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3 Social networks and 
resilience in work teams

Birgit Pauksztat

Introduction

The factors facilitating or hindering the performance of individuals and work 
groups in organizations have long been at the center of management research 
(Mathieu et al. 2008). Different streams of literature have contributed much 
to our understanding of the demands and challenges faced by individuals and 
groups (Bakker, Demerouti, and Sanz-Vergel 2014), the ways in which they 
interpret and make sense of these challenges (Weick 1993), and the resources 
available to them (Hobfoll et al. 2018). Other literatures have focused on strat-
egies for dealing with demands and challenges, for instance through seeking 
advice or support (Cohen, Underwood, and Gottlieb 2000; Lazega 2001), 
employee voice (Wilkinson, Barry, and Morrison 2020), innovations (Crossan 
and Apaydin 2010), and various other coping strategies (Lazarus and Folkman 
1984; Lyons et al. 1998), as well as the ways in which individuals and teams 
learn from their experiences (Dahlin, Chuang, and Roulet 2018).

Although these literatures provide important insights into the resilience of 
individuals and teams, it is only recently that scholars have started to use the 
term “team resilience” in this regard, and there is no consensus yet with regard 
to its definition: resilience has been defined as a process (Fisher, Ragsdale, and 
Fisher 2019), an outcome trajectory (Gucciardi et al. 2018), and, perhaps most 
commonly, a capacity (Stoverink et al. 2020; West, Patera, and Carsten 2009).

Despite these disagreements, the concept holds promise as a way of advancing 
research by highlighting the need for a longitudinal perspective to analyze 
team processes over time (Fisher et al. 2019; Gucciardi et al. 2018; Raetze 
et al. 2021). Moreover, an interest in resilience has the potential to increase 
researchers’ attention to the context (Johns 2018) by drawing attention to 
adversities, resources, and strategies arising from or linked to the team’s envi-
ronment. Perhaps most importantly, the concept highlights a phenomenon 
that cross-cuts largely separate streams of literature. In this way, it encourages 
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32 A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR SOCIAL NETWORKS AND SOCIAL RESILIENCE

a holistic perspective (Raetze et al. 2021) that may promote a much-needed 
integration of these literatures.

To date, only a few studies have explicitly considered social networks in relation 
to the resilience of individuals and teams in organizations. Exceptions include 
theoretical work (Kahn, Barton, and Fellows 2013; Kahn et al. 2018; Van der 
Vegt et al. 2015), simulations (Massari, Giannoccaro, and Carbone 2021), and 
case studies (Butts, Petrescu-Prahova, and Cross 2007; Powley 2009). Further, 
studies on team cohesion (West et al. 2009), social support climate (Meneghel, 
Martínez, and Salanova 2016), high-quality relationships (Carmeli, Friedman, 
and Tishler 2013), and relational coordination (Gittell 2016) provide valuable 
insights, although without using social network data. Hence, this chapter starts 
by introducing resilience in an organizational context, focusing on team resil-
ience. Following this, I draw on insights from research on intraorganizational 
social networks to suggest how a social network perspective might contribute 
to and advance our understanding of team resilience.

Resilience

In this chapter, resilience refers to the capacity of work groups or teams to 
withstand or adapt to adversities such that relevant outcomes are maintained, 
bounce back, or improve (Alliger et al. 2015; West et al. 2009).

Adversity
Adversity encompasses unforeseen, sudden, and/or extreme events as well as 
gradual “drift”. It can stem from internal (e.g., personal conflicts) or external 
causes (e.g., a pandemic), affecting one team member (e.g., being assaulted by 
a customer) or the team as a whole (e.g., technological breakdown).

The term “adversity” often brings to mind disastrous events such as techno-
logical breakdowns, natural disasters, health crises such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic, or violence such as school shootings or terrorist attacks (Perrow 1984; 
Powley 2009; Weick 1993). More commonly, perhaps, adversities develop 
slowly over time. High workloads are a typical example. Such “creeping 
strains” (Kahn et al. 2018) are especially challenging, and potentially damag-
ing, because they can be difficult to recognize and may not be considered suf-
ficiently important to take action (Alliger et al. 2015). Remaining unresolved, 
their impact can accumulate until reaching breaking point, and/or make it 
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33SOCIAL NETWORKS AND RESILIENCE IN WORK TEAMS

more difficult for teams to cope with additional adversities (Alliger et al. 2015; 
Fisher et al. 2019).

