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Abstract
The COVID- 19 pandemic has challenged and changed or-
ganisations. While the pandemic has brought opportuni-
ties for business in some sectors, such as information and 
communication, and for people who enjoy the flexibility 
they gain from home- based or hybrid work arrangements, 
the realisation of benefits for individuals and organisations 
is uncertain over longer time periods and distributed un-
evenly across the workforce. Thus, the pandemic situation 
has been a trigger, albeit an unwelcome one, for revising our 
theorising about organisational risk. We build on the articles 
within our special section and develop a perspective on how 
to continue the development of new theoretical insights. 
First, we examine how existing theories can be extended to 
encompass organisational risk. We focus on theories of or-
ganisational culture to do so. Second, we discuss ways that 
existing theories can be repurposed to address important 
challenges. We illustrate our points using paradoxical lead-
ership theory and theories of creativity. Third, we reflect 
on ways to develop new theorising by exploring multilevel 
modelling and the microfoundations of organisational risk. 
Fourth, we reflect on methods. In doing so, we pave the 
way for future studies that will enrich our understanding of 
organisational risk and contribute to preparations for future 
crises.
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INTRODUCTION

As we write this article in June 2023, there have been in excess of 767 million cases of COVID- 19 world-
wide and close to seven million deaths (World Health Organization, 2022). The concept of risk has been 
essential to the strategic management of the pandemic and has also taken centre stage in organisations 
as people reconsider health and safety, work– family concerns, virtual work, precarity, leadership, human 
resources policies, and careers in light of disease- related hazards (Rudolph et al., 2021). Yet, organisa-
tional responses have been varied and fragmented, triggering calls for new theorising in organisational 
psychology as we move beyond the COVID- 19 pandemic (Pérez- Nebra et al., 2021).

In putting together our special section on organisational risk and the COVID- 19 pandemic, we have 
selected papers that represent a range of perspectives on how people and organisations have coped and 
been challenged by their emotionally charged and hazardous circumstances. We have reflected on these 
studies, as well as on the extant risk research literature, in our editorial. We use the core themes offered 
by the special section as foundations for developing ideas about new ways to theorise about risks.

With this article, we offer a forward- looking perspective on theorising about organisational risk. 
While the COVID- 19 pandemic is one form of crisis, there will be future pandemics and other crises. 
Taking a prospective view “refers to how organisations identify risks that may materialise in the future 
to prepare for them” (Hardy et al., 2020, 1035). To achieve these outcomes, we consider how psycholog-
ical theories can be extended, repurposed, and developed to enrich theorising and generate new insights 
that are beneficial for people and organisations.

In doing so, we take a broad view of both risks and organisations. We argue that there are important 
connections between theorising about the risks in safety- critical organisations, such as nuclear power 
plants, and theorising about other forms of organisational risks, such as financial and reputational risks. 
Such connections rest on the common premise that organisations construct and handle risks in relation 
to the duality of benefits and harm (Bednarek et al., 2019). Organisations that operate in hazardous 
environments typically focus heavily on safety, particularly when managing the risks associated with 
organisational activities is essential to their business. Organisations that operate in environments where 
the main risks are reputational, financial, and psychosocial, such as domains heavily dependent on 
knowledge work, often assume such risks are acceptable to some degree if benefits are to be achieved. 
In any type of organisation, the handling of risks can benefit from a forward- looking approach as the 
pandemic has demonstrated (Aven & Zio, 2021). Contingency planning on the outbreak of a health care 
emergency, for example, is core to all organisations that must handle risks (Bryce et al., 2020).

EXTENDING THEOR IES

The impact and disruption of the COVID pandemic has created opportunities for organisational 
psychologists to extend existing theories. One such example is organisational culture which is “the 

Practitioner Points

• Planning for pandemics and other crises requires risks to be organised.
• Organising risks involves identifying them and reducing the likelihood they will materialize 

as harm.
• Preparedness for crises benefits from extending, repurposing and developing models of risk 

and organisation.
• Insights from studies of culture, creativity, leadership and the microfoundations of organi-

sational risk provide insights into ways that understanding the organisation of risks can be 
developed.
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pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed in learning to 
cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration –  a pattern of assumptions that 
has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the cor-
rect way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” (Schein, 1983, 14). Connecting the 
concepts of culture and risk illuminates the risk- related norms and beliefs that shape individual and 
collective thoughts and behaviours (Giorgi et al., 2015). What have we learnt about culture through 
the pandemic?

