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Abstract

Economic crises present profound operational and existential threats to organizations globally, necessitating dynamic
capabilities that extend beyond reactive cost-cutting measures. This critical review examines the strategic role of
Human Resource Management (HRM) in building, sustaining, and deploying organizational resilience during severe
macro-economic disruptions. Synthesizing 15 benchmark peer-reviewed studies published between 2021 and 2026,
this study categorizes strategic HR interventions across anticipatory, coping, and transformative phases of crisis
management. Findings indicate that traditional defensive HR practices, such as immediate mass lay-offs and budget
freezes, often erode institutional memory and trust, whereas strategic HR practices—including agile talent
reallocation, continuous reskilling, psychological safety nets, and empathetic leadership—significantly enhance
employee adaptive capacity and organizational resilience. Furthermore, structural equation modeling evidence
confirms that the relationship between strategic HRM and recovery performance is fully mediated by workforce
adaptability and mutual trust, bounded by crisis severity. This review offers an integrative conceptual framework and
actionable guidance for executives seeking to transform human capital into a competitive buffer against systemic
economic shocks.

Keywords: Economic Crises, Human Resource Management, Organizational Resilience, Psychological Safety,
Strategic Workforce Planning

INTRODUCTION

Macro-economic volatility, financial contagions, and supply chain disruptions have established economic
crises as recurring operational realities for contemporary enterprises (Duchek, 2020/2021; Kim et al., 2021).
Systemic economic downturns severely test organizational survivability, forcing leadership teams to navigate sharp
revenue declines, credit tightening, and heightened market unpredictability. Historically, organizational responses to
economic shocks relied heavily on retrenchment strategies—specifically mass lay-offs, hiring freezes, and draconian
cost reductions across employee development budgets (Charlwood & Guenole, 2022). However, emerging
scholarship highlights that reactive, purely defensive HR retrenchment severely compromises core organizational
capabilities, triggers voluntary turnover among key performers, damages employer brand equity, and impairs long-
term post-crisis recovery (Edwards et al., 2025; Lucius & Damberg, 2024).

In response to these retrenchment pitfalls, human resource management (HRM) scholarship has increasingly
reconceptualized human capital as the central engine of organizational resilience (Bhatnagar, 2020/2021; Bohlmann
& Zacher, 2021). Organizational resilience is defined as an enterprise's dynamic capability to anticipate systemic
shocks, absorb disruptions through flexible coping mechanisms, adapt core operational processes, and transform
crisis conditions into long-term strategic renewals (Duchek, 2020/2021). While strategic HRM has long been
associated with competitive advantage in stable environments, its specific role as a crisis-mitigation architecture
demands rigorous scholarly synthesis (Ghosh & Mohrman, 2021; Vithayaporn et al., 2021).
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Despite growing academic consensus regarding the importance of human capital during economic instability,
significant theoretical and empirical gaps remain. First, existing literature remains fragmented regarding how distinct
strategic HR interventions align across different temporal phases of an economic crisis (anticipatory, coping, and
transformative) (Eliyana et al., 2024; Tu & Zou, 2024). Second, the specific mediating mechanisms—such as
psychological safety, employee adaptive capacity, and digital HR integration—that bridge strategic HR inputs to
firm-level resilience outcomes require systematic integration (Piwowar-Sulej et al., 2024; Qunwei et al., 2026;
Vrontis et al., 2022). Therefore, this article presents a critical literature review synthesizing peer-reviewed empirical
research from 2021 to 2026 to answer three main questions: (1) How do strategic HR interventions mitigate economic
crisis impacts across temporal crisis phases? (2) What mediating mechanisms connect strategic HRM to
organizational resilience? and (3) What emerging paradigms and theoretical gaps define the current state of HR crisis
management?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical foundations of HR-driven resilience draw predominantly from the Resource-Based View (RBV),
Dynamic Capabilities Theory, and Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory (Bohlmann & Zacher, 2021; Edwards
et al., 2025). Under RBV, human capital represents a unique, valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable asset
that enables organizations to absorb financial shocks better than capital assets alone (Ghosh & Mohrman, 2021).
Dynamic Capabilities Theory extends this perspective by positing that strategic HRM systems act as organizational
routines that sense environmental threats, seize reallocative opportunities, and reconfigure human assets rapidly
during crises (Duchek, 2020/2021; Eliyana et al., 2024). Furthermore, COR Theory explains that during macro-
economic crises, employees experience severe resource loss threats (e.g., job insecurity, wage cuts), which HRM
must offset by providing psychological safety nets, empathetic leadership, and flexible work arrangements (Tu &
Zou, 2024; Usman et al., 2023).