Perhaps even more important than the characteristics of the adverse event is its 
impact on the team (Kahn et al. 2018), for instance with regard to its severity, 
location, and spread (Morgeson, Mitchell, and Liu 2015). Importantly, what 
matters is team members’ perception (Weick 1993), which may vary depend-
ing on the adversity’s impact and the context (Searle and Auton 2015): what 
may be a “part of the job” for some teams (e.g., nurses dealing with injury or 
death) may be an unexpected and unprecedented shock for others.

While researchers have started to consider characteristics of the adversities 
faced by team members, the challenges they present and the ways in which 
they are dealt with (or not) have received little attention in empirical research 
to date (Raetze et al. 2021).

Outcomes
When faced with adversities, resilient teams succeed in maintaining 
a desired outcome or, after a temporary drop, the outcome “bounces back” 
to pre-adversity or higher levels (Fisher et al. 2019; Stoverink et al. 2020). In 
research on workplace resilience, arguably the main outcome of interest has 
been team performance (Gucciardi et al. 2018; Stoverink et al. 2020). Because 
work teams are created in order to complete particular tasks, the focus on 
performance is understandable (Gucciardi et al. 2018). However, employee 
well-being is increasingly considered an equally important goal (Guest 2017; 
West et al. 2009). In addition, some researchers have included outcomes 
related to team members’ social networks, such as team cohesiveness, collabo-
ration, and coordination (Alliger et al. 2015; West et al. 2009), “social connec-
tions” that provide social support and a sense of community (Powley 2009), or 
“relational systems” (Kahn et al. 2013); that is, the social networks formed by 
formal and informal relationships both within and outside the team.

Building on this, in this chapter team resilience is considered in relation to 
three outcomes: (1) the team’s performance in relation to its objectives, (2) 
team members’ well-being, and (3) the team’s internal and external social net-
works. These outcomes may be interdependent; for instance, well-being and 
good social relationships among team members can enhance performance. 
Moreover, these outcomes can also be considered resources that affect teams’ 
future resilience. Hence, rather than drawing strict distinctions between pre-
dictors and outcomes in the resilience process, their mutual influences should 
be analyzed as they co-evolve over time.
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Figure 3.1 The resilience process
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Responses to Adversity
Figure 3.1 provides a schematic overview of team members’ responses to 
adversity and their links with resources and outcomes. Following Alliger et al. 
(2015), I distinguish between strategies used before, during, and after the onset 
of the adversity.

Before, teams can use “minimizing” strategies. This involves anticipating and 
preparing for adversities, to the extent they can be foreseen, for instance by 
establishing emergency procedures or by training possible crisis scenarios. 

Birgit Pauksztat - 9781803925783
Downloaded from PubFactory at 03/14/2023 10:06:15AM

via Uppsala University



35SOCIAL NETWORKS AND RESILIENCE IN WORK TEAMS

Importantly, in line with Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll et 
al. 2018), this also involves building up individual- and team-level resources 
that can enhance team members’ ability to deal with adversity. This includes 
material resources (e.g., financial resources, back-up equipment); team size 
and composition with regard to team members’ knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties; psychological resources (e.g., a sense of collective efficacy, psychological 
safety, shared mental models, shared goals), and social relations among team 
members and with external partners (Brykman and King 2021; Carmeli et al. 
2013; Gucciardi et al. 2018; Stoverink et al. 2020). As noted above, the out-
comes of resilience (team performance, individual well-being, team members’ 
social networks) also constitute resources for dealing with future adversities.

During the adversity, “managing” strategies can be used to assess and address 
the adversity, possibly with the assistance of third parties, while continuing to 
fulfill everyday tasks as efficiently as possible (Alliger et al. 2015). Assessing 
the adversity involves collecting and interpreting information to make sense 
of the situation (Weick 1993). Based on this, teams decide whether and how 
to address the adversity. Individual and/or collective responses can include 
innovative problem-solving, flexible collaboration beyond formally prescribed 
roles, individual and collective coping strategies, and support from third 
parties (Lundberg and Rankin 2014; Pauksztat forthcoming; Powley 2009). At 
the same time, teams will need to continue monitoring and adjusting to the 
evolving situation.