First, culture can change quickly when there is an existential threat to the organisation, change is 
supported and enabled, and when people understand exactly how they can help. If we consider the mass 
change in culture during the pandemic, which is arguably the largest behavioural intervention that has 
occurred in most people's lifetimes, shifts in working patterns that might normally take years to achieve 
occurred in weeks and months. Examples include people collaborating virtually, absorbing new priori-
ties and opportunities, working from home, changing everyday workplace behaviours, finding ways to 
improve pandemic safety, moving processes online, and many other responses. Research on culture has 
considered how long it takes for a shift in corporate culture to occur (Boyce et al., 2015), and the pan-
demic shows that, when people see a clear and present danger to them and their firm, it can be fast. Of 
course, the situation was unusual, and people's organisational behaviour was tied to their well- being and 
that of their co- workers. Nonetheless, the pandemic shows that when people see a compelling reason 
for culture change, and the organisation supports this and provides ways to enact alternative ways of 
working, new practices are innovated and developed. Indeed, because organisations have found it hard 
to make a similarly compelling reason for people to switch back, the culture shifts on working practices 
that have arisen through the pandemic have become baked in and difficult to reverse.

Second, the concept of risk became prominent in the culture of everyone's lives. Research on 
safety culture has long examined the safety versus productivity trade- off: this captures the tension 
that people working in safety- critical contexts experience when, in pursuit of productivity, they must 
take a risk (e.g., cutting a corner; Guldenmund, 2000). This trade- off became a common experience 
across organisations during the pandemic, from policy makers to executives, unit managers to front- 
line employees. It was highly consequential, shaping the delivery of education, finance, transport, 
manufacturing, retail etc. For health care providers, they had to both consider safety versus risk 
trade- offs in their day- to- day activities (e.g., prioritising intensive care beds) and in relation to them-
selves (e.g., avoiding the disease). Thus, every organisation had to find where, within its culture, the 
balance between prioritising pandemic safety and delivering services lay. This was shaped by, along-
side the law, the essentiality of services being provided, possibilities to make them COVID- safe, 
internal dynamics, and feasibility of being COVID- safe. Interestingly, the pandemic both shows the 
fundamental importance of ideas within safety culture theory for understanding organisations –  for 
instance on the values and norms and enabling factors that shape risk- related behaviours –  and also 
develops it. For example, in terms of values and behaviours adjusted as the pandemic continued, and 
disruption worsened, and also where rules and compliance created other societal risks and problems 
(e.g., delays of health care treatments).

Finally, as discussed above, the pandemic illustrated the effectiveness of behavioural change inter-
ventions and their impact on culture and behaviour. For example, in terms of direct interventions to 
change health and safety- related behaviours, refocussing of values (e.g., on employee and stakeholder 
well- being), and also nudges and more implicit approaches to altering behaviour. For culture research, 
these interventions must be closely studied to understand their positive effects in terms of shifting 
culture (e.g., values, norms, behaviours) as well as unintended outcomes and negative consequences. 
Moreover, new concepts, such as building a culture of organisational resilience (responding to and re-
covering from threats), potentially emerge through the pandemic (Bryce et al., 2020).

In conclusion, and using the concept of organisational culture as an example, we can see how the 
COVID- 19 pandemic has potential to alter theories and understandings within occupational and organ-
isational psychology. These include re- theorising how culture change occurs, the impact of principles of 
safety culture in all workplace domains, and the effectiveness of culture change interventions.
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R EPUR POSING THEOR IES

The papers in this special section have highlighted the importance of novel applications of existing theories 
to understanding risks and organising. Notably, well- established theories of emotions and their appraisal have 
been applied to the pandemic situation to enhance understanding of well- being (Wang et al., Forthcoming) 
and behaviour (Shen et al., Forthcoming). We have taken inspiration from these studies to extend thinking 
about how to repurpose other theories. We focus on paradoxical leadership theory and theories of creativity 
to illustrate how such repurposing could contribute to expanding theorising about risks.

