary  

Limited financial leeway 

following the GFC. High levels 

of skill and resource flexibility 

and leeway.  

 

Human Agency  Active and 

developmental human 

agency 

Passive or a mix of  mild active 

and developmental agency 

Active and 

developmental agency 

Neutral human agency 



Empirical findings…
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Figure 7.1 : Multi-level impacts of the GFC 

  Global Business Environment 

 

 

MNCs’ Business Environment 

 

Domestic Firms’ Business Environment 

 

Localised micro-business environment 

 

GFC‘s impact 

GFC‘s impact 

GFC‘s impact 

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (p. 142)



Empirical findings…
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Figure 7.2: GFC and its impact on business, competitive and institutional environments 

 

 

 

 

 

National Business Environment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Institutional environment 

 

General Business and Competitive Environment 

 

GFC‘s impact 

GFC‘s impact 

GFC‘s impact 

Indian IT/BPO firms’ institutional 

environment 

 

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (p. 143)



Conceptual Model
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Local  
Institutional  
Environment 

 
Global 
Business  
Environment 

 
Organisational 
Growth / 
Decline 

HRM Practices 
- Learning and 

development culture 
- Performance 

management 
- Employee turnover 
- Selective RCG hiring 
- Cross skilling for career 

planning 

 
Organisational 

Capabilities 
- Market orientation 
- Learning orientation 
- Quality management 

orientation 
- Change management  

 
 
Limits the 
Nature of 
Strategic 
Choices 

 
Human Agency  
              &  
Degree of Leeway 

Affects choices Leaders’ Agentic 
choices can alter 

the degree of 
leeway 

Sustained growth 
and performance  

Environmental 
change 

HRM and Organisational 
responses 

Figure 7.3: Conceptual Model for Managing Growth in a Post-GFC Era: Role of

Human Agency, HRM and Organisational Capabilities

Source: Malik, A. (2017, forthcoming). Human Resource Management and the Global Financial Crisis, Abingdon, Oxon, UK and New York: Routledge (p. 144)



Managing People in Crisis: A Change Management Perspective
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• Executing 
Change

• Building 
Change 
Capability

• Mobilizing 
Support

• Appreciating 
Change

Strategic 
Choice

Human 
Agency

Degree of 
Leeway

HRM/ 
Organisational 

Capabilities

Applying Nilakant and Ramnarayan’s (2006) Four Tasks of change to post-GFC responses



Success Commonalities

Commonalities :

- Surveillance for direct and indirect signals  

- Stich in time

- Explore alternatives

- Plan hard ….don’t rush but don’t delay either

- Communicate frequently and extensively

- Don’t hide…transparency works!

- Honesty always the best policy!

- Develop skills of negotiation and persuasion

- Invest in change critical capabilities

- High rewards: handle a crisis well and your reputation (along with sales 

and profits) will also increase  !
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Implications for Practice

• Learning and development and creating an ongoing culture of 

learning is vital

• Invest in market and learning orientations

• Routines are important for business continuity- invest in quality or 

other frameworks as applicable but remain flexible

• Leadership and its quality is vital for exploring a range of strategic 

choices

• Ensure systems are in place to avoid ‘psychopathic’ behaviours and 

tendencies

• Invest in HR and organisational capabilities as identified in this 

research

• Change management is a higher order skill and needs to be 

implemented across key leaders on an ongoing basis rather than 

when crisis hits
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Thank You

Q&A
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