Afterwards, “mending” strategies help team members to recover, (re)build 
resources, and learn from their experiences. This includes strengthening (or 
perhaps repairing) team members’ relationships with each other and with 
third parties (Alliger et al. 2015; Kahn et al. 2013; Olekalns, Caza, and Vogus 
2020; Powley 2009). Further, during debriefings, teams can evaluate their 
responses and identify lessons for future adversities. At the same time, debrief-
ings can be used to emphasize team norms concerning desirable or undesirable 
behavior (Alliger et al. 2015).

Social Networks and Team Resilience

This section suggests three ways in which team members’ social networks can 
be relevant for research on team resilience: as resource, as reflection of team 
members’ responses to adversity, and as outcomes.
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Social Networks as Resource
Teams’ internal and external social networks can be considered a key resource 
that provides the foundation of team resilience. By shaping team members’ 
attitudes, beliefs, and goals, providing access to resources, and facilitating 
flexible adjustments in response to unfolding events, social networks enable 
and constrain team members’ efforts to deal with adversity. Both the types and 
structure of network ties should be considered.

Relevant types of ties include collaboration, relationship quality, and commu-
nication ties. Collaboration ties comprise the formal organizational structure 
(e.g., workflow, meetings, hierarchical structure) as well as informal collabora-
tion. Smooth collaboration facilitates effective completion of a team’s ordinary 
tasks, freeing time and energy to attend to adversities (Alliger et al. 2015). 
Some teams switch between multiple default structures depending on the task 
(Pauksztat forthcoming) or have developed emergency procedures to deal with 
anticipated adversities (Alliger et al. 2015). While established structures and 
procedures can have benefits with regard to legitimacy and speed, they may 
not be well suited to novel or changing requirements. Hence when experienc-
ing adversity, teams may need to adopt an emergent, flexible approach (Butts 
et al. 2007; Lundberg and Rankin 2014; Powley 2009). This flexibility can be 
facilitated by heterarchical structures characterized by distributed cognition, 
self-organization, and lateral coordination (Beunza and Stark 2003).

Relationship quality encompasses positive ties such as friendship, trust, or 
“high-quality relationships” (Dutton and Heaphy 2003; Krackhardt 1992) and 
negative ties (Labianca and Brass 2006). Some involve role expectations (e.g., 
friendship), while others are based on affect (e.g., liking) or behavior (e.g., 
bullying). Relationship quality is closely associated with key resources such as 
social support (Cohen et al. 2000), psychological safety (Schulte, Cohen, and 
Klein 2012), efficient “relational coordination”, and collective action (Gittell 
2016).

Communication networks can facilitate access to comprehensive, detailed, 
and trustworthy information. To some extent, these networks overlap and 
co-evolve with collaboration networks and with the quality of relationships 
(Lazega 2001; Pauksztat 2021). However, given the importance of information 
for teams’ ability to understand and deal with the adversities they are facing, 
communication networks deserve particular attention in this context.

The structure of teams’ internal networks, for instance with regard to network 
density or the presence of subgroups, is associated with the extent to which 
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37SOCIAL NETWORKS AND RESILIENCE IN WORK TEAMS

information, knowledge, and mental models are shared among team members 
(Martin 1992). High levels of sharedness facilitate fast responses but come with 
the risk of disregarding new information and alternative interpretations that 
might be necessary for obtaining a complete and accurate understanding of 
the situation (Weick 1993). Moreover, network structure and team members’ 
position in the network influences identification with the team (Jones and 
Volpe 2011). This can affect the extent to which a problem is considered 
a shared problem rather than the problem of an individual (Kahn et al. 2018). 
Further, network centralization promotes fast decision-making and coor-
dination, but also creates cut-points that increase vulnerability, for instance 
through overload at the central node (Lundberg and Rankin 2014; Massari et 
al. 2021). Reflecting power differences among team members, network cen-
tralization may also silence team members who have divergent information or 
alternative interpretations (Kish-Gephart et al. 2009).

Finally, team members’ external ties provide access to information and other 
resources, and facilitate coordination with other teams (Granovetter 1973). 
However, like tightly coupled systems (Perrow 1984), dense networks within 
the team and with third parties can also be detrimental, for instance by facili-
tating the spread of the impact of adversities (Kahn et al. 2018).