Paradoxical leadership

Risk in the modern era has been described as a paradox characterized by tensions arising from simulta-
neous attempts to challenge and control the future (Zinn, 2016, 2020). Social and need- led shifts have 
increased acceptability of specific risks (e.g., genetically modified crops) to address specific require-
ments (e.g., increased food production; Zinn, 2016). The pandemic has created and exacerbated a range 
of organisational and workplace tensions, such as the need for essential workers in sectors such as health 
care and transportation to continuing working while keeping safe, the continued participation in work 
while attending to other demands such as caring for family members or home- schooling children. 
Lockdown experiences prompted learning and unlearning as knowledge about the risks and ways to pre-
vent harm developed. Moreover, managers were required to set direction while considering employees' 
concerns and suggestions, to consider long- term interests as well as short- term circumstances, and to be 
proactive as well as reactive (Giustiniano et al., 2020).

One approach to theorising about such paradoxes is to focus on leaders who have a key role in preparing 
for, and navigating crises, and reducing their harmful effects on organisations. Paradoxical leadership the-
ory (Zhang et al., 2015) reconceptualizes and reconciles the seemingly competing interests that leaders need 
to address, such as the tensions between uniformity, as expressed in identical treatment to convey fairness, 
and individualisation that recognises the value of specific skills (Zhang et al., 2021). Paradoxical leadership 
is supported by individual characteristics, notably holistic thinking that involves integrating complex ideas 
(Pan & Sun, 2018), and organisational structures characterised by decentralised decision- making and open 
communication that allow expression of preferences (Zhang & Han, 2019).

Repurposing tenets of paradoxical leadership theory (Zhang et al., 2015) addresses tensions concern-
ing the organisation of risk. Paradoxical leaders' capability to engage in a range of behaviours and integrate 
ideas contributes to creating environments where people can speak up and have their ideas translated into 
actions (Noort et al., 2019). Moreover, leaders who think holistically and apply conceptual integration 
skills have capabilities to reduce tensions between autonomy and control (Lee et al., 2021) by balancing 
influence and discretion, for example, setting clear goals and enabling employees to determine how they 
do their work (Fürstenberg et al., 2021). These processes have relevance in high- reliability organisations, 
where serious operational risks are routinely handled through leadership activities and organisational 
capacities that enables the simultaneous coexistence of hierarchical and standardised, and locally flexible 
and adaptive, modes of organising (Roberts, 1990; Schulman, 1993; Weick, 1987). Such capabilities also 
position other types of organisations to respond proactively to future crises.

Creativity

Theories of creativity offer another rich seam of repurposing potential. Creativity is the generation of 
ideas that are “attempts to develop and introduce new and improved ways of doing things” (Anderson 
et al., 2014, 1298). Individual- level theorising about creativity centres on the characteristics that drive 
idea generation and the contextual features that enhance such possibilities. The connections between 
emotions and creativity offer one line of enquiry that builds on the extant literature. Risk is an intensely 
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emotive phenomenon (Lupton, 2013). Studies of emotions in relation to risk have considered a range 
of perspectives, including emotions as influences on perceptions of risks (Loewenstein et al., 2001; 
Sjöberg, 2007; Slovic et al., 2004) and emotional insights as inputs to decision- making (Fenton- O'Creevy 
et al., 2011). The papers in this special section on the COVID- 19 pandemic and organisational risk rep-
resent developments by showing how and when emotions shape employees' and leaders' responses to 
pandemic- related risks with consequences for well- being (Shen et al., Forthcoming) and supportive or 
abusive supervision (Wang et al., Forthcoming).

The many new insights into risk perceptions and risk- taking behaviour brought by prior studies of 
emotions can be complemented by complementary approach that considering the roles that emotions 
and creativity play in organising risks. Idea generation is central to creativity, with emotions influ-
encing the idea generation process by fostering a flexible mode of thinking that enhances creativity 
(Bledow et al., 2013). Emotions also have a substantial influence on the information elaboration that 
follows idea generation. For example, information elaboration is enhanced by positions emotions, 
such as gratitude (Pillay et al., 2020) and inhibited by negative emotions, such as the fear of speaking 
up and personal risk that characterises low levels of psychological safety (Newman et al., 2017).

However, complexities surround the benefits of creativity. While creativity is a key source of 
competitive advantage and performance in some sectors, such as the film industry (Perry- Smith & 
Mannucci, 2017), the same principle does not necessarily apply to risk, particularly in hazardous settings 
where there are significant risks to health, well- being, and safety. Indeed, creative processes may gener-
ate risks through the uncoordinated proliferation and implementation of ideas. Notably, the organisa-
tional accretion of decentralised innovations that were implemented without effective risk oversight has 
been implicated in fatal failures in both the nuclear power and self- driving car industries (Macrae, 2010, 
2022). One way to address such challenges is to link creative processes with the objectives of identifying 
risks and preventing their materialisation as harm. Repurposing theorising about idea generation and in-
formation elaboration to focus on the organisation of risk thus seems a fruitful area for future research.