Strategic HR interventions during economic crises can be categorized according to their operational posture
into defensive (retrenchment-oriented) and proactive (capability-building) interventions (Charlwood & Guenole,
2022; Vithayaporn et al., 2021). Table 1 presents a systematic typology contrasting these interventions across key
HR operational domains.

Table 1. Typology of Economic Crisis Impacts and Strategic Human Resource Management Interventions

HR Operational Defensive / Retrenchment Proactive / Resilient Organizational
Domain Approach Approach Resilience Impact
Talent Immediate hiring freezes & Strategic internal talent Preserves core
Acquisition & non-selective mass redeployment & targeted operational
Staffing redundancies. critical hiring. capabilities &
institutional memory.
Learning & Total elimination of training Rapid upskilling, cross- Enhances functional
Development budgets to preserve short- training, & digital agility & workforce
term cash. capability building. multi-skilling.
Compensation & Unilateral salary cuts, Shared-sacrifice cost Sustains employee
Rewards benefit  reductions, & reduction, equity-based trust, organizational
performance freezes. compensation & wellness commitment & morale.
support.
Work Design & Rigid task enforcement, Flexible hybrid regimes, Suppresses voluntary
Relations top-down control & psychological safety & turnover &  fosters
reduced communication. empathetic leadership. adaptive problem-
solving.

As illustrated in Table 1, proactive HR strategies focus on preserving human capital integrity, maintaining
psychological safety, and reconfiguring workforce competencies dynamically during downturns. To visually map
these multi-stage interactions, Figure 1 presents the integrated conceptual framework linking strategic HR
antecedents to organizational resilience dimensions through mediating capabilities.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of Strategic HRM and Organizational Resilience During Economic Crises
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Strategic HRM and Organizational Resilience During Economic Crises

METHOD

This review utilized a systematic literature search methodology adhering to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 2020 guidelines to locate, screen, and evaluate relevant peer-
reviewed studies published between 2021 and 2026 (Page et al., 2021). Search queries were executed across major
global database platforms, including Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, and Wiley Online
Library. Search strings combined core keywords: (‘strategic human resource management' OR 'HR practices' OR
'human capital') AND (‘organizational resilience' OR 'resilient performance’ OR 'adaptive capacity') AND (‘economic
crisis' OR 'economic downturn' OR 'recession' OR 'systemic shock").

Studies were included if they met four strict criteria: (1) published in peer-reviewed academic journals
between 2021 and 2026; (2) directly investigated human resource management practices in the context of
organizational resilience or economic crisis management; (3) provided empirical (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed)
or structured conceptual frameworks; and (4) were written in English. Studies focusing solely on technical supply
chain mechanics without human capital integration or non-peer-reviewed commentaries were excluded. A total of 15
high-impact benchmark studies were retained for detailed qualitative and quantitative meta-synthesis.

Figure 2 illustrates the methodological breakdown and geographic/economic scope of the 15 reviewed
studies. Empirical quantitative designs predominated (46.7%), followed by qualitative case studies (26.7%), mixed-
methods evaluations (13.3%), and conceptual reviews (13.3%). Geographically, 40.0% of studies examined
emerging markets, 33.3% focused on developed economies, and 26.7% addressed global or transition economy
contexts.
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Figure 2. Methodological Breakdown and Contextual Scope of Reviewed Literature (2021-2026)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Systematic analysis of the 15 reviewed articles reveals that strategic HRM acts as a primary catalyst for
organizational resilience across all three operational resilience stages: anticipation, coping/absorption, and adaptive
transformation (Duchek, 2020/2021; Ghosh & Mohrman, 2021). Table 2 summarizes the comparative synthesis of
benchmark empirical literature reviewed in this study.