Social Networks Reflecting Responses to Adversity
Social network analysis can also be useful in analyzing teams’ responses to 
adversity, with regard to both action and cognition. Many actions taken 
by team members before, during, and after experiences of adversity can be 
conceptualized as dyadic interactions (e.g., communication, collaboration, 
helping) or as two-mode networks (e.g., participation in meetings; co-location; 
shared use of equipment). In this way, they reflect team members’ responses 
to the adversity. Similarly, two-mode networks (i.e., actor × information) can 
be used to model the extent to which team members share information or 
interpretations of the situation at different points in time. In this way, social 
network analysis can be helpful in mapping team members’ thoughts and 
actions at multiple points in time, and analyzing the causes and consequences 
of these developments.

Important questions concern the influence of social networks on team 
members’ reactions to adversity. For instance, how do collaboration and com-
munication networks, as well as relationship quality, help or hinder a team’s 
effort to deal with adversities? What happens if adversities disrupt or recon-
figure pre-existing formal and/or informal networks? Several studies have 
explored the role of formal organizational structure in this regard. According 
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to threat-rigidity theory, threats prompt more restricted information process-
ing and a centralization of control (Staw, Sandelands, and Dutton 1981). In 
practice, this may not be possible (e.g., when the adversity entails a breakdown 
of communication or organizational structure; Butts et al. 2007) and it may not 
necessarily be the most effective response (Beunza and Stark 2003; Massari et 
al. 2021). In some cases, existing formal structures can become temporarily less 
relevant and new ties can form spontaneously to exchange information and 
support, as in Powley’s (2009) case study of employee reactions to a shooting 
at a university.

Other questions concern actors’ individual resources (e.g., knowledge, skills), 
team-level resources (e.g., collective efficacy, psychological safety), and the 
characteristics of the adversity (e.g., increasing/decreasing severity). How 
do these co-evolve with social network resources (e.g., collaboration, com-
munication, and relationship quality) and with team members’ responses to 
adversity over time? Such analyses might help us understand how and why 
strategies change over time and identify strategies that are effective for dealing 
with particular adversities. For instance, in response to increasing workloads, 
responses might change from initial individual responses (e.g., an individual 
working harder to cope with the workload) to collective responses within 
the team (e.g., redistributing tasks among team members) to seeking help 
outside the team (Pauksztat forthcoming). Similarly, when do strategies stall? 
For instance, when does gathering and making sense of available informa-
tion remain “just talk”, and when do teams move on to make decisions and 
take actions to address the adversity (De Clercq, Fatima, and Jahanzeb 2021; 
Pauksztat 2021)? Finally, how does team members’ sensemaking and their 
(dis)agreement concerning information and beliefs about appropriate action 
shape their responses to adversity over time?

Social Networks as Outcome
Teams’ internal and external social networks are also a relevant outcome. As 
noted by Kahn et al. (2013), relational systems can be severely disrupted by 
the direct and indirect consequences of adversities. For instance, Shah (2000) 
found that a company’s downsizing disrupted pre-existing friendship net-
works. Other studies suggest that a persistently high workload may leave little 
time to establish or maintain friendship relations (Pauksztat forthcoming).

Social networks can also be affected by team members’ attempts to deal with 
adversities. On the one hand, working together and supporting each other 
during adversity can have beneficial effects by strengthening pre-existing ties 
and creating new ties (Sias and Cahill 1998). On the other hand, relationships 
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may be damaged or deteriorate, and conflicts and tensions may erupt, for 
instance, when team members bring up unwelcome news, when they disagree 
about the best course of action, or when individuals’ interests clash with each 
other or with collective interests (Sias et al. 2004). These processes can create 
spirals of resource gain or loss (Hobfoll et al. 2018).

Consequently, social networks (as well as other resources) should be care-
fully assessed and “mended”, if necessary, in the aftermath of the adversity 
(Alliger et al. 2015; Kahn et al. 2013; Olekalns et al. 2020). Studies examining 
the co-evolution of relationship quality with, for instance, communication, 
helping, or two-mode networks of actors and beliefs can provide valuable 
insights into these mending processes.

Policy Implications

As discussed above, social networks play a key role in team resilience. But work 
teams are not “natural” groups: they are created by organizations in order to 
fulfill a particular task within a certain budget. Key team characteristics (e.g., 
size, composition, formal structure) and the resources available to the team 
are often beyond the control of team members. Moreover, teams are affected 
by the practices, norms, and values of the organization in which they are 
embedded.