A second line of enquiry arises from research that examines the connections between leadership 
and creativity. Studies that examine how and when leaders promote idea generation and information 
elaboration show that transformational leaders who provide vision, inspiration, individualised attention, 
and intellectual stimulation enhance possibilities for the expression of creative ideas (Koh et al., 2019) 
and knowledge sharing (Dong et al., 2017). Leaders who empower others give their work meaning, en-
able decision participation and so build employees' creativity, particularly when resources are available 
(Zhang et al., 2018). Proactive employees' creative potential is enhanced when leaders provide direction 
that channels motivation to achieve beneficial outcomes (Pan et al., 2018). Moreover, leaders who show 
humility by understanding their limitations, shortcomings, and mistakes, and showing appreciation of 
followers' input develop psychologically safe environments within teams where information sharing 
promotes creativity (Hu et al., 2018). We have seen that, during the COVID- 19 pandemic, empowering 
leaders enhanced psychological empowerment and individual creativity (Siswanti & Muafi, 2020), while 
ethical leadership enhanced employee creativity through employees' perceptions of leader- member ex-
change and organisational ethical climate (Li et al., 2022).

In conclusion, creativity is a critical element of responses to pandemics and other forms of crises, 
with leadership being essential to the development of ideas that support and protect people and organi-
sations. Uniting extant and emerging theorising about creativity, leadership, and risk provides opportu-
nities to develop new frameworks for understanding and developing ways to organise risks.

DEV ELOPING THEOR IES

Theoretical growth is also achieved by developing novel approaches to modelling organisational risk 
that shed new light on how risks are identified and the potential for risks to realise as harm is reduced. 
The COVID- 19 pandemic has highlighted how risk- handling systems have not functioned as well as 
expected due to the interconnected nature of risks (Aven & Zio, 2021). We draw on the literature 
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concerned with the microfoundations approach to understanding organisational phenomena with a 
view to stimulating new theorising that contributes to understanding organisations as risk systems.

The microfoundations of organizing risks

The microfoundations' perspective draws on Coleman's (1990) “bathtub” model, proposing that macro- 
explanations of macro- phenomena cannot distinguish between different explanations of organisational- 
level outcomes because the micro phenomena that underpin them are not unpacked. The bathtub model 
addresses this problem by layering micro-  and macro- phenomena, with individuals at the base of the 
model (Little, 1991). Studies based on this model have examined top- down and bottom- up processes to 
develop the understanding of how contextual features of organisations influence individual and social 
processes that have emergent effects on organisational- level phenomena. Theorising covers a range of 
areas, including strategy (Foss & Pederson, 2016), innovation (Grigoriou & Rothaermel, 2014), organi-
sational goals (Linder & Foss, 2018), and knowledge sharing (Foss & Pedersen, 2019). Unpacking cross- 
level processes is key to studies within this movement (Felin et al., 2015), with multilevel theorising 
being critical to advancing understanding (Kozlowski et al., 2013).

Although microfoundational approaches that focus on organisational risk are in their infancy, stud-
ies have focused on related topics. For example, a qualitative exploration of the microfoundations of 
audit trails shows how audit processes create conditions for the reproduction and expansion of audit 
accounts that become performative (Power, 2021). More recent research inspired by experiences of the 
pandemic has examined the microfoundations of innovation (Lago et al., 2023), supply chain resilience 
and sustainability (Silva et al., 2023), the analytics empowerment capability for humanitarian service 
systems (Akter et al., 2021), and international knowledge transfer (Rios- Ballesteros & Fuerst, 2022). 
Such studies show how organisational- level responses to the pandemic are, in part, explained by indi-
vidual behaviours and team-  or unit- level functioning.

The microfoundations' perspective offers a range of possibilities for novel theorising about or-
ganisational risk by offering a framework for connecting higher-  and lower- level concepts while leav-
ing open their specificities. Expanding theorising about the ways that lower- level concepts influence 
organisational- level conceptualisations of risk also contributes to the wider literature concerned with 
composition and compilation (Chan, 1998; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). Composition occurs when phe-
nomena aggregate in a linear manner such that lower-  and higher- level entities are the same and is 
operationalised as mean scores of quantitative measures, an example being safety climate. Compilation 
occurs when the aggregation of variables is non- linear and is operationalised in terms of variance. The 
concept of variance has the potential to expand understanding of risk and organisation. To date, studies 
of variability have focused on errors, accidents, and designers of human- machine interfaces where it is 
considered alongside notions of adaptation and trade- offs that contribute to organisational reliability 
(Le Coze, 2019), as well as psychosocial safety climate that influences relationships between job de-
mands and outcomes (Afsharian et al., 2019).