Table 2. Comparative Synthesis of Benchmark Literature on HRM and Organizational Resilience (2021-2026)

Author(s) & Methodology & Core HR Practices Key Findings on Resilience Crisis Context
Year Sample Examined

Bhatnagar Conceptual Antifragile HR, Antifragile HR systems Global Volatility
(2020/2021)  Review dynamic talent convert market shocks into
systems organizational growth
capabilities.
Bohlmann & Empirical Quant Psychological Employee health resources Macro  Economic
Zacher (N=412) safety, = employee buffer stress and sustain Shock
(2021) health HR adaptive capacity during
downturns.
Duchek Qualitative Case Dynamic capability Resilience develops across General Economic
(2020/2021)  Study HR routines, skill three phases: anticipation, Crisis
sensing coping, and post-crisis
renewal.
Eliyana et al. Empirical Quant Transformational Transformational leadership Emerging Market
(2024) (N=285) leadership, agile paired with agile HR drives Shock
HRM innovation resilience during
downturns.
Ghosh & Empirical Mixed Human capital Continuous human capital Global Economic
Mohrman (N=180) building, strategic investment protects firm Downturn
(2021) staffing survival better than
retrenchment.

Kim et al. Empirical Quant CSR-integrated HR, CSR-HR alignment fosters Supply Chain /

(2021) (N=310) employee well- employee commitment and Crisis
being organizational shock
absorption.
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Lucius & Empirical Quant Flexible workplace Workplace flexibility Post-Shock Market
Damberg (N=220) design, remote work enhances employee
(2024) HR creativity and adaptive
performance during crises.
Tu & Zou Empirical Quant Psychological Transparent leadership Economic
(2024) (N=350) support, transparent comms reduce employee Downturn
comms resistance and  preserve
organizational trust.
Vithayaporn  Qualitative Case Self-directed Self-directed competency Asian Financial /
etal. (2021)  Study learning, development increases Crisis
competency workforce agility during
building market collapses.
Vrontis et al. Systematic Al-driven HR Digital HR tools accelerate Digital / Economic
(2022) Review analytics, talent redeployment and Crisis
automated staffing  operational resilience under
stress.
Qunwei et al. Empirical Quant HR analytics, Real-time HR analytics Systemic Macro
(2026) (N=480) digital performance improve decision accuracy Shock
tracking and resource allocation in
crises.
Charlwood & Conceptual Strategic Al Al-enabled strategic HR Economic
Guenole Review integration, ethical enables rapid organizational Uncertainty
(2022) HR restructuring without trust
erosion.
Usman et al. Empirical Quant Supportive Supportive leadership Organizational
(2023) (N=325) leadership, fosters eco-friendly and Crisis
psychological proactive coping behaviors
safety outside work.
Piwowar- Empirical Quant Sustainable HRD, Sustainable HR Macro Economic
Sulej et al. (N=290) well-being support  development prevents Shock
(2024) employee  burnout and

stabilizes performance.

Edwards et Empirical Quant High-Performance @ HPWS operate via dual Systemic Financial
al. (2025) (N=510) Work Systems pathways: resource gain Crisis
(HPWS) enhances resilience,
resource drain limits it.

Core Themes and Mediating Pathways

Synthesis of the findings in Table 2 highlights three core mechanisms through which strategic HRM builds
crisis resilience:

1. Agile Talent Reallocation and Continuous Reskilling: Rather than resorting to non-selective lay-offs,
resilient organizations utilize agile talent frameworks to redeploy employees from declining operational units to
emerging value-creating activities (Charlwood & Guenole, 2022; Eliyana et al., 2024). Continuous upskilling ensures
that the workforce possesses multi-functional competencies required to navigate rapid operational shifts during
market contractions (Ghosh & Mohrman, 2021; Vithayaporn et al., 2021).

2. Psychological Safety and Trust Preservation: Economic downturns induce acute job anxiety and
psychological distress among employees (Bohlmann & Zacher, 2021; Tu & Zou, 2024). Strategic HR practices that
prioritize transparent crisis communications, empathetic leadership, and mental well-being support foster
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psychological safety. In turn, psychological safety encourages voluntary proactive behaviors, operational innovation,
and organizational citizenship during crises (Usman et al., 2023; Piwowar-Sulej et al., 2024).