In this way, organizational design and interventions affect the resources and 
strategies available to team members. For instance, flexibility in dividing tasks 
among team members to cope with adversities is only possible if other team 
members have the competence to carry out these tasks (Pauksztat forthcom-
ing), and if communication among team members and with relevant third 
parties – whether face to face or through technology – remains possible (Butts 
et al. 2007). In this way, teams can be “set up to fail” when relevant resources 
are not available.

Organizational design and interventions also play a key role in team resilience 
by influencing team members’ internal and external social networks. The 
formal organizational structure can be designed to facilitate efficient collab-
oration and communication, or it can be designed for individualized work, 
perhaps even hindering informal collaboration (Chapter 4 of this volume).

But not all types of networks can be designed a priori and irrespective of the 
individuals involved. An example concerns networks reflecting relationship 
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quality, such as trust or friendship. While these networks cannot be created by 
design, organizations can establish conditions that support their development. 
Because relationships like friendship or trust take time to develop (Sias and 
Cahill 1998), this requires investments; for example, providing permanent 
(rather than short-term) employment contracts or allowing time for informal 
interactions (Leana and van Buren 1999; Chapter 4 of this volume). Although 
the benefits of informal social interactions, providing no immediate perfor-
mance advantage, have been questioned (Methot et al. 2021), others have 
emphasized the positive effects of such “slack” not only for team members’ 
social relations but also for innovation and learning, and as a buffer during 
times of crisis (Bourgeois 1981).

Research Agenda

Although team members’ social networks can play an important role in under-
standing team resilience, they have received little attention to date. Hence 
there are rich opportunities for future research in this area. Some of these have 
already been mentioned in previous sections. More generally, future studies 
should take a holistic approach that integrates different streams of literature. 
Keeping in mind overarching research questions (e.g., how do teams deal with 
the adversities they encounter, what enables or hinders particular strategies, 
and what are their effects on the outcomes of interest?) may be helpful for 
discovering connections between different streams of literature.

In this way, the concept of team resilience opens up a domain that invites 
researchers to consider team processes over time while taking into account 
contextual factors. For instance, future studies could compare how differ-
ent types of adversity affect teams’ responses and the effectiveness of these 
responses. Considering teams’ responses to adversity as a process involving 
one or more strategies used sequentially and/or in parallel, future studies 
could explore the substitutability of strategies, and the ways in which they 
can be combined. Other questions concern “traps” and “turning points” in 
these processes. For instance, when do team members get “trapped” at the 
information-gathering and sensemaking stage, rather than moving on to take 
action? What are the factors that prompt changes in strategy, for example from 
individual to collective responses, or from internal problem-solving to seeking 
help outside the team? Further, future studies could explore how relationships 
are affected by adversities or by the team’s responses, and how relationships 
can be “mended” (Kahn et al. 2013; Olekalns et al. 2020).
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Another important aspect of context is its multilevel nature (Introduction to 
this volume). Units at one level are nested in higher-level units (e.g., individ-
uals are nested in teams, which in turn are nested in organizations, etc.), and 
there may be ties among the units at each level. Moreover, groups can overlap 
(Simmel 1999). While this provides access to resources and opportunities for 
collective action, it may also create conflicting demands. Hence an interesting 
question is how these connections and boundaries across and within levels are 
managed before, during, and after crises.

Descriptive analyses, visualizations, and blockmodeling (Chapter 12 of this 
volume) of networks at different time points, as well as methods for longi-
tudinal analyses such as stochastic actor-oriented modeling (Introduction to 
this volume), provide useful tools for such analyses. For instance, in stochastic 
actor-oriented modeling, time-period dummies could be used to analyze 
changes in the structure of networks before, during, and after adversities (e.g., 
Mirc and Parker 2020). Analyzing this in relation to relationship quality could 
reveal the direct effects of the adversity on the relationship quality network, 
as well as indirect effects mediated, for instance, by changes in patterns of 
collaboration. Information or beliefs held by team members can be taken into 
account by including two-mode networks (e.g., actors × information). In this 
way, researchers could map diffusion and influence processes and examine 
their effects on the use of resources, strategies, and outcomes.
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