Further research that connects risk with the microfoundations approach enables reflections on how 
organisational outcomes are shaped by contextualised individual- level perceptions and actions. Doing 
so expands theorising about the relationships between risk and organisation by examining the con-
structs and processes that explain the organisation of risks and goes beyond a focus on the extent of 
risks organisations are exposed to or the degree of safety they can achieve. Such research would generate 
novel insights into why and when risks are identified, and harm is prevented.

METHODS

Key to the growth of scholarship has been a developing appreciation of the need to move away from 
relying only on approaches that model risk in terms of quantifiable antecedents and consequences, 
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and augmenting these with qualitative methods to embrace uncertainties, lived experiences and the 
ways that risk pervades organisational life (Pettersen Gould & Macrae, 2021). While quantitative 
measures calculate the known variables within risk equations, they can provide minimal insight on 
how people judge or respond to risk in the heat- of- the- moment and offer little explanation of the 
processes through which people and groups construct, interpret, engage with, and enact different 
forms of risk in their organisational lives. Qualitative, longitudinal, and ethnographic studies of 
the practical organisational work involved in identifying and analysing risk can, for instance, help 
reveal and explain the linkages between the psychological, cultural, and organisational processes 
that shape the handling of risk in complex organisations (Macrae, 2014). Moreover, by their very na-
ture, calculative appraisals of risk will not incorporate risks that are entirely unknown and yet to be 
identified. Indeed, the construction and persistence of ignorance in relation to risk often underlies 
some of the most catastrophic and challenging threats to organisations and the communities they 
are embedded within (Turner & Pidgeon, 1997).

A forward- looking view of risk embraces uncertainty (Aven & Zio, 2021). The quantitative data 
typically used in traditional risk management practices are retrospective, whereas prospective and novel 
risks are less obvious, so qualitative data and its exploration become more important. Qualitative re-
search permits a broader understanding of uncertainty that, in combination with quantitative research, 
can enable a naturalistic understanding of risk that is grounded in predictive models and data from 
historical events. Future studies that encompass qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods will en-
able extended and novel theorising. For example, through using advances in artificial intelligence to 
analyse the plethora of new textual data sources (e.g., on workplace experiences, interaction transcripts, 
service- user observations) and guide qualitative analyses focussing on risk- related phenomena (Gillespie 
& Reader, 2022).

A broader approach to methods also corresponds with the continuing development of an interdis-
ciplinary perspective on risk. Risk research is thriving, with studies approaching the topic from many 
angles, such as engineering, statistics, finance, economics, health care, geography, sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and psychology. Continued theorising within domains creates a depth of knowledge that reveals the 
complexities of risks, opportunities and harm. The development of interdisciplinary insights enhances 
understanding and responsiveness as we have seen, for example, when theorising from psychology 
is applied to highly technical situations such as safety- critical organisations (Le Coze, 2019) or avia-
tion (Noort et al., 2016). The progression of such unions contributes to a deeper integration of risk 
conceptualisations.

Despite the innovative benefits of interdisciplinary studies and their applications, the reality of 
achieving these outcomes is hampered by disciplinary divisions within universities and their systems to 
recognise and reward research. There are also feasibility and impact concerns from funding agencies 
(Soskice, 2016). We propose that the concept of risk has the potential to bring reconciliation to at least 
some of these debates and challenges because it has significant and sometimes devastating effects on 
organisations and societies. Although the pressing need to understand risks is not in question, under-
standing the mechanisms that connect researchers, practitioners, and policy makers are works in prog-
ress. Thus, we reiterate our call for further research that extends methods, theorising and connections 
between communities who share the common interest, and challenge, of risk.

CONCLUSION

With this article, we have considered how theories of organisational psychology can be extended, 
repurposed, and developed to promote enhanced visibility of risks as well as preparation for future 
crises. In doing so, we aim to inspire research that enables benefits of new thinking to be realised and 
risks to be organised collaboratively in ways that increase understanding of risk and reduce its potential 
for harm.
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