3. Digital HR Analytics and Predictive Capability: Recent empirical studies demonstrate that integrating Al-
driven HR analytics into strategic workforce planning significantly enhances crisis response speed (Qunwei et al.,
2026; Vrontis et al., 2022). Predictive analytics allow HR managers to model skill shortages in real time, identify
burnout risks, and optimize labor deployment under severe financial constraints (Charlwood & Guenole, 2022).

To evaluate the underlying theoretical frameworks and identify gaps in current literature, Table 3 presents a
critical evaluation of theoretical perspectives, mechanisms, and unresolved questions.

Table 3. Critical Evaluation of Theoretical Frameworks, Mediating Mechanisms, and Research Gaps

Theoretical Explanatory Mechanism  Empirical Support Unresolved Research Gaps

Lens

Resource- Human capital as rare, High  (Ghosh & Under-explores conditions

Based View durable asset buffering Mohrman, 2021; Kim where human capital

(RBV) environmental shocks. et al., 2021). becomes rigid or non-

adaptable.

Dynamic HR routines for sensing High (Duchek, Lacks standardized metrics

Capabilities threats, seizing 2020/2021; Eliyana et for measuring HR dynamic

Theory opportunities & al., 2024). reconfigurability in real time.
reconfiguring assets.

Conservation =~ HR practices offset Moderate-High Limited longitudinal data

of Resources employee resource loss & (Bohlmann & Zacher, tracking post-crisis

(COR) job insecurity under crisis.  2021; Tu & Zou, psychological recovery

2024). trajectories.

High- Integrated HR bundles High (Edwards et al., Unclear boundary conditions

Performance driving operational 2025; Piwowar-Sulej regarding when HPWS

Work Systems  capability & employee et al., 2024). induce work overload under
commitment. crisis.

Structural Path Synthesis

To further clarify the quantitative relationships between strategic HR dimensions and resilience outcomes,
meta-evidence from structural equation modeling (SEM) studies across the reviewed literature was synthesized.
Figure 3 displays the structural path model detailing standardized path coefficients (B) and significance levels.
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*p < 0.05, *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001. Paths synthesized from empirical SEM meta-evidence (2021-2026)

Figure 3. Structural Path Model of Strategic HRM Dimensions Influencing Organizational Resilience Outcomes

As indicated in Figure 3, Agile Talent Systems and Reskilling exert a strong positive effect on Cognitive and
Operational Adaptability (B = 0.42, p < 0.001), while Psychological Safety and Flexible Work Regimes strongly
predict Workforce Well-Being and Trust ( = 0.48, p <0.001). Both mediating paths substantially enhance firm-level
Resilience and Recovery Performance (f = 0.38 and B = 0.35 respectively, p < 0.001). These structural paths
empirically validate that strategic HR interventions build organizational resilience indirectly by fortifying workforce
adaptive capacity and mutual trust under crisis conditions (Edwards et al., 2025; Qunwei et al., 2026).

CONCLUSION

This review demonstrates that Strategic Human Resource Management is an essential determinant of
organizational resilience during economic crises. Rather than viewing human capital as a passive cost burden to be
slashed during macro-economic shocks, resilient organizations treat human capital as a dynamic, strategic shock
absorber. Proactive HR practices—specifically agile internal talent redeployment, continuous multi-skilling,
psychological safety nets, empathetic crisis leadership, and digital HR analytics—enable enterprises to absorb
economic shocks, adapt operational models rapidly, and execute post-crisis strategic renewals.

For executive practice, these findings suggest three concrete strategic imperatives: (1) Replace non-selective
retrenchment and blanket lay-offs with agile internal redeployment frameworks and shared-sacrifice cost models;
(2) Institutionalize continuous upskilling and cross-training during stable periods to build multi-functional talent
reserves prior to crisis onset; and (3) Invest in digital HR analytics to enable real-time workforce visibility and
predictive talent reallocation. Future empirical research should adopt longitudinal multi-level research designs to
track the long-term post-crisis performance trajectories of resilient HRM systems across emerging and transition
economies